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Exordium
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With so many people destined to make their place in history, it comes down to one person to defy destiny. 

The world of Auhere lay between Earth and Mars. It had many Earth-like features from snowy mountain peaks to dry deserts to lush forests to tropical jungles. Rivers abounded with a variety of islands and continents surrounded by pristine blue oceans. Over time, many civilizations came and went. There were legends that turned into myths, then into fairy tales. Stories or lores were told from generation to generation for evening entertainment. This is one of those lores.

The age of kingdoms ruled by good and evil societies, free lands, witches, wizards, elves, humans, beasts of all kinds, and magic in the realm made for exciting, peaceful, and dangerous times. This story takes place in the western part of the old Skylar kingdom, based on the east side of the temperate continent Essalon. With a 1500-mile coastline running north to south, it featured plenty of ports that supported small towns to the southern mountain range that protected the kingdom’s south border. That mountain range runs westward for about 1000 miles and then turns northward into the rolling hills, which have many forests on their eastern side. Past the hills, lies a vast desert that was not part of the kingdom’s rule. The forests reach to the frozen north, which is taken over by another mountain range that turns eastward until it flattens out near the sea’s shores.

Castle Skylar stood in the middle of this territory. It rested on a spectacular rise of granite sprouting out of the few rolling hills in the center of the kingdom. A constant breeze blew the white banners with their silhouettes of a silver dragon in the center and dark blue outlines fading to a lighter blue at the end. The lime-washed walls were sparkling white in its day. The spiraling five towers and walls glowed and sparkled at night from the torch and lamp light bouncing off the walls. A well-built town and farmlands surrounded the castle below.

King Evander Baran ruled the realm, with his twin brother,Tavish. They united the small kingdoms in the area under one banner. The kingdom flourished. People were prosperous. The military grew strong to keep the orc and goblin hordes out and commoners safe. But King Evander never married, fell ill and passed away. King Tavish and Queen Fenella ascended the throne. They were kind and just. Keeping the kingdom growing, they engaged in dialogue with other kingdoms and empires for trade gains. They were friendly with the elf domains to the west and dwarf kingdoms to the north.

Those who could use magic were powerful. Humans and other creatures found more ways to connect to the magic realm to use it to their advantage. Witches and wizards were from two different schools of magic. Those that were witches and warlocks tuned with nature and supernatural magics. They used what magic was around them in nature and spirit. Witch spellcraft was very strong in mind and body, protection, and defense but weak at harmful and offensive spells. Wizards and enchantresses were more in line with unnatural magical energies. They created magic from an outer plane of conjury that was not around them. Their strength was the creation of helpful spells, destruction, and conjuration. Neither cared for each other, but they respected each other’s magic. One could not do what the other could.

Some witches were born with one innate ability and others had to learn the craft. Those that were born with the natural ability were in line to possibly become the witch queen, a position that guided rather than governed them. They also lived much longer lives than normal witches did, well past 80 years. They could even live to 200 years or more. To become a wizard, one had to find a teacher and study to become proficient at magic. It was not suited for all to do this. They had to study hard and learn spells. A few wizards were very smart and grew power hungry, leading to clashes among them.

Certain kings and leaders knew of this and used some of these people or creatures for personal gain and advantage over others. Such that when King Tavish fell gravely ill many years into his reign, the queen insisted it was poisoning by witchcraft. After his death, an evil wizard killed his son, the only prince, using a spell that stole his life force. It was at that time, Queen Fenella prayed to the powers that be to interfere with their magic: to stop all this hunger for magic, to be stronger than everyone else, and to stop the ruin among good people and creatures.

Unknown to her, those pleas were heard. The powers looked down at Auhere and saw that humans and others had grown too strong and were in places they should not be meddling. They sent down a spirit named Muun to find and close the doors to other planes and cut off certain magical powers. Muun enlisted the aid of some witches and wizards for this task, as they agreed magic was getting out of hand. Soon, they found themselves targets of those that did not want the power gone. So, the Knights of Muun were formed and commissioned by Muun to aid and protect those that helped her on the mission.

Through lies and tricks, three witches and four wizards captured Muun. They separated her spirit from her physical form. The witches took her body and hid it well, while the wizards took her spirit. But the spirit either escaped or was set free and became known as Lavia, ever searching for her body. Those that aided her quietly scattered throughout the world, and the Knights of Muun swore to track down those responsible and stop the witches from using magic. Over time, their numbers dwindled and fewer knights were to be seen. Some feared or respected the ones that were left.

After Queen Fenella passed away, many other families came and went as rulers of Skylar. Then the Mire family came to power in the common year 203. The first two generations went well, but the third generation took its toll. After many uprisings in the year 408, the Mire family was either hanged or fled, and the kingdom was divided into five smaller parts with various lords running each. They gave the lands simple names, the Southern and Central kingdoms, the Woodland domains to the west, the Eastern province, and the Northern territories. All eventually elected kings or queens again. It had been well over 500 years since Munn's body was hidden and spirit lost or so it was said. 

Which leads us here to this tale. Abigail. So much will change with her actions, no person or spirit could have predicted.
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Chapter One

A Called Visit
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As always, Abigail enjoys the solitude of waiting for someone. She swings her legs back and forth, sitting on the old, ruined, stone wall in anticipation of her longtime friend Olivia. Abigail met her at the age of 10 and Olivia was 8 years old. It is nice and warm on this late summer day with puffy clouds in the common year 578. Abigail pulls her long amber hair out of her braid and lets the soft wind blow it around as she jumps off the wall along an old weed and tree covered path. Her worn red and brown sundress lifts as she lands, having shown its age but no hint of hers. She likes this old, ragged dress; it fits well. She appears to be a normal healthy 20-year-old, but witches with natural abilities tend to have longer lives than normal witches and people. She is well over 40, but still very young in body and mind. 

A panicky voice can be heard shouting down the path that she follows, but she can barely make it out. The overgrown path has lush green plants and large thorny shrubs that cause it to twist and turn from the original path. It meanders out to a much larger and more frequently used dirt road.

To her right, there are fields full of tall grasses and some maple trees. To the left, she sees a pale-skinned female frantically waving her hands in the air and running toward the small river where the road turns away. As she draws closer, Abigail can see she is wearing dark green leather pants and a white and green lace top with long sleeves.

“Yep, that is Olivia.” Abigail recognizes her dark black hair and those short stubby legs trying to run. Olivia is 38 years old and also appears to be in her late teens early twenties. She makes it to the edge of the rippling river and sees Abigail standing there.

“Hurry, help me across!” Olivia desperately yells.

Abigail nearly says something smart, but then notices a large dark brown figure coming over the hill behind her. Standing three feet taller than her and with dark, scroungy fur everywhere, under some makeshift banded dark leather armor, it amazes her to see this thing wielding some kind of ax as it chases toward her. She notices the bulbous yellow eyes with red slits in them and pointy ears that come straight out sideways.

“It's a bugbear!” a joyful Abigail shouts while smacking her hands. “I’ve finally seen one now!”

Olivia looks worried. “Enough sightseeing, help me!”

“Oooo, it is much larger than I thought!”

“Stop it and hurry up!” Olivia screams as the bugbear gets closer to her. It pulls its arm with the ax behind its back to make a good swift swing at her, but a large rock about the size of a melon pops up from the ground and causes it to trip.

Olivia pleads, “Come on, hurry, make the bridge,” knowing what Abigail is capable of doing with rocks.

Abigail's hands are on her hips. “A bridge? Really? You know how hard and time-consuming that is?”

“Hurry, it’s getting back up!” Olivia frantically yells.

Abigail now sees Olivia’s terror and how much tougher the bugbear is compared to other pesky little things like goblins and kobolds in the area that come out after dusk. She holds out her hands with palms upward; a wavy finger motion causes smooth rocks polished by water and time to rise to the surface and create a path for Olivia to run across. One of Abigail's natural witch abilities is bound to earth and water. She can manipulate them to a certain extent to do her bidding.

Olivia quickly runs across the rocks to the other side of the river and falls on her knees. She has a small gash on the back of her left shoulder that is bloodied. Abigail gets a little angry at that.

“It will be alright. Just keep your back turned away.” She has always been a little protective of Olivia and doesn't want her to see what is about to happen.

The bugbear starts to cross the rocks as well. Abigail clenches her fists and does a pull-down motion with her arms to her side. The rocks plop back to the bottom of the river, all but two large ones. “Arghh,” the bugbear yells as it falls into the rushing water. When it comes back up to the surface, Abigail has the large rocks waiting for it. She raises both arms into the air with a closed fist. Her right arm comes down first, followed by the left. The first rock smashes the bugbear’s forehead wide open with a muted thump; dark red blood splatters into the air and water. The second rock hits the beast’s shoulder, and the body goes limp and sinks.

“You didn’t have to take your time with that, you know,” Olivia snarks.

Abigail helps her up. “You’re alright. Here, let me look at your shoulder. And why didn’t you use your illusion to hide from it in the first place?”

“It surprised me, nicked me with the ax, and I was too busy running. Ow, that hurts.''

Abigail pulls aside Olivia’s top from her left shoulder. There is a serious gash there. “Here, let’s go over to the river so I can wash it off.” As she washes it with water, Abigail motions her hand over it and whispers a few words. A strange lazy stringed purple light comes out of her fingers and goes into the wound, binding it tight. She makes sure Olivia does not notice.

“Okay, here. This weed and water should help heal it over time. Let’s just leave that on for a bit,” she instructs as she pulls Olivia’s strap back up over her shoulder.

Olivia is bewildered. “That feels better, but how...”

“Never mind that. Renee is waiting for us. We best be off,” declares Abigail.

Just then, another bugbear that hid in the scrub brush jumps out and charges them. Both girls are surprised. Olivia screams and Abigail pushes her away as she reaches for her dagger. She has no time for spellcraft and realizes she left the dagger at home. The bugbear twirls and throws a bola, a kind of small rope with round stones on the end to tangle legs, while running at her. Abigail promptly steps to the side, and the bola slides to a stop on the ground. She runs in a direction away from Olivia in hopes it will chase her.

Abigail cannot outrun the speedy bugbear that is just about to grab her long hair. Suddenly, she hears a flop behind her. She looks back and vines have tripped the bugbear and are tightening around it. Abigail stops and notices that Olivia has used some sort of vine tangle spell to tie the bugbear’s feet together.

“What? Did you just use a spell to trip it?” Abigail questions in delight.

Olivia claps and jumps for joy. “Oh yes, something I have been practicing.”

Snap! goes the vine as the bugbear breaks free, still laying on its side. Abigail, now having a moment to think, reaches out with her right hand, squeezes it, points her index finger up, and quickly raises her hand. A spiky rock and earth pillar comes out from beneath the bugbear. It screams in agony as the pillar runs through its body and out the other side, pinning it to the ground. It twists and turns, hollering in pain as it tries to get free. 

Abigail sees Olivia watching. “Close your eyes!” She doesn’t want Olivia to see what she is about to do.

She raises her hand again, and another pillar sprouts forth into the bugbear’s head with a thunk. The bugbear goes limp and silent. Abigail looks around to see if there are any more hiding. Things rarely surprise her like this, and now she has learned that bugbears are tougher than she thought.

“Let's get out of here in case there are more of them.” Abigail walks over to Olivia.

“Okay, but did you see how I did the twisted vine spell?” Olivia smiles proudly.

“Yes. Yes, I did. That saved the day. Now, let's move off the road quickly.”

Abigail guides Olivia back to the stone wall where she was sitting waiting for her and to a pine tree. She takes her right index finger and makes a zigzag pattern on the trunk of the tree. With her left hand, she throws some brown powder on it and says a few words. The trunk of the pine tree opens and reveals a yellowish green light.

“What are you doing and what is that?” Olivia asks.

“It's a doorway, a tree door spell. Yes. Yes, I can do that. I will take you to the witch queen’s house. Now let’s move.”

Abigail takes Olivia’s hand and goes into the light. Once they are both in, the light goes out with a flicker of tiny yellow and green balls of light about the size of peas, slowly falling to the ground only to fade before hitting it.

Renee, the witch queen, has summoned both of the girls for a visit. The witch queen’s role is not to govern other warlocks and witches but merely advise them. She is well respected by all regardless if they agree with her way or not. Her magic is stronger due to her special necklace and the knowledge of spellcraft that other departed queens have passed down through the ages.

Abigail and Olivia pop out of another tree, but this time they are just outside the witch queen's home. A variety of tree species intertwined with overgrowth and ivy vines are laid out in a circle around the small stone house covered in moss and ivy. The air smells of the sweet nectar of flowers mixed with the humidity of the forest. The trees create excellent protection from rain, sunlight, and the view of wandering travelers. A few bands of light make it through the forest tapestry to the ground where little violets and pansies sprout with grass and an array of flowers is spread throughout the small yard around them. Olivia’s voice breaks the silence in the air.

“Wow, you could have got me here like this instead of being attacked by a bugbear.”

“But then I would not have been able to see one.”

Abigail likes to know what is out there and to be prepared for certain dangers. She doesn't like surprises of any kind, and this second attack has her concerned that they just made it back safely. However, she doesn’t show her concern so as to keep Olivia calm.

The two look at each other, their eyes widening. They smile as the aroma of sugars, butter, clove, and baking flours reaches their noses. They scuttle to the door, smelling the sweetness of berries being cooked. The two giggle with excitement, since this means Renee is making those scrumptious berriemuffs as she calls them. The girls have not had them for well over a year. They open the door and there is Renee in her brown dress with an oak leaf pattern of reds and oranges on it that makes her brown and white hair stand out. She’s leaning over her kiln stirring at the berries, sugary steam rising into the air.

“Well, hello, girls,” Renee says with her aged crackling voice.

Abigail licks her lips at the sight of the berriemuffs that are on the cooling rack. It has been a while since they tasted them. Off to the side, Olivia spots the vanilla crème that has been freshly made. That is her favorite part. But they both know better than to just grab them, at least until she says so. 

“Yes, girls, go ahead.”

The two of them gleefully grab them and start eating. Olivia dips her first berriemuff excessively into the vanilla cream and devours it quickly, while Abigail slowly savors the flavor while holding a second one in her hand. 

“I will teach both of you how I make these today.” Renee is putting the berry mixture in with the flour mix. They both notice she has gotten older. The once smooth brown hair has now turned grayish white and scraggly. She even looks a little shorter and her hands and arms more boney looking. The brown skirt and top also seem to be worn out.

“Why is thhhh... why is that?” Olivia tries to speak with her mouth full.

“Sadly, girls, this will be my last time making them. I have been around for a long time and my time seems to have come to an end.” After mixing the batter until it becomes smooth, she sits down on the chair. She looks around and sees all the herbs and vines hanging from the ceiling beams, almost every kind you may need. Some are dry and others are growing. Abigail remains quiet because she thinks she knows what is about to happen.

“What do you mean, it is your time? You can’t go yet.” Olivia has a concerned expression.

Abigail walks over to Renee. “You miss Henry, don't you? I do too.” Abigail puts her hand on Renee’s shoulder.

“Well, yes, I miss the other three as well.” But Henry sticks out the most, as she glances at his walking stick and brown coat in the corner. “That is where he placed it after our last walk together.” Renee pauses for a bit. “I could not bring myself to move them. Girls, I'm only a few days away from being 300 years old. I am getting weak and can feel my energy slipping away. That's the way it is. You tap into the power, use it, then at some point give it back or it will take you.” She looks around some, more than at both of them. “Here, sit down and let me tell you a few things. I've already given the power back.”

“That is why you are weak and age is getting to you?” Abigail asks.

Renee smiles. “Yes, this was my choice. I'm not going to just fall dead and let some other witch simply grab the necklace. No. I’m going to choose the next witch queen. And that day is tomorrow, girls.”

Olivia questions, “No...you...why?” 

Abigail snaps, “Oh, get over it. People come and go. You should know that. Besides, she is letting us know on her terms. It's not like she just disappeared without a trace.” Abigail realizes what she said. “I'm...I’m sorry. I didn't mean it like that.”

Olivia's mouth is wide open, but she can’t find the words to say anything. Renee grabs Olivia's hands.

“Olivia. I searched, researched, went to places to see people, I did all I could, and it still was not enough to find your parents. With your mother being an enchantress and your father a warlock, who knows what they were up to. Something probably hid them from witchcraft. But I know whatever happened to them, they did not intend to leave without talking to you. And if someone took them, we would have heard by now. I am at a loss.”

Renee then turns to Abigail. “And Abigail. Do you remember when we first met?”

“Not quite.”

“Think back to that moment before you met me.” Renee hands her a little white teacup that has some red liquid in it. “And drink this. It will help with that memory.”

Abigail takes a sip of strawberry tea and thinks back to that day. The room begins to swirl and the image blurs before coming into focus. She is just 4 years old, wearing torn pants and a shirt with no shoes. She is standing in the middle of a small house that is on fire. There are two male bodies on the floor to the right and one female off to the left. All three look to have stab wounds. Abigail looks at herself; she has some blade cuts on her arms. She can feel the heat of the flames around her, and she screams. Then, the feeling of heat subsides with cool air. She looks behind her with tears dripping down her face.

A man is standing there holding out his hand. He has a stern yet pleasing look about him with a chiseled face. His short, perfect hair is black with a little gray above the ears. He’s wearing a white robe with gold outlines, while his pants are white with gold and silver intertwining like vines. But it is his silk gold shoes that stand out to young Abigail. He stands there for a second, holding out his hand. She looks up at him and reaches for him. He picks her up and sets her in his right arm.

“Abigail. None of this is your fault. There are some misguided people in this world that seek to harm those whom they do not know about. Now, let us get out of this house, shall we?” he says as he taps her nose with his finger.

He walks toward the door as the flames blow away from them. They make it outside unharmed. With the house now fully engulfed and the two a safe distance away, he sets her down and bends down on one knee. He pulls out a white cloth, wipes her face, and cleans up her cuts.

“There you go now. Does that feel better?” She nods her head. “Now listen to me, Abigail. There will be two people coming over that hill in a few minutes: a woman and a man. Go with them. It will be alright. Do as they say, okay?”

She nods her head again. He lets her go, stands up, and backs away.

“Don’t leave!” Abigail says in a little voice. “I don't like being alone. I'm scared.”

“Okay, I will stay until they show up. You are too young to understand this, but for now, these will protect you from...”

The man puts two small garnet sparrow earrings in her ears. He wipes away her tears and says nothing more. At that moment, Renee and Henry come walking over the hill.

The potion has worn off now, and Abigail is standing in Renee's kitchen again. She notices Renee and Olivia’s hands holding hers. 

This is the first peek into Abigail's past that Olivia has known. Abigail does not talk about herself. 

Abigail is in amazement with blinkless eyes. She did not remember the part of her story with the man. She pulls her hands away and rubs the sparrows he’d put in her ears. She always wondered where they came from.

Renee gives a little smile while grabbing a berriemuff. “We both saw that as well.”

“Why didn’t I remember that? Who was that man?”

Renee responds. “I do not know. We just now saw what you saw. I remember Henry picking you up, and you saying the man told you to wait for us. But we saw no man, and you were waving to someone we could not see.”

“Who were those people? My parents?”

“No. We were just as confused as to whom you were. After some time, many years actually, Henry was able to find a little of your history. Those people were watching you until your aunt and uncle showed up. But they never made it. We figured somehow you must be important because Henry found out that a traveling fortune teller had foretold that you were a threat to somebody. Who that was, we did not know. Whoever they were, killed your parents and thought they killed you as well. They soon found out you were alive and were waiting and watching you until your uncle came. Henry thinks they got to him first, then found you.”

“Who are they?” Olivia asks, while Abigail stands in silence with that stare of hers off into nowhere.

“We never found out. All Henry could find was the name of the gang that burned the house down that day: Anseim. But I could not find them anywhere. And Abigail.” Renee reaches over to her. “We never saw that man that we just saw in your memory. Seeing him now tells me you’re meant for something special. When a greater spirit or being interferes with events, always do what they want, girls. No matter the outcome.”

“Huh? What do you mean to do what they want?” Olivia wonders.

“How do you know I'm meant for something? Maybe I’m meant to suffer and endure like I am or just be a greater being's toy. I am not for their amusement!” Abigail shouts, annoyed. “I don't care if people live or die or come and go. I'm not out for anything or to conquer any place!” Abigail walks outside while grabbing another berriemuff. “Besides, I am fine the way I am.” Then mumbles through the door, “I don't need anyone, anyway. I'm better off alone. That way, no one leaves you.”

Olivia tries to stop her, but Renee says, “Leave her be. There’s nothing you can do for now.”

“So she acts like she wants to be alone, and I’m fine with that. But she really fears being alone, huh?” Olivia says.

“Now we know why.” Renee turns to go to the table. “Fortunately, you were older when your parents disappeared, and you can understand that. But for a little four-year-old girl, terrified in a burning house? That is something...well...it leaves scars.”

Renee finishes the berriemuffs, and Olivia helps her in silence. Abigail walks around outside thinking about the recalled memory. Who were the Anseim? Why am I a threat? she thinks to herself. She sits down on an old fallen log. Abigail pulls out a small leather-bound book she carries in her hidden side pocket. It has some words to spellcraft and recipes. But it holds more, brief notes that she makes from time to time. Just as she was turning to a page she wanted, she snapped it closed quickly because Renee steps outside.

“You best not be thinking about chasing that folly of a story again.”

Abigail sits in silence and pulls her hair back with her left hand, as she always does when nervous or about to do something not so approved. If she can find the Covenant Diary, it would reveal who they were that killed her parents. It is supposed to have what has happened and what will happen already written in the book. She thinks to herself that maybe Renee is right; the book probably does not exist. It’s just a myth to keep people like her wondering and wasting their time.

“I know you're upset, but you will get over it. Do not let today's memories tempt you to find something that does not exist. Nothing good can come from that book.”

Abigail looks at her after that comment. “That book? You say it like you know it exists.”

“Oh, uh no. I'm just very old. Not sure what I am saying sometimes,” Renee says while scratching her head. “I'm just upset that you're still thinking about it, that's all.”

That was all Abigail needed to hear. Now, she knows it is real. But where is it? She will let it go for now as she takes the last bite of the berriemuff. Renee comes up, sits beside her, and taps her knee.

“Oh Abigail. You have more of a gift than you know. Why waste it on myths?”

“Gift? More than I know?” Abigail says, wondering.

“Yes. Sure...look how quickly you picked up shape-shifting into a little sparrow. Quicker than I have seen anyone else. And such a variety too. And that water and earth element connection you have? That is your natural talent. Most would be content with just that. But you feel that other natural ability, don’t you?”

Abigail gives off a little smirk. “What do you mean, natural ability?”

“When we picked you up outside that burning building, you had some burns and cuts on you. You used your right hand to go over them. A little purple haze came out, and you healed yourself. So, you know what I’m talking about. I’ve seen you playing with it from time to time. We didn’t encourage it because of the attention it would bring. The wrong people might have gotten hold of you for the wrong reasons.”

She sits in silence and shakes her head in acknowledgment. Abigail agrees, but before she could ask, Renee continues, “You need to perfect that craft or gift now. A test will come for you soon.”

“How's that? A test will come?” Abigail asks, concerned.

“See, most witches only have one ability, some rare ones have two. But you, Abby, have three. And that is something that will attract attention. You always seem to excel at what you do. Even when you don’t think things through. You will be fine. Just start practicing.”

“For what? To be told what to do by others and greater powers?”

“Is that what you are upset about?”

“I’ve always been told where to go and what to do. At times I feel I'm being guided, but it's never to the places I want to go. I wanted to go to see the elf king but was told no. I want to go visit Samara and see the winter garden, but the feeling of no or not now holds me back. I’m so tired of it and now you say do what the deities tell us! It’s like I'm being held back, and I just want to scream!”

Renee sits in astonishment. “But how... How do you know about the winter garden? That knowledge is sacred to only a few in this world...Let's not discuss this at this moment. Now, let’s go back inside. I have something I need to ask of you two.” Before Abigail can say anything, Renee stands up and walks inside.

Abigail is aghast. “You see what you do? Whenever I need to know something, you leave or change the topic. How convenient.” 

Renee walks into the house without responding.

Abigail sits there for a few minutes pondering the book, the winter garden, her healing ability, and the test that Renee spoke of. Maybe that is her way of saying go find the book, she thinks. Practice healing? Maybe this is going to be tough. A little sparrow lands just inches away from her feet and picks at a bug on a flower. The bird glances at her then flutters away. She thinks to herself, Hmmm, that bird wanted that bug and just did it with nothing stopping it. Maybe that is what I need to do. She rubs the sparrow earrings again, then heads into the house to see what is needed of her.

Once inside, she sees Olivia making the vanilla cream from the recipe that was just taught to her; though, she is eating it rather than making it. Abigail dips her finger into it to taste it.

“Oooo, that is good.” Abigail grabs another berriemuff to dip into the cream, then goes back through the short hallway to the old room she grew up in. She closes the door slightly and sits on an old, ragged bed. It looks like Renee has been using it for a storage room over the years. Lots of odds and ends litter the shelves. Then, she remembers the old, small chest under the bed.

She slides it out and sets it up on a bench. Henry told her that during one of his many travels he found this at a burned out half house, half tower. He strongly believes it belonged to Abigail's mother but is uncertain. He would not tell her where he found it. The small chest about the size of a large watermelon has no lock or hinges. As hard as she and Henry tried, they could not break into the chest to see what was inside. She tried many things, but none worked and soon they forgot about it.

If I only had a knock spell that magically opens locks; that would do it for sure. But that magic is beyond her. She suddenly has an idea.

“Olivia! Come in here.”

Olivia comes to the door and opens it slowly. “Yes, what is it?”

She explains to Olivia about the chest and how she cannot open it. 

“You have some of your mother in you, right? Can you open it?”

Olivia gives that cute little smirk she displays when she knows something. “It doesn't work like that, silly. My mother was an enchantress, and her magic was different from ours. It involves studying, ingredients, words, and gestures.”

“We have that, too,” Abigail claims.

“But that is creative magic, not natural like ours,” Olivia corrects her, then sees the disappointment in her face. “Have you ever talked to it?”

“No, why would I talk to it? It’s a box.”

Olivia goes over to the chest, grabs both sides, and stares at it. “Hello chest, listen to my voice and open.”

Abigail smiles and does a small laugh. “Talking to a—” Click, clack goes the box.

Olivia jumps back as it vibrates and unlocks. She is just as surprised as Abigail.

Abigail slowly sits back down on the bed and stares. “Open? It's finally open.”

“I will leave you alone now.” Olivia goes over to the door, but Abigail grabs her hand.

“No, don't go.”

Olivia puts her hands on Abigail's shoulders. “When my parents disappeared, I needed alone time with my personal stuff. If this is from your family, then it is between you and them, not me.” She frees herself from Abigail’s hand, walks out, and closes the door.

It takes a while for Abigail to get the nerve to go to the chest. She slowly opens the top, her eyes wide in anticipation of what she is about to see. The scent of warm sweet flowers reaches her nose, and a powerful memory comes forth that she’d not been unaware of. 

She is in a small room lit by lanterns with wood and stones for walls. There is a bright red curtain covering a window. Then, she can hear a woman’s soft voice speak over her head as she sees herself at three years old. “Now, Abby, these will be for you, when you're older. They no longer serve me, and I cannot fit into them anymore.” She gives a little laugh and sees a silhouette of her that was created by the lantern’s light opposite her. Young Abigail can see the woman put them in the small chest. She turns around and says, “Come here my little songbird.” She picks little Abigail up and holds her.

Abigail is back in her room, looking into the chest with tears welling up in her eyes. She wipes them away and wonders if that was her mother she’d just had the memory of. Must have been some of that potion left in me that did that, she says to herself.

On top of the chest is an old parchment. She opens it. Written on it are the words:

For my Abigail. 

Use these for your journeys when you leave the family nest. They did me well, for it led me to your father, then to you. My cherished songbird. You got that name for the singing you like to do. I hope to hear your adventurous stories when you come back to visit. 

Your loving mother, 

Adrianna

Abigail collapses on the floor crying, now filled with the knowledge of her mother’s name. This chest held her belongings, but more than that, Abigail realizes her mom will not get the chance to tell Abigail of her adventures. Olivia hears her and opens the door.

“Are you alright?”

Abigail doesn't look at her, just hands her the note. Olivia carefully takes it from her and goes back out of the room to read it.

Abigail recomposes herself, takes a deep breath, stands up, and looks inside the chest. There is a red and crimson material on top. She pulls it out, revealing it to be a dress and underneath it a black corset with rose gold clasps and brown leather lacing to pull it tight. Setting it aside, her eyes catch a pair of long, black lace, fingerless gloves. She pulls them out and slips one on. They cover her wrist and slide up almost to her elbows. “These are gorgeous!” she exclaims, breathless.

She peers into the chest again and sees a pair of calf-length brown leather boots with part of the toes and feet exposed in a criss-cross pattern. “Oooo, I love these as well,” she murmurs. She looks at her reflection in a dusty mirror on the wall. She’s wearing an old worn-out dress, and her long hair is disheveled. Abigail quickly undresses, getting completely naked as she sheds anything old. The new dress fits perfectly and, thanks to a nice V shape at the bottom, running would not be a problem. She twirls around in its lightness. She puts on the corset, and it fits perfectly too. Next, the boots slide on followed by the other glove.

She looks into the mirror again; her hair is still a mess. Then she notices another shiny object in the chest. She pulls it out. It is a silver crescent moon hairpin about the size of her palm with a miniature sword through its center. She pulls her hair back and pins it up and into a long ponytail. She uses a small string out of her pouch to tie it at the end. Oh, my pouch, wonder if this has a pocket of some sort, she thinks to herself. She feels around the sides and finds a hidden pocket that seems larger than it is until something touches her fingers. It is another note.

The spellcraft wrist warmers are one of a kind. They will allow you to connect to your craft quicker and will amplify protection spells.

The boots always gave me the confidence to choose the direction I wanted to go.

The amethyst ring. This is a strong relic, so be careful. Only use it when you need to. Say the word VARTIA while raising the hand that bears the ring, make a circular motion, and a slash through the center. It will protect against the strongest of magic thrown at you.

“Ring? What ring?” She searches the chest again but nothing. She reaches in the pockets again. She feels something stony and warm and pulls out a silver ring with small amethyst gems laid out around the loop. They almost have a sparkle to them, Abigail thinks.

She gazes into the mirror and is surprised at who she sees. It cannot be her; she ponders. It is a whole new look for her; it feels like she has an identity for the first time as to who she truly is. Abigail walks out of the room and into the kitchen where Renee and Olivia are.

They both stand there in amazement looking at Abigail.

“You...you...you look so beautiful,” Olivia stutters out.

Renee, holding the note, walks over to her. “Abby, oh Abby. Look at you. You are stunning.” 

“I have a name for my mother now. It’s Adrianna.”

“I love that name. Was she a witch?” Olivia asked.

“Not that I'm aware of. Sorry we could not have opened that chest a long time ago. I'm happy that you got to do this now, but time is running out and we need to go.”

Renee goes into another room for a minute, then comes back out with a satchel. 

Olivia looks over Abigail as though feeling the new outfit.

“Those boots! I love those boooots!” Olivia bends over and rubs them, her eyes focused on the detail.

“Girls, I need you to take me to the town of Splinteroak.”

Olivia jumps up and glances toward Abigail with elation. The girls have never been that far west near the woodland kingdom, so very close to the elf king.

“Do we really get to go there? I hear you can get all kinds of things there,” Olivia says with joy.

Abigail questions Renee, “Hold on. Why are we going there? You always told us to stay away from that place.”

“Grab that berry basket and let’s go.” Renee seems in a hurry. “Yes, yes, I wanted you to stay away, Abigail, because you are too curious and being that close to the elf kingdom...well, you know.”

“I know what?”

“That there are too many old secrets in there. Too many that may cause you trouble,” Renee claims.

“Really? I knew that much. And I still did not go.”

“You're old enough to decide what to do for yourself now.... and well, the elf king despises witches. So, remember that.”

“Oh.” Abigail seems shocked to hear that. She thought the elves got along with witches.

Olivia chimes in, “I like the elves. Why don’t they like us?”

Renee stops just before the door, turning around slowly. “They tolerate some people, but not all. It was a human witch that caused the death of the elf king’s son or something like that.” She walks out the door. “Let’s go, girls. Besides, Abby, this will be your first adventure dressed in your mother’s clothes.”

Abigail stops and stares outside. She is right; it is different now. The next step will be with purpose. She strangely feels this is the right choice.

“Come on!” Olivia is so excited. Abigail walks out and sadly closes the door to Renee’s house, as if it will be their last time here.
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Chapter Two

Circumstances
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All three go outside. Renee walks them up to a large elm tree to the right of the house. She uses the tree door spell to open the trunk. The girls say little as they enter, but Abby can tell it amazes Olivia. They come out of another tree trunk. This time it’s a great oak in a small lowland in the center of a valley. The sun is almost ready to set behind a large hill to the west, casting long shadows over other trees and an outcropping of large rock formations that have a lot of moss on them. The dark green grass is short under the oaks that are mostly spread out at a suitable distance from each other to where very few of the branches mix with others.

The air is cool, moist, and the strong smell of grass and leaves is in the air. Renee walks over to a large rock that is worn almost into the shape of a large chair. She plops down and takes a deep breath. 

“Is this Splinteroak?” asks Olivia. “I thought it would be a big town, full of people and buildings.”

Renee looks at her. “Well, we are not there yet, Olivia. And besides, you do not want to pop out of a tree in the middle of town for all to see. Nothing good will come from that. You do it just outside of a town.”

Olivia lowers her eyebrows, trying to understand. 

Renee continues, “Girls, every witch has their own spot they go to think or to figure out spells. It will be a spot that is special to you for any reason. This such spot is mine.”

Renee looks around at the trees sadly.

“What is wrong?” Olivia asks.

“Don't you see? It's obvious,” Abigail says while walking a little farther away to an enormous elm tree.

Olivia stands in silence. 

“This will probably be her last time here,” Abigail whispers, a little angry that Renee is leaving like this.

Renee sits and looks at the trees, sorting through happy thoughts and a few regrets.  “I would argue with that statement, but you're probably right. I would like to have told you the times I was here and used just about every tree here to go to someplace. What or who was waiting on the other side. But they are all gone now, just like my time.” 

Abigail stays silent and walks around touching some trees. She sees they are ancient and wonders what they have seen in their time. Renee watches her slowly rub the trees. She knows Abigail is slowly connecting more with nature and its forces. Her mind is made up now. She smiles, then stands up. “Let's go to that tree over there, girls. That one will take us just outside a farm owned by a man named Barland. 

Olivia gathers up the berry basket. “Who is Barland?”  

“That is someone I have some business with, and that is where we will stay the night just outside of town.” Renee opens up another tree trunk with the door spell again. She looks into her small pouch. Just enough powder for one more spell, then that is all. The three of them step into the trunk again. 

They step out onto a small field with a tree line behind them. To the north a bit, they can see the outline of the large town of Splinteroak. Olivia seems to be more excited than Abigail about this. Abigail seems leery about this trip, but then again, she never really liked sizable crowds. Off to the west as the sun is setting, the yellow sky turns to a deep orange followed by an indigo glow into a midnight blue. Stars are twinkling in the cloudless sky of late summer. A silhouette of a small farm sits on the near horizon. Renee explains to the girls that the farm is where they will stay for the night. When they reach the farm, they can see it is more of a working blacksmith shop than a crop farm with cows and horses and other farm animals around. 

A large man with a dark black complexion and solid arm muscles steps out onto the porch. He is wearing a sleeveless long jacket that comes down slightly below his waist. It’s made of a fine material dyed in black and has silver and gold patterns sewn along the open ends that swirl around each other with endless loops clinging to each other. The jacket almost hides the gray pants he is wearing. In a boisterous, deep voice, he says, “Renee! Good to see you.” He walks up to her with his arms out to give her a big hug. “It has been a long time. What is with the visit?”

“I have some berriemuffs for you.”

“Oh, I know who will love these. I will just take one now.” Barland eats a berriemuff quickly. 

Renee points to the barns and asks if the girls can borrow a horse to go to town quickly. Barland enjoys a mouthful, tries to speak, but just points and nods yes instead. Olivia smiles, claps her hands, and goes off to the barn. Abigail slowly follows, looking back at Renee while waving her arms in a “What are you doing” motion.

Once in the barn, Olivia startles the stable boy. She explains they are to take a horse to town.

The boy says, “Okay then, take the one in the first stall. She is the easier one to ride.”

Olivia looks at the horse then slowly walks down to the third stall. “No, not her, not this one either. Yes, you. You want to go for an evening stroll?”

The horse shakes its head up and down in long strokes. The boy seems surprised.

“Oh, no! Don’t take Stance. He is a little wild.”

She opens his stall door and rubs his mane. “Yes, you want to go, don't you? What is that you say? Do you want carrots?” Olivia looks for some carrots and gives them to Stance to eat. She continues to rub his mane and pats his side.

“See that lovely lady over there? Do you want to take her and myself to town?”  

The horse snorts and swishes its tail. Olivia grasps the reins and leads him out of the stall with just the halter and reins on. 

The boy stands in amazement.

“She has a way with animals,” Abigail says to the boy.

The stable boy gets a saddle ready and carries it outside only to see that they have already left, riding bareback. He thinks to himself, That's odd. Stance always wants a saddle. 

The girls make it to the outer edge of town just before the sun completely sets. There’s enough light to see, and yet the light crystals that are on lamp posts slowly illuminate. Two and three-story buildings are on the left and right of the street. The aroma of several types of baked goods fills the air. They hop off the horse and walk into town. Olivia, being overly excited, hands the reins to Abigail. The entrance into the town is wide. People are outside and others are getting ready to close up shop for the day. The two don't make it very far into town when Abigail spots someone she thinks she recognizes sitting at an outside eating table. 

“Arthygus is that you?” she yells. 

The thin man in his late twenties with short-trimmed brown hair and very light skin looks up in surprise. He is wearing a blue long-sleeve shirt with vertical black stripes and dark blue pants. He stops lifting his spoonful of soup mid-motion. He sees Abigail and gets up, rushing over while putting his index finger to his mouth.

“Shhhhh, Shhhhh.” Quickly he gets to her. “No, no. Don't use that name.” He looks around nervously to see if anyone is looking. Abigail sees he is bringing more attention to himself by acting this way, so she gives him a big hug while whispering in his ear.

“You always somehow bring unwanted attention to yourself. Calm down and act normal.” She lets go, and he looks at her.

“Right, right? As normal as you always are. Come sit down with me. Why have you come to town?”

Abigail notices Olivia is more interested in the clothing shop on the other side of the street and sees the opportunity to use this moment to talk to Arthygus alone. “Go ahead. I will be out here with the horse and talking to a friend.”

“Thank you, thank you,” Olivia says with joy. 

“You don't have to thank me. Just be careful and slow down and think.” Olivia probably didn't hear that, being so excited to be in Splinteroak for once. Abigail and Arthygus head back over to his table after she ties the horse's reins to a holding post. After some time of finding out what he has been up to and some small talk while he finishes his meal, she begins to get anxious, shaking her legs, and finally asks.

“So why are you not in your standard robe that you like so much? You know the one proclaiming ‘I am a wizard,’ see me!” a laughing Abigail says.

His demeanor gets cautious. “Remember that thing you asked me to look for?”

“The book?” she whispers.

“Yes. Well, you know me. I research stuff and then more.” He stands up. “Let's go over to your horse...away from prying ears.” He grabs the reins and starts walking the horse to the middle of the street. 

“Okay...and?” Abigail says suspensefully.

“It took a while, but I found one mention of it in an old script. Something about the days before Muun arrived or disappeared.” He cautiously glances around. “It said the Covenant Diary knows the truth. Not sure what that means.”

“It has a name, so it is real then.” Abigail questions, “Is that all? Why so secretive?”

“There is more. Though I wasn't able to find any other exact mention of it, I found an old scribble in a far remote abandoned library. In it was a picture of Hagathat holding a book in her right hand and in the left a crow's feather. Wasn’t she the witch queen at the time of Muun’s arrival?”

Abigail thinks for a moment. “I'm not sure. I will have to check on that.”

“I found warnings... or were they instructions? Anyway, they are in an old language that warns that those who try to pry into such myths would be dealt with swiftly or something like that. It’s why I don't look like a wizard and keep my name to just Max.”
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