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Careless pressure of being mishandled in the icy void is all Abigail can feel as she is tossed around like a toy doll from side to side. She thinks, Why did I trust that idiot when I knew it was wrong? Then her worst thought enters her mind while in the darkness. Olivia... Abigail can only hope that she is okay. Klinksly and Se’allt are with her. She will be okay. Before Abigail can think of worse or better, she is flung into a pale yellow light and the air begins to smell of sour apples and dead grass. She bounces off a cold stone floor that has strange markings that twist and dance with each other in a soft, crimson glow.

A sharp pain radiates throughout her body with every hit of the stone while she rolls to a stop. Something still paralyzes her in the standing position, holding the diamond in both her hands but laying on her right side. When her sight comes into focus, she is on a large stone table and not on the floor. From her position, she can only see part of an octagonal shaped room with smooth polished walls of gold and copper-speckled stone. On the walls are claw marks and splatters of dried blood lit by glowing yellow crystals grasped in boney hands protruding from the stone.

A shadow moves along the wall that she is facing. She can tell the figure is a woman holding a curved, sawtooth-bladed weapon behind her. Abigail panics, trying to move her arms or legs to kick, but nothing happens. Only her eyes can move. Long, muscular, tan fingers with razor sharp nails painted a deep blue reach over her face, grab her right cheek, and turn her whole body easily on her back. The aroma from the fingers is a cross between a warm spring morning after a night of rain with the flowers blooming and an orange hard candy. Her index fingernail slides across Abigail’s face with the feeling of a razor cutting flesh. 

“Interesting... No scratch,” a woman’s sultry voice says.

The hand lightly caresses Abigail's face using the back of her nails to stroke her cheek and along the nose with her fingertips. Then the hand gently pulls away a few inches from her face. The muscles of the hand turn it into a claw shape with the nails facing downward. With a heavy plunge, the nails impact her face, causing Abigail’s feet to rise for a second from the force of the hit. A chip of blue flies up into the air, flips and hovers for a second, then lightly falls down on Abigail’s chest. The hand pulls away, leaving no wounds on her face, but the woman’s index fingernail is broken.

“Huh. You broke my nail...” the voice tapers off. “You broke my nail!” The woman becomes enraged. Abigail hears a loud flesh-slapping, slithering sound. The lady comes into Abigail’s view, using her tattooed arms to pull herself onto the table. The left arm has a small black tattoo of a wire with thin curved blades protruding from it and spiraling around the arm. The right has an odd symbol of a circle with a diamond on the top. Both arms are adorned with copper bracelets with gold etchings in them that gleam in the light. A gold headband holds her perfect, soft, flowing blonde hair back, lined with small rubies in no certain order.

Her naked muscular upper torso with voluptuous breasts sways as she pulls herself on top of Abigail. A thin gold chain holds a small sheet of light blue silk wrapped around her waist. The lower half is a large, scaly snake of brown, tan, and misty black scales arranged in a diamond pattern along its twenty-foot length. It coils around Abigail’s legs. The size of this thing would easily crush most, but Abigail can feel the weight but not being harmed. She lays down on Abigail to bring her face to face.

“What are you? Who are you?” She rubs her finger over Abigail’s lips. “No matter, I need not know my victim’s name.” She draws a two-foot-long curved metal sword that is cut like a jagged saw blade and has a faded steel, black color to it. She raises it high into the air.

Abigail tries to scream or move but can’t. The woman slams the sword down on Abigail, and hit after hit she laughs harder and harder, looking up at the ceiling. She slashes left and right and saws at Abigail. Abigail watches every hit, for she cannot close her eyes or defend herself.

No harm comes to Abigail. The woman tosses the sword aside on the stone floor in a furious rage and uses her tail to lift Abigail off the table. She claws at her face with both hands. Again, nothing happens. The woman stands there holding Abigail up face to face, staring at her with those turquoise eyes, thinking of what to do next. She reaches her left hand behind Abigail's head and grabs a handful of hair, bringing her face up against Abigail’s cheek and licking her slowly down to the jaw and stops. She pulls her head away slowly, until three inches from Abigail’s.

“You still breathe? And your eyes move... How?” She squints at her. “You're a...?" She teasingly grins, rubs Abigail’s hair, and notices the necklace. The woman’s eyes light up in joy at what she has discovered.

“What do we have here? Such a lovely necklace.” She rubs Abigail’s chin and lowers her hand to touch the necklace. Buzzzzzapp! A small bolt of electricity comes out of the necklace, and she retreats her hand. “OOOW!” she screams in anger. Her snake body whips Abigail across the room against the wall. Abigail can feel each hit of the wall and floor.

The woman picks her up, putting her in a small chamber, about the size of a small closet. She stands her stiff body to face the center of the room and fluffs Abigail’s hair, tucking it behind her shoulder.

“There you go now, nice and pretty. Shame though.” She slithers to the other side of the room and stops in front of a frosted crystal slab. She wipes her hand across it, and Abigail notices what appears to be another woman with long, black hair.

“Now with her? She doesn’t realize the years going by until... I let the curse do its thing.” The woman slithers back over to Abigail. “But you, dear...” She grabs Abigail’s chin in her palm. “You are going to suffer and watch every agonizing minute of your existence. She steps back, crosses the bracelets, and lifts them into the air. Rising out of the floor, a shiny crystal slab encloses her in.

“And we have time...for you see...” She poses with her hands outwards. “I’m a demon from the dark abyss living in your world.” She claps her hands and slithers away, laughing. “We have eons to spend together.”

*****
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A JUBILANT TYREE STEPS out of the portal into a square room with wooden floors and walls. A window is open across from him, lighting the room. To the left, there is a small cot and end table with many melted candles that have dripped onto the floor, creating a cave-like appearance. To the right are many books, papers, and objects from everyday things to the obscure. They are spread about on a large table, desk, bookshelf, and the floor.

Tyree sprints to the desk and slides his arm across the surface to push the contents onto the floor. He sets the red book down carefully and steps back, snaps his fingers, and does a little dance again. The sound of wood being chopped echoes through the window, grabbing Tyree’s attention. He looks outside the second-story window, and there is the side yard surrounded by logs being splintered into firewood by his helper, Glaive.

Glaive is a big twenty-eight-year-old fellow, six and a half feet tall, broad square shoulders with muscles to match. His large round face with a square jaw complements the blue half-moon tattoo on top of his bald head. There is a black snake tattoo that wraps around the moon, along the back of his neck, and creeps to his left shoulder blade. The tail comes over the shoulder, stopping above his left pectoral muscle. The head, with its mouth open, stops at his forehead. His shirtless chest reveals scars on his front and back from old combat. The faded dark blue cloth pants he wears have many stains and a few holes from overuse.

“Glaive! Glaive! Get up here quick.” 

He takes one last swing with the ax before going upstairs to see what Tyree wants. He opens the door and there is Tyree standing there with his hands on the table, humming a cheerful tune. Glaive stands there slack-jawed, watching him with big brown eyes as Tyree hums and swings his hips.

“Uh...why you so happy, chief?” Glaive has a husky voice that sounds like he needs to clear his throat but never does.

“Today, we celebrate!” He tosses a small pouch of gold coins to him. “Go to town and bring back the best wine and drink you can find.”

“Uhh, okay.” He turns to go downstairs then peeks his head back in. “Chief? Why we celebrating?”

Tyree puts both his hands against his temples and moans in annoyance. “Ahh. Me!” He points at himself and in the air with the other hand. “I have found the Book of Power that Prakdon possessed.” He spins around with his hands in the air and stomps his foot. “Go! Before I change my mind.” Tyree waves him off.

Tyree watches Glaive walk to town through the window and shakes his head in disbelief. “Why? Why not take the horse?” His attention turns to the book as he leans against the desk and stares at it.

“So... What do you have to offer me?” Tyree rubs his fingers across the cover and opens a random page. The handwritten words are in a strange language he cannot understand. He flips through a few more pages and the same writing. He frantically flips through it and to the beginning. It is all the same language.

“How can this be!” He slaps his hand against the book. “I could read it in the tower, and it showed me the offering ritual.” Tyree stomps across the room, talking to himself, “The tower? Don’t tell me I have to go back there to read it.” After walking in a few circles, his head snaps up with the realization of a parchment he remembers. He searches through a desk drawer and pulls out a rolled parchment tied in a blue string before he closes the drawer. A small brown leather journal catches his eye. The book is old, worn, and has a symbol of a light blue shield with a pure white outline. In the center are golden feathery wings spread between a sword and sunrays. The old symbol of the Skylar Kingdom.

“Yesss. Of course.” He remembers this book belonging to his parents and looking through it a long time ago. “It will be mine soon.” He tosses the parchment carelessly to the side of the desk and opens to a page he has not seen before. Looking closer, Tyree reads it to discover handwritten notes from his father and mother telling him about his family heritage as a baby. He scans over writings and one sentence stands out.

Remember what we told you for one day you will need it.

He slaps the book on the desk. “What?! Are you kidding me? I was a child. Really?! How am I supposed to remember what you said?” Tyree grabs the red Book of Power again and mumbles under his breath, “Stupid parents.” He turns a few pages only to see mystical writing and symbols that he can’t understand. Tapping his fingers on the desk, he thinks for a moment about what to do, then reaches for the scroll. He unties the blue string and glances over it.

“Yesss. This should work.” Tyree studies the scroll that will allow him to read unknown magic. After twenty minutes of learning in silence, the divination magic of the scroll is erased and transferred to Tyree’s mind. He opens the middle of the book and repeats the words to activate the spell. His hands gleam in the mists of yellow and grays that come forth, gliding down to the book. His heart pounds, watching in anticipation of the letters changing shape so he can read them, but the mist fades into black sparkles that bounce off the pages and roll off the desk, disappearing.

“What?” He shakes his hands violently to make more mist, but the spell fails and ceases. “No, I cast it right! Fatuous spell. It was faulty!” Tyree rips up the now blank parchment and his anger grows into a small rage. He grabs the thick candle off the desk and throws it into the wall, breaking it into pieces. “How am I supposed to read that devilish script now?”

A cool gust of wind blows into the window, stirring the shredded parchment on the wooden floor. Tyree looks around the room he let get so disorganized over the years as he searched for the Book of Power. His face reddens with anger, and he is about to throw another candle when his eyes lock on the flickering flame, then at the ripped parchment. He sets the candle down on the desk and taps his forehead in stupidity.

“Of course! I couldn’t read it because it is not magic.” He picks the red book up, rubs it with his fingers, and murmurs, “It is demon runes.” Tyree searches through the desk, then over to the shelves, but cannot find anything to read the book with.

He crosses his arms, taps his chin, and thinks. I remember something about reading dark runes or whatever. Tyree walks in circles, trying to remember, and laughs aloud. “Ha! Remember what my parents told me when I was a child? I can’t even recall when I heard something about dark rune understanding. Ha! The nonsense of it all.”

He snaps his finger and smirks with an idea. He pulls out his old spell book from when he was only an apprentice. “Study the simple stuff, the wizard always said.” He carefully flips through the fragile pages that he never really took the time to learn. “I guess the old fool, I mean old conjurer, was right after all.”

He finds the simple remembrance spell he needs. His finger glides down the paper over the list of spell ingredients he needs and the enchantment words to activate the magic.

“Let’s see, a pinch of dried elephant brain powder, pinch of ginseng root dust, and mix with dried fairy dust.” He snickers. “Ah yes, I remember drying out that pesky fairy and grinding him into dust.” He picks the small green glass bottle off the shelf and shakes it. “Looks like I have a use for you, after all.”

Tyree mixes the three ingredients together and reads the words to activate the spell. He pours the dust mixture into his left hand. “Ajatella muistaa.” He lets out all the air in his lungs, closes his eyes, and splashes the glimmering dust on his face as he deeply inhales. A moment goes by, and nothing happens. He opens his eyes to a blurry room. Tyree stumbles to his bed, lies down, and falls into a daze.

His memories come and go, from recent to faded. Tyree realizes the spell is working and is not sure how much time he has, so he concentrates on his early years as a child. Coming into view in his mind is his father talking to someone in a dark alley between two buildings. His mother is holding him as a one-year-old baby. His father is arguing with a man dressed in a blue overcoat, but Tyree cannot understand what he is saying.

He sees his father push the man back up against the wall, and this large white diamond with a bluish tint, about the size of a small apple, falls to the ground. The man is sweating as they look at each other to see who will pick it up first. Tyree’s father pushes the man away, picks up the gem, and yells, “Meikka!”

The gem turns into a long crystal sword with a faint blue glow. His father has a sinister grin and then runs the sword through the man’s chest and drags it out of him. He satisfyingly mummers the command word, and the sword becomes the small diamond again.

During the spell, Tyree calls out, “It can go to the size of a gem?” He thinks of other locked memories.

Tyree is a little over two years old now and laying in a bed with a blanket over his face with just his eyes and nose peeking out. The small room smells of smoke from the wet wood trying to burn in the fireplace. His parents are sitting at a table, and by the partially open door stands a strange man looking nervous as he looks outside into the night. There is a dark-skinned woman dressed in many shades of reds, oranges, and browns with strips of ragged cloth hanging from her arms and legs. Some are loose, and other strands are knotted, clinging to her arms. She is wearing a brown-hooded cloak that hides half her face, but little Tyree can see clearly her one eye is pure white.

She waves her hands back and forth, yelling in a hoarse voice about how, “If the witch, the one that can move earth and water with thought, lives to be their queen, then all is lost.” She lowers her hands and points to the fire. “The Mire family will end, never to claim the throne!” Suddenly, the fire roars into a mighty flame. He looks back at his parents. The lady and strange man are gone as the door swings back and forth.

Tyree thinks of more hidden memories that are lined up like closed books in his mind. The spell brings them forth so easily. He relives memories of them wandering around like gypsies throughout the remnants of the old Skylar Kingdom. Traveling to the north and the far south. He sees good and bad times they had. His father teaches him how to use the crystal sword and that if he holds it straight out with both hands and says “Shokki,” a small bolt of electricity comes forth.

“Hmm, interesting. I don’t recall that. Well, I guess I did.” Tyree goes on with more thoughts and gets discouraged when it’s mostly about family things that don’t matter to him. Then he finds a memory he was looking for, his parents telling him the story about the Book of Power and how general Prakdon became the owner of it. A part sticks out when his mother tells him the details of the book.

“That fortune teller lady said you will possess that book someday, but you cannot read it. You need to find a witch to read that demon rune in the book. Or find a source of magic to do that, but I think none exists.”

That memory fades into another; he is fifteen years old. He is in the town of Cragsburg, a mining town in the Southern Kingdom, and has taken his father’s crystal cane with him. They sent him into town to get supplies for the next journey after they overstayed their welcome. A group of teenagers starts taunting and throwing rocks at him. One boy comes up from behind him and punches him in the back of the head.

An anger grows so fierce and quick inside him that he drops his bag, twists the knob on the cane to turn it into the sword, and rapidly turns himself with the blade out and sliced the kid’s gut wide open. He faces the one that threw the rock at him, who is standing in shock, and plunges it into the boy’s chest, killing him instantly. The others run away while the other boy cries, holding his guts in his hands.

A man with a sword, probably a town guard, comes rushing over yelling at Tyree to drop the sword. Tyree runs at the man, screaming for all to die, and the two blades hit each other. The crystal blade breaks the metal sword into pieces. Tyree continues, the blade cutting into the man’s face, chest, and right leg before hitting the ground. He sees more armed men coming, and he runs off in fear of being caught.

The spell fizzles, and Tyree comes out of his trance. He looks around the room for a second while his head clears. He rubs his face with his hands, stands up, and smiles. “Oh yeah, I did do that.” Tyree reaches for the crystal cane and holds it in both hands. “I can’t believe I forgot about the shocking power of this blade. What was that word again? Meikka.'' The cane forms a diamond with a bluish tint the size of a small apple in the palm of his hands. He tosses it into the air and catches it before putting it in his pocket.

“You could have told me that before I took it into town that day, Father.” He yells out to no one. “But those brats got what they deserved. Ha!” His attention is now focused on the book.

“But I did read you.” He rubs the book gently with his fingers. “Just not here though... You want me to read you, don’t you?” Tyree lays the book down on the desk and goes to the window to think. The view is of a few rolling hills covered with a mix of beech, poplar, and maple trees. Most of the leaves have changed color to bright reds and oranges, falling on the ground by the cool breeze. Grasshoppers struggle to fly as they are nearing their end of life while the cricket’s time has come as they chirp in the shadows. A few miles away, he can see the outline of the tall buildings in town. Minutes go by as he leans on the open window, remembering what the spell showed him of what the fortune teller said. He glances back and grins.

“I do have the book... And I got rid of that queen too... Bonus!” He does a toe tap in celebration and claps his hands. “So the old seeing bity was right after all.” 

The sun has a few hours left in the day as it begins its journey to the horizon. Tyree notices Glaive coming back from Splinteroak with a large sack.

“It’s been that long? What else did he get?” He hurries downstairs to see. Tyree rushes down the stairs as they creak and crack under his weight. He reaches for the lopsided door handle; it is stuck as it usually is from the rusty hinges. He kicks the door and twists the handle at the same time to make it open, then bursts out of the door with his arms wide. “Glaive! Why didn’t you take the horse?”

“Well, chief, you took the horse and never brought it back.”

Tyree puts his hands on his hips and looks into the sky. “That is right. Damn it. It’s at that...” He snapped his fingers.” At that farm Arty boy took me too. We will worry about that later. “What’s in the bag?”

Glaive sets the bag on a small table that is outside. He pulls out a green glass bottle about a foot tall. “I got us a bottle of Garnet City vineyard wine, last bottle too.’ He pulls out a small wooden barrel that has a tap on it. “A gallon of Splinteroak autumn ale, fresh.”

“And what is in that wooden box?”

“Cake! Can’t have a celebration without cake! Strawberry with cream cheese icing.”

Tyree's eyes are fixed on the table of goodies. “You're right. Let's drink and eat cake. It's nice out, so we will eat it here. Go get some chairs and goblets.” Tyree breathes in the fall's musk air, looks at the setting sun, then thinks to himself. Tomorrow is the beginning.

The two gorge themselves on cake and ale, and soon they finish the wine. The sun has set and the lights from Splinteroak shine faintly in the distance. Tyree takes one last sip of wine and taps the table with the goblet.

“Glaive... tomorrow will begin our quest for the Skylar Kingdom.”

Glaive responds with a slurred speech, “Pfft, you said that before... Ain’t no difference tomorrow.”

Tyree gets angry about that remark but lets it go. He reflects on their past paltry attempts to seize a lord or baron to begin the takeover of the kingdom that ended in failure. He tried to con their guards to join him to take over a lord's castle as a start. When that didn’t work he tried taking it by force, but hired too few men and the cowards fled from the skirmish. Soon, he will discover the secrets of the book that will lead him to success.

“Either way, my friend. Finish your wine, then get a good sleep. We got business to deal with in Splinteroak tomorrow.”

Tyree heads back to his room, grabs the book off the desk, and lays down on the bed, fiddling through the pages. The alcohol overcomes his excitement of the find and eventually he falls asleep, and the book haphazardly falls to the floor, closing itself.

*****
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A LARGE CROW CAWS IN the late overcast morning on the open window ledge. Still wearing yesterday’s clothes, Tyree opens one bloodshot eye to see the crow twitching its head at items on his desk. Before he can even think of reacting, the crow leaps onto the desk, picks up a small green gem, and flies out the window.

Tyree opens both eyes and stands up. His head is thumping as he staggers to the desk to see what was taken. His hands rummage through the clutter on the desk when a slight panic sets in. He looks around for the red book and it is nowhere to be seen.

“That damn bird!” With one big swipe, he rids the desk of everything. “There's no way that bird could have taken the book!” He stands motionless and smiles as he notices the book on the floor next to the bed. “There you are.” He sits down on the bed, lifts the book to his knees, and opens it, flipping through the unreadable pages again.

Tyree waits a few minutes for his head to clear enough to go to the window. There below him is Glaive, spread out in the front yard in the high grass. The empty gallon barrel is laying beside him, split in two. Tyree shakes his head in annoyance at it all. After going downstairs, he makes his way outside to the well for fresh water. Tyree splashes his face with the cool water and takes a sip to wake himself.

Then he taps Glaive's foot to wake him. “Come on, get up. We leave in two hours to go to town, so get ready.” Tyree stops and stares at the old run-down house. Four of the windows won’t close because they are no longer square. There are holes in the roof and the top looks like it’s leaning. Weeds and vines have taken over the foundation, causing cracks in the mortar between the stones. “Huh, didn’t notice that before... Oh well, Skylar Castle will soon be my new home, anyway.”

He heads back upstairs to organize the books that are spread out on the floor and to get himself ready. An earthy smell signals that rain is coming as a breeze blows through the window. Two yellow beech leaves make their way inside, landing on the desk. The site reminds Tyree to gather the gold and other coins. Searching for the Book of Power has left him almost broke after chasing every hint of a clue.

He counts 131 gold coins and 4 silver. Then he looks for the little emerald that was on the desk. “That damn bird! It took the gem.” He fills the little green pouch with the remaining coins. “No matter, I shall be rich beyond the meaning of wealth soon.”

He puts the red book in a secret pocket of his gray jacket and the diamond in the outer right pocket. He is greeted downstairs by sizzling sausage and frying eggs; Glaive is making a quick breakfast before they leave. “Morning, chief, why we go to town today?”

“Nice to see you always think of food. I won’t starve with you around... We are going to see a man for information on how to read this book.”

“Chief... You spent all this time and coin on a book that you knew you can’t read?”

Tyree bites into a sausage and takes a deep breath at the aggravation of his stupidity. “Glaive. I have you around not because you are a good cook but because you swing that blade of yours very well and you follow orders blindly.” He then slams his fist against the table, upsetting the food on the plates; the remaining links tumble onto the table and two roll off on the floor. “I don’t pay you to think and make senseless remarks.”

Glaive grudgingly murmurs, “You don’t pay me.” He picks the links off the floor and eats them.

Tyree lets that statement go, drinks some water to wash breakfast down, then goes to the front door that is still stuck open. A light sprinkle has begun, and he forces the door shut. “I’m going to close the windows upstairs. You shut the ones down here, then let’s get ready to go to town before the heavy rain comes.”

“Right, chief.”

Twenty minutes later, they are ready. Tyree has a dark gray overcoat on, and Glaive is wearing a worn brown leather jacket with most of the buttons missing. They make their way down the misty weed-covered trail to the outskirts of Splinteroak. They walk an hour to town before the steady, cool rain comes.

“Where we headed, chief?”

“We are going to visit Frederick. He usually has what I need or where to get it. Prices are a little high, though.”

It is midafternoon in Splinteroak and even with the rain, many people are still about getting supplies and selling goods as mid-autumn has set in. Tyree walks with his head high, knowing he will be in charge of this town soon. He thinks about what he would change and what he will let be. In midtown, they spot Frederick’s purple tower and knock on the door.

The out of square purple door has a wider top and narrower bottom by a foot, opens smoothly, without a creak. Standing there is Frederick, dressed in bright blue silk pants and shirt. Tyree notices he is not wearing any shoes, then Frederick wiggles his toes and smiles.

“Ahh, Tyree, what brings you back so soon? To pay off your debt?”

Tyree clears his throat when reminded of his debt. “Why yes. Yes, I have, and I am in need of other... let’s say, business dealings.”

Frederick holds out his hand and bends his fingers back and forth. “Let’s see the five gold first before any other dealings.”

Tyree is annoyed at this pettiness and tries hard not to let it show as he hands him five gold coins.

“Great, great. Now that’s settled, what is it I can do for you?”

Tyree looks over his shoulder at the few people out on this rainy day. He points to inside Frederick’s place. “Mind if we talk about this in secret?”

Frederick steps back and waves them into a small room about ten feet wide and twenty feet long. Relaxing lavender smoke from a brass dragon incense burner greets them, creating a haze in the room. The wood floor is stained a light brown color but has faded with the trampling of clean and dirty boots over time. A little round table made of metal sits in the middle, with three chairs around. A wall is covered in odd paintings of forest, castles, and creatures. In between them are small shelves holding different shaped bottles. Tyree pokes his head back outside to see the solid stone wall, but on the inside, it has a huge stained glass window with a clear section that you can see the townsfolk walk by.

“You like that little trick?”

“Yes, that is impressive. You can always see who is at your door.”

“It took me many years to find that window. And yes, it comes in handy when unwelcomed people come.”

“Is that for sale?” Tyree stands in front of the window, looking out at the people getting wet from the rain.

“Ahh, no.” Frederick sits at the table. “What is it I can do for you today, Tyree?”

“No easy way to say this, so here it is. I need a demon rune reading scroll.”

Frederick’s left eyebrow raises. “Really? And you think I would just have one lying around? That is a highly unusual... and let’s say, a forbidden thing. If it even exists. Why come here?”

Tyree grins. “You say you have everything someone could need. And well, I need that. Can you deliver or not?”

“Well, I.... But... ahhh, that?” Frederick rubs his face with both hands.

“Can... you... deliver?”

Frederick is nervous. He walks around the room, tapping his forehead. Tyree playfully taps the table in tune with his pacing. Glaive stands there, mesmerized by all the paintings, and has ignored their conversation. Frederick snaps his fingers and claps his hand. “Ah ha! Got it.”

“So you have one?” Tyree’s excitement grows as his hopes of reading the book get closer. “Great, let me see it.”

Frederick raises his hands. “Whoa, hold on, Tyree. I didn’t say I had it, and if I did, I doubt you would have the coin for that.”

Tyree is enraged at that comment and slaps his hands on the table, causing Glaive to jump. “Don’t you ever doubt what I can do! With what I have, I’m going to do whatever I need to, to get—” He pauses for a moment, reaches into his pocket, and pulls out the diamond. Glaive looks at him, expecting Tyree to fight. Frederick’s eyes are wide open, but he remains calm. “I will have wealth beyond what you will ever have. So it is best to be on my good side.” He puts the diamond back in his pocket.

“Okay, okay, perhaps I meant you didn’t have the coin on you this very moment... because that would be about 5000 gold or more for that scroll.”

“That much? Absurd.”

“Doesn’t matter. Because I don’t have one.” He points his finger into the air. “But... I have a way to see if there is one and where.”

“You do? Well then, get to it.”

“Ahhh, to get this information will cost you as well. I don’t work for free.”

Tyree rolls his eyes. “Of course you don’t. Why would you help someone out of kindness?”

“Kindness? You? Come now, Tyree, we both know that is not possible with you. I will give you a bargain, though.”

“Bargain, huh? Just get on with it. I don’t care anymore. Tell me! Tell me now, damn it!”

Frederick leaves the room with a skeptical look. Through the wall, the two of them hear  something large being moved. The screeching of wood being dragged along the floor pierces their ears. Frederick steps out from the beaded doorway holding a rolled map. Tyree and Glaive look at each other, confused.

Glaive chuckles. “Uhh. All that noise for a little paper?”

Frederick walks over to the table and is about to set it down, but he pulls it back. “This is... well, it will tell you where to find a... scroll or something else to read... you know. That will be 100 gold coins.”

Tyree stares at the paper, then back at Frederick. “100? For what? Let me see before I buy it.”

“No can do.”

“At least tell me more.”

“All right. It is a map of the location of Geemend’s Seeker.”

Tyree's eyebrows raise; he taps the table with both hands. “It’s real then?”

“Ahh, so you know what it is? This map will show you how to get to it and how to use the device.”

Tyree stares at the wall. “It is said that this device can find anything by showing you where it is.”

Frederick points his finger in the air. “If! If it exists, then yes. If not, then it will show you that and take something from you.”

“It’s cursed?”

Frederick nods. Tyree doesn’t hesitate to throw the gold onto the table. Frederick gently lays down the map. Tyree quickly unrolls it, tearing a corner. He glances over it, grins, and looks at Glaive standing there. “We got to get some henchman, you know... the disposable kind.”
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​Distraught in The Unknown
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After a day of rest to recover from the tower, the next morning it was raining, and Klinksly took young Adam back to the monastery and returned through the tree door spell. Olivia and Arthygus told Barland what happened at the tower many times so they could try to figure out where to start looking for answers. Olivia stares at the chair Abigail broke that Barland repaired. She impatiently smacks her hands against the table until Barland reaches for her hand. “It’s best to be patient. Yeah, it will be hard.”

“I don’t want to sit here. I want to go find her.”

Barland folds his hands together while his elbows are on the table. He has that deep, calming voice that speaks reason. "Now, Olivia, where are you going to go today? Tonight? Or even next week?” Olivia knows he is right but remains quiet and listens with watery eyes and a sniffle. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but with what you two have told me, a powerful magic is at work here. Instead of wasting time wandering off trying to find her, we need to figure out who can help us.”

Arthygus’s voice crackles. “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault.” He buries his head in his hands. “I should have never gone to Tyree. I did not know h’de do something like this.”

Olivia was mad and made sure not to misplace her anger on Arthygus. She was about to talk when Barland spoke first. “I will not say it’s alright, because it’s not, but you didn’t know he was going to do that. Don’t blame yourself.”

“But if I didn’t...”

Barland’s voice gets more stern as he points at Arthygus. “You can’t go with what-ifs! That talk leads to nothing good. What is done is done. Let's... concentrate on that.”

Klinksly opens the front door, walking into the kitchen after overhearing what was said. He sits on the chair with his head above the table and hangs his hat on the corner of the chair post. “On the way back, I was thinking about Abigail. Not Abigail the friend... but as Abigail the witch queen.”

Arthygus lifts his eyebrows in curiosity. “What do you mean? She is the same person.”

“Yes, but if the witch community found out she is missing, and so soon after becoming queen... Oooh, the panic, confusion, and chaos it will cause.” 

Olivia moves her eyes to Klinksly, but not her head. “How so?”

“Well, let's just say we don’t want that to happen. So I came up with an idea to give us some time” He looks at Olivia. “I will say she is away learning the queen's responsibilities.”

“What? So you are going to fib?”

Klinksly taps his hand on the table, grins  tilting his head. “Not really, Olivia. Since she is new and was unprepared to be queen. There is protocol and things she needs to know...As soon as we find her, she will do these things.”

“We need to find Abigail soon, not fiddle around with this queen stuff,” Arthygus says.

Klinksly, outraged by that statement, slaps his hands against the table. “Queen stuff!? This may not be important to a wizard like yourself, but to us, if Abigail is to be known as missing, then any hope of finding her will be lost because a few people will not want her to be found!” He leans against the table. He looks sternly at Olivia, “I want answers also... I want her back too, more than anyone. If any of you want to have the slightest bit of hope of finding her.” Klinksly sighs. “I know someone that may tell us what happened to her and there is a way for him to observe it.” The three of them are baffled at Klinksly. “But Olivia, you will need to appear as Abigail.”

“I need to what?”

Silence fills the kitchen as the angry gnome sits back down and, after a few minutes, Olivia’s calming voice breaks the stalemate.

“Yes, to get answers you will have to appear as her.”

Olivia rubs the side of her cheek for a second. “I will do it.”

“How? How are you going to do that?” Arthygus looks at Olivia.

Olivia slides the chair back and stands. Klinksly grins because he has seen that confident look on her before. She takes a deep breath and rubs little circles on her temples with her index fingers. Olivia thinks of Abigail, of how she last saw her. The men in the room rub their eyes as Olivia’s image begins to blur, and then she appears as Abigail, complete with red hair and the crimson dress. She sways her dress, and it spirals outward, she lifts her arms outward and tilts her hips. “Ta daa.”

Klinksly smiles. “I knew you could do it.”

Arthygus’s eyes open wide at the illusion she did. “That is amazing. And no spell ingredients or scroll?” 

Olivia spins around with a welcomed laugh and twirls the dress, then lets the illusion fade.

“So, who do we need to find?” Arthygus rubs his chin.

“Well... Mr. Krew.” Klinksly shrugs his shoulders and smirks at them.

“Oh no, not that guy.” Olivia huffs. “Isn’t he the one that doesn’t like Abigail?”

“More like Abigail can’t stand him!” Barland chuckles.

“This plan is going to fail. How are we going to ask to find Abigail when Abigail will appear in front of him?”

“Klinksly throws his hat to the ground. “Darn troll toes! Figures a wizard would point that out.”

Olivia picks his hat up, brushes it off. “We will tell the truth of what happened.”

Klinksly frowns at the idea of telling Mr.Krew the truth. Arthygus nods in agreement and barland shrugs his shoulders.

Klinksly puts his hat back on. “Well, he may have the answers we need, so we need to do what we can. Let's be going now.”

Arthygus raises his eyebrows. “What do you mean, he may have the answers?”

Klinksly smiles, stepping off the chair. “You will see.” And he heads out the kitchen door to go outside. Barland suggests that the two of them follow, no time to waste, and he will continue to research here at the farm. Klinksly leads Olivia and Arthygus through the tree door spell to the house of Mr. Krew in the cool pine trees. The cloudless daylight sparkles off the snow-covered trees and pine needles on the ground, illuminating the shadowed area in a mystical light. Melted snow turns into ice as it slides into the cold shadow on the black stone walls of the keep where sunlight does not shine.

The scenery impresses Arthygus. “I... like this place. This is what I would want when I can afford it. The location is perfect.”

Olivia teasingly pokes him on the shoulder. “Why so dark and dreary? I would like us to be near a town full of people and activity.”

“Us?” His cheeks turn red from blushing.

“Uhh, I... mean... I would.” She pulls her cloaked hood over her head in embarrassment.

Klinksly makes his way to the door, turns to Olivia, and smiles. “The truth it is then.” He gently grabs both her hands. “We have been in worse situations, you and I. I know you can do this because there is no pressure on you. We are doing the best we can right now to help Abigail. You can do this.”

Olivia nods her head, hands Arthygus her green cloak, closes her eyes, takes a deep breath and signals she is ready. Klinksly knocks on the large dark oak door.

Arthygus gasps in surprise.

“What is it?” Klinksly asks.

“I'm a wizard? Will they let me in? Will he do something to me?”

The two of them stare at Arthygus with their eyes bulging in the realization that he is right. Olivia shakes her hands nervously, and Klinksly smacks his forehead. The door opens slowly, and Olivia pushes Klinksly and Arthygus out of view.

Klinksly whispers. “What are you doing?”

Olivia shoos him back with a wave of her hand. The door opens and Mr. Krew stands there with that long face of his, giving an unapproving expression at the interruption. Olivia smiles, then quickly throws herself at him, embracing him in a hug. His eyebrows rarely raise in surprise, but this he did not expect, nor did he fight back. “Okay madam, to whom do I owe the pleasure of this... hug?”

“I’m sorry. I’m in terrible need of your help, for something awful has happened to my... friend.”

“You must be mistaken. I do not help... people on a whim. How did you get here?”

She looks at him in the eyes as hers gets watery and mumbles, “It’s Abigail.”

Mr. Krew puts his hand on her shoulder and pats her back, then his beady eyes gaze up and down at her for a few seconds. He offers her to step inside, then closes the door after she passes. Arthygus and Klinksly look at each other in confusion.

“Shouldn’t we be in there, too?”

“Well, of course we should. But you being a so-called wizard, maybe not.” Klinksly pulls his hat tighter in disgust. “I guess she’s got this.”

After a few minutes, Arthygus asks, “You think we should knock?”

“I don’t know. Maybe give them time to talk?”

“It’s cold out here, but comfortable in an odd way.”

The two of them walk around, standing at the door, flicking the snow off the pine needles for a while until Klinksly questions Arthygus. “Hey, back at the tower when that chimera attacked us... You really didn’t have any magic ready, did you?”

Arthygus frowns at Klinksly and pauses how to answer that. “For starters, I’m still learning magic. It seems to be limited in a way compared to witchcraft.”

"For us warlocks and witches, you need to be ready and quick about what you do... If not, well, terrible results could happen when those times arise.” Klinksly lowers his eyebrows in thought. "Say, aren’t you supposed to have a, what is it? A master or something to teach you?” He laughs. "Don’t tell me you are still an apprentice.” Klinksly’s face is in shock now. "We took an apprentice to a dangerous place?” He lifts his hand to cover his mouth as he gasps.

Arthygus waves his hands no. “No no no, it’s not like that.”

“Oh? How so? You didn’t seem like you knew what to do when it attacked us?”

“Listen, Oland Gregorio, the archmage, was my teacher... my mentor.”

Klinksly’s eyes light up at the mention of that name. “No, that cannot be. He... killed so many... and Shard, the great silver dragon, destroyed him.” Klinksly’s voice trails off to a murmur as he looks into the distance. “That was well over a hundred years ago.”

Arthygus wrinkles his eyebrows together in disagreement. “Ah no. That couldn’t have been him. He left unexpectedly four years ago and left me to carry on with my studies. Besides, what do you mean... killed so many?”

“Witches.”

“There has to be a misunderstanding. He was the only wizard that told me to let witches be and don’t mess with them. Why do you think I was friends with Abigail?”

“Really?” Klinksly rubs his chin and squints at Arthygus. “How is it your friends with her?”

“She saved me from being robbed one day, and that was the beginning of our friendship. I asked her how she did that and she explained how she moved water naturally while I had to use a spell. We would practice alone together outside of Garnet City.”

Klinksly nods his head in understanding. Arthygus flicks more snow off a pine tree. “I was never one to fight, or at least trained to do that. I’m more interested in new discoveries and learning the ways of conjuring.”

“Huh. I can see that.” Klinksly shivers and rubs his hands against his sides. “You're going to learn to do something. I feel times are coming that call for a need to fight or do your magic.”

“I understand. Who do I see about such a thing? Since I have been looking into information about the... um book, I had to keep my head down.”

Klinksly smiles. “Well, there is... Wait a second. A witch teaching a wizard? No way will anyone go for that.” He raises his eyebrows and points his finger at him. “You're on your own with this one.”

Arthygus pulls out a little red bag the size of a walnut. “Look at this. It is a mixture of ground fire beetle, lava dust, and hickory chips.” He takes a pinch and sprinkles it on his head, and they fall down to his feet. He wiggles his fingers like a flame flickering. “Lammin!”

A faint orange glow appears around him for a second, then fades. “Ahhh. Nice and comfy. Here you try it.”

“What?”

“It will keep you warm... for a while.”

Klinksly squints at him while taking a pinch. Arthygus guides him in what to do. Seconds later, the gnome had the same glow and felt a cozy warmth about him. “See? Nice and warm now. That was a wizard magic warmth spell you did.”

Klinksly is smiling from being warm. “Okay, this is nice.”

“Huh, a wizard teaching a warlock magic. Go figure.” Arthygus has a proud grin about him.

“Alright... I get it.” Klinksly reaches into his pouch and pulls out a tiny blue acorn with a string on it. “Here, take this and pull the string. It is a bit of witch magic that will give you...clarity.”

Arthygus rolls the acorn around on his fingers, studying it. “Clarity?”

“Yes, hold it to your face and pull the string. It will help you focus on what you need to do for a short time.” Arthygus holds it up to his face and pulls the string. Kapow! The small acorn explodes, causing a faint blackish residue on his face. His hair is slightly smoking and blown back. He hasn’t moved and Klinksly laughs. “Oops, it must be the green one.” He snickers more and the front door opens, startling them.

Olivia steps outside first, followed by Mr. Krew. Arthygus and Klinksly are frozen in mid-laughter. Mr. Krew steps towards them with his nose held high and his eyes piercing down at them. “I see you have been on the receiving end of what a gnome believes to be...whimsical.”

Olivia hides a smile with her hand while Klinksly smirks and shrugs his shoulders. An embarrassed Arthygus wipes his face off with his sleeve. Klinksly adjusts his hat. “So, Olivia, what did you tell him?”

“Tell me? She told me the truth. Despite what you think, in certain times, the truth needs to be told. Even to those you may disagree with in letting them know the truth.”

Klinksly squints at him, nodding his head. “Okay. What do we do next?”

“I want to hear it straight from the so-called wizard boy as to what he saw. And I mean in detail.”

Arthygus was perplexed by that statement. “Wizard boy?”

“Yes, wizard boy. Now do not question me again about such petty things.”

Klinksly taps his chin again, thinking, and waves Arthygus to stop. “Wait, wait. Before this gets any worse, I can do better than have wizard boy explain it to you.”

Olivia and Arthygus turn to Klinksly in wonder. Mr. Krew raises his left eyebrow in curiosity. “How so, Klinksly, the missing queen’s attendant?”

He ignores that jab at him for losing Abigail and taps his index fingers together. “I can show you. But we need access to the...um... the witch queen’s room at Skylar Castle.”

Mr. Krew stares down at him with a gaze that could make anyone submit to him. “Show me?”

“Yes, I could. It’s just we have no way of getting in there without Abigail.”

“Is that so? Well, my associate, Mr. Blaine, is there at this very moment, cataloging the contents of the room.” He extends his arm to Olivia to hold, and he escorts her to the tree he uses for the tree door spell. Klinksly frowns at Arthygus as they follow him. After thirty minutes of walking through his forest, they come to the tree that takes them to the witch’s colosseum.

Arthygus is mystified at the usefulness of the tree door spell. “That spell is very convenient to get to places quickly. No wonder witches disappear quickly and can’t be found.”

Mr. Krew opens the door for Olivia that allows them into the arena. “It is more practical than a wizard teleporting into... Let’s say solid rock?” He gives Arthygus a whimsical smirk. “That is why you have so few magicians do it once they learned that higher magic. Most die trying... I cannot say I’m disappointed at the results either.”

“All I was saying was that it is impressive. You don’t have to insult my magics because you don’t understand them.”

Mr. Krew’s demeanor changes to annoyance. He grabs Arthygus’s shoulder and points his other finger in his face. “Oh, I understand them all too well. More than you probably ever will, wizard...Arthygus. That’s what you call yourself, right?” Mr. Krew rolls up his left sleeve, revealing burnt skin. He speaks in a less harsh tone, staring at him square in the eye. “When some wizard tried to burn me alive, he underestimated me. Your magics are slow and need time to prepare before use.” Arthygus’s stunned eyes are paying attention to every word because he knows he is right. “Unfortunately for him, he found out that lesson too late... So, Arthygus, I do understand, and you shouldn’t assume that others don’t.” He rolls his sleeve back while the others are quiet.

He leads Olivia through the door to go down the tunnel and again, Klinksly and a silent dejected Arthygus follow them. Once at the door that leads to Skylar Castle, Klinksly notices it is propped open by a brick. The aroma of sandalwood greets their noses as they step in. A smiling Mr. Blaine dips a small pen into a blue ink jar, writing on a parchment.

“I see we have guests, Mr. Krew. What is going on?”

“Yes, we have guests today.” He steps aside and in walks Olivia wearing her green cloak followed by Klinksly and Arthygus, who is amazed at the room. “It seems our queen has gotten herself into some trouble.”

“Oh? That soon?” He sees Olivia is worried about Abigail. “Excuse me for the comment. I meant to say, "What kind of trouble?”

Olivia smiles at Mr. Blaine. “It’s okay. I understand why you said it.”

Klinksly goes to the covered mirror. He grabs the cover and pauses, thinking of what happened when Abigail touched the skull. “I’m not sure what this actually is.” He looks at everyone, then quickly removes the cover with one loud snap, exposing the wood and bone mirror with the skull on top. Mr. Blaine eagerly steps over to it and his fingers gently glide across the exquisite woodwork. Oliva cringes at the site of the skull and bone while Arthygus rubs his chin and nods his head in thought.

Mr. Krew cracks a small grin. “This, Klinksly... is the fabled mirror of Burvis Regin.”

“I thought it was destroyed?” Mr. Blaine asks.

“Destroyed? How? By accident?” Arthygus asks as he steps up closer to it.

Mr. Blaine is about to touch the skull when Klinksly shouts, “No! Don’t touch the skull.”

“And why not?”

“When Abigail touched the forehead, it...”

“It what?” Mr. Krew asked in a slow, stern tone.

“It was activated. When she touched the skull, it showed us what was on her mind.” Klinksly lowers his somber head. “It must have been a terrible weight on her to still be thinking about the ghoul. It showed me what she was seeing when the ghoul attacked her and what she was going through. Not only could I see it, but I could hear it too. Awful experience.” He shakes his head.

Mr. Blaine removes his hand from the mirror and steps back. Arthygus steps away as well. Mr. Krew strokes the wood and bone along the mirror and turns his attention to Arthygus. “To answer your first question, Arthygus, it was told that the mirror was destroyed on purpose. In a magical fire that burned so hot that not even dirt itself was left behind.”

“Why on purpose?”

"It was a creation of the famed wizard Burvis Regin. He—”

Arthygus rudely interrupts, "And who is that?”

Mr. Krew sighs and gives him a strict stare. “You need good manners taught to you. Besides, I’m genuinely surprised you have not heard of him, being you are a wizard or sort of.” Arthygus was about to rebut, but Klinksly stepped on his toes and waved his finger back-and-forth no. “Well, then again, it’s best you did not, for he dwelled in the forbidden arts of necromancy... And anything forbidden only attracts certain people more.”
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