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      Persy’s “VIP Readers” members get free books, free behind the scenes photographs and fantasy artwork, and unique items to accompany the books.
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      They didn’t get very far.

      This was supposed to be easy. They’d broken the secret code, were certain they had the right password to enter this mystical town, so should have been able to slide in.

      Hayden jumped out in front of them all, whipping out her wand. She pointed at the centre of the now deeply blue area. “Effracto! Petu!”

      Hayden repeated these words over and over while the others joined in. .

      “Let’s try it together,” said Thad. “You six, with me, point your wands at the tree and cast.”

      They lined up their wands to the door-like shape in the ancient palm and called, “Petu!”

      Persy, Thad, Darson, Wolf, Hayden, Tash and Raine waved their arms around, trying to maintain their balance while counteracting the shaking ground. There was a loud crack as the ‘door’ area in the trunk shimmered and emitted flashes of light.

      They held the spell and focus for five minutes and slowly the blue colour faded and a roadway and a distant small village could be seen. The seven magicals and their familiars began to walk forward to enter the portal. When they were about three feet from stepping in, an extremely tall, muscular man with flowing white hair stepped in their way.

      He was scowling deeply and his glacial blue eyes looked like they could freeze any life form from fifty paces. Definitely not the top of the friendly scale. He held out his right arm, palm up. “Halt.”

      Of course, they did, as one.

      His voice was deep and thunderous. “You enter Shroudmoor at your own peril. Failure to leave before twenty-four hours are up will result with you remaining for one hundred years of your dimension’s time. You are fully aware of this?” His icy eyes seemed to pierce each of them in turn.

      Hayden took a nervous step back, while Persy stepped forward on rubbery legs. She could feel the hair raise on the back of her neck as she said through trembling lips and chin, “Y-y-y-y-yes. We know. W-w-w-we have come in search of something extremely important.” She looked up from under her eyelashes. “Are you Marbain, Prince of the Alfaran?”

      The depth of his frown intensified as he glared stonily down at Persy. “How is it you know of my name? What witchery is this? And just what is it that you seek?” His lips curled into a snarl.

      Thad stepped up beside Persy and put his hand on her shoulder. “We are on a quest for the Nine Magical Objects, on the side of White Magic. We believe one of these Objects has been hidden in Shroudmoor. May we enter to speak with you about it?”

      The towering man’s eyes slid side to side from Persy to Thad. Then he quickly glanced at the rest of them. “Enter. But again..…the risk is yours to get out before twenty-four hours have passed.” He turned and started down the roadway. They followed without hesitation.

      Darson shot a quick look behind them, watching the portal shimmer more quickly and turn blue again. A quick crack of light flashed in the centre. He would have sworn he heard a light ‘thump’ before the portal vanished completely. He stopped, sighed, then shook his head. He was creeping himself out. Weirdness, man. He scampered to catch up with the others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two Weeks Ago…

          

        

      

    

    
      Persy watched Darson grab his right butt cheek. Uh, he did realize they were in a crowded pub, right? Her eyes widened and the right side of her mouth twitched up.

      “Nice, man. Enjoying yourself?” Thad’s eyebrows flew up. He chuckled.

      Persy and Hayden giggled from the other side of the table, enjoying Darson’s face turn stop-sign red. Persy swivelled her head to see if anyone else in the pub had noticed. The ‘Fish Friar and Chip Monk Pub’, usually called the ‘Friar’, was the local fave hangout of the students and staff of The Illuminary Incantorium, College of Magic.
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      “Sorry,” Darson joined their laughter. “Something’s happening with my book, I think. Buzzed my butt.” He shoved his hand into his back jeans pocket and took out the minimized book.

      “Vergrando.” He tapped it. As if alive, it jumped from his hands to the table in front of him, regaining its normal size. The cover and a chunk of pages flew open, then stopped.

      Persy leaned over before the rest, placing her finger on the page, and quickly throwing a hiding spell over the book. “I believe this would be Object Four.” Her heart sped up. Game on.

      “A ring.” “What’s that beside it?” Thad pointed to the image.

      “A ‘C’ and two groups of three letters, one on either side of the ‘C’: p,a,r and a,n,s..” Hayden ran her finger underneath the letters. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, if it’s two separate words, ‘ans’ in French is years and ‘par’ is by. So it would read ‘by C years’.” Persy pressed her lips together and wrinkled her brow. Thad rolled his eyes and grinned.

      “What?” Hayden looked back and forth between them.

      Thad cradled his chin in his hand, elbow resting on the table. “Persy. She aced French all through school, so I’m told.”

      Persy shrugged her shoulders. “What? Loved languages.” She flicked a glance at Thad and Hayden. Always with the nerd jokes. She huffed, then focused back on the reveal page.

      Hayden nodded. “Yeah, Nan was always on my case to learn French. She would have been a huge help to me. Just never interested. She sure would have got that clue, though.”

      Darson leaned over the book. “And ‘C’ is the Roman numeral for one hundred. And the star on the side of the ring. Reminds me of the Star of David, except it’s eight-sided.”

      Par C Ans
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      Thad sighed. “Well, there’s always a reason for everything. The ‘C’. Could it be the first letter of a location? Or maybe the start of the owner’s name? Or, yeah, the hundred year thing probably makes more sense.”

      Persy glanced over at him, her mind whirling with possibilities. “It could mean any of those things and just about anything else. I think it might be easier to see if we can find out what the insignia on the ring means. It is an unusual star on the side. We could start by seeing if it’s a ring of some magical society or group of some kind. Should be in our reference library.”

      Darson picked up his book. “Good a place as any to begin. Off to the library.” They followed him out of the pub. Raine was coming out of the apothecary as they passed by.

      Persy waved her over. “C’mon, Raine, we think we’ve seen the Fourth Object. Going to research it in the library.”

      “Cool. What is it?”

      Hayden scurried up beside Raine. “Some ring. But we don’t know much about it…hence the library to start.”

      Raine nodded, then fell into step with them. She raised her hand for Benson to light on her.

      “‘Ow are you, my dear,” he asked.

      She hesitated for a few seconds. “Um, divine…simply divine.”

      Benson landed on her hand, his eyes boring into hers. “You sure?”

      Raine smiled stiffly. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Don’t know. But I will.”

      They entered the Incantorium and ran up to the library.

      Persy walked over to the left side of the room. “Ok. If I had my Cimaruta, I could use it to track down specific books on groups or societies and also magical jewelry or artifacts which could give us a clue to this ring. Now we do it manually.”

      Thad followed Persy. “Wouldn’t it be helpful to ask the Majores, Mystic Mannix or even Laurel?” Persy glanced back at him, but continued down the stacks.

      Hayden approached a large table in the centre of the library carrying three over-sized leather tomes.

      “Could cut a few corners if one of them recognized the symbols on the ring.” She thumped the books down.

      Voices echoed in the library, making it easy for them to hear each other. Persy was checking out a particular row of Magical books on Societies. “Yeah, agreed. But it’s the weekend, so it could take some time to find any of them. I think it might look better if we tried to solve at least some of this before asking. Right?”

      “And you know, I have a question for you lot, that’s been bugging me. Why can’t we just jump into the Time-Linx, speed along to the future to see and claim these Magical Objects? Wouldn’t that make things a ton easier?” Raine looked at Hayden and Darson, who were now both at the table with her.

      Persy and Thad glanced at each other and grinned. “Was wondering when this question would come up.” Persy grabbed a few books and she and Thad joined the others.

      “Thad and I wondered the same thing after we’d gone after the Cimaruta. Why not just zip ahead, find the other eight Objects and have done with it? Gran explained it. Seems the Time-Linx is magically guarded not to allow future travel, mostly because of this quest. The top kahunas, the Luminescents want them found one by one, so the claimant has done the work. The learning, I guess and would be supposedly ready to use them properly.”

      “I thought the Luminescents don’t side with who wins - good or evil?” Raine scratched her head.

      “They don’t,” said Thad. “But whoever reigns still needs to be capable, not just a bunch of novices mucking around. The whole series of quests for each item will test and train us up, it’s thought. By the time we get to Object Nine, we’ll know a mountain more than we do now.”

      “Ok,” said Raine. “Makes sense, I guess. So where are we?” She leaned over Persy to see what she was researching.

      “So far, the closest I can find that is similar to this ring is the Seal of Solomon or sometimes is referred to as the Ring of Solomon. But when you look further, it seems there are forty-four of these symbols, used for different things. Power over demons, money, health and so on. But there are definitely similarities,” Persy pointed to a series of images in the book she had.

      “So, it appears we’re being drawn into more of the Egyptian and Middle Eastern magic. They were big on talismans and amulets, and power over the underworld. I’m wondering if that’s where this ring is. Somewhere in Egypt or close to it,” Thad got up and returned with a book on Egyptian magic and one on Kabbalah.

      Hayden pointed to the reveal page in Darson’s book. “Could be. But what is curious that behind the symbol on that ring is what looks like some sort of plant root. And there is a plant called ’Solomon’s Seal’ with roots which look like fingers. And check this out,” She pushed that book away and grabbed a larger, black leather covered one.

      “This is an ancient book on magical plants and herbs. Solomon’s Seal is a very strong magical protection plant. So I’m thinking that it’s on that ring for protection against evil or maybe demons.”

      Persy grinned, a tingle spread up her spine. “Yeah, yeah. Way to go, Hayden. This is starting to come together. I believe this is a powerful protector for us. It kind of says we are going to come up against some really dark magic and this ring will help save our butts.”

      “Well, it kinda makes sense. I mean if they’re going to constantly come at us with demons, a super protection Object is definitely in order,” Darson gave Hayden a high five.

      “Oy,” said Benson, flying down, landing on a book by Raine. “This dark magic talk is giving me the willies. You lot ready for what’s coming?”

      Persy shrugged. “Dunno. We ask ourselves that every time but there doesn’t ever seem to be a choice. We just get sucked into the plan, but we manage don’t we?”

      “Yeah, but one of these days…,” He settled on Persy’s shoulder.

      Darson stood up. “Don’t worry, Benson. It’s only going to get worse. Nothing to be concerned about.” He left the room with a smirk on his face.

      “Oy.”
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      They filed into the main auditorium the next day for first class. Persy stopped cold in the middle of the aisle.

      “Oh. Look. It’s Magnus Siphon. I thought we were to have Master St. Germain for this class.”

      Hayden ‘h-m-m-med’ and the boys grunted. Darson slouched in his seat. “They change things up all the time. No surprise here.” Thad nodded agreement.

      Master St. Germain stepped onto the stage from behind a back curtain. “Hello all. I know you’re expecting my lecture today, but we’ve had an unexpected visit from Magus Siphon and he’s kindly offered to give you some background and philosophies on Luminochian Magic - our magic. Normally we present this to you later in the year, but things are heating up around here so we’ve decided to enlighten you all now, as we have the Magus here.” He glared straight down at Persy and Thad.

      Thad cleared his throat. “Ah. I believe this is directed at us.”

      “Yeah,” Persy agreed, crossing her arms over her abdomen.

      Magus Siphon stepped up to the microphone, looked around at each of the students and began.

      “Luminochian Magic has its roots near the dawn of time and therefore, the beginning of all magic. Its system was perfected on Atlantis, before that land vanished.

      Originally, the island of Atlantis was given to the god Atlas by his father, Poseidon. So the Titan was the first king. Atlantis literally meaning ‘The Island of Atlas”. We believe it was located just outside the Straits of Gibraltar, then known as the Pillars of Hercules.

      Atlas of course, was a Luminescent.” Magus paused and caught the eye of each student in turn.

      “And let’s get something straight right now. Atlantis did not sink. It rose, transcending this planet and all its greed and warring.”

      One by one, students’ jaws dropped and eyes widened.

      Darson sat up straighter, “Really?”

      Magus nodded. “You see, this planet, the Munz aspect is essentially a place for souls or spirit, however you wish to look at it, to work out hate and negative feelings…to choose whether to sustain the planet or destroy it with evil negative greed and fighting. That realm has a particular lower level of vibration and ultimately the goal is for one to get better, act better and raise one’s frequency to first lower level magicals then on up to First level, then to Radiants and Luminescents through many, many incarnations. Visualize, if you will every cell and atom of your body shaking ever so slightly. The rate at which that occurs is your vibration or frequency. Yours, of course, being First level magicals is very high, but not such as the Radiants or Luminescents.”

      Magus waved his hand and ghostly images of Einstein and Nikola Tesla appeared over his head.

      “These two men were getting close in their lifetimes in the twentieth century to raising to lower level magicals. Einstein said, ’Everything is energy and that’s all there is to it. Match the frequency of the reality you want and you cannot help but get that reality. It can be no other way. This is not philosophy. This is physics.’

      And Tesla said, ‘If you want to find the secrets of the universe, think in terms of energy, frequency and vibration.’ I believe these two are only one incarnation from elevating into Bellarya, but we’ll see.”

      Raine shot her hand up. “Do you mean by incarnations…umm..lifetimes?”

      Magus nodded. “Yes, of course, I should have been more clear. Our spirit or soul, as some call it, lives on. Basic fact - energy can not be destroyed - only changed. The main purpose is to come back, live a better life, with kindness, compassion and love, not only for other beings but for this beautiful planet. That’s how you raise your vibration to evolve to the next level of existence. The Munz call it reincarnation.”

      The class buzzed with comments as the students digested this explanation.

      Thaddeus shot up his hand. “Couldn’t any Munz learn to increase their vibration, then learn to use magic?”

      Magnus smiled. “Well, that’s what we’d like to think, what many of them would love to believe, but base human nature has to be overcome. They have to let go of anger, hate, jealousy, love of material things. To live a life of love, peace and acceptance not only of other Munz, but animals and the planet as well. They’re a long was off currently, most of them.”

      “To continue on the history of Atlantean magic. Back then, magic was done mainly by the priesthood and was all about balance of body and mind. Various branches of science and Cosmic Magic were the balance between Earth forces and the rest of the solar system and the seed star - Sirius was taken into this balance.

      There was no monetary system, everything was supplied by the government so no need for money spells, abundance potions etc. Anything to do with greed or ‘oneness’ was unknown. But this was to be their downfall as they were easy targets for the Chaos and greed of invaders from the mainlands.

      It was the learned materialism that ultimately caused the decay which allowed Atlantis to fall.

      The ultimate goal of magic should be full spiritual transformation, wherein the physical of this world learns awareness and can develop the frequency of the upper worlds while existing at the frequency of this material one we are experiencing.

      “But the magic we know now…using our wands, Magic Seed Crystals, herbs and such to cast spells, is that the same thing?” asked Hayden.

      Magus nodded and a slight grin appeared on his lips. “Yes. What you know and use now is focused intention to create an end result. And you are, at the time of casting, raising your own personal vibration and that of the world around you at the time, to get this result. You also know that some spells are much harder and complicated than others. It’s because as you aspire to raise your vibration higher and higher, the work needed, compounds greatly.”

      “We come from the world of spirits or energetics. Such as the Luminescents and Radiants are, then lower our vibration to exist here, in the physical. The ‘magic’ occurs when we get really good at bridging the vibration of here and being able to tap into the vibration of there, the upper realms.”

      “In the realm of the Munz today, some very bright physicists are figuring it out. They now understand that they are energy, changing all the time, every nanosecond and that they are all connected. That’s the beginning for them. That’s how they will find their own ‘magic’.

      Persy tilted her head, staring at Magnus. “Do you think eventually all Munz as a race will evolve to become magical? Like us?”

      Magnus stroked his beard. “Entirely possible. It’s a matter of who is willing to do the work. Will they all? No. Most assuredly. But some? Yes, quite likely in fact.”

      From the dawn of time we’ve had what some have referred to as the ‘Sacred Four.’ You know those as the four elements of nature and magic, Earth, Air, Water and Fire. To that, add the four cardinal directions, East, West, South and North and you start to understand why the fourth Magical Object has an eight sided star on it.”
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      Her hand shook as she picked up the even more trembling rodent. Melanthios’ icy glare bore into her back and Ashna’s sibilant hiss resounded to her right.

      They don’t believe I can do it. But I will.

      She snatched the athame with her right hand, flipped the mouse over onto its back and drew the blade across its neck, allowing the blood to spurt into the small cauldron, all while she chanted the spell.

      Melanthios challenged Rix to perform this dark location spell for the Brew and that thieving arachnid, Tash. Melanthios’ mouth twitched into a half smirk and she straightened into her usual entitled posture, arms crossed over her chest. Ashna, ever her creator’s mirror image, lengthened her neck, and tipped her nose up.

      “Adequate,” Melanthios took a step forward. “Let’s see the results.”

      Rix peered into the cauldron, tossed in a purple crystal and a handful of mixed herbs. She stirred the concoction slowly, repeating the words of the spell again.

      A vapour formed above the vessel, clearly visible against the dark stone walls of Melanthios’ workroom. She stepped closer to the mist and waved her wand across it.

      “Show me the Brew.” A room wavered into view, a bedroom with three single beds in it. Persy and Hayden sprawled on two of the beds, flipping through books and talking quietly.

      “Why is it showing me my niece and one of her annoying friends?”

      The cloud shimmered then a young blonde woman came into view. She was reading at a desk, jotting notes into a journal.

      Melanthios stepped back in surprise. “Who is that?” She glanced at the cauldron. “I told you to show me that disgusting spider.” She stopped, narrowing her eyes, transfixed on the woman. “No…it can’t be.”

      “What m-i-s-s-s-stres-s-s-s,” asked Ashna.

      “Who’s that?” Rix squinted her eyes.

      Melanthios straightened again, her nostrils flaring. “It would seem that someone has released Tash from her curse. The location spell is never wrong. I asked to see the spider and that’s what I got. Only now she’s in her original form, the blonde beauty she was in the sixteenth century. I’m very curious to know who pulled that one off.”

      “So, Persy, in her room with Hayden. That’s where the Brew is? And is this going on right now?” asked Rix.

      “Yes, that’s where the brew is. As I said, the locator is never wrong. It must be in that room somewhere or it’s picking up the current owner, Persephane. Getting it from the spider would have been so much easier. Trying to steal from the Incantorium, well, another story all together. And that means those miscreants have two of the Objects. I’m sure the Lapis Draconis is hidden in a different cache. Doubles my work. And yes, this could be going to occur. Tash may not be there yet, but definitely will be soon.”

      As they talked about the bedroom, the vapour shimmered back to that scene. Rix’s eyes silvered when she stared at her life-long friend. Melanthios glanced at her, then sighed.

      “You know Persy. Where would she hide the vial and the stone? Where are her special hiding spots?”

      “I doubt she’d have them in the room. Too easy. My guess is they’re sealed up in a secret room or rooms in the Incantorium. One of the professors would have helped her. Mystic Mannix or Majores Kouzlo would be my first thought.

      “Dandy. Just bleeding dandy.”

      Melanthios swiped her wand over the cloud and it vanished. She jammed the wand into a pocket of her robe and turned around when a gust of wind blew from behind her. Rix turned with her.

      Ashna raised herself on her front hooves. “Mis-s-stres-s-s-s.

      What is-s-ss- going on?”

      “I…”

      The podium holding the Book of Black Dominance rocked slightly as a light glowing over the tome grew bright and brighter. The heavy front cover thumped open and pages flew over. It stopped as quickly as it had begun. Melanthios and Rix scurried over to the podium, gaping at the open pages.

      Ashna stretched her neck, but try as she may, she couldn’t see into the book.

      “What is-s-s-s it, mis-s-stres-s-s?”

      “Object Four, Ashna. A ring. A ring with a couple of symbols beside it. Curious.”
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      Persy contacted her grandmother, Laurel, through the Time-Linx and she met them at the Incantorium after dinner that same night.

      After catching Laurel up on the Fourth Object and the information they’d unearthed to this point, she gathered their notes, pored over them, then quite suddenly chanted, calling Mystic Mannix, Master St. Germaine and Majores Kouzlo to join them.

      The new arrivals were brought up to speed with what had happened and where they were in their findings.

      Majores Kouzlo spoke first. “I think I agree with you all that the writing beside the ring means ‘by 100 years’. And I know a story that fits with that. There is a village which magically appears only once every hundred years, and only for one day, in our dimension. All other times it’s shielded from us, but continues on in another multiverse. On the day it appears, there are great celebrations going on and people from Bellarya are enticed to enter and join in. Then when it’s time to get out or get caught in the hundred year trap, many forget to leave, or don’t want to and Shroudmoor has them for a century.”

      Raine’s jaw dropped. “Do they die there? What of their families and friends here?”

      “They age by one day,” said the Majores. “But those of us left here do age and by the time the village opens again, some have passed on. Quite tragic for one night of partying.”

      Persy and Thad exchanged quick glances, not liking how this was sizing up.

      “So-o-o-o-o,” Persy sighed. “Are you saying that you think this ring could be somewhere in this mysterious town? Shroudmoor, did you call it?”

      “Yes, and the stories line up. Could very well be.”

      “Ducky,” Darson stood and started to pace. “How do we know where this town is in its hundred year cycle?”

      Raine leaned on her elbows on the table. “We scry. It’s what my Dad does to keep tabs on magical events.”

      Persy gazed out the window, biting her lower lip. She crossed her arms over herself. “Here we go again. Why do these quests always start out sounding next to impossible?” She shook her head.

      Hayden rubbed the back of her neck, then sighed. “Well, you know, somehow we figure these things out. So if Majores Koslov says we need to scry for this town, then who do we know who’s top shelf for scrying?”

      Persy and Thad turned to each other. “Lady Dru,” they chorused.

      “Lady Druanna,” repeated Persy. “She’s probably the top scryer around. On the Magic Governing Council with Gran.”

      “Exceptionally talented,” said Laurel.

      “Yup. Badass,” added Thad.

      “Right. I remember from class,” said Darson. “How do we get her to help?”

      Laurel answered first. “Considering we’re the ones in need, we travel to her. I’ll let her know through the Time-Linx that we’re coming. Hopefully she can clear some time for us.” Laurel left the room.

      “Oy…Bl…,” started Benson.

      “Lid on it, Benson,” Persy glared at him. “Don’t even want to hear it.”

      “Fine,” he muttered.

      The five of them left the teachers, to go to their rooms and grab backpacks. They’d come to expect unscheduled traveling, so kept one packed with magical tools and accessories, a change of clothes and a bit of dried food and water. One never knew.

      They met out in front of the Incantorium with Laurel, then proceeded to the Time-Linx portal.
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      They exited the portal in Sidhun, Lady Dru’s realm, ready to do battle with the tangled hawthorn bushes.

      “Effracto!” Persy waved her hand in an arc in front of them and the branches separated and fell to each side, leaving them an easy path to follow out.

      Darson nodded. “You’re pretty good at the ‘without wand’ casting. Gotta work on mine.” He walked through the path and joined the others by the River Laune.

      A bejewelled carriage arrived and took them to Lady Dru’s house. She was waiting on the front deck for them. Greeting them warmly, she then led them into her library where they sat in soft leather chairs in a circle. Darson showed her the page in his book with Object Four on it.

      Laurel began. “The words around the ring ‘by 100 years’ leads us to believe the location, or at least a major clue to this Object is in Shroudmoor. I’m hoping you can help us to determine where in Shroudmoor’s cycle it is now. Our adventurers are not only going to have to Linx to the day of opening, but also locate its portal.”

      Lady Dru nodded her agreement. “I understand. It would be better, I believe if I told you what I know of it’s history…how Shroudmoor came to be. But I’m going to ask my companion, Jacob Schneersohn to join us as this is set in King Solomon’s time, an area Jacob is an expert in.” She left the room and returned in a few minutes.

      “For those who haven’t met him, this is Jacob. My esteemed better half and expert on all things pertaining to Middle Eastern-Egyptian Magic.” Lady Dru pointed to a chair for Jacob to take, while his face turned a brilliant shade of rose. Hayden’s eyes widened and twinkled.

      “Well, then,” she sighed.

      Persy giggled and nudged her with her elbow. “With Lady Dru, remember?” she whispered.

      Jacob straightened himself in his seat then leaned over to look at Object Four in Darson’s book. He nodded quickly and began.

      “Shroudmoor has quite the tale behind it. It was magically created by a rogue Radiant named Rubahnus, back in Atlantean times. Even though they are not supposed to interact in the affairs of Magicals or the Munz of this planet, he would make frequent trips to our realms. And the inevitable occurred…he fell in love with a Magical named Callista. However, the feelings were not returned and in fact, she was in the midst of planning her wedding to Vancrys, a Luminescent. Another unusual pairing, but there you have it. Well, as you can imagine, this created no end of energetic disturbances through many realms as they tried to out-do each other to win Callista’s affections.

      The Luminescents live in the exceptionally high frequency realm of Lumar. Radiants have access to it, but must return to their own dimension of Radam regularly or their energy is permanently altered and they don’t fit in either realm. In fact, they can only then exist in the realms associated with Earth. But this temporary arrangement allowed the beings of the uppermost realms to work together. Rubahnus and Vancrys had developed a very strong respect and admiration for each other leading to some spectacular magic. That is, before the whole Callista debacle.

      What you lot will be particularly interested in is that these two are the ones who developed the Nine Magical Objects, designed to test the strength and abilities of the Black or White Magicals on Earth. The side who won the Nine, in their estimation, deserved to rule the planet. Willow was contracted to write the Book of Black Dominance, as she named it, because of her strong connections to Magicals throughout the realms, and Rubahnus was hoping to now exclude Vancrys in the whole project.”

      Persy tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. “Well, we probably should have been told that before, although I guess it wouldn’t have changed much. But what about Shroudmoor? I mean, we are still thinking that’s where the ring is, right?” She glared at Laurel. Why was everything doled out in increments? What she wouldn’t give for someone to sit down with them and give them the whole enchilada.

      Jacob stood, then started pacing.

      “Right. I was just getting to that. When Rubahnus decided that he wanted Callista and all she could think about was Vancrys, he devised the plan to create Shroudmoor and lock her in that town. As the portal to it only opened every one hundred years, he figured he’d cut her off from Vancrys for good. If the clues to Object Four point to that, then you have to find out where in that cycle it is and when and where it will open. Then Time-Linx to that time and be ready to enter, grab the ring and get out within the twenty-four hours that it’s open.”

      Thad stood and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m sure we don’t simply get to the portal, knock and go in. There must be some protection we’re going to have to overcome.”

      Jacob interlaced his fingers behind his back, looked at Thad and nodded. “Here’s what I know from the ancient texts. The Luminescents developed a secret alphabet, the Lumar Script, which they used to pass coded messages to each other and to some Radiants. Rubahnus and Vancrys used it extensively to keep what they were doing in the shadows. They did hide clues to deciphering the Script in Bellarya, as sort of a tease or test, to see if Magicals could firstly find the clues then unravel the alphabet. The secret to entering Shroudmoor would be written in Lumar Script, so your first task is to decode the Script, then find the portal in time, enter and find the ring. I can tell you, that’s exactly what Melanthios and her crew are working on as we speak.”
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      Tash came flying into Lysanor’s library. “Just heard from Benson. They’ve seen the fourth Object. It’s a ring, in some mysterious place called Shroudmoor. Know anything about it?”

      Lysanor straightened in her chair. “Yes. I do.” She jumped up, heading for the bookshelf on her left. She pulled down a large, brown leather book and slapped it on her desk. “Weird that this should come up now. I just went through this last week for background on the Luminescents to help a friend with a spell she needed.”

      Tash put her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side. “You know that’s how it works. We’re driven to find something out, then it’s needed in like five more situations. It’s the flow of things.”

      “True. Now. Shroudmoor. It was created by a Radiant called Rubahnus to contain his straying girlfriend or some such rot.” She grinned and waggled her eyebrows.

      Tash chuckled and walked over to sit in a chair at the end of Lysanor’s desk. She stretched her back to see the book.

      “What is that?”

      Lysanor was flipping pages over. “It’s a book on the history of the Mt Sinai area. Evidently, there are clues to understanding the Lumar Script, which one needs to unravel to get into Shroudmoor. The clues to understanding the script were hidden in various places by the Luminescents and Radiants to make it next to impossible to crack this code. Somewhere toward the back of this book, I remember seeing a passage about the secrets to reading a highly spiritual script. Could be what we want.”

      She slowed down as she came to the back portion of the book, skimming each page. “Here! This is the verse:

      
        
        The Language of the Highest Realms,

        Bears Vision, Shape and Misdirection,

        Clues enshroud this Tome,

        If One Knows How To See.”

      

      

      Lysanor read it out loud twice. “Gotta love how they make it so plain.” She rolled her eyes.

      Tash stood, starting to pace. “No kidding. Ok. The Language of the Highest Realms has to be the Lumar Script. The next line is probably about what it looks like. It’s the next part that’s key here. Clues enshroud this Tome…If One Knows How To See. So ‘enshroud’. That’s like wrapping around something, right?”

      Lysanor nodded slowly and turned the book face down on her desk, carefully looking at the cover.

      “This seems all one piece of leather. And I don’t see any engraving or writing on it.” She ran her hand over the full cover then along the edges. “Wait a sec…” She drew her finger along the bottom edge of the back cover several times.

      “Look. This is quite rough and uneven.” Lysanor flipped the book back onto it’s back then opened it to where it’s last page met the cover.

      Tash squatted down beside Lysanor so her eyes were level with the desktop. Her heart pounded. If they could find something of value to help Persephane and the rest find Object Four, she was sure they’d include her in their quests. She wanted nothing more. She used a fingernail to flick at the edge of the cover.

      “There’s a tiny separation between the paper that lines the cover and the actual leather. Think it can be lifted?”

      Lysanor rose and went to a side bureau, opened a drawer, extracting a small thin knife. “I’m sure it can. It’s what makes sense of that verse.” She sat back at her desk and inserted the knife’s edge between the paper and the leather. Slowly she drew it along, gently lifting the paper. When she’d separated about half of the paper, a small, thin parchment came into view.

      “Ha!” Tash grinned and began lifting the paper with her nail.

      “Wait. It’s going to be fragile. Goddess knows how long it’s been there.” Lysanor slid the knife under the parchment. It came away from the leather with tiny crackles. It was a piece about three inches by three inches. When it was totally freed, she lifted it with the knife and one finger, laying it on the desk. She brought a light closer and squinted.

      Tash rose and leaned over her shoulder.

      On the paper was a light drawing of a vase with a few lines of writing underneath.

      “What does it say?” Tash tilted her head, trying to make reading easier.

      Lysanor lifted the parchment with the knife.

      
        
        “The vase holds a secret.

        Its surface is the teller.

        It hides behind its own image.

        Chapel of Rubus Sanctus.

        418 AD.”

      

      

      Tash scratched her chin. “H-m-m-m-m, Rubus Sanctus is a plant or herb of some kind.”

      Lysanor looked up at her. “Right. There’s a book behind you on the vegetation of the Middle East. Should find it in there. But this is the ‘chapel of’ so we’re looking for a name.

      Tash found the right book and began scanning the index at the back. “Rubus Sanctus or Burning Bush. We’re talking about something from the dawn of time almost. Way back in Moses’ day.”

      “That’s the Luminescents for you. Not surprised.”

      Lysanor pointed to a page. “So it would seem we’re talking about the Chapel of the Burning Bush at Mt. Sinai. There was a monastery built there in the sixth century, but as this date is some two hundred years before, I think this vase is in the Chapel. Sounds like Time-Linxing time to me.” Her eyes gleamed with anticipation.

      “Count me in.” Tash replaced the plant book. Her head spun. This would be such a great find, for sure she was going to be asked to join the squad. “Know where the portal is there?”

      Lysanor scanned the book again. “Sec.” She flipped back to the beginning and found the reference she needed. “Yes, in fact, it’s right beside the Chapel. Convenient or what?”

      They grabbed their traveling sacks, packed very similarly to what Persy’s group had and left through the portal in Lysanor’s Wales, close to her manor. They exited via a cave at the foot of Mt Sinai, the year 419 CE. They peeked out the cave entrance, hoping no one was around to interfere. The Chapel was less than twenty feet away. They scurried across the small courtyard and in the front door.

      Inside was small and dark. There was a wooden alter in an alcove and the walls were lined with clay tiles with artwork embossed on them.

      Tash swivelled her head back and forth. “So I assume we’re looking for a vase or something representing a vase? Nothing out anywhere that I can see.”

      Lysanor walked to the wall beside her and ran a hand over it. “These tiles are all different. Maybe one has a vase etched into it. Look closely.”

      Tash started on the opposite side. Only every few tiles were embossed. Some had images of forest scenes, fruit, animals such as oxen, goats, even a few cats. Then she saw it. “Here!”

      Lysanor scampered over and put her hand on the raised vase. “Yup. I’d say you’ve found it. There were no vases on the other side.”

      “Well this has no writing on it, so I’m guessing it’s solely a marker.” Tash ran her hands around the edges of the round tile. “It seems to have a space between the border of the tile and the wall, like it’s meant to open.”

      “Could be.” Lysanor began pressing on the lip of the tile trying to figure out if it was on some spring mechanism which would pop open with pressure. “Nope. That’s not working. H-m-m-m-m-m.” She scratched her head and began pacing back and forth.

      Tash stared at the tile and bit the nail on her thumb. We have to solve this. I’m only going to get into that inner ‘Persy’ circle if I have something really good to bring to the party. What else could make that tile move? She looked around the room again, her eyes resting on the alter. The sides were adorned with curved, raised wooden carvings, like small half moons. She walked over to take a closer look.

      “Lysanor, look at these carved bits. One on the left side seems to be on a hinge of some sort.”

      Lysanor came over to the alter and squatted down to more closely inspect the piece. “Ok. Let’s try to move it, but first get off the diaz. It’d be just our luck that we pull it and the whole alter descends into the floor or something.” She smiled, pulling Tash back. She leaned over and tried to push the carving one way, then the other. It moved on pushing it back.

      Tash gasped. This was it. She was sure. A scraping sound came from behind them. They turned together to see the tile with the vase flip open, turning on an axis which ran through its centre. They peered into the dark recess behind it.

      Lysanor produced a light ball in her hand, holding it close to the turned tile.

      “Pretty webby in there. Not sure I want to stick my hand in.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” Tash’s stomach churned. She really had a hate on for spiders since she’d turned back. “Let me try to get whatever is in there to move toward us, so we don’t have to reach in.”

      Tash put her hand in front of the opening, palm up. “Activius!” They heard a scratching, it started, stopped, started and stopped again. Eventually they could see the vase, only a couple of inches into the recess. Lysanor grabbed it.

      “Let’s get out of here before someone shows up.”

      She wrapped a shawl she had in her sack around the vase, put it inside and they scurried back to the portal. On arriving back at Lysanor’s they ran up to her library, not saying a word until they were in and had locked the door.

      “Whew. Alright, so what do we have here?” Lysanor unwrapped the vase and placed it gently on her desk.

      Tash could only breathe very shallowly. Would they be able to understand anything they found on the vase’s surface? Then what? There were more than one clues to the script…where were the others? Would Persy and Thad be able to take it from here? Her mouth was dry and it was difficult to speak.

      “U-m-m-m, so, can you read anything on it?” Her eyes widened in anticipation.

      Lysanor picked up the vase and turned it to the light coming from the window. “I believe it’s in ancient Greek. One of those crazy-ass languages my father insisted I learn. Now I see why. It’s a verse.” She rubbed her finger along the writing. “I believe it says:

      
        
        “These characters - a total of six in number, carry circles and are often repeated.

        These characters carry squares and are many.”

      

      

      Tash tilted her head to the side and scrunched her nose up. “Huh?”

      “Yeah. I hear ya. What in the name of wonky wombats…?” Lysanor had written the two lines down now staring at them, biting her lower lip.

      Tash scrunched the rest of her face. “Wonky Wombats?”

      Lysanor looked up and grinned. “Yeah, spent some time in Tasmania. Now…if this is talking about the letters of the script the ones that are only six could be vowels. And they are repeated a lot. So that’d make the others, consonants. Right?”

      Tash cleared her throat. “Yeah, but what’s with the ‘carry circles’ and ’carry squares’?”

      “Not sure. I guess we’d need to see a sample of the script. S-o-o-o-o, Incantorium time?”

      Tash blew out her breath and sighed. “Yep. I’d say so.”

      “Fine, we’re outta here.” Lysanor re-wrapped the vase and tucked it into her sack. Tash scooped up her bag, then they were gone.
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      Melanthios studied the page in the Book Of Black Dominance, which had just revealed the Fourth Object. A tingle ran up her spine and settled in her head. It was time. We’re off for the Fourth, only this time she’d be the first to find it. That she was sure of. And as much as she could, she’d be excluding Sumaire in this find. She knew he was determined to beat her at this game of finding and controlling the Magical Objects and she was equally set on preventing that.

      Besides, he was gloriously absent, trying to settle some Naga skirmish or such. With luck, that would continue.

      ‘Par C Ans’. ‘By one hundred years’ if it was from French, that she got. But what was? Her body was tense and her breathing sped up. Something occurred every one hundred years? That made more sense. These Objects were hidden with cleverness and there were always clues to lead the most brilliant of Magicals to them. If something did happen every hundred years, what would that be?

      A memory edged its way in. When training with Willow, she remembered something about a town or village which only opened up every hundred years. What was that? She turned her head and surveyed her collection of often-used grimoires. Right. Her first one. She’d started it when Willow took her on as an apprentice. She pulled it down, finding the section where she’d written about ‘Secrets’. There were lists of places, things, people, code breakers, but it was places she wanted.

      A number of multiverses were there, as well as secret locations within them. She ran her finger down the page, trying to prompt the memory that was hammering around in her head. Riverglen…Windslow…Fairsome…no, none of those. She scanned further. Shroudmoor! Yes, that was the one. The portal only opened once in a hundred years. Had to be it. She re-shelved the book. This called for a conversation with Willow. Would save hours of research.

      Melanthios marched down the hallway to the stairs going up to the west turret, where Willow had her apartment and study. She knocked on the door, entering without waiting for a reply. She opened her mouth to speak, but froze. A simply gorgeous man was sprawled on Willow’s divan. He was dressed as a Magical Royal…dark long cloak, fully billowing shirt, fitted breeches and soft black leather boots..all in black and silver. His silver-blonde hair flowed over his shoulders and his violet eyes pierced her.

      “Who…” Melanthios began.

      “Ah, Melanthios. I was just about to summon you.” Willow in her usual flowing greens walked from the window to place her arm around Melanthios’ shoulder. “Meet Lathos, one of the Unseelie Princes. He’s come to ask a favour of us and I believe it would be in our interest to comply. I’ll let Lathos explain…”

      Lathos stood and bowed slightly. “Happy to Willow, my dear. Hello Melanthios. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      Melanthios’ eyes danced between Willow and Lathos. What was he up to? She sensed a dark energy around him…not that that was a problem for her, but what did he want?

      “Pleasure. I think. Willow, what’s the deal here?”

      “Nothing to cause alarm,” Willow interrupted Lathos. “You see, Lathos and his people are from the realm of Luzia, a world considered ‘dark’ by some. They were associates of your father.”

      Lathos leaned against Willow’s desk. “Yes, and your clever mother, Laurel managed to bind us to Luzia because we helped Derek see you from time to time after your parents’ divorce. Laurel had stipulated he was not to have any contact with you, but of course, he wasn’t having that. So we kept track of you so Laurel wouldn’t pick up Derek’s energy, then helped him slip in when she was off on some quest and you were with nannies. They wouldn’t know who he was, so he could spend time with you. I’m not sure if you remember those visits. They stopped when Laurel caught on. You would have been about six or seven.”

      Melanthios crossed her arms over her waist. “Of course I remember. Some of the best times were when I was with Dad. He taught me some of my finest preliminary dark spells. Mother would have a fit when she caught me performing them.” A smirk crawled across her face. “I was broken hearted when he stopped showing up.”

      “Believe me, it’s the last thing Derek Lambert wanted.” Lathos came to her and rested a hand on her shoulder. “He still mourns.”

      Melanthios started. “Where is he? You know? I want to see him.”

      She looked directly into Lathos’ eyes. She saw a touch of kindness and warmth. He wanted to help, she just wasn’t sure why.

      His mouth twitched up on one side. “He’s fine, but he too became trapped in Luzia thanks to your Mother. She bound our world from interacting with this or any others. That’s what I’ve come to ask…for your help in breaking the block.”

      Melanthios still wasn’t convinced he didn’t have more to his agenda. She narrowed her eyes. “How did you get out? How did you come here?”

      “Clever girl. I wasn’t in Luzia when the ward was placed, and anyone can get in or out if you’re not Luzian. That was her one error, to not have the spell affect everyone once they were in. Because I was in another realm at the time, even as a Luzian the block doesn’t contain me. My energy wasn’t there for it to memorize and interact with. But there are very few of us who were away and what good does it do us to come and go when our friends and family can’t? So I need it broken for us all.”

      “So what’s in it for us?” Melanthios did not trust this one. Other than her Dad, she had no reason to help him and now she knew where he was, she could get in to see him, she wasn’t Luzian, although obviously her Dad was. She cocked her head to the side, waiting for an answer. A good one.

      Lathos’ face pinched and his eyes narrowed. His back straightened and he looked down his nose at Melanthios. “I was around when Willow was collecting information and putting the Book of Black Dominance together. I don’t know a lot about it, but I do know you’re on a quest to collect the Nine Magical Objects. I feel I can help you with that. Luzia possesses a great deal of dark magic and connection to the demon world. I’m sure that will prove valuable to you.” His hands clenched.

      What was it about this guy that she couldn’t trust? He had an arrogance about him that just sat wrong. Set off her ‘yellow alert’. “That’s a pretty broad statement. Could mean anything or nothing. What kind of help are we talking about?”

      Lathos sighed, then pressed his lips together. “Well…for instance calling on demons to cripple the opposition shall we say. Or, they are excellent in location spells. I’m sure that you’d find of use. Strike any chords?”

      Melanthios huffed. “Maybe.”

      Willow rose and stood behind her desk, taking charge as was her habit. Mel glanced at her, then back at Lathos. “Melanthios, I think it’s worth your while to co-operate with Lathos. These quests will become more difficult, that much I can tell you. I’m not permitted to be involved, but I can give a little direction. Laurel and the Magical Governing Council have helped Persephane and her crew with magical trinkets and spells. Lathos would be an excellent aid to you.”

      Melanthios waved her hand in the air. “Ok. Ok. How do we undo this binding?” She glared at Lathos. “And just why can’t you do this? You’re on the outside now.”

      Lathos shook his head, sighing again. “I’m Fae. And even though the spell doesn’t contain me, it’s still against Fae. Laurel made it impossible for any of us to break it. It needs to be a witch. A powerful one.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Willow reached over to a shelf beside her desk. “Here, I believe there’s a spell in here we can use to break Laurel’s work. There’s a couple of tricky ingredients we’ll need, but not impossible.” She opened the grimoire and placed it on her desk. Melanthios and Lathos came around to read, one on each side of her.

      Lathos pointed his finger to the page. “I know where to find this. ‘Hemolymph of a fifty year old tarantula’.”

      “Hemolymph?” Melanthios raised an eyebrow.

      “Blood. Only a female could live that long, and I can get it without harming her. Consider it done.”

      Willow nodded quickly. “Good. Now, this. ‘One stick of Abre Camino or Road Opener, which has laid for three nights in the light of the full moon.’ Shouldn’t be too difficult. The full moon is just a few days away and I’m fairly sure I can get the stick from a Latin witch friend of mine. The rest of the ingredients are crystals and herbs we have.”

      They agreed to meet back at Willow’s in a week’s time to travel together to Luzia and work the spell.

      Rix scrunched herself deeper into the niche in the wall she’d found along the hall from Willow’s room. Thankfully, the door had been left ajar, so she could hear the full conversation. Lathos? Once Melanthios freed him and his people, she’d have another evil ally. Persy would love to know about this, but should she tell her or work this to her own advantage? Shouldn’t be hard to cosy up to him. H-m-m-m…interesting.
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      Back in her room, Persy lifted a few books to a shelf over her desk. Hayden was her roomie now, and Alana had finally moved on to her own private room. What a blessing. Persy had caught her twice rifling through her dresser, supposedly looking for a pencil or some other lame excuse. Yeah, right. Snoop Central, that’s what she was. Good thing Majores Kouzlo knew about their quests, and it wasn’t difficult for Persy to convince her that Alana was an uncontrollable risk to exposing the whole plan, so she was moved.

      Hayden tucked sweaters into a drawer. “So Lady Dru’s going to scry for the portal to Shroudmoor and let us know where and when it’s opening?”

      “Yep. She’s going to contact my Gran. Should be any day that we know.” Persy’s heartbeat picked up. She was coming to like that sensation and the thought of getting into a new adventure, as mind-bending as they could be. This elusive town appealed to her sense of crazy.

      They went down to meet the guys for lunch in the dining hall. Persy was the last to sit. “So we’ve solved how to find out when Shroudmoor opens, but still need to find and figure out the Lumar Script. Sounds like we won’t even get in without some password, then to actually find the ring or clues to where it is, we definitely need the script.” She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. Hated being frustrated. Give me a menu of steps…that I can follow.

      Benson buzzed down, landing on her hand. “Oy, Perse…at little cranky are we?”

      She flicked him off. “Maybe…”

      Persy crossed her arms over her chest and sighed.

      Hayden and Darson laughed. “Persy, you’re not usually so bummed out over all this stuff. What gives?” Hayden patted her back.

      Persy put her head in her hands. “I dunno. Just feels like every step is a HUGE chore. This is only Object Four…we still have five more to go and if the quests get harder…can we hold on? We aren’t even full fledged Magicals yet…how do we succeed?”

      Darson scowled. “I think you have to realize…we are a lot more talented as a group than you give us credit for. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have been chosen for the task. Don’t you think?”

      Persy puffed out a breath. “Maybe.”

      Loud voices drew their attention to the doorway into the dining hall.  Egberdt, the school liaison between students and the staff was close to yelling. “I said…this area is for students and faculty only. What don’t you get about that?” His red-faced lankiness towered over an equally red-faced, petit blonde.

      Tash’s mouth was pursed as she hissed in response. “I must speak with Thaddeus Twynam. It’s critical. I can see him over there…just let me talk to him, then I’ll gladly leave!”

      Thad approached Tash as the others watched the sideshow.

      “Um, Hi Tash. You need me?” Thad’s mouth twitched up on the left side and he glanced at Egberdt, who answered first.

      “She’s trying to get into a restricted area. Who does she think she is? She’s not a student.”

      “Ah, yeah. I think she knows that, Eggs.” Egberdt gave Thad an icy glare.

      “I know I’m not a student, you long stretch of dimness. But this is important to Thad and Persephane.” She held up a bag. “I need to explain it, though.” She looked at Thad.

      “It’s OK, Egberdt. Really. We’ll talk to Tash outside.” He waved the rest over and they went out to the back gardens of the Incantorium.

      They sat around a round table and Tash pulled out the vase and Lysanor’s interpretation of the message on it. Lysanor came around the side of the gardens and joined them, sitting beside Tash.

      Darson scratched his head as he read. “‘These characters - a total of twenty in number, carry squares.

      These characters carry circles and are fewer.’ Well that ‘splains it Lucy. Not. Whatever does that mean?”

      “I doubt it’ll mean anything until we get a copy of the Lumar Script.” Tash shrugged her shoulders. “Right? Although, Lysanor does think the six characters are probably vowels.”

      Lysanor nodded. “It’s what makes sense because of their number. So the others referred to are consonants or consonants and numbers, I’d believe.”

      Tash shrugged. “Not sure about numbers, they could be just the figures we know. Not really spoken about here.”

      Hayden had her elbows on the table, her chin in her hand. “Definitely. No real clue without seeing the actual script. So who’d have a copy? Or know where to find one?”

      Persy sighed. “I’ve already asked Gran. She doesn’t. Could be info in the Magical Tome Collection, but off-hand, she suggested talking to Master St. Germain. Evidently, that guy’s been around for centuries.”

      “Really?” Thad’s eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah. Gran was saying he’s reincarnated many times under different names. Quite the story.” She looked up to Tash. “So where did you find this?”

      Tash told them the story of finding the vase with Lysanor then bringing it to the Incantorium.

      Persy stood up and started gathering her things. “Ok. Well, I think we better try to find someone who can find us a copy of what the script looks like, whether it’s Master St. Germain or whoever, we’re stuck there.”

      Tash jumped up. “I’d love to help. My magic is strong and I’m really good at finding things.” The inner corners of her eyebrows raised as she pleaded her case. “Besides, I practically lived in Melanthios’ back pocket for years. I could totally give you clues to what she’d be doing and with whom.”

      Persy looked around at the other four, trying to analyze their responses without having an out loud discussion. They all nodded quickly.

      “No problem for me.” Hayden grabbed her backpack and stood. Raine nodded, also getting up. Both the guys did the same, shrugged their shoulders in sync. “We’re good.” Thad patted Persy on the back.

      Persy smiled at Tash. “I guess you’re in.”

      Hayden shifted her pack. “Only thought is…we going to be all right with Majores Kouzlo bringing Tash in?”

      “Only one way to find out,” said Darson. “We go ask now.”
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      Majores Kouzlo was in full agreement with allowing Tash to enroll in the Incantorium. She was the right age, had no parents to get permissions from and was well funded in her own right, so within the hour Tash was a student. Persy and Hayden offered the third bed in their dorm room. Perfect.

      They had just left the Majores’ office when Benson piped up. “Well, that was as easy as grass to be green.” Persy rolled her eyes and he sniggered.

      Before seeing the Majores, they had arranged to meet Master St. Germain in his office, which is where they were headed now. Persy knocked on the door.

      “Entrez-vous.” It was St Germain’s voice. Darson gaped at the door.

      Persy’s mouth twitched. “Means come in.” She grabbed the knob and opened the door for them.

      The Master was working at his desk, and looked very pleased when they walked in.

      “Welcome, welcome. Find a seat and tell me what’s on your minds.” He cleared a pile of papers off his desk, stacking them on the cabinet behind him. “I believe there is a new character here?”

      Tash’s face went a lovely rose colour. “Yes, Master St. Germain. I’m Tash, from Hungary. I’ll be starting your classes Monday.”

      “Lovely, lovely. Glad to have you on board. Now, the rest of you. What’s up?” He tilted back in his over-sized desk chair.

      Persy leaned forward. “We’ve come up with a bit of a block on this quest and were wondering if you might be able to help. Rumour has it that you’ve been around for…um…an extended…period of time. Not that you look it.” She was quick to add. Last thing they needed was to offend him. “You see, we need to see a copy of the Lumar Script and hoped you might have a copy or know where we could find one.”

      Master St. Germain rose, walking to a large cabinet to his left. “Lumar Script. Well, you lot have been busy. How do you know you need that?

      They caught him up with Object Four, Jacob’s explanation of Shroudmoor and how they’d need to break the Lumar Script’s code, while he rummaged through the cabinet.

      “Not here. Thought I had a scroll here with it on. Must have taken it back to the fifth floor. I assume you know about that?”

      Tash’s eyes widened. “No. What’s the fifth floor?”

      Raine turned to face her. “It’s the top floor here…a secret meeting place and stores all kinds of magical books, supplies and so on. Only the top witches and wizards get to go up. Although we managed it a while back.” She beamed with pride and mischief.

      Tash slid her eyes side to side, checking out Persy and Thad. “S-o-o-o-o-o is that where we’re headed?”

      “Most definitely.” Master St. Germain closed the cabinet he’d been searching in. “I have an access right here.” He walked to a bookshelf to the right of the cabinet and removed the end book on the third shelf. He reached into the space left by the book, then they heard a loud snap. He put his other hand behind the book case and pulled forward. The whole thing swung out into the room and a staircase was revealed.

      “Much easier than walking all around the Incantorium to the general entrance. After you lot.” They went upstairs, Raine in the lead. She approached the chair which opened the secret room. “Will we need to open the panel?”

      Master St. Germain grinned. “You have been busy. Know about that too, do you? Yes, Raine, open it up then.”

      She twisted and pulled down on the gargoyle on the back of the chair and a loud thunk told them the panel was open. Master St. Germain entered the small room and proceeded to search the shelves on his left. There were stacks of scrolls piled on them. The rest peered in through the door without going in, to give him room.

      “Ah…here we go.” He turned and came out, pushed up the gargoyle, closing the panel. He unfurled the scroll on the table, while Thad and Darson held the corners.

      “This is just a collection of the characters…doesn’t really say anything. But so you have an idea of what the Script looks like when you find anything.”
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      “Whoa.” Darson and Thad exclaimed together. Persy, Hayden, Raine and Tash just stared. Persy watched Master St. Germain as he rubbed his chin. “Is there someone here at the Incantorium who can read this?”

      He gazed at her. “Maybe, but that’s not the point is it? You need to be able to figure this out. It’s part of your quest and challenge. No one’s supposed to do it for you, only guide you in the right direction at times. Correct?”

      Persy sighed. “Right. Ok guys let’s take this to one of our rooms. We can’t work in the library. Too open.” They closed the small room and left the fifth floor through Master St. Germain’s office.

      Having chosen the girls’ room, Darson spread the scroll out on Persy’s desk.

      Tash straightened her back and stretched. “So, Lysanor and I thought because there were a lot fewer of the ones with circles, they could be vowels and the rest consonants.”

      Thad stared out the window. “You know, if we could find anything written in the Lumar Script, and we knew what it said in English, we could compare the characters and at least figure a bunch of them out. Would definitely give us a leg up.”

      Raine looked over at him. “Good idea, but where are we going to find translated Lumar?”

      Persy’s heart sped up as an idea pinged into her head. “You know…I bet Willow knows about this. She wrote the Book of Black Dominance, so she would have had to come up against Lumar Script at some time. She is familiar with all the old ways.”

      Thad’s mouth twitched up. “Yeah. So. How we going to get to her? She’s in Bodesnoir, we’ve never even spoken to her. Think she’s just going to cough up the answer? I don’t think so.”

      Hayden and Darson were watching these two, back and forth like a tennis match.

      Persy’s face heated. She knew she was resembling a tomato. “No, I don’t think so either, but I think I know who might be able to shake it out of her.”

      “Who,” they all chorused.

      “Wolf. And I’m going to see if I can shake him down.”
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      Persy ran out to the gardens in the back of the Incantorium. It was early evening and she knew Wolf liked to hang out here after classes. He still didn’t seem to be getting close to anyone in particular, so spent a lot of spare time alone here.

      She followed one of her fave winding paths toward the centre of the garden. Score. There was Wolf, sitting on a bench, sporting headphones and tapping his foot. He was looking away from her, so didn’t see her until she was right beside him. He jumped when her shadow poured over his legs.

      “Wha….”

      Persy cracked a broad grin. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you out of your skin, but wasn’t sure how to get your attention, gently. You Ok?”

      He laughed. “Oh, sure. I love seeing if I can survive heart stoppage. Adorable habit.” Persy laughed too.

      “Mind if I sit?” She raised her eyebrows, looking all sweet and coy.

      Wolf’s eyes narrowed. “Uh. Sure. But…why? Kinda thought I was on the ‘Avoid At All Costs’ list. No?”

      “Yeah, about that.” She sat beside him. “I may have been a little ‘knee-jerk’ about giving you the cold shoulder. I mean, I get it. People can change and we should give you that chance. Sorry for being unfair.” She looked up at Wolf from under her eyelashes.

      His eyes widened, pupils dilated and the side of his mouth curled up. “Yeah? Cool. Have to say, you guys have been a gaggle of jerks, but I know, I’ve given you no reason to trust me yet. But you’ll see.”

      “Well as it happens, you may be able to help us with something. I’m not sure, just a guess. But…”

      Wolf’s head snapped back and he looked down his nose at her, eyes narrowing again. “Oh yeah? How’s that?”

      Persy looked him right in the eyes. She had to be believable. “We’re at a bit of a crossroads with this quest we’re on. We need to decipher a script and I think, having lived with Willow, you may have seen it or know something about it.” She drew her iPhone out of her back pocket and showed an image of the scroll she’d taken in her room. Wolf leaned in to check it out.

      “I know it’s kind of bizarre, but I feel if you’ve seen it, you’d remember. Ring any bells?”

      Wolf took her phone, manifested a light ball in his other hand and held the phone closer to the light. “I think I have seen this before. And yeah, it would be among Willow’s things, in her workroom.”

      “Have you ever seen anything translated from this? It’s called the Lumar Script and we’re trying to figure out a baseline of what the individual characters are. So, a huge help would be so see something where someone has converted that code into English. Anything?”

      Wolf pressed his lips tightly together, then sighed. “Well, I can definitely say I’ve seen it around and if there are any translations, they’d be in Willow’s quarters. But getting in there. That’s another story altogether. She’s very secretive and you’d pretty much have to sell your right arm to get in. Seriously. She uses all kinds of wards, spells and even has the Gobbuskins patrolling 24/7. No idea how to do that.”

      Persy slouched on the bench. “Rats. Ok.” She took her phone back and was flipping it over and over. “What about getting into Bodesnoir, somewhere close to Willow’s area and trying to get into her workroom?”

      “That’s the thing. It’s the workroom that’s so protected. Getting close in this case solves nothing. Not like hand grenades.” He grinned.

      “Right.” Persy started, then stopped, swivelling around to the back of her. A freezing blast of air flowed over them, accompanied by a strong sulphur smell.

      “Demon.” Wolf hissed. “Close by.”

      A billowing black mist ebbed from behind an old oak at their backs. It floated along the ground, under the bench and around their feet. It started to rise as sparks of red and purple lights blasted out toward them. They jumped up, whipped out their wands, pointing at what seemed to be the centre of the mass of energy.

      A short, hump-back being poked out from behind the tree, its glowing yellow eyes penetrated them, while its large, furry, goat-like ears twitched repeatedly back and forth. If it wasn’t so obviously menacing, it would almost be ridiculous.

      “Fixatious!” shouted Persy. The being whisked behind the tree and dodged the spell.

      “Lumar Script,” it cackled in a dry, hoarse voice. “I shall tell them.”

      With a blast of red light, it was gone. As the cloud faded, Persy was sure she could see an image of Rix, her hands out with a wand, eyes blazing. Her face shimmered away as the mist did.

      “What the…” Persy collapsed on the bench.

      “Do you know her?” Wolf pointed to where the face and cloud had been.

      Persy glanced up at him. “Yeah. Believe it or not, she was my best friend for most of my life. Unfortunately, found Melanthios more appealing in the long run. I believe she sent that low class demon to spy on us, or me more likely.”

      Wolf sat down, scrubbing his face with his hands. “Crap, with friends like that, who needs enemies?”

      Persy’s stomach dropped. “Exactly. Shocked us all.”

      “Well. Ok. So now Melanthios is going to know you’re looking for the Lumar Script. I say, we figure out right quick if there is a way into Willow’s room, we do it soon and find a translated piece. No?”

      Persy stared at him, jaw dropping. “You mean you’re going to help us?”

      “Yeah. I think I better. Right? I mean who has more knowledge of Bodesnoir than me?”

      Persy nodded, still a little stunned. “No one. Hands down. You da man.” She grinned. “C’mon let’s get the others.”
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      Benson had made himself scarce in the past few days. Researching never was his strong suit, heck more than half of the books and scrolls were multiple times his size. No, he preferred to show up when the action began. He’d seen Persy and Wolf go into the garden, snuck up behind and listened for a bit, but saw no reason to stay.

      He thought he might scout the upstairs windows for some tasty fly morsels, when Mystic Mannix came tumbling out of his office, balancing several books and scrolls.

      “Benson. Ah, just the one I was seeking. I think I may have found something for you. Come in, come in.” He turned and juggled back into his office, depositing his collection on his desk.

      “Yes, I do think I have it…well, at least close.”

      Benson zipped in and settled on the desk. “You have what? What’s close?”

      “Um. Here.” He shuffled the scrolls out of the way and grabbed one of the larger books. “It’s all about a spell, you see. At the full moon.” He flipped the pages over, back and forth. “Yes, here we are.”

      Benson’s buzzing ramped up. “WHAT spell?”

      “You. For you. To become a full sized dragon!”

      Benson froze. His life-long dream. And it was life-LONG. Very long…hundreds of years. Actually coming true? Could it be? His insides buzzed with anticipation and joy. His wings were almost spinning. Then he stopped dead still. “What’cha mean full moon?”

      “Ah. Yes. One small hiccup. You can only change to full size on the full moon for forty-eight hours. Then back to as you were. Right?”

      “Right? Wrong! I don’t want a short term fix. I was looking for the full transformation. For good. No reversal. How did you miss that?”

      Mannix put his hands up, palms facing Benson. “Hang on. It’s what I can do. No where on record is there a permanent fix, at least that I could find. But at least you will have the experience each month. Better than not, wouldn’t you say?”

      Benson flattened himself on the desk, readying for a good pout. Then thought better of it and sighed. “I suppose. Better than not,” he agreed reluctantly. “How’s it done?”

      “A potion, which I’ll make up. One batch will last a number of turnings considering how little you’ll use each time. But I’m going to need a dragon scale, and that’s the type of dragon you’ll become. I’m sure Carnifex or Tiamat will oblige and I can get that…so…which will it be? Fire or water?”

      Benson thought for a moment. “Water. Never been real keen on lots of heat and water’s where I like to hunt my tasties from, so makes more sense to me. When will it be ready?”

      “Well, the next full moon is just over three weeks away. Should have it done well before that. I’ll find you or Persy and get it to you.”

      “Um, find me. Not sure how ol’ Perse’s going to feel about this. She might think it sounds like a possible pot of trouble, ya know? Best kept between us, if it’s OK with you.”

      Mannix looked startled. “Uh, sure. Maybe come check with me in a week or so.”

      “Will do.” And Benson flitted out of the office and down the hallway, doing backflips and loop-de-loops.
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      Persy and Wolf found the rest of the gang in the lounge beside the first floor library. Thad’s face crumpled into a deep scowl on seeing Wolf, who was laughing and talking to Persy as if they were besties.

      “What the…” he started. Persy caught his look and jumped in.

      “Hey all. Look who I found in the gardens and who might just have a solution to our Lumar Script problem.” She hoped she spoke quickly and firmly enough to rough ride over any objections Thad was about to make. No such luck.

      “You TOLD him? What were you thinking, Persy? Really?” Thad’s face went crimson. You could almost see smoke coming out of his ears.

      She put her hands up, palms facing Thad. “Hold on…just hold on. I think Wolf needs a chance to redeem himself and he really wants to help. I believe him. He has more inside knowledge of Bodesnoir than any of us and he’s definitely seen the script in Willow’s workroom, where he believes there will be translations of a sort. If we can get a copy of something like that, it will seriously help us break the code. Anyone got any better ideas?” Challenge them to come up with something better. Should put an end to any arguments. She looked around at each of them. No one said a word, even Thad.

      Tash leaned against the doorway. “Y’all gave me a chance. I’m fine with him joining us, even though I did witness some nefarious acts at Bodesnoir.”

      Darson crossed his arms over his chest. “So how does this work?”

      Persy opened her mouth, but Wolf took over. “I’ve lived all my life at Bodesnoir and for the most part I took care of me, was basically ignored. So I made a habit of exploring every nook and cranny. Came up with a number of cool secret places to hide or do stuff, undisturbed. So, Persy came and asked me if I’d seen that script, which I definitely have and I believe Willow has translated writings, which would be in her workroom. Problem being, it’s heavily warded and guarded.”

      Hayden raised her hand. “Not to interfere, but how does this help, other than maybe getting us into Bodesnoir more easily, we still have a huge barrier in Willow’s room and then figuring where she would keep or hide said translation. I mean, it could be anywhere.”

      Persy paced back and forth, pinching her lower lip. “Yeah. True. Would be really, really handy if we had someone invisible or something.” Her eyes lit up.

      “Whisper?” Persy shouted with Thad.

      Wolf scowled. “Who’s Whisper?” Tash nodded.

      Persy turned to him. “A spirit who has helped us…a lot in the past. She wouldn’t been seen, so if she could get past the wards, she could at least have a good look around, undetected. I’m sure she’d help if asked. What does everyone think?”

      Hayden, Tash and Raine shrugged and nodded. Darson and Thad did the same.

      “Ok. Let’s form a circle and contact her.”

      They moved a few chairs back, joined hands and chanted to call Whisper. In a couple of minutes the air in the centre of the circle shimmered, then a female form could be seen.

      “Hey all. Great to see you.” Whisper whisked out of the circle and floated in front of the window. “Well, we have a couple of new faces,” she added staring at Wolf and Tash.

      Persy smiled. Nothing gets past Whisper. “Yup. This is Wolf. He actually grew up at Bodesnoir and that’s why we’ve called on you. And this is Tash, who spent time at Bodesnoir as a huge spider.” Persy continued on to explain what they needed and why Whisper would be a huge help.

      Whisper moved down to hover closer to them. “But what if the wards also keep out spirits? That is possible, you know.”

      Raine stood to catch Whisper’s attention. “Ya, but we don’t know that till we try. At least you won’t be seen giving it a go. Then we’ll have to figure something else out. Right?”

      Whisper nodded. “True. Ok, so what’s next? How do we do this?”

      Persy looked around. Everyone stared back at her. “Ok. Waiting for me. Well, I’d say we Time-Linx on Saturday to Bodesnoir and let Whisper try doing her thing. I’d suggest we all go, take our magical gear and Crystal Seeds. We just don’t know what we’ll need.”

      Unbeknownst to the gang, Benson had entered the lounge just before them and was quietly minding his own business throughout this meeting. Now there was action. Now he piped up.

      “Oy, you lot aren’t leaving wifout me!” He zipped down to Persy’s shoulder, causing her to giggle. “Wondered where you’d gotten to. Good. This saves me hunting you down and explaining the whole deal to you.”

      The seven of them, and Benson and Whisper met by the Time-Linx portal outside the Incantorium after breakfast on Saturday. Whisper spread her energy over the four girls to keep connected throughout the journey. Benson, of course, hid in Persy’s pocket. When the winds and shimmering calmed down they exited a portal at the back side of Bodesnoir, hence missing the Truth Testers of the Forest.

      “Cool,” said Thad. “Have to admit, Wolf ol’ man, you’re right handy.”

      Persy brushed her hair back with her fingers. “Yeah, for sure. Can certainly do without the Testers right now. So what’s the plan?”

      Wolf looked at her and grinned. “All action, aren’t cha? Ok. There’s a door in the back, just over there, behind that hawthorn bush.  It’s never really guarded, so I used to come and go through there. We can get in, then I’ll take you up to Willow’s workroom. Then it’s about whether Whisper can get into it, I guess.”

      Persy nodded. “Great. Let’s go.”

      Wolf led the other six to the door. They struggled by the thorny hawthorn which caught on their clothes and hair.

      Hayden tugged the last tendril of her hair free. “Crap. They don’t need guards with this stuff. Ow.” She rubbed her head.

      Benson flew ahead, landing on Wolf’s shoulder. “Hey, aren’t you that dodgy tosser who was tormenting that poor toad, last time I saw you?”

      Wolf’s face blazed into a brilliant crimson shade. “Ah. Well. Yeah, I used to be like that. Gave it up. You know. People grow up. Things change.”

      Benson squinted all of his eyes. “Yeah-h-h-h. We’ll see about that.” He flew back to Persy. She whispered to him, “Quiet Benson. We need his help and we’ve all decided to give the guy a chance. So zip it.”

      “Says you.” He went to sit on Raine’s arm.

      Wolf had been fiddling with the door and suddenly the handle gave. “‘K, quiet, but there shouldn’t be anyone around. Follow me.”

      They got inside and Darson closed the door. Wolf led them along a dark, damp hallway. They were in the basement. A staircase appeared about twenty feet along. “This is where it could get complicated. This takes us to the back pantry area. Staff could be there, so just let me talk if we meet someone.”

      They agreed and went up the stairs, Benson and Whisper hovering over them.

      Wolf reached the upper landing first and stretched his head and neck around a corner. He was spotted immediately.

      “Master Wolf.” A startled cook plunked her hand on her chest and crumpled to a stool. “You startled a year out of me. What you doing in the basement? I thought you’d gone off to college or something?”

      He walked into the pantry, waving his hand behind him for the others to stay. “Uh, just visiting home. Came in last night and went down to find a thing or two I left behind.”

      Cook give him a suspicious look. “Not much down there but old clobber. Too damp to store anything good. What would you have left?”

      Wolf scratched his head. This was getting more and more complicated. “I’ve stashed some things I didn’t want anyone to find. Anyway…” He didn’t get to finish. Hayden poked her wand under his right arm, along his ribs. “Dormirus” Cook dropped her head to her chest and they could hear light snoring.

      Wolf whipped around to face her. “What. Was. That?”

      Hayden blushed. “A little French sleep spell my ol’ Nan taught me. Handy, eh?” He turned back to the pantry. “Yeah, I guess.” Wolf took a few steps into the pantry so he could see into the kitchen. No one was around.

      “Ok,” he waved for them to follow. “Let’s get up the back stairs.”

      The back stairs, he explained, were only used by the staff and sometimes Gobbuskins, so often not in use. They climbed to the fourth level of Bodesnoir, then Wolf slowly opened the door on the landing and peeked into the hallway. A Gobbuskin was carrying a tray, coming toward him. He backed up and had them scurry up to the fifth floor. The Gobbuskin entered the stairway and went down to the kitchen.

      “Whew.” Wolf puffed out a breath. “Thank the Goddess they’re so dense. That could have gone quite badly.”

      They went back down to the fourth floor landing and Wolf guided them into the hallway, then down to Willow’s workroom door.

      “Well, here we are.” Wolf waved his hand at a large wooden door with a wrought iron handle and lock. The air in front of it wavered and seemed to spin in circles. It was dense as well, like a thick London fog.

      Whisper bobbed slowly at Persy’s shoulder. “Do you think I should try to get in? The energy at the door seems pretty loose, like mine. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Persy looked up at her. “We don’t know that. Even you could disrupt the energies of that misty looking stuff and be zapped into the next dimension or something. Let’s go slowly.” She poked the field with her wand’s tip.

      A loud hiss and green sparks flew out from the end of Persy’s wand. Whisper bounced up another foot above Persy. “Your wand is too solid. Let me try.” She bent forward and poked her finger into the swirling air. Only a very small crackle could be heard. She pushed her hand through. “Only feel a very small tingle. I think I’m OK.”

      Whisper pushed her arm, then shoulder, head and the rest of her through and was gone. The gang had explained what they wanted, but even better, if she could see a way to break the wards from that side and let them in, they could help her search for a translation of the Lumar Script.

      Darson stepped up to the misty, active air, running his finger gently over the surface. It snapped and he jumped back. “Well, she’s in…but can she get out?”

      Thad opened his mouth to answer, but stopped when a loud howling came from behind the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lumar Script

          

        

      

    

    
      Whisper came shooting out of the mist like she was shot out of a cannon. She zipped past the gang, slowing down about ten feet down the hall.

      Darson, Wolf and Thad had stepped back to stay out of the way. “What the…” Thad started. Benson did backwards flips through the air. “Ay girlie!”

      Whisper came back up the hallway and hovered in front of them. “Well that was fun. Not. I was in that room for a nanosecond and then ‘Whoosh’ shot back out the door. Some spell.” She shook her head.

      “Do you feel alright?” Hayden stepped up to Whisper, her face full of worry.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine. Just shocked, I guess. Sure didn’t expect that.”

      Benson settled on Thad’s shoulder. “Now she knows how a bowling pin feels.”

      Persy tapped her bottom lip with her finger. “Ok, ok. So we know you can get in. It’s the staying in part we’re blocked on. What if…”

      Raine jumped up and down. “Veil. Veil her energy!”

      Persy grinned. “Exactly. If we put an energy veil on you, Whisper, that should give you some time to see if you can unlock the door and let us in with you. Then together we search.”

      Thad raised a finger. “Uh, yeah, but that’s going to weaken her, isn’t it? I mean how much time would she have to figure the door thing out before collapsing?”

      Darson cleared his throat. “I seem to remember reading in my Grandfather’s books about how the negative effects of spells don’t harm spirits as much as us. They’re not hindered by the whole physical matter thing that we are, they’re pure energy, so maybe Whisper will be fine, or at the least, last longer than we would.”

      “But…,” said Hayden. “What about the wards on the door? Will Whisper be able to remove those? And if so, why don’t we just do it from here?”

      Persy nodded. “Yeah, good point, but don’t forget. The door wouldn’t be warded from the inside. The wards are meant to keep people out…not in. But it’s the room ward, that detects unfamiliar energy that got her…and now that I think about it more, it’s going to get us too, even more. So once the door’s open, we keep it open and just one or two of us go in to search with a veil on, then when we exhaust ourselves, come out and let others go in and so on until we find something or hear someone coming, whichever comes first.”

      Raine jumped up and down again. “Great plan, Persy. Can I go?”

      They all smiled at Raine. Her enthusiasm was such a bright light in this journey.

      Persy wrapped her hand around an imaginary Cimaruta. Her heart sunk as she again realized it wasn’t there. Sumaire had stolen it. It was times like this that she missed it so much. It’s ability to ‘find’ things was unparalleled. “Sure. Why not? You can come in with me. Then Thad and Darson and Wolf, Tash and Hayden. That okay with everyone?” They nodded agreement while Persy got her wand ready to cast on Whisper.

      “Tegos.” She tapped Whisper who quickly faded, then she shot herself through the door. It worked. She was undetected in the room. She focused to push the door handle down, opening it for a veiled Persy and Raine.

      “Right. Let’s start in order so the others can take over when we have to leave. So we go to the right and check out everything we find.”

      “Gotcha.” Raine opened a drawer in the first cabinet on the right. The whole cabinet was filled with dried herbs or parts of them such as roots, leaves, flowers. There was a drawer filled with crystals and gems and one with jars of animal body parts. Ugh. But no scrolls or books.

      Persy rummaged through the bookshelf beside the cabinet. She was ideally looking for scrolls or notebooks. Something that Willow would have written a translation in. Although there were quite a number, none yet had the Lumar Script in them. One after another she quickly looked at, then returned to the shelves. She suddenly stopped.

      “I’m done. I don’t even think I can stand any longer. Let’s change with the guys.”

      “Agreed.” Raine followed her out. “Laxos.” Persy removed their veils as Thad and Darson put theirs on and went in.

      Persy gasped and told them, “Start on the right. We’ve done the first cabinet and bookshelf, so go to the next.”

      “Right,” called Darson from inside the room.

      Meanwhile Whisper who was not, as Darson guessed, affected by the spell, was combing through the upper shelves and drawers to save the others the bother of climbing on chairs. So far, had no better luck than the rest. Benson fluttered back and forth, but most of the books and scrolls were too large for him to open.

      Darson, Wolf and Thad worked for about ten minutes then had to change with Hayden and Tash. They moved around the room to new locations, starting their own hunt.

      Tash shot her hand up in the air with a scroll in it. “Found one! Look.”

      Persy called from outside. “Bring it out, then.”

      They ran outside, with Whisper and Benson close behind.

      Persy tapped the veils off them, then quickly looked at the scroll. Wolf looked up and down the hall. “I think we’re pushing our luck staying here much longer. Let’s take this and blow this pop-stand, before one of the wicked witches show up.”

      Thad looked up at him. “True story. Go.”

      They hustled down the stairs to the pantry, where cook was still snoozing.

      Up on the second floor, Rix’s spine tingled and her wand which was laying beside her on the desk, rolled back and forth. “What?” She scowled at it. Something rustled outside her window. She got up to see. There, scurrying into the forest were the seven teens, Benson and Whisper.

      “They were here.” Her eyes silvered over and one lone tear slid down her face.
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      The scroll was flattened and held at the corners by books on one of the desks in the girls’ room.
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      Wolf read, “A Deadly maze to keep villains and captured fiends wandering blindly until expiration. Well, let’s hope never to run into that.”

      Darson grabbed paper and a pen. “We should make a list of all the letters we now have with this translation to see what’s left to figure out. You were right, Tash. The ones with circles are vowels. Here, I’ll make a list of the alphabet then someone who can draw can put the proper symbol beside each letter.”

      Hayden stepped up to Darson. “I can draw. I’ll do the second part, if you like.”

      “Absolutely. If I do it, they’ll look like they were drawn with a rock.”

      The others watched as Darson and Hayden created this chart:
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      Persy looked over Hayden’s shoulder as she finished the last drawing. “So we need to find the characters for q, h, and j only. Pretty good.”

      A bright ball of white light appeared over the parchment, enlarging by the second. They jumped away from the desk, knocking over chairs in the process.

      “What the…,” started Thad and Wolf together. The ball of light cracked and became a wall of yellow and white blazing light. A figure formed in the centre—a man in light coloured robes. He stepped out of the light and onto the floor.

      The man threw the hood of his robes back and smiled. “Sorry to frighten you all, but it’s a bit of a chore changing dimensions. I have to harness in the majority of my energetics to resonate at the lower levels here in Bellarya. Vancrys is the name. Please to finally meet. I know all of your names, so no need to introduce yourselves.”

      Persy tilted her heard. Her heart began to race. “Vancrys…THE Vancrys of Shroudmoor fame?”

      He continued to smile and gave Persy a shallow bow. “Ah, so you’ve heard the stories. Yes, one and the same.”

      Thad stepped out from the back of the desk. “So what are you doing here? I thought you guys didn’t have much to do with Bellarya and its magicals.”

      Vancrys faded and solidified, back and forth. He looked down his sharp nose at Thad, then the others. “Yes, normally, that is true. But as your quest takes you to Shroudmoor, I too, have a decided interest in that. My fair Callista is trapped there and the entrance is warded against me in particular. If I were to help you…you could help me so to speak. Understand?”

      Raine narrowed her eyes and asked, “Yeah, but by helping you…isn’t that going to work against us? I mean that would draw attention to us getting in, finding the ring and getting out because it’s definitely going to draw Rubahnus’ attention. We don’t need any more hurdles than what we have, right?” She looked at each of the others.

      Tash nodded. “For sure. Just how can you help and what do you want in return?”

      Vancrys sighed. “It’s quite simple. Firstly, you need to find a small document Rubahnus wrote on where the door to Shroudmoor shows up and the word of magic to make it open. I can help you find that document. What I want is for Callista to come out with you. I’ll be waiting outside to take her with me.”

      Persy liked the idea of help from Vancrys, but something felt a little off. “What if she doesn’t want to come? Maybe she just wants to be set free. Period. No handing her over to you?”

      One side of Vancrys’ mouth edged up. “I seriously doubt you’ll find that the case. We were planning our wedding when she was swooped into Shroudmoor by Rubahnus. I haven’t been able to contact her through the protection on that dimension, but I’m sure her feelings haven’t changed as of course mine have not. She’ll be grateful to have me waiting for her.”

      Persy still wasn’t sure, but wanted to find out how he could help them. They had no clue how to find Rubahnus’ document. “Ok, so how do we find this document?”

      Vancrys stood with a pensive expression, his mouth opening then closing. He seemed conflicted about trusting them, but he needed someone who could get into Shroudmoor. “Most magicals would associate Rubahnus with Thoth and other Egyptian gods as he spent a great deal of time in that era. Was fascinated with the development of magic, science and writing going on in that time, so everyone figured he hid his information on Shroudmoor somewhere there. But I know differently.”

      Darson shoved his hands into his pockets, his face tightening. “So what’s your take?” He didn’t seem convinced.

      Vancrys swished his robes around to face Darson. “As it turns out, Rubahnus also had a solid admiration for the Tuatha De Danann, the Irish gods. In particular, he used to talk about a Queen Scotia, who was actually an Egyptian princess who went to Ireland, only to be slain by the Tuatha in an all out war. Shame. Evidently she was quite something. She’s buried in County Kerry and personally, I’d be looking around there. It’s an area of strong magic, a place he’d go to just be on his own.”

      Hayden squinted at him. “In Bellarya? Why would he be here? I thought ideally, as Thad mentioned, Radiants and Luminescents weren’t supposed to have much to do with us lower Magicals.”

      Vancrys nodded, then shrugged. “True story. But remember, he had just sealed Callista up in Shroudmoor and was, well, mopey. He’d want to get away from any of us who would only give him a hard time, so he had a couple of favourite places to sort of ‘drop out’. I’m just telling you of one I know of. Could be others, but I like the odds of somewhere around Scotia’s burial site.”

      “How would you go about finding this document? Does it have some special vibration or anything we could detect?” asked Wolf.

      Before Vancrys could answer, loud banging could be heard from the hallway, first down a bit then on their door. Vancrys vanished in a blur of hazy cloud.

      Persy scowled deeply and huffed. “What the…” She whipped the door open and Alana was standing there, hand up, ready to pound again. “What?”

      Alana smiled sweetly. “Majores Kouzlo has called an emergency assembly down in the main assembly room. Something about a very strong, strange energetic detected in the Incantorium.” Then she ran off to the next room.

      The seven of them froze, eyes widening and stared at each other.

      “Uh…do you think it was Vancrys’ being here that caused that?” asked Darson.

      Thad rolled his eyes. “Can’t think of any better explanation. Not sure what kind of effect on the magical fields a being like him would cause on the Incantorium, but I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t go unnoticed, particularly by the Majores.”

      The rest nodded in agreement. “Ok, we’d better get down to the assembly.” Persy turned and walked out the door, the others following her.

      A slight crackle and hiss sounded from under Persy’s desk. A tiny black and red mouse appeared, faded, appeared and faded again in a spark of red light. “Blast.” The sounds and light vanished in a poof.
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      Hayden caught up to Persy on the stairwell, going to the main assembly hall. “You know, Perse, as we were leaving, I felt this icy cold waft of air on my back. Do you think that’s a residue of Vancrys having been in our room?”

      Persy frowned, thinking. “Don’t see why that would be. I didn’t feel any cold sensations when he was right with us. Strange, though.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

      They entered the assembly hall and took seats together, near the back.

      Majores Kouzlo, Mystic Mannix, Mdm Lucretia and Master St. Germain were on the stage.

      Majores stepped up to the podium. “Magical Students. Silence please.” She waited a few minutes for everyone to settle.

      “We’ve had a very powerful magical energy cross the Incantorium’s wards and protections. That’s virtually impossible from within Bellarya, so had to be from one of the higher realms. Radam or Lumar is a possibility, although there are a couple of others I can think of. The main thing is to have everyone aware and on the watch for these strong fields which you’ll definitely feel or even see. Report immediately to one of the teachers or myself. I think…” She didn’t finish.

      The air in the assembly hall went down by at least ten degrees. Three columns of dark smoke formed along the back of the room, slowly becoming figures of two women and a man.

      “No,” gasped Persy and Thad together.

      Raine’s mouth dropped and she grabbed Hayden’s arm who sat next to her. “How…”

      Tash jumped up, wand drawn. “It’s Melanthios, some girl and Sumaire. Look out!”

      The other six stood, wands out and the teachers down on the stage pointed theirs. But all was too late. Melanthios was prepared. “Fixatious!” Everyone was frozen in time. Nothing could be done.

      The three began to walk down the aisle toward the front of the hall.  Melanthios glared at the seven teens. “You,” she pointed to Tash. “My arachnid roomie. So, you’ve been transformed back. Should have known you weren’t really ‘Team Melanthios’. You got into Rose Arbour. That should have been my first big clue.” Tash stared at her defiantly, stone faced. Melanthios continued down the aisle.

      “Now, I’m not here to do damage, this time. But I can thank the visit by the one from Lumar for making the wards weak enough for us to get through.” She smirked evilly.

      “So Object Four, the ring. Yes, it’s shown up in the Book of Black Dominance and we’re on it. Willow has fair input on this one, so maybe you just want to relax as I’m convinced we’ll have it miles before you.” She strutted in front of the stage and Sumaire and Rix stood at either end.

      Persy noticed Melanthios was wearing her Cimaruta around her neck. She must have convinced Sumaire to give it to her for some crazy reason.

      Sumaire crossed his arms over his chest, and looked around the hall. “This was like candy from a baby. Do you really believe you’re going oust us from the Objects? Inconceivable.” He laughed out loud. Rix looked very nervous, but giggled at him.

      The spell was starting to wear off, and Persy and Thad were able to scowl deeply. Rix noticed this and turned to Melanthios. “The spell’s coming off. We should leave.” Then she turned to look at Majores and the other teachers. Their hands were moving slowly.

      “Yes, yes.” Melanthios and Sumaire went and stood by Rix. They seemed like they were preparing to leave, when Melanthios flicked her wand in the air over the teachers and a symbol appeared, surrounded in flames:
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      The three then vanished in a crack of red light, leaving a smouldering mass where they had stood.

      Raine squinted at the symbol. “What is that thing?”

      A girl halfway down the assembly hall waved her hand in the air. Majores Kouzlo nodded. “I know what that is. It’s a Stregherian symbol, which is my family’s witchcraft. I’ve seen it often. It’s called “Power of the Moon”. I think whoever that was, has left a curse on the school. Someone needs to check out what kind of power it’s sending to us here. Why it was cast.”

      Thad crossed his arms and leaned forward. Fiore was right. This was a spell of some kind and it couldn’t be good, coming from Melanthios.

      Majores Kouzlo stepped back up to the microphone. “Fiore, if you would, I’d like you to meet with me, Mdm Lucretia and Master St. Germain after assembly in my office. We definitely need to sort this out.” She glared at the symbol, then dismissed the students.
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      Majores had placed four large leather chairs in a circle and the four of them settled in. Majores started. “Fiore, please tell us what you know of that symbol and anything about how it will affect us.”

      Fiore cleared her throat, but her voice still shook. “In an hour or so, it will fade from the assembly hall, but it will set a strong layer of resistance to any magic done within these walls. To a lesser degree outside the Incantorium, but it will be felt there too. The thing is to reverse its energetic hold on us with a countering spell, of opposite energy. You know like positive and negative cancel each other out.”

      Mdm Lucretia leaned forward. “Do you know a spell like that? Have you seen this done?”

      Fiore nodded. “I’ve seen it done, but I’m not sure of the spell. My Nona would know. It will involve Stregherian casting and elements.”

      “Nona?” asked Majores Kouzlo.

      Fiore smiled. “Grandmother, in Italian. She’s very powerful and would know right away what to do.”

      “I know your Nona, Fiore,” said Master St. Germain. “We met in Italy, just before I went to spend time in Russia. She impressed me greatly. If she can help, I’ll contact her through Silent Speak and the Time Linx. I’m sure I can ask her to come to the Incantorium to help us.”

      Fiore’s face gleamed. “Oh, I know she will. Loves getting involved in any adventure.”

      Mdm Lucretia stood. “Excellent. I believe I have a couple of Stregherian grimoires in my office. I’ll pull them out and see if we have the elements she’ll need.” She left Majores’ office.

      Fiore and Master St. Germain also rose to leave. He turned to her, “I’ll let you know when I’ve arranged for your Nona to come here. I’m sure she’ll want to see you.” Fiore smiled and nodded. They, too left.

      A thin wisp of red and black smoke oozed under the door of Majores office, settling behind her desk, unnoticed.
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      Thad lugged a huge Irish grimoire to the table in the corner of the library. Persy pushed other books aside to give him room.

      Darson grinned at Thad struggling. “Couldn’t you find a larger one? That’s puny.”

      Thad gave a huff and slammed the book down. “Very funny, man. Hilarious.”

      Wolf chuckled and his eyes twinkled. “That should definitely have info on this Queen Scotia and where she’s buried. Might even mention Rubahnus, who knows?”

      Persy looked over Thad’s shoulder as he slowly flipped through the pages. “I dunno. He would have been pretty secretive. He wasn’t supposed to even be in Bellarya.”

      Wolf nodded. “True.”

      Raine was sticking her finger into pages ahead of where Thad was looking. “Here. Queen Scotia is mentioned.”

      Thad opened to that page and they began to read. “Man, the writing is such an ancient format. Hard to read.”

      Whisper hovered up behind him with Benson at her side. “Let me see. I’m probably more used to the old writings.”

      Benson zipped down, landing on the page. “Meself included. Spent many a year in those times. Let’s see.” He danced along the page, very much in the way of the others.

      Persy sighed. “Benson, buzz off. We can’t see the page with you flitting all over it.” He gave her a dark glare. “Fine. Don’t use my help. See if I care.” Persy shook her head as he flew to the top of the window nearest them.

      Whisper began to bounce. “Look. Here. It gives the location of where she was buried. There’s even a monument of sorts to mark it, still there today. I think that’s our starting point.”

      They each read the passage and agreed. Persy skin tingled. Great. They had a location to begin with. Now to start the adventure. “Sure wish I had my Cimaruta. Would be so helpful to locate this document.”

      “Yeah,” said Hayden. “Would be. But I’m sure we can pick up on it’s vibration or find clues once we’re there.” She walked to the door. “Need some air. Going to take a spin around the grounds. Later.”

      Hayden clomped down the back steps of the Incantorium and into the gardens. She walked through and out into the forest pathway, a place she loved. No one to talk to her or interrupt her thoughts. Just birds chirping and trees gently rustling. Perfect. Things had been moving pretty quickly in the past few days, she needed to catch her breath and be still, even for just a short while. She perched on a fallen log and closed her eyes to take in the sounds of nature alone.

      Something cracked behind her. She jumped up and turned around, her heart pounding, her stomach dropped. Did someone follow her? She could feel anger roil up and a scowl set into her forehead. That’s NOT what she wanted. Sometimes this group was simply too clingy.

      Then she heard a low growl. Ok. None of them would be doing that. She gulped. What was it?

      A clump of bushes to her left separated and laid themselves on the ground. Huge green eyes focused on her. They were in a rather large, furry head, with straight up ears, tufted with long black fur. What the…

      An enormous lynx exited the greenery, licked his muzzle, then sat directly in front of her, not three feet away. Hayden’s eyes widened and a strip of moisture appeared on her forehead. She stood frozen.

      The large cat got up, circled around her and sat in the same spot. As he walked, a glow of light green surrounded him, like a coloured fog. It vanished when he stilled.

      The sparkles of Silent Speak began. “Fear me not. You are Hayden of York, are you not?”

      She nodded silently, not being able to find her voice, through her constricted throat.

      “I am a mere familiar and I believe I am to find you. You have a great affinity for cats, correct?”

      She finally croaked an answer. “Yeah, I do. But they’re usually a great deal smaller than you. I mean you’re gorgeous and all, but a bit overwhelming. You know?”

      The lynx drew his lips back in a catty smile. “I believe I do. Not the first time I’ve had that response to my presence. But it can provide quite an advantage for you, if you think about it.”

      Hayden tilted her head to the side. “Why me? Why have you tracked me down?”

      The lynx dropped his forelegs, so he was now laying on the ground in what seemed to be ‘relaxed’ mode. Hayden did not share his mood.

      “We familiars are assigned by Radiants to the Magicals we are to connect with each lifetime. Yours that is. I’ve been sent as one - you’re not linked up with any and two - it’s been determined that I shall be of great assistance to you and your friends in these quests you have in front of you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Well, that’s kind of what Radiants do, right? They know things. The trick is, getting them to part with any insight. Like to keep it all to themselves for the most part.”

      “So where have you been? I mean, haven’t you been connected to some other Magical? Why can you leave them and come to me?”

      “Well, that’s quite a story.”

      “I have all evening and I’m all ears.” She returned to her perch on the log.

      The lynx looked her directly into her eyes. “Well, I’ve had a checkered past one could say. Originally I was the familiar of a Canadian Shaman back almost to the dawn of time. Then I was stolen by a friend of the evil sorcerer, Sumaire. His name was Fraxus. Because of my ability to become invisible, he wanted me to steal and spy for him. I was beaten, starved and chained in iron to block my magic.”

      Hayden shuddered. “Unbelievable.”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t believe the evil in the Magical worlds. Eventually, I escaped with the help of a young girl, the cook’s daughter, Bethany. She undid the locks on the chains, enabling me to disappear, then sneak out. I do worry what has happened to her and if she paid for helping me.

      I was briefly re-captured by a British speaking wizard. Never learned his name, forced all to call him ‘My Lord’ and he also used me to spy and steal. I wasn’t however, chained or caged in iron all the time and learned to become invisible and travel on the Time-Linx behind Magicals. Made my way to outside the Incantorium and have been hiding the forests around it for over a year.

      Each time I crossed paths with you, I felt a stronger and stronger link, so I knew was time for me to connect. And here you were today, all on your own. Perfect.”

      “Well, you’re going to make an interesting addition to our merry band. Never had a familiar before. How will it work for us?”

      “Nothing too difficult. We work together to make whatever is happening in your life to go more effectively and easier. And I get to pass on the knowledge and experience I have. Win-win for you.”

      Hayden looked at the lynx coldly. Although she loved the idea of this beautiful animal being her familiar, it was coming together too easily for her to accept. He simply shows up here…at the Incantorium and boom! He’s her new BFF? I dunno. “So who directed you to be my familiar…I mean I thought they kind of latched on for life at the birth of the Magical. Kinda weird to me?” She narrowed her eyes and stared right into his big gorgeous green ones.

      He growled softly. “I believe there was a bit of an…oversight at your birth, being in York and all. Bellarya is the place the Radiants and Luminescents watch more closely. You’re quite right. I should have been sent to you at your birth. But not only is York poorly monitored and that’s changing, but also I was still held captive until not too long ago. It’s taken a few years to sort out…then you vanished to here. Slid into Bellarya right under the big wigs’ collective noses.”

      “Hmmmm, maybe.” Hayden rubbed her index finger along her chin. “What are you called?”

      “Tyme.”

      She snorted, couldn’t control it. “Of course you are. Tyme the Lynx. Fits right in. About right for the Radiants or Luminescents, whoever names you characters.”

      Tyme let out a deep breath. “Yes. Well. We have no control over our names much of the time.”

      They glared at each other, then Hayden shoved her hands in her cloak pockets. “So you can become invisible. Handy, for sure. What else?”

      “I can change my vibration to become like a mist, enabling me to cross through walls and doors and the like.”

      “Alright. Definitely helpful, I’m sure. Well, let’s go introduce you to the others. And Benson’s going to love this. Ha!” She raised her eyebrows and grinned.
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      Willow laid the three branches of Abre Camino, which had been out under the full moon for three nights, on the table in her room. Beside it, rested her personal Book of Shadows with a ‘road opening’ spell, she felt would reverse Laurel’s hold on Luzia.

      Melanthios and Rix entered, each carrying a fabric sack. They put them on the table and Rix waved her hand over them. “Liberatum.” The ties around the tops of the sacks fell away and the sacks opened. Willow grinned. “Coming along, then, are we? Nice work.”

      Rix looked down, blushing. “Thanks. Been working on it.”

      The door slammed open and a cold gust of wind whooshed into the room. Lathos stepped in. Melanthios crossed her arms over her chest. “Trying to tell all of Bellarya where you are?”

      Lathos shrugged. “Hard to change my modus operandi. Always loved a good entrance.” One side of his mouth curled up.

      Melanthios turned her back on him. “Ok, Willow. Do we have everything?”

      Willow looked up at Lathos. “The hemolymph?”

      “Ah, yes. Right here.” He slipped his hand inside his cloak and extracted a small vial. “A Japanese specimen, whom I aided years ago. She can turn into a lovely maid, seduce men and then spin them into her web for later consumption. She made the error once of choosing a rather talented Radiant who was hanging around a Munz pub, for amusement’s sake, but masking his vibration. He soon had her bound in her own spidey silk. Nasty. Anyway, he left her alone for a time and she caught my attention through the Time-Linx. Got there in time to free her and scoot her back to her home in Bellarya. So she owed me one. And there you go.” He placed the vial next to the Abre Camino.

      “H-m-m-ph.” Melanthios scowled. Willow seemed all too impressed with Lathos’ story. “Here are the oils you asked for. Lemongrass, Citronella, Five fingers grass, Mint and Camphor. All freshly pressed. And here is my purest salt.”

      Rix reached into her sack. “I read it would be good to further empower the spell with Frankincense and Vetivers, so here are ones I just made.” She handed them to Willow.

      “Excellent. Everyone has done well.” She gathered everything into a large basket she’d taken from a shelf behind her.

      “Now we need to make our way to a dimensional portal to try to enter Luzia, then when we can’t, we cast the opening spell and all should be well.”

      Lathos sighed. “From your lips to the Goddess’ ears. Let’s go.”

      They stood at the entrance of the Time-Linx portal at the side of Bodesnoir. Normally they would use the dimensional portal to leave Bellarya, most commonly to the Munz realm. Today would be different.

      Willow quickly tried porting into Luzia, to see how strongly it was bound. “Luzia!” The air all around the portal entrance cracked and filled with a deep orange-red smoke.

      “All right then,” she murmured. “We know what we’re dealing with. Let’s prepare the spell.”

      Melanthios created a circle of the salt, large enough to contain the four of them. In the centre, Willow put a small cauldron from her basket and in that placed some of the Abre Camino and the oils to the side. She opened her Book of Shadows to the spell she was going to cast, and laid the book on the ground in front of her. Melanthios lit the Abre Camino and added a little of the oils. They joined hands and focused their intention on opening Luzia.

      Willow repeated the spell three times and at the end of the third time, the portal burst into flames. But instead of the typical red/orange flames, these were purple, deep blue and black. The smell they gave off was nauseating. A mix of clogged toilets and rotting meat.

      Willow stepped back, followed by the others. “Well, then. Laurel’s not as pure as she’d like everyone to believe. She’s mixed a few low level demons in there. No wonder the Luzians couldn’t figure out how to break this binding.”

      Melanthios clicked her tongue. “Yeah, and when you think of all the grief she gave me about learning Dark Magic. Hypocrite.”

      “Can we get in now?” asked Lathos.

      “Should be able to. Let’s see.” Willow pointed her wand at the dimensional globe in the side of the wall. “Luzia.” The air wavered and had a slight glimmer to it, but nothing. No entrance.

      “Drat,” hissed Melanthios. “Still not strong enough. It’s those blinking demons.”

      “Um.” Rix stepped up beside Melanthios. “I may have an idea.”

      Melanthios raised her eyebrows. “And that would be…?”

      Rix cleared her throat. “Well, it seems to me that those demons didn’t really seem that strong, or they would have attacked. Right? They’re most likely imps. You know, really low level demons. And that being the case, I read the angels used to often turn them to stone when they were annoying. So what if we do the spell again, and when they appear, we could try freezing them or something. Somehow immobilizing them, so they couldn’t keep the binding ward up.”

      Her eyes jumped between Melanthios, Willow and Lathos, waiting for a response.

      Lathos grimaced. “Could work.”

      Willow glanced down at Rix. “Yes, well done. Worth a try.”

      They started the spell again, Melanthios prepared the cauldron, lit the fire and added more oils. They joined hands and Willow read the spell three times. Once more, the dark flames appeared and the foul stench heralded the demons emerging. Together the four Magicals yelled “Athermos!” The imps clunked to the ground. The flames died immediately.

      “Luzia!” Willow screeched at the dimensional globe. While light crackled everywhere and winds like a tornado spun around them. In less than a minute it all settled and they found themselves in an open meadow of blue grass and masses of purple flowers. Lathos grinned ear to ear. “Home. I’m home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Scotia’s Gravesite

          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden, with Tyme returned to library where she’d left everyone. The other six gawped at her and the huge cat beside her.

      Immediately, Benson buzzed down to Hayden’s shoulder. “ ‘Oo’s the overgrown tabby?”

      Hayden grinned. “Everyone, this is Tyme, my new lynx familiar.”

      Darson sputtered. “Of course his name would have to be Tyme. Too funny.”

      Persy and Raine sighed in sync. “He’s gorgeous. Where’d he come from?” asked Persy. Tyme’s huge emerald eyes gleamed. They were going to get along just fine.

      Hayden repeated Tyme’s story of captivity and abuse over the centuries. Tyme laid his head on his front paws and lowered his eyes.

      Wolf squatted beside Tyme, stroking him behind his ears. “That’s horrible. What brutes. Such a magnificent animal. Well, you’re safe with us buddy. No one will hurt you again.”

      The other six joined Wolf, surrounding Tyme, comforting and petting him.

      Persy stood, still smiling at Tyme. “Well, he’s going to be a cool addition to the team with his talents and all. Plus, I’m sure he can be a little scary too.” She walked back to the desk where they’d been working. “Right. So back to the plan. Hayden, we believe we’ve found the portal we need to Linx to. Where Scotia’s grave is.” She looked at each of the others. “What ya’ll say to getting going?”

      The seven of them with Benson, Tyme and Whisper Time-Linxed to County Kerry in Ireland, to a portal above the town of Tralee, on the southern slopes of Knockmichael Mountain. They exited under a shallow cliff, behind several hawthorn bushes.

      Persy tugged her hair and sweater free of the thorns. “Drat the Irish and their hawthorns. Ruddy nuisance plants.”

      Darson chuckled. “It’s that mop of yours, Perse. So much for the plant to grab. Irresistible.”

      She smiled in spite of herself. “Yeah, yeah.”

      Benson and Whisper flew up ahead, Benson zipping back to give an update. “Looks like it’s just up ahead. Four great stones together. Not far.”

      They split up, circling the stones looking for clues to where a document may be hidden.

      Wolf ran his hand over one. “There’s markings here which could be hieroglyphs or runes. Hard to tell, really faint.”

      Hayden stepped back. “Let me try something.” She took her wand out, waved over the general area and said, “Aperios.”

      What resembled a white table cloth, fell away from the centre stone. Before the spell, one would never have known it was even there.

      “Brilliant!” Darson jumped back from the stone, walked around it again, now looking more closely. “Look. Back here. There’s a tiny hollowed out bit.”

      Wolf and Thad got down on their knees and peered into the hollow, scratching at it with their fingers. “Seems like there is a bit of wood jammed in there,” said Thad.

      Wolf dug in his pocket. “Here. Use my pen-knife.” He handed it to Thad. The wood fragmented and came away in small chunks. “Not very efficient.” Thad rocked back to his heels and took his wand out.

      “Expositus.” Thad cast and the wooden plug began to shake, then slide and popped out of the opening. “Lovely,” he said with a half smile.

      Wolf stretched his long fingers into the hollow and carefully extracted a rolled up document. “Seems pretty dry. Going to need to open it gently.” He handed it to Persy. She laid it on a flat part of the largest stone and started to slowly roll it open.

      Strong winds kicked up that made Persy’s hair fly around her head and into her eyes. She couldn’t read the document. Something was very wrong, so she quickly re-rolled it and slid it into her shirt. What the hay was happening?

      It took ten seconds, then Melanthios, Lathos and Rix shimmered into view. As soon as a hint of Melanthios could be seen, Thad whipped his hand around, pointing his wand at her. Then he stopped cold. He and Rix locked eyes, both faces falling and eyebrows lifting.

      “I…” Rix started. Melanthios looked between them. “We’re not here for reconciliations. Cast! I need that document.” She waved her hand over the gang, seeking the vibration of the rolled document. Persy turned her side toward Melanthios, protecting the hidden paper.

      Rix tore her eyes from Thad, frowned and pointed her wand at him and the rest. “Xechna…” Wolf knew exactly where she was going with this. He pointed his wand back at her. “Stamato!” Small bolts of black lightening flashed around Rix and she staggered back a few steps.

      Melanthios’ jaw dropped as she scowled at Wolf. “So this is where you’ve hidden yourself. Took us ages to realize you were no longer in Bodesnoir. Enjoying yourself with your new friends, Wolfie?” She sneered through her teeth. “You all made up from the rotten things you’ve done all your life? You’ve always been a complete disappointment. Should have figured where you’d be.” She stretched her arms straight out from her shoulders. “Termin….”

      Lathos swirled around to face Melanthios. “Athermos!” Melanthios froze solid. “No one’s dying here today. There’s seven of them plus familiars…that energy drain from all those deaths would cripple us for ages. We just want that blasted document I told you about. One of them has it, now who is it?” Lathos glared at each one of them in turn.

      Rix stepped forward. “Try Persy. She’s the Grand Puba of this group. My guess is they gave it to her to hold onto.” She crossed her arms over her chest, cocking her head to the side, looking very smug.

      Lathos stepped up to Persy, passing his hand over her body, three inches from it. A quiet hissing could be heard until he came level with her shirt. It then became louder and more of a crackle. Persy’s lips pressed hard together and she turned further away from Lathos.

      “Well, I believe I’ve found something…” He pointed his wand toward her, eyes bright and he smiled broadly. Persy felt the document squirm and start to move upward toward the open neckline of her shirt.

      A steel-blue cloud appeared behind Persy, quickly fanning out to the sides and over her head. Everyone was focused on it, and the kids had pulled their wands out. A tall, dark haired man stepped out, his light brown eyes gleaming with gold flecks.

      “Well, if this isn’t a pile of trouble in one place. Lathos and Melanthios - a frozen one at that.” He looked at Rix. “And who have we here? A new young Darkling?” He smirked at her.

      “Vancrys.” Lathos glowered. “What brings you to the affairs of Magicals? Aren’t you a little out of your realm? I’m sure the Powers of Lumar will not be amused.”

      Vancrys waved a hand in front of Lathos and Rix. “Athermos.” He turned to the gang. “Seemed like not a bad idea,” he said, grinning.

      “Vancrys?” Persy shouted. “You’re back? I thought….”

      Thad jumped in, “Yes, of course. You’d want to know anything to do with finding Shroudmoor. We were here to find the scroll that hopefully would give us the word to open the portal. But, how is it that you’re here?”

      Vancrys rubbed his chin, remaining quiet for a few minutes, then answered. “Yes. Well, you see. I’ve never been that great at following rules and for obvious reasons, I have quite an interest in this particular quest of yours. I’m determined to free my Callista from Shroudmoor, so am quite happy to help you all.”

      Darson waved his index finger in the air. “Yeah, but wait. We’ve got a particular item to find there. That’s what we’re after. What’s your plan for that? I for one, sure don’t want to be at odds with a Luminescent.”

      Vancrys shook his head, a relaxed expression on his face. “No. No. Not to worry. I have no interest in any of the Nine Objects. Even though Rubahnus and I created them, it was only to test you earth-bound Magicals. Means nothing to me. You find it…it’s yours as are any of the others down the road.”

      Wolf nodded. “Excellent. U-m-m-m-m. Any clues on the next five Objects? Sure would give us a leg up on Melanthios.” He raised his eyebrows in hope.

      Vancrys chuckled. “You’ve got moxie, boy. I’ll give you that. But no. That would be defeating the whole purpose, now wouldn’t it? The side of Magic, Light or Dark to win the Nine will rule your planet. Not much of a test if I was to hand them to you on a platter, now would it be?” Wolf shrugged.

      Tyme was curled on the ground by Hayden’s feet, and Benson fluttered his wings slowly while sitting on his back. Whisper hovered quietly behind them. Benson flew up to Persy’s shoulder. “So just how much help you going to be to this group? Or are you just going to snatch up your lady and vanish? Leaving them in ‘oo knows what kind of danger?”

      Vancrys squinted down at Benson. “Ah. Benson. The ever verbal dragonfly familiar. Your reputation precedes you. Attached to Persephane now are we? Intriguing.”

      Benson’s eye parts narrowed. “Yeah, wha’you know about me then?”

      “Oh, let’s see. There was that great tale of you and your wizard about three centuries ago and that cranky phoenix…” Vancrys swirled his head around. What they hadn’t noticed before now was Melanthios was starting to move. She puckered her whole face in an obvious effort to cast.

      “Katsu!” she blurted through taut lips. A blood-red haze appeared between her and Rix followed closely by a flash of silver lightening. A horrific, over seven foot tall creature stepped out, staff in one hand and sword in the other. This one had come to fight.
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      Its head was similar to an enormous vulture, but much larger and longer beak. It had the body of a giant, with the addition of massive black wings stretching out from its back.

      Everyone had their wands out pointed at this monstrosity. Tyme hunched, bared his teeth, growling. Benson and Whisper shot up over the kids, deciding their next move.

      Wolf’s face collapsed. “Tengu,” he whispered.

      Darson glimpsed at him, then back at the creature. “That’s what it is? What’s it do?”

      Wolf gulped. “Fights. Lethal, master of every martial art known to humans and can stir up tornado-like winds with that staff of his.”

      “Peachy,” Persy grunted.

      Lathos was beginning to move his arms, then each leg. Melanthios was fully mobile now. “Katsu, we need that document. The dark haired girl has it.” She pointed at Persy.

      Katsu’s avian eyes flashed red flares at Persephane. He raised his staff over his head, making large circles. Strong winds blew up instantly, making Persy, Raine and Hayden’s long hair stand straight up on end. She felt the scroll begin to move up inside her shirt again, trying to free itself at her neckline. She smacked her hand on her chest. “No!”

      The other six seemed to have a brain-meld. In chorus, they pointed their wands at Katsu and cast, “Storpiare!” Because of the high winds, the frequency of the spell was diverted and it hit Katsu along his left wing and leg, careening off him and flat into Rix. She crumpled bonelessly to the ground. Thad screamed, “Rix! No!”

      Persy had managed to keep the scroll, but her eyes filled with tears. “Rix,” she cried.

      Melanthios was on fire with anger. She waved her arms across the line of White Magicals, familiars and Vancrys. “Termina….”

      In a nanosecond, Vancrys circled his cape, which magically extended over all of them, familiars and all. In the same steel-blue cloud, they vanished.
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      Persy stumbled against Wolf, who bumped into Raine and Darson. They swung their heads left and right and could see no better in any direction. Dense fog of varying shades of blue surrounded them. They had no idea where they had landed.

      Vancrys was just about visible. They could detect his form, but it was wavering, appearing like an out of focus photo.

      Benson hung onto Persy’s hair for dear life. “Where the heck are we? Can’t see a bleedin’ fing.”

      Darson glared at Vancrys’ translucent presence. “Yeah, I’ll second that. Where ARE we?”

      Even Vancrys’ voice was thin and wispy. “Lumar. This dimension is going to be very difficult for you as the vibration is far too high for you to exist in. That’s why everything will appear foggy and out of focus.”

      Persy moved closer to his frame. “So why are we here? Why would you bring us here, if you know we wouldn’t be able to function?”

      “Wasn’t what I’d planned, but my shifting from realm to realm doesn’t work like your Time-Linx. It’s like a homing device. When I generate the blue cloud and extend my cape, I’m immediately brought back here, the main portal entrance to Lumar, which of course I can see just fine. But we don’t maintain physical form, more of an energetic essence. Because your vibration is slower, there’s a major disconnect with Magicals of Bellarya and like realms and Lumar. I thought I could override it and take you elsewhere in Bellarya, but that didn’t work out. I expect it was because I’d so many of you to transport. Anyway, it will be easier from here as I’m used to starting from Lumar…will have full control. Let gather together and I’ll take you back.”

      As Vancrys generated the cloud and spread his cape to cover them all, Persy looked to her right. Another form was manifesting, a male, average height, stocky, but what caught her attention were the large, violet and menacing eyes.

      A gruff voice floated in the background as they left. “Shroudmoor will never open to you. Never…”
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      Vancrys left them outside the Time-Linx portal closest to the Incantorium, then faded from sight.

      Hayden stroked Tyme behind his ears, watching Vancrys disappear. “So weird. Not what I expected of Lumar, at all.”

      Raine folded her arm over Hayden’s, as they walked up the pathway to the main entrance. “I know, as it’s all about the vibration, I don’t know as Magicals from Bellarya whether we could ever spend any kind of time there. Guess we’re not supposed to.”

      “Yeah,” agreed Darson.

      Persy and Thad were walking behind the rest. She called up to them. “Did you hear that voice just before we left?” They all answered no.

      Thad stopped and stared at her. “What voice?”

      The seven of them stopped, standing around Persy in a circle. “Just as we were leaving Lumar. A deep voice that said Shroudmoor would never open for us. And there was someone else…sort of a stocky, mean looking dude with bright violet eyes. Scary, really. Do you think that could be Rubahnus?”

      Wolf and Darson shrugged in unison. Darson bent his head to the side. “Could have been if he mentioned Shroudmoor. How many know about it and that we’re trying to get in?”

      Persy sighed and started to walk to the Incantorium again. “Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.” The rest followed her.

      It was the end of a very long Saturday even though it was only 5:00 pm. Dinner would be in an hour and then crashing into bed sounded like a great idea. Persy couldn’t wait to just flop out for the evening. They were about to go up the steps to the main door when Fiore came flying out.

      “She’s here. My Nona. She’s going to do a counter spell to what Melanthios did. C’mon. She’s with Master St. Germain.” She turned and ran back into the Incantorium.

      Persy and Thad glanced at each other. Persy shook her head. Man, that was the major problem with Time-Linxing…because you come back only minutes from when you left…the days could go on forever. She was exhausted to her core, yet she knew this spell would have to be done asap, especially as Fiore’s Nona had come a long way to make sure it was done properly.

      “C’mon,” she said to the group in general. “Let’s hope this can be done fairly quickly. I for one, am beat.”

      Darson and Hayden nodded. Wolf added, “No kidding. My feet feel  like they weigh about a hundred pounds each.”

      They slowly climbed up to Master St. Germain’s office, where Fiore was bouncing up and down, outside the door. “Hurry. They want to start.”

      To the side of the room, away from windows, St. Germain stood behind a table with two women. One was Zeemeld and Persy wasted no time running over to throw her arms around her waist.

      “I’m so glad to see you. I thought you weren’t teaching this year.”

      Zeemeld returned the hug. “I’m not. I’m here to help Stella, who you’ve totally ignored. Tsk.” Zeemeld looked down at Persy, a little miffed.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. My apologies. You must be Fiore’s nona.” Persy extended her hand, hoping this helpful and powerful witch would not take offence.

      Stella was a short, rather round lady dressed in dark browns and black. Her long white hair was wrapped around her head in a tidy weave and her dark eyes gleamed as she shook Persy’s hand. “Such a pleasure to meet you, Persephane. My dear friend Zeemeld has already told me so much about you, and I’m delighted to come help you all. The Incantorium will be home for you young ones for several years, so we must make it as safe as we can.” She nodded toward Zeemeld. “Zeem has graciously offered her knowledge and magic to help us.”

      Thad’s mouth curled up on one side. “Zeem?” Zeemeld blushed, then glared at him. “A long story…one of many years ago.”

      “I guess.” Thad and Darson chuckled.

      Tyme padded around the table, sitting himself beside Stella. She looked down, her eyes widening. “Well, you and I’ve met before, but not in great circumstances. You were with a British and quite malicious wizard. Glad to see you appear to have lost that one.” Tyme purred and nuzzled her side. Stella patted his head, then spread her arms to her sides.

      “As you can see, the cloth I’ve put on the table has a large eight-point star in the centre. Traditionally, the Strega use a pentagram, but I prefer this which I call my Octostar. The four silver points are for the prime directions, north, south, east and west. The coloured ones in between are for the elements of magic: yellow for Earth, blue for Water, green for Air and red for Fire.” She lowered her arms and turned to Zeemeld. “Pass me the medium cauldron, please, my dear.” Zeemeld handed it to Stella who placed it in the centre of the Octostar.

      Raine stepped closer to the table and pointed to the Octostar. “You know…the fourth Object has an eight pointed star on it, not unlike that.”

      Stella’s eyes enlarged. “Really? Does anyone have a picture of it?”

      Darson slipped his hand into his cloak pocket, extracting the shrunken version of his grandfather’s book. “Vergrando.” He placed the full sized book on the table and flipped it open to the Fourth Magical Object. Stella and Zeemeld bent over to get a good look at it.

      “Hmmm. Might of known. The Fallen Star. Quite the ring and quite the story behind it.”

      The gang was stunned. “You know it?” asked Persy.

      Stella ran her finger over the image of the Fallen Star. “Oh yes. When we’re finished this protection spell, I’ll tell you what I know of it’s history. You’ll find it intriguing, I’m sure.” She bent to pick up a basket at her foot. Tyme got up and moved closer to the wall, getting himself out of the way. Stella took small cloth bundles, candles and an athame out of the basket and set them beside the cauldron.

      Master St. Germain stepped to Stella’s right side. “I’m sure I can add to that ring story when we’re finished this.”

      She gave him a playful elbow to his ribs. “I’m certain you can.”

      Zeemeld opened each bundle, exposing the herbs inside each. “We are using botanicals associated with Mars—The Warrior.” She took a good pinch of each one and added it to the cauldron. “There is wolfsbane, hellebore, garlic, tobacco and capsicum.” She chanted, “From the Power of Mars—the Warrior, I add these blessed herbs.”

      She picked up a few stones from another bundle. “To fortify the spell even further, I add stones of Mars, bloodstone, ruby and jasper.”

      Stella placed candles around the cauldron. “White for protection, purple for power.” She stepped back.

      “I’ll now cast the spell, using my athame to direct the power of it. During this time you will probably see gossamer figures around me. They are the Watchers. In Stregherian magic they are the spirits, sometimes called Grigori who guard the ritual circle and are witness to the casting. You’re best just to ignore them and they will fade in and out as they see fit.”

      Stella pointed her athame at the cauldron. “Infernos.” A small fire ignited, burning the herbs. Then she cast.

      “I call upon Spirit Source of All Power to protect the Illuminary Incantorium and all its teachers, students, animals, plants and any visiting lifeforms from all that is evil or unbalanced away from the good.”

      She tapped her athame on each of the eight corners of the star on the table.

      Three wavering, translucent figures appeared behind her. Persy squinted to get a better look. From what she could tell, there were two women and a man. They hummed softly, raised their arms and then vanished.

      “I bind here by the Powers of these Magical elements and this unyielding Octostar of Protection. To it, I give strict charge and watch to protect all life of the Illuminary Incantorium from any evil or negative force whatsoever.

      We give thanks and our devotion to Spirit Source.”

      Stella and Zeemeld lowered their heads, gave one nod and the spell was done.

      The air around them changed…becoming lighter, more clear and the sun coming through the windows seemed brighter.

      Stella, Zeemeld and St. Germain looked around, smiling. “It’s worked,” he said.

      The teens and their familiars were nodding in agreement. “Feels better,” said Persy.

      Fiore smiled broadly. “My nona never fails.”

      Stella was packing up her things and glanced at Fiore. “It’s a good spell if done right. Should last a long time over the Incantorium.”

      Master St. Germain stepped closer to Persy. “We need to gather, just you seven and familiars and let Stella and I tell you what we know about The Fallen Star.” His eyes flicked to Fiore. Persy followed his glance. “Right. Let’s meet in the garden in about ten.” He nodded.
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      Persy had managed to convince Fiore that her squad were working on a group project for Mdm Lucretia and so would have to meet together and see Fiore later. “That’s fine, I’m going to make dinner for Nona and Zeemeld. They have something to do right now, so I can get started. Later.”

      The gang and familiars rushed out to the garden and found St. Germain, Stella and Zeemeld waiting around the round table. Once they settled, Stella asked to see the picture of The Fallen Star again. Darson enlarged his book and flipped to the right page.
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      She pointed to the background. “See the green there and if you look closely, you’ll see white flowers. That’s the Solomon Seal plant. A great plant of protection and captures the wisdom of the great King Solomon. It’s a herb and the roots are like fingers — for protection. Its main protection, and it’s one of the most powerful known to magic, is against demons, as it was said Solomon released seventy-two of them to do his bidding, including building his famous Temple. And depending on the magic of the owner of the ring, they may use said demons or be guarded from them.

      On the side you’ll see an eight-pointed star. As with my Octostar that represents the four elements of nature, and the four directionals. These symbolize the energetics of life and the planet.

      The other thing to remember is that the wearer will begin to understand the wisdom and knowledge of the Upper Realms. One of the few ways this can happen for Magicals of Bellarya.”

      Stella and Zeemeld watched the teens closely for reactions. Persy and Hayden glanced at each other, Persy crossing her arms over her chest.

      “But how can that knowledge be passed through the ring…I mean aren’t the Upper Realms at a different vibration from us? So how does it pass through?”

      Zeemeld grinned at Persy and her grasp of all things Magical. “It’s true that there are vibrational differences, but the ring is able to modify that to our own, or the wearer’s own, like a filter. Very deep and clever magic indeed.”

      Master St. Germain got up and started pacing. “You see, the Fallen Star was created by those of Radam and Lumar and…”

      Thad interrupted. “Yes, Vancrys and Rubahnus. We know…actually have met Vancrys.”

      St. Germain, Stella and Zeemeld’s faces dropped in tandem. Stella clapped her hand over her heart. “You’ve met one? And you know about Radam and Lumar? How can you at your young ages?”

      Master St. Germain glanced at each of the squad, one side of his mouth twitching up.

      “So, you’ve progressed rather well on this quest. Who clued you in about Vancrys and Rubahnus?”

      Stella shot a hard glare at St. Germain. “What quest? Who would tell them these things at their ages?” Stella was a very old-school witch, whereby everyone ‘earned’ what they knew, over a very long time.

      Benson landed on Persy’s shoulder. “Oy, Perse, we’re not supposed to tell everyone about the quests…now we’re in it.”

      Persy’s stomach clenched. Anything said here could be reported back by Master St. Germain, who was onboard, as was Zeemeld, but she knew nothing about Stella and who she would tell. “We’re not allowed to say much about the quest, and we are only told what we need to know for each one as the time comes. Frustrating, actually, but in this case, yes, we’ve found out about Rubahnus and Vancrys.”

      Stella stared at Persy, then turned to Zeemeld. “You know about this?”

      Zeemeld lowered her eyes. “Yes.”

      Stella inhaled sharply and looked down her nose at the teens. “Well, I’ve come all this way to help protect the Incantorium only to find out that I’m being kept in the dark of some important quest. Which..” She pointed to each of them in turn. “These kids know all about and I’m not to be trusted or something. Mamma Mia!” She gathered her belongings, put them into her bag and stormed out of the room.

      Darson watched as she slammed the door. “Well, then. She took that well.”

      There was no way to stop the nervous giggles. Master St. Germain and Zeemeld shook their heads, and sighed.

      Zeemeld started packing her bag up. “She’s not going to forget this any time soon. Tends to be a grudge holder.”

      Worry crossed Persy’s face. “As long as she’s not going to cause us trouble, is she?”

      “No,” Zeemeld shook her head. “She wouldn’t, but I wouldn’t be counting on any more favours from her for quite a while.”

      Persy hung her head and crossed her arms over her waist. It was sad to alienate anyone, especially someone who came and helped them. Why did the rules of these quests have to be so difficult for everyday life? So many secrets.

      A sudden opening of the door startled Persy and the others. Lady Dru and Jacob rushed to where they were gathered.

      Master St. Germain straightened up, smiling broadly. “Lady Druanna…and Jacob. What a wonderful surprise.”

      Raine jumped up and down, clapping her hands. “Oh, it’s so amazing to see you two. What’s up?”

      Lady Dru glanced over each of them. “A document has been found at Queen Scotia’s gravesite. Nothing happens in Ireland that I don’t know about. You characters have anything to do with that?”

      Darson, Wolf and Thad chuckled. “Yeah, you know it,” said Thad.

      Persy reached inside her shirt and took out the rolled document. “Here. We haven’t even looked at it yet. Seemed pretty delicate.” She handed it to Lady Dru.

      She gently placed it on the desk and began to unfurl it at the edge. Jacob coaxed the roll out so the sheet of parchment was relatively flat. Everyone leaned in to read it.

      Darson took out the page they had with the translations of the Lumar letters and compared that to what was on the document.

      
        
          
            [image: Petu-Opening Word]
          
        

      

      “P. E. T. U.” Darson read out. “What is that?”

      Master St. Germain pointed to the work. “Petu. It’s Sumerian. Means ‘open’.”

      Thad looked around at them. “Ok. That must be the word to open the entrance to Shroudmoor. Now to find said entrance and then what do we do once we’re in?”

      Master St. Germain rubbed his chin and stared down at the document. “All right. There’s more to this story. The Fallen Star, back about two or three centuries ago, was owned by an Elven queen, and not a particularly nice queen. In fact, she was about as evil and dark as they came. Shatova was her name and she owned and practised from a dark grimoire called ‘The Secret of Secrets.’ It gave her reign over a selection of powerful demons…some say they were a group of the seventy-two demons which King Solomon commanded. Tough to prove that one, but there you have it.”

      Raine’s eyes widened and she stammered as she asked. “W-w-what happened to the ring?”

      Master St. Germain continued. “She used its protection to allow her to use riskier, darker magic with the aid of the strongest of the demons. Seems her ultimate goal was full control over all the Elven tribes…of which there are many. This went on for some time and any that tried to oppose her, were slain heartlessly, by the demons.

      What she didn’t count on, however was that a group of peace-loving elves would band together to bring her down and snatch the ring from her.

      These were the Alfaran, who for the most part are rarely heard of as they’ve washed their hands of the Munz for what they’ve done and are doing to Mother Earth. They existed in a secret realm and kept to themselves. But Shatova got their goat when she murdered a number of elves related to the Alfaran. This incident and their revenge act took place at the same time of Shroudmoor’s last opening. So they too, entered, taking The Fallen Star with them to hide and protect both themselves and the ring.”

      Hayden turned to Jacob. “So for how many cycles has Callista been in Shroudmoor?”

      “This upcoming opening will start her fourth, if we can’t get her out. And Vancrys has tried to get in each time, but it’s seriously warded against him.”

      Thad nodded. “So he said. And now he wants our help.”

      Darson and Wolf’s eyes met and their eyebrows raised on queue. “Whoa,” Wolf exclaimed. “Some story.”
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      Jacob sailed through the front door of the Incantorium, skidding to a stop when he saw Thad and Darson slouching on a couch, chatting.

      “You two. Where’s Persephane?”

      Darson stood up. “In the library. Where else? Want me to get her?”

      “No, I know where it is. I’ll go find her.” He scurried off and the guys couldn’t resist following him.

      Jacob sped around the perimeter of the library, checking all the aisles. He finally found Persy at a desk in a deep darkened corner.

      She looked up as his shadow fell over her desk. “Jacob. What are you doing here? Are you looking for me? Is something the matter with Lady Dru?” Her stomach clenched at the thought.

      “No, no. She’s fine. Great actually. I just needed to speak to you. Got a few minutes?”

      “Sure.” Persy rose and started up an aisle. “Let’s find a table or couch.”

      They settled at a vacant table, close to the back windows of the library.

      “What’s up?” Persy folded and unfolded her hands. Why would he be here without Lady Dru?

      “I just had to come tell you and the lovely Dru was committed with other magical works. You see, I’m in the midst of writing about the Magical Histories of Ancient Egypt and the surrounding Middle East, when I happened on a collection of scrolls. These were unlike any other I’ve found in that they were in a very concise chronological order…and…surprise of surprises, in very good condition.”

      “What did they tell you?”

      Jacob leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Something I believe you’ll want to know. One talked about a portal to another world which only opens once each hundred years. And the next opening is supposed to be in a week, at an ancient site we call today Tel Megiddo. It’s a place in Israel which has been home to many historic battles throughout the ages. It’s actually comprised of twenty-six layers of ruins of archaic cities, so you can understand why magical energetics are so strong there. These are the kinds of places Shroudmoor will look for when it’s time to reappear.”

      “So you believe this is where we need to be…in a week’s time.”

      “Yes.”

      Persy’s heart pounded. Finally. A location for the opening of Shroudmoor. She flew back to the desk she was working at, gathered her books and things into her backpack then scurried back to join Jacob. “Ok. Let’s find the others. We need to figure out how to do this and what we should take with us. Will you come?”

      Persy saw Jacob’s face turn red from the neck up and his eyebrows raise. “Oh, I don’t think I’m supposed to be with you on these journeys. I’m happy to help with information, but I fear Lady Dru would have a cow if I tagged along. No, my dear. This is for you and your team to do. You now know where to go. It’s you that has to actually go.” He nodded his head, turned and left.

      Persy sighed. “Well, then. Just like that. Fine, off to find my crew.” She hustled out of the library to the main hall.

      She spotted Thad and Darson first. “Hey you two. Seems Jacob’s found out where Shroudmoor will open and it’s next week. So let’s find the others and plan how to get there.”

      “Should we tell Master St. Germain or Mannix?” Thad gathered his things as he spoke.

      Persy nodded. “Yeah. For sure. We need to get their input anyway.”

      They found Hayden, Wolf and Raine in the dining hall as it was getting close to dinner. They sat at their usual table, while Persy explained to them, what Jacob had told her.

      They met with Master St. Germain and Mystic Mannix in St. Germain’s room after dinner.

      Master St. Germain stroked his chin and nodded as Persy related Jacob’s information. “Yes, I know the site. Did some work there a few centuries ago. There’s a Time Linx Portal near a cave on the west side of the hill. Best entrance for you all.

      It’s actually foretold that this will be the location of the final big battle between good and evil on this planet. Intriguing choice for a Shroudmoor opening.” He looked up at them.

      “I understand you’ve found the magical word to open Shroudmoor once it becomes visible, right?”

      He looked up at Persy, out of habit. But Raine answered.

      “Yes, we have a scroll from Scotia’s Gravesite with the word on, written in Lumar Script. So do we just go up to entrance of Shroudmoor and say that word?”

      Mystic Mannix grinned. “No. Not quite that easy. I would think you’ll need to cast a spell to direct the energy to the portal’s opening along with that magical word.”

      Hayden waved her hand. “I know a few of those. Used to use them to try to unlock my Nan’s abundance of locked cupboards. Should I show you?”

      The rest of the gang shrugged. Persy waved her hand “Sure. Fire away.” St. Germain and Mannix nodded.

      “Ok. Here goes…”

      She looked around the room then pointed to a cabinet behind St. Germain. “That locked?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Ok. I’ll try to change that.”

      She opened her backpack and took out a handful of dried herb.

      “What’s that?” asked Raine.

      “Larch. An amazing herb for opening or revealing things.” Hayden sprinkled it around her in a light circle.

      Hayden straightened her back and spread her arms out to her sides then moved her outstretched arms and hands in small circles. She closed her eyes and hummed in a low voice. A glow appeared around her head, spreading out further by the second. She opened her eyes and stared intently at the cabinet.

      “Effracto!” And she brought her hands together in a loud clap.

      The cabinet’s doors flew open, papers and scrolls spilling out onto the floor.

      Master St. Germain’s eye’s rounded and his mouth hung slack. “Well, then. Job done.”

      Tyme slinked around her ankles, purring. Hayden bent down and scratched him behind his ears. “Thanks, fella. I’m pretty pleased with that too.” She was grinning from ear to ear.

      Persy patted her shoulder. “That should definitely open the door with the magical word.” She looked around at the others. “I guess we prepare to leave in six days.”

      The five others mumbled their agreement and Mystic Mannix stepped forward. “It might be a good idea to test your gifts from the Magical Governing Council…that they’re all primed and ready. And you could check with Mdm. Lucretia about defense spells she could add to your bag of tricks.”

      Darson stood, slinging his backpack on. “Sounds like a plan. Should we go see if we can hunt her down and let her know our plans?”

      “Sure.” Thad walked with him out of the room, the others following after saying their byes to St. Germain and Mannix.

      Tyme faded out with Benson on his right ear.

      “Hm-m-m, wonder where’s he’s off to,” said Hayden.

      Raine giggled. “He’s so adorable, but he does look like he’s up to something. And of course, Benson is right in it too.”

      “You know it.” Persy shook her head and left with the other girls.

      Wolf frowned slightly and walked over to the window.

      “Looking for someone?” asked Mystic Mannix.

      Wolf glanced at him. “Dunno. There’s a magical energy out there that I’m not sure of. Something I experienced as a kid, but never really figured out.”

      “Do you think it’s Dark?”

      “Could be. Kind of faint now, like it’s masking itself or moving away.”

      Mannix cupped his hands over his eyes and peered out the window.

      “Can’t see anything, but that means nothing. I do sense a strange pulsation, though. Let’s go have a walk around.”

      They left the Incantorium by a rear door, which led to the area Wolf had been watching.

      Wolf squatted down, peering into a group of bushes in front of him. “Look. Is that Tyme’s eyes glowing?”

      Mannix squatted beside him, tilting his head to the side. “Think so. Why’s he hiding in there?”

      Wolf moved his head from side to side. “Not sure he is hiding. Is there another animal in there with him?”

      Mannix stretched his neck forward, squinting his eyes. “I….

      A strong swoosh nearly knocked him over and a fuzzy, rainbow-coloured, creature shot out from behind Tyme, it’s large violet eyes gleaming in the dark.

      Wolf fell back on his butt. “What IS that?”

      Mannix shot up and back. The little creature dove back into the bushes, behind Tyme. Tyme swivelled his head back, looked at him, then came out of the bushes and sat beside Wolf. Wolf patted his head. “Who is that fella? A friend of yours?”

      The sparkles of Silent Speak floated through the air. “Just met him, but he’s looking for Darson, I think. At least, that’s who he described in detail.”

      Wolf got up and leaned into the bushes. “Hello. Don’t be afraid. We can take you to Darson if that’s who you’re looking for. He’s just inside.”

      The little fur ball crept out of the bush and skittered over to hide behind Tyme’s front paw. Then he peeked out at Wolf and Mannix.

      The sparkles resumed. “Yes, that’s his name. I must find him. I’m the animal spirit of a wizard. He’s my wizard. I haven’t been able to find him in over fourteen years so have been anchor-less for all this time, unable to fully perform my magic.”

      Mannix cleared his throat. “What is your name? Where are you from?”

      “I am Nurndle. I started out in Radam, but was captured and held in Luzia until recently, then somehow I was able to escape. I’m not sure how that happened.”

      Mannix glanced at Wolf. “Melanthios helped Lathos free his evil fae. That’s how you got out.”

      “Oh. I see. I followed someone to a Time-Linx portal and wound up in Sidhun. Then I used Loch Leane to hydroport here. Wound up by the fountain.”

      “Hydroport?” asked Wolf.

      Nurndle nodded and looked up at Wolf. “Yes. I can teleport within a realm without using the Time-Linx, but I need water’s energy nearby to do it.”

      Wolf grinned. “Cool. But that doesn’t allow you to alter where you are in time, right?

      “Right. Same time frame, just any location.”

      Wolf sniggered. “Man, Darson is going to just LOVE you. C’mon.” He picked Nurndle up and they headed back to the Incantorium.
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      Rix’s face turned beet red, her lips pinched together and jaw clenched. She’d repeated the spell over and over and still only a glimmer of a demon appeared. She straightened up and rubbed the back of her neck.

      “I’ll get this yet!” She blew out a breath and let her shoulders fall.

      Melanthios made no comment. Goddess knows, she’d been in this spot, learning at Willow’s side. And away from her family and friends. A whole new world. A lonely and tremendously frustrating one. A lump formed in her throat and her vision became watery.

      This is ridiculous. She glanced at Rix, as she gathered more material to try the cast again. She walked to the other side of the room, back facing Rix.

      Melanthios stared into the silver, filagreed mirror in her workroom. It had done a not bad job of hiding the Cimaruta for a bit, until Persy and Vadoma with her blasted hagstone had figured it out.

      A slowly oozing mass of dark clouds temporarily mesmerized her. She squinted…something was forming in there. Eyes glowed a bright purple, as the eyes of demons or Fae did when within the mirror.

      “Male.” Melanthios now fully frowning. “Demon..or…wait, Fae.” She sighed loudly. Rix turned to her.

      “Someone you know?”

      “Oh yes. Unfortunately.”

      A misty form seeped from the mirror, fully materializing in front of Melanthios.

      Her back stiffened. “Lathos. How divine.” She scowled and rolled her hands into fists at her sides.

      He gave her a one-sided grin. “Right handy, that portal. One of my lower Fae detected you watching us and pointed out I could use it as a means for a lovely visit.”

      Melanthios grunted. “Swell. I use it normally to keep tabs on demons and Dark magicals. Wasn’t meant as an open invitation.”

      Rix turned her back on both of them. No way she was getting into this.

      Lathos glanced around the workroom, spotted the Book of Black Dominance on its stand and walked over.

      It lay opened to Object Four. “Ah, yes. The Fallen Star. One of the most protective Objects that exists. Quite the story surrounding that one. Know much about it? I could help you.”

      Melanthios flicked her eyes at him, then turned and walked over to her desk. “I’m good, I believe. Just pulling a plan together.” She sat, flipped open a book, hoping he’d take the hint.

      Lathos stroked his chin with his hand, then caught Rix’s eye. “What are you up to there? Problems?”

      He strode over to her, spotted the circle on the floor and the materials in front of her.

      “Ah. Demon invocation. Yes, tricky stuff. Can I show you a trick or two?” Rix’s jaw dropped and she shrugged. “I guess…”

      Melanthios continued to look down at her book, but her mind was a whirlwind with what she had witnessed in the mirror not two nights ago. And she hadn’t had a chance to fill Willow in on it. Willow really wanted her to work with him, but this was going to make things very sticky indeed.

      Melanthios had seen Lathos pacing in a large dining room with two other men present. One much older, who she assumed was his father and one younger than him. This one was very calm and smirking at Lathos’ obvious agitated state.

      “Sit down, Lathos. I can’t have a conversation with a pacing tiger. We need to settle this.” The older man, whose name was Mitah, Melanthios had since discovered, grabbed for the wine bottle and refilled his glass. Lathos stopped, but stood behind a chair instead of sitting.

      “What do you need to know? I plan to bring as many of the Nine Objects back to Luzia to ensure Fae dominance. There are already three out there, which I’m going to track down and snag.”

      The other man smirked even wider. “Really, Lathos? And just how do you plan to do that? Fairy dust?” He stretched his legs out in front of himself, grabbed his wine glass and took a deep swig.

      “No, Kellen. Not Fairy dust. By tracking, conjuring and mostly following this Melanthios witch. She has a strong handle on them and all I need to do is beat her at her own game.”

      Mitah leaned on the table and scrubbed his face with his hand. “Lathos, Lathos.” He sighed. “I know of Melanthios. You’d be going after a very powerful, very malicious witch with a huge agenda. She’s determined to become the All Powerful One and has a lot of heavy hitting Dark magicals on her side. Really not a good idea, son. And I’m sorry to add, I don’t believe you’re made of the right stuff to pull this off.”

      Lathos’ eyes widened and his face turned crimson. “Why do you always say things like that? I’m every bit as good as Kellen with a sword or knives, hunting and magic. Why do you assume I couldn’t retrieve these Objects?” He threw his head back and looked at the ceiling to keep from taking a swipe at his father.

      Kellen laughed so quickly, he snorted. “Let’s just say, you’d do much better to keep to your books and paints. Consider yourself the artist of the family. That’s all father means.”

      Lathos turned and stormed out of the room, yelling back, “No reason I can’t do both!”

      Melanthios had closed the connection after that, in case she was detected. But this really changed things. She was sure Willow would not want Lathos on their team, knowing his plan. However, she’d thought a lot about it in the past day and it could be beneficial to take his help, being aware not to let him actually handle the Objects or know where she hid them as she collected them. Fae have many talents which could definitely be useful. It just had to be managed very carefully. Could be done. Anything to weigh the odds in her favour and against Persephane.

      Lathos came and stood in front of her desk. “Really that interested in that book or just ignoring me?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      Melanthios looked up. Then closed her book. “What ever do you want?”

      “What do you know about Shroudmoor?”

      “Enough. Opens every one hundred years. Location varies, but usually somewhere with a ton of history and then leave via somewhere in Ireland. What do you know?”

      “Where it’s opening this time and when.” He grinned. “Interested?”

      She sat back. “Of course.”

      Lathos cleared his throat. “Tel Megiddo. Samhain.”

      The left side of her mouth twitched up. “Perfect. Tel Megiddo, aka its Greek name…Armageddon. Supposedly the location of the final battle between good and evil. End of this world.” She got up and walked to the window. “And at midnight, I assume?”

      It was his turn to grin. “Yes, certainly.”

      “Well here’s the thing.” She turned back to face Lathos. “I don’t really see the point of haggling with those brats inside Shroudmoor. I’m more inclined to hang at the exit portal in Ireland and snatch the Star from them as they come out. Saves me a whole pile of trouble. See?”

      “What? You’re just going to let her and her scraggly friends go in, grab the ring and come out unscathed? What if they slip pass you or find another exit? Or someone from the inside helps them vanish. I mean, who knows? Heck of a gamble, no?”

      Melanthios closed her eyes and shook her head. Goddess, she hated these questions. Having to explain every step of her plan to some dolt. It was so great to get rid of Sumaire, now this pain-in-the-butt.

      She glared at him. “There is only one entrance and exit, so that’s going to be covered. And obviously, I’ll have wards up so they can’t get by me, visible or invisible. So problem solved.”

      Lathos looked furious. He puffed out his chest and said, “I need to think this through. Not keen on this plan. At all.”

      Melanthios raised her eyebrows. “Who asked you?”

      With that, he swirled his cape in a circle and vanished in a cloud of grey smoke.

      Melanthios sighed. “Finally! She stomped out of the room.

      Rix crawled into the window seat and looked outside to The Forest of Depravation. The trees rustled in the wind. Could she really just sit here, keeping silent, knowing what Persy and the gang faced when they exited Shroudmoor? Could she?
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      Wolf tracked the rest of the crew down in the lounge on Persy’s floor. His beaming face and repeated chuckles halted their chatter, not to mention the squirming rainbow coloured ball of fluff he held close to his chest.

      Persy’s eyes narrowed and her head tilted. “What’cha got there, Wolf?”

      Wolf belly-laughed as Nurndle crawled up his chest and wrapped himself around Wolf’s neck. He peeked out from behind Wolf’s right ear, his violet eyes, huge and round.

      Raine jumped up. “Oh, what is he? He’s gorgeous. Can I hold him?”

      “Sure, if you can get him. He’s quick and wriggly.” Wolf gently picked up Nurndle and tried to hand him to Raine.

      She stretched out her arms, enfolded him and made soothing sounds. “There, there. You’re fine.” She could then hold and pet him and Nurndle curled into a ball in her arms. “That’s it. See? He’s good now.”

      The other five grouped around Raine.

      “He’s lovely,” said Hayden. “Where’d come from Wolf?”

      Wolf explained about finding Nurndle along with Mystic Mannix and how Tyme seemed to be protecting him.

      “I dunno, but I think he knew Tyme before. At least, he was very comfortable with him.”

      Darson reached out to stroke Nurndle by his ears. “Really cute little guy. Gotta love the colours.” Nurndle whipped his head around to stare Darson deep into his eyes. He bounded up, jumped toward Darson’s chest, who caught him mid-flight. Nurndle made little happy burbling sounds.

      “Hey. I think he’s glad to see me,” Darson giggled.

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, that’s the part I hadn’t gotten to. He said he was looking for you. Had been for fourteen years. I think he’s supposed to be your familiar.”

      “Really? Cool!” Darson laughed until Nurndle started a Silent Speak.  The sparkles flew across the whole room. He was so excited.

      “I was sent from Radam when you were born, but couldn’t find your energy. Been looking for almost fourteen years when I sensed it sensed it here in Bellarya some months ago. I think because the Incantorium is so well warded, that I could only get snippets now and again, probably when you were out beyond its borders. But there was a definite weakening of its wards this week and I could hold on long enough to land here. Just getting my bearings in the gardens when Tyme found me.”
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      Darson gave him a soft hug. “Yeah, well, I was literally living under a rock for some thirteen years. It was Thad and Persy who eventually got me out. Can’t begin to tell you how grateful I am for them.”

      Persy and Thad simultaneously gave hime a thumbs up.

      Nurndle wrapped his little arms around Darson’s neck. “Well, I’m here for life now…and my magic can finally be at its fullest. I’ve felt half alive for so long.”

      Raine stepped up to pet him again. “Is your magic different from what we know?”

      Nurndle looked up at her. “Not sure. I don’t know everything Magicals in Bellarya do, but I hydroport, meaning I can travel anywhere within one dimension on the energetics of water. Do you do that?”

      Darson laughed. “Nope. Not at all.”

      Nurndle paused, placing his paw on Darson’s chest. “I also can become as transparent as water, kind of copy it’s qualities.”

      Hayden cleared her throat. “That’s like Tyme, then. He becomes invisible. I’d bet that’s why you felt easy with him. You guys have similar magical energetics. That’s very cool.” Tyme purred into his paws as he curled up on the rug.

      Persy got up and walked to the centre table. “Well, I hate to be the party-poop of the group, but we need to get ready to travel to Tel Megiddo, as Jacob said. Oh, and note? The opening is in six days…that’s Samhain and the full moon! So this should be interesting. What a mix of powers.”

      Hayden rolled her eyes. “Just keeps getting better, doesn’t it?”

      Thad stood and stretched. “Ok. Let’s go grab our gifts from the Magical Governing Council first and meet up in the girls’ room to test them out. Then we can hunt down Mdm Lucretia for her thoughts on going to Tel Megiddo. Plan?”

      They agreed and were back together in less than fifteen minutes.

      Persy turned her head around the room. “Seems we are minus one familiar. Where’d Benson buzz off to?”

      Tyme covered his eyes with his paws. Persy glared down at him.

      “Tyme? What do you know?”

      “Not know.” Sparkles all over the room. Hayden sat beside him on the floor. “Tyme? What’s up?”

      He uncovered one eye. “No say.” Hayden frowned, then looked up at Persy. “I believe your bug may be up to no good.”

      Persy nodded. “Highly likely. I’ll track him down when we’re done here.”

      Thad and Persy lined up the items from The Magical Folk Governing Council.

      From Lady Druanna—a silver scroll tied with a blue ribbon. When needed, they were to remove the ribbon, tap the scroll and say Expositus. Then three possible outcomes would show, and depending on their decisions, they could follow one.

      From Lord Mongo of Africa—a Gbo, a talisman of protection.

      Magus Siphon gave the Sapphire of Truth. When you look through it, the ‘Big Picture’ of what in front of you becomes clear. Then you can choose wisely.

      Lord Lyall gifted the Enchanted Moonstone. Its power is transmorgrification, to change a Magical into whomever or whatever they wanted. Tap and say ‘Transmutus’, concentrating very hard on what change they wanted.

      The Egyptian sorcerer, Imhotep gave them a magical stone. When tapped and the word ‘Muniosum’ said, a stone wall would immediately form around the caster and anyone they were touching.

      Randy and Delecta had given various Magical Crystal Seeds which enhanced their magic.

      
        
        Green is for Herbal and Homeopathic/Energetic Healing;

        Pink for Affairs of the Heart and Family;

        Golden for Control/Power and Alignment with all Beasts;

        Clear for Powers of Divination – To Foretell the Future;

        Red for Physical Strength;

        Purple for Magical Enhancement.

      

      

      Persy’s first one was Green and Thad’s Red. Then Delecta and Randy had given them a Purple and Valentina, Darson’s mom had given a Purple to Thad and Darson. Persy, however gave Rix her Purple when they were getting ready to grab the drops from the Cauldron of Ceridwen, to help Rix as she was new to magic.

      Lady Elena Dragetti was a small black book called Secrets of Stregherian Spells. It contained some of the most powerful spells known to Magic.

      Persy and Thad passed their wands over each of the items, knowing they felt the same and had not diminished. The others tested them as well, even though they had nothing to compare them to, they could authenticate that these were most definitely powerful magical tools.

      Persy looked to the other five. “I’m sure in the next Magical Folk Governing Council meeting we all attend, you guys will be presented with special things of your own. Can’t wait to see what they will be.”

      They split up the items amongst themselves and added them to their individual backpacks.

      “Right,” said Persy. “Tomorrow we need to track down Mdm Lucretia and see what she has to add to this adventure.”

      Hayden crossed her arms. “Yeah, for sure. I for one would like to know more about this Tel Megiddo place and what to expect there. If it’s of any size, think anyone has an idea just where the Shroudmoor portal would open?”

      Darson grinned. He was still trying to control Nurndle’s squiggling. “My bet would be Master St. Germain for that. He knew where the Time-Linx portal opens, so must have some experience with it.”

      “True. And the more we find out about him, the more I believe he’s been around long enough to probably have experienced or knows someone who has experienced Shroudmoor’s effect. So yeah, those two tomorrow.” Thad picked up his backpack and headed for the door. “C’mon guys. Let’s hit the sheets.”
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      They gathered after breakfast in the main hallway of the Incantorium. Persy unfolded a paper in her hand.

      “Ok. Mdm Lucretia is supposed to be in her office this morning, even though it’s Sunday, so let’s go see if she’ll talk to us.”

      Raine knocked on Mdm’s door and they were told to come in.

      Mdm Lucretia was jamming papers into her top drawer as they gathered around her desk.

      “I had a quick chat with Master St. Germain and he tells me that you, Hayden, have some talent at opening things.” Hayden blushed and nodded.

      Mdm Lucretia walked around to the front of her desk and perched on the edge. “That’s great and frankly I don’t think the portal will take a lot of coaxing, now that you have the magical word. After all, it’s in a cycle to open each hundred years. Kind of programmed. I’m more concerned about what you’ll meet on the other side.”

      “I believe Master St. Germain mentioned the Alfaran, who were actually responsible for taking The Fallen Star into Shroudmoor.”

      They all nodded in agreement.

      “Yes, well they had a very bad time of it when Shatova possessed the ring, using it to her own ends. Created unbounded death and destruction throughout the Elven lands and tribes. So they are not going to give it up easily, nor trust that you lot are not going to use it for evil—”

      A light rap at the door interrupted Mdm. It opened quietly and Master St. Germain joined them.

      “Sorry. I’m a snitch late. Where are we?”

      Mdm Lucretia smiled. “I was just about to discuss getting the ring from the Alfaran, and how they probably won’t be happy to part with it.”

      Wolf suddenly whipped his head around, glaring at the office door.

      “What?” asked Persy.

      He looked directly into her eyes. “I’ve heard this shuffle sound. Twice. I was sure someone or something was behind us.”

      Persy scanned the whole back wall, including the door. “Can’t see anything. Not even energy ripples. You sure?”

      Wolf faced front. “I was.”

      “Problem?” Master St. Germain stretched his neck to see Persy and Wolf better.

      “No,” said Persy. “We’re good.” She glanced back once more. Nothing.

      “Great.” Master St. Germain picked up where Mdm Lucretia had stopped.

      “As Mdm said, the Alfaran are going to be hard to convince that The Fallen Star not only will be safe with you, but it is necessary as a Magical Object that you have it. Otherwise, they can be sure Melanthios and her crew will be there to capture it. The Alfaran are powerful, but I’m not sure if they possess the magical muscle to oppose that demented witch and her evil sidekicks.”

      Thad stretched his legs out in front of him and laced his fingers over his waist. “So how would you suggest we persuade them?”

      St. Germain rubbed his chin, then pointed at Thad. “You actually already possess the best magical tool for this. The scroll that Lady Druanna gave you will work very well. You’ll need to talk to the Prince of the Alfaran. His name is Marbain. Use the scroll to show him the results with The Fallen Star in your possession, then show him with it belonging to Melanthios. I don’t think you’ll have to do much convincing after that.” He grinned and winked.

      Darson nodded while he was scratching Nurndle behind his ears. “Sounds easy enough.”

      Mdm Lucretia sighed, looking out the window. “Should be. I believe the only tricky part will be getting him to listen while you show him the two sets of consequences. He’s not going to be charmed that anyone has arrived looking for that ring.”

      Persy and Thad glanced at each other. “We’ll have some quick story ready,” said Persy. “Nothing new for us.”

      Master St. Germain stood, walked over to the blackboard. “Right. So about Tel Megiddo. Fascinating place. Anyone traveling from Ancient Egypt to Mesopotamia had to pass it, usually to rest and spend at least one night. Many feel that the huge wall around it was built by Solomon. Anyway—” He picked up a piece of chalk, then drew and irregular circle. “Here’s its basic layout. At the entrance—it’s now a national park—there are shops, the ticket booth and a museum. Go past that to the Canaanite Gate. Walk through and we believe the portal will appear at the back wall of the ruins of the Canaanite Castle…near the palm tree, to your right.”

      “This is different from a Time-Linx portal. Much less light and fanfare. In fact, you’ll probably have to concentrate to see the change in the air when it is open.”

      He swung his head around to face Hayden. “Hayden, you do your opening spell adding Petu after Effracto. You may have to repeat that two or three times, but I’m sure you’ll all be able to enter after that.”

      “Got it.”

      He gave her a ’thumbs up’. “Good. Now, I’m pretty sure the Alfaran will be right there. They’ll know when the portal is due to open and they’ll be armed and ready to defend any intruders. So Persy and Thad and whomever else is going to defend—be ready.”

      They then chatted amongst themselves, coming up with ideas for the Alfaran.

      And Wolf? He was right to be suspicious—

      At the back of the room, Alana, who was sick of being left out and knew these seven were up to something big; that the staff supported and honoured them, made her even more determined to thwart Persy and her squad.

      Her mother, a British aristocracy witch, Justine, sympathized with her and so taught her a complex invisibility spell, so she could spy on the others. She’d snuck into Mdm’s office and was listening intently to everything about Tel Megiddo and their plans.

      Now she knew the where and the how of Shroudmoor. And she was going to be there. No more letting this group take all the glory. Not now. Not ever again.
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      Alana scurried out of Mdm Lucretia’s office as soon as Persy and her gang left with Master St. Germain. She needed to make it through the door before it closed and she had to open it again, which would have revealed her presence, even if she was still under her invisibility spell. Once out, she quickly ducked into a deserted side hallway. Exhausted, she undid the spell.

      She walked back out to the main hallway and spotted Calder sauntering along. They’d been hanging a little lately and she was bursting with this secret. S-o-o-o-o-o-o-o—

      “Man. Have I got something to tell you. You’re never going to believe this.”

      Calder stopped, startled by Alana’s out of the blue approach. “What? What are you blabbering about?”

      Alana bent over, grabbing Calder’s arm to steady herself, then took in a long slow breath. She loved drama.

      She looked up at Calder’s face and smirked. “Persy and her crew are traveling next week to a place called Tel Megiddo, somewhere in Israel, where a portal to a secret place called Shroudmoor is going to open up. Then they’re going in to scoop some magical ring called The Fallen Star. What do ya think about that?”

      Calder scowled down at her. “Well, for one how do you know all this? And two—should you?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot. “I used an invisibility spell to sneak into the back of Mdm Lucretia’s office, where they were all gathering and heard the whole plan. How else? They’re certainly not going to tell me, are they?”

      Calder waved his arm in the air. “No! They wouldn’t. But that’s kind of the point, isn’t it? They don’t want you to know! Or anyone to. What the devil’s wrong with you?”

      Alana turned her head to the side and stuck her nose in the air. “What is your problem? Why are you defending them? I thought you’d like to get in on a little undercover fun. Guess not.”

      “Guess not is right. I want nothing to do with you and your nefarious plans.”

      Alana rolled her eyes and sighed deeply. “Aren’t you just the ol’ party poop. Fine. I can certainly keep all the fun to myself. Never thought you’d be so dull, Calder. Really.” She stomped down the hallway.

      Calder shook his head, then walked in the other direction. She was a piece of work, that one.
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      Darson took Nurndle out to the Phoenix Fount to frolic in the water, his fave thing to do. He’d disappear for ten or fifteen minutes at a time, then come back and tell Darson where he’d gone off to.

      He spluttered out of the fountain and jumped up and down on the ledge. “Darson, you have to see the pools and fountains at the Belvedere Palace and Museum in Vienna—simply yummy. So much fun. Not sure that I’m supposed to be playing around in there, though. No one else was swimming. But I just look like more water, so I doubt they’d ever find out. Right?”

      Darson laughed and stroked Nurndle’s head. “I’m sure you’re fine. You’re very speedy too, so even if anyone did notice, you’d be gone before they could figure it out.”

      Darson and Nurndle turned their heads to the path behind the Fount when they heard voices. Someone was coming.

      Persy and Wolf came around the corner and stopped on seeing them.

      Persy sat down on the edge of the Fount. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

      Darson giggled. “Nurndle is exercising his hydroporting abilities. Been all over Bellarya, bouncing from water source to water source. Having a grand time.” Nurndle looked up at Persy and Wolf, chuckling, then did a back flip into the fountain.

      Persy smiled while she watched Nurndle’s enthusiasm. She glanced at Darson and could see how much he enjoyed the little fella. Lovely that he had a familiar connection after being underground and prohibited from using magic for thirteen years. A warm feeling ran around her chest and down her arms. She wondered if Nurndle wouldn’t love playing with Bleuleaux, the undine Ferdie had introduced to them. If she would only pop out as this fountain was her domain.

      Wolf whipped his head in Persy’s direction as a loud splash disrupted the water even more than Nurndle’s actions did.

      “Persy, what are—”

      “Who beckoned me?” A slightly miffed Bleuleaux bobbed on the surface of the fountain.

      She swung her head around to each of them in an accusatory fashion. “Well?”

      Persy bent her right arm and raised her hand to her shoulder level. “It may have been me… I’m not sure, but I was thinking about how much fun you might have with Nurndle and then poof. You were here. Had no idea I could do that. Sorry, if I bothered you.”

      Bleuleaux scowled, raised her arms, rotating them over her head. A tornado of water spun around her, reaching higher and higher. Nurndle tilted his head to the side, then lifted his arms over his head and brought them down quickly to his sides. The tornado of water flattened and fell into the fountain.

      Bleuleaux pressed her lips together, but couldn’t block her grin. Game on. As fast as she lifted and turned the water into high waves and whirlpools, Nurndle countered her, creating his own structures out of the fountain’s water. Darson jumped back with Persy and Wolf, having gotten wet enough.

      “Well, that’s going well,” laughed Darson.

      They watched for about another fifteen minutes, then Wolf asked Persy to walk back with her as he had something he wanted to ask her.

      “Sure. See ya, Darson. Enjoy the crazies.” He laughed and waved as Persy and Wolf started up the path back to the Incantorium.

      Persy looked up at Wolf, raising her eyebrows. “What’s up?”

      Wolf stopped, turned to her and blurted. “I heard you talk to Bleuleaux. To ask in your head whether she’d enjoy playing with Nurndle. Clear as a bell. As if you’d said it aloud to me. What gives?”

      Persy’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened to saucers. “Here’s me thinking that I can’t believe she actually heard me and responded. I mean what’s that? But you heard me? What the hay is going on? I don’t get any of this.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes, tapping his forefinger on his lip. “I dunno, but let’s try something. Look around here in the garden. Find something you might want to put a spell on, then think about the spell.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it. K?”

      Persy sighed, then looked around her. H-m-m-m-m-m. Flowers everywhere. How about casting to have them arrange a brilliant bouquet to take back to her room. Persy raised her hand, about to point and cast—

      “A bouquet? Seriously? Can’t you do any better than that?”

      She froze in the spot, staring at Wolf. “How— How’d you know that?”

      The side of his mouth lifted and he shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Don’t know. Just came to me clear as a bell, like I was thinking it myself. But I wasn’t. It was even in your voice. So weird.”

      She continued staring, mouth slightly open. “Ok. Tell ya what. You do it. You think of a spell, something focused around here. See if I can pick you up.”

      “Sure.” He turned slowly in a circle then stopped. That old tree. Its bark is really scarred in places. Must have taken quite a few injuries over the years. I’m sure I can smooth that out. It’d be healthier. He raised his hand towards the worst lesion.

      “Healing a tree? Not a bad plan, I have to admit. Ok then. Carry on.”

      It was Wolf’s turn to stare. “Bizarro. What’s happening to us?”

      “I dunno. And why now? Why have we never noticed this before? I think I’d like to ask Mystic Mannix about this one. What do you think?”

      “Excellent plan. Come on. I’m pretty spooked out. Let’s go find him.”
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      Persy leaned against the window frame in her room, puzzling over the last couple of days. Not only was she somehow connecting with water elements, but she was becoming telepathic with Wolf. She ran her hands up her arms, feeling a chill. Magical energy seemed to be popping out of her at unknown levels.  She thought back to the conversation she and Wolf had had with Mystic Mannix—

      The three of them were in his office.

      “Well, quite the story.” Mannix sat back in his chair, rubbing his chin. “There is definitely a energetic connection between you two and I for one, can’t see why. You’re not related, are you?”

      Wolf coughed. “No. No way. We didn’t even know each other until a few years back. And for most of that time, I was not on the “Popular” list.”

      Persy felt her face heat up. She was probably a brilliant red. She had been hard and unapproachable to Wolf. That’s what making flash judgements can do…but then on the other hand…he did nothing to make himself liked. “We only knew you by what we saw, and that was not stellar.” She couldn’t help grinning and he nodded and smiled back.

      “Yeah, I know. Live and learn.”

      Mannix shook his head. “Ok. So back to the puzzle at hand. Why are you two telepathic? For me, I think we’ll find answers in your genetic tree. What do you guys know about your parents? And your parents’ parents? Magicals tend to get together not just from Bellarya, but from other dimensions as well. Could be quite complex.”

      Persy straightened in her chair. This could be tricky as she knew very little about her bio dad, Andreas, and her mom didn’t seem to want to talk about him. “I guess I could ask my Gran. I’m sure she knows more than she’s let on to this point.”

      Wolf fidgeted in his seat. Clearly, he was not comfortable with this line of conversation. “Willow is the one who knows anything about my history and that’s not much. Apparently I was dropped off as an infant and left for her to raise, if you can call it that.” He looked down at his hands which were rubbing on each other. “Mostly, I raised myself.”

      Persy’s stomach flipped and her heart thumped. What a way to start off in this world. Small wonder he was an angry kid. “Kind of sounds like Thad’s story, although he was more like three when Laurel took him in.”

      Wolf looked up at her. “Yeah, but at least he was wanted. I was dumped. Didn’t his parents have to leave because of the Witch Hunts?”

      “Yes. I believe so.”

      Mannix cleared his throat. “So what this all means is that there is a lot of room for connections that you two don’t know about. I’d explore that if you can.”

      They’d left his office in silence, neither sure of where to begin.

      Persy blinked, still staring out the window, bringing her back to the present. That was a few hours ago and as of yet, she hadn’t had a chance to speak to Laurel or her mom. But frankly, she didn’t see those conversations producing much in the way of results. Neither liked to talk about the past.

      She sighed and walked over to her desk to check the time on her iPhone. Crap. In ten minutes she was supposed to meet up with the others to go over their plans for Tel Megiddo and Shroudmoor. They had to leave in just over twenty-four hours.

      The bedroom door whooshed open and in bounced Hayden and Tash.

      Hayden waved her arm in a ‘come-on’ motion. “Up you get girlie. We’ve been called to an impromptu but secret meeting down in the main auditorium. Get the lead out.” She giggled.

      Persy stood and grabbed her bag and iPhone. “What’s up?”

      Tash shrugged and snagged her own bag. “Don’t know. They wouldn’t say. Thad and Wolf just told us to gather you up and get down there. Pronto.”

      Persy rolled her eyes. More secrets.

      They locked the door on their way out.
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      They entered the auditorium as usual from the back, and Persy and Thad stopped cold in their tracks. There on the stage was the whole Magical Folk Governing Council all seated at a long table. This was one of those meetings?

      Hayden rested her hand on Persy’s shoulder. “What? What is it?”

      “Look. It’s the Magical Folk Governing Council. All of them. Now what?”

      Thad and Darson nodded. Wolf, Tash and Raine shrugged, following the others down the steps to the front.

      Laurel walked over and met them at the edge of the stage. “Hello all. Sorry this was last minute, but we just found out that you’ll be off to the opening of Shroudmoor in twenty-four hours and wanted to get these gifts to some of you.” She looked at each of them, one at a time.

      “Five of you have not received specific magical items and we’re here to change that. It’s part of what we’re allowed to do, to help you on your quests. Hayden. Can you come up here?”

      Hayden shot out of her seat, skipping up the steps to the stage. She’d dreamed of receiving a magical gift. The ones Persy and Thad had were uber cool. She stood in front of Laurel, slightly out of breath.

      Laurel smiled warmly down at her. “I’ve been asked to present yours, Hayden.” Laurel opened her hand. In it sat a glorious opal, the size of a small robin’s egg.

      “This is The Oblivious Opal. It possesses all the colours of all other stones and gems, therefore bouncing light back and rendering you invisible. Like your familiar, you’ll be able to vanish from sight. It can be used six times.”

      Hayden stuttered in excitement. “Thank you Lady Laurel…so much.” Laurel smiled again as she watched Hayden leaving the stage, returning to her seat.

      Laurel turned to the row of the kids. “Darson?” He ran up the steps, grinning ear to ear.

      Magus Siphon rose, walking over to Darson. He held out a short, six inch scroll, which Darson took.

      “This is a Magic Square. It’s based in numerological magic, a three by three cell spell, based on the number five. Five has the energy of change, freedom. This one is called Hydros Occupi and relates only to water. Like your Nurndle, you’ll unroll the scroll, focus on it, then tap with your wand or hand chanting Hydros Released. You will take on the characteristics of water, not unlike Nurndle, be able to live and breathe in it for a period of one hour. This also can be used six times.” Magus bowed his head, turned and went back to his seat.

      Darson beamed. “Thank you, your Lordship. Thank you very much.” He returned to the others.

      Laurel walked to the edge of the stage. “Raine? Can you please come up?”

      She too bounced up the steps, excited to see what they had for her. It was Lady Dragetti who pushed her chair back, got up and walked over to Raine.

      “One may not expect this gift to come from me, but in fact, I came to know the sorcerer and alchemist, Paracelsus very well in his heyday. One of his most brilliant discoveries was that of the Tria Prima which consisted of the three elements: sulphur, mercury and salt. From these, he said, all the other seven metals are made. From a more vibrational or energetic sense, sulphur is the soul, mercury the spirit and salt the body.

      So you can see how critically important these are to the world of magic. The Tria or any part thereof can be used to greatly augment your magic and its effect. Use these wisely.”

      She handed Raine a small red pouch with three glass vials in it.

      Raine bowed quickly. “Thank you so much, Lady Dragetti. I can’t wait to use them in my magic.”

      Lady Dragetti’s mouth twitched. “Well, I know you’ll find them useful. I shall be delighted to hear about how you apply them.” She returned to her chair.

      Raine joined the others as Tash was called up. She stood very still at the end of the table on the stage as Lord Lyall rose.

      He held out a small green bag to her. “Tash, you, better than any of the others understand the power in venom, having lived years in arachnid form. So I felt it best to give you this magical stone, a Dracontias. I believe you lot learned about these earlier this year from Carnifex. And although I certainly don’t approve of how they are obtained, being taken from a dragon’s brain before it dies, a few exist now of which this is one.

      It is a potent antidote to any poisoning and in fact if the stone is boiled and one drinks the water, it cures many ailments. It also will increase your physic abilities. I don’t believe there is any limit on how often you can use it, but you don’t want it falling into the hands of your enemies, so guard it well.” He handed her the little sac, smiled, patted her shoulder and returned to his seat.

      Tash beamed with delight, thanked Lord Lyall and the rest of the Council, then joined the others.

      Lady Druanna stood and called Wolf’s name. He looked up at her, a little shocked as he really didn’t expect to be included in this.

      “Yes?” he answered, his face a complete blank.

      Lady Dru walked to the edge of the stage, her eyes twinkling and a bemused smile on her face. “Well, don’t just site there. Approach.”

      He glanced at Persy, shrugged and trotted up the steps. His face was brilliant red and he interlaced his fingers behind his back.

      Lady Dru extracted a silver box, engraved with curious designs from her pocket.

      “This, Wolf is a set of extremely potent magical runes. They are crystals specific to each of the twenty runes. They have just been dug up from their nine days in the ground, at the crossing of two ley lines here in Europe, and so are already consecrated.

      Although many would use them to predict the future, that is not their main purpose. These are for you to seek answers to questions as you follow on these quests. Work with them frequently, at first, as your energies will begin to harmonized with theirs and over time they will perform better and better for you.”

      Wolf took the box and opened it. The crystals were brilliant and seemed to hum in his hands. He could already feel their connection. “I’ll work hard with them and make them my own. I’m very grateful.”

      She nodded, and they both returned to their seats.

      Laurel again stood, closing a grimoire she had opened in front of her. “I believe that concludes today’s meeting. Thank you all for coming on such short notice.” She glanced up and down the table and then at the kids. “Persephane and Thaddeus, a word, please. The rest of you can leave.”

      The other five left by the back door, and the rest of the Council exited by the side stage door. Laurel came down the stairs and stood in front of Persy and Thad.

      She leaned against the stage, crossing her arms over her waist. “I understand you are off to meet the opening of Shroudmoor on Samhain. That’s tomorrow. Are you prepared?”

      Persy rubbed her hands together, as if they were cold. Then tucked them under her armpits. “Yes, we believe so. We know the magical word to open the portal and Hayden has the opening spell ready. And we know where we need to be…Tel Megiddo. Where we come out at the other end, we’re not sure, just that it’s in Ireland.”

      Laurel started pacing. “Good, good. But what about actually finding the Ring and dealing with the Alfaran?”

      Thad’s eyes widened. “Oh, you know about them?”

      “Of course. Been around a few blocks, you know. So how are you doing this?”

      “Mdm Lucretia figures that we’re going to have to convince the Prince, Marbain that the ring will be in better hands with us over Melanthios and her crew. And that we can show him the two outcomes with the scroll that Lady Dru gave us. Do you think that will work, Gran?”

      Laurel rubbed her chin and nodded. “What I think you’re missing here is why should he give the ring to you or Melanthios? Why wouldn’t he want to just keep it with him where he knows it’s safe?”

      Persy and Thad swung their heads around, staring at each other. Persy pressed her lips together and frowned. Good point. Why would he? What could be in this for him? What could equal the value of the Fallen Star?

      Persy cleared her throat. “Exactly. So Gran, do you think he wants something in exchange? Something we can help him with?”

      Laurel raised her eyebrows and tilted her head to the side. “I think it’s possible. Think about it. He’s been in Shroudmoor for many cycles of a hundred years, as have his people. When the portal opens, why doesn’t he just leave? All of them?

      I checked with Nestor at the Magical Tomes Collection and he led me to a document on Shroudmoor. It seems that if one stays in Shroudmoor for one of its hundred year cycles, leaving isn’t as easy as simply walking out when the portal opens. Shroudmoor likes to keeps its population.”

      Thad shrugged, palms facing upward. “So how can we help him? Do we even know what he wants?”

      Laurel turned and went back up the steps to where she’d been sitting. “Let me show you.” She grabbed a large bag by her chair and rummaged around. “Ah. Here.”

      She came back and stood between them, unrolling a scroll she’d taken from her bag. “Look. This was written by a man, some four hundred years ago, who had been caught in Shroudmoor and then escaped. He says here…” She pointed to a paragraph half way down the page. “That the trick to leaving is to change form. Shroudmoor knows and watches the energetics of all who are trapped. And if they try to get close to the portal when it opens, they get majorly zapped. It tosses them right into the centre of the town, near a twenty metre fountain. But he figured out how to mimic the resonance of a butterfly and flitted out, completely unhindered.”

      Persy blinked, a quizzical look on her face. “And how do we do that for Marbain and his people?”

      Laurel raised her right index finger. “Right. I knew you’d ask that. You see, you have a couple of new recruits to your little entourage who can be of great help with that.”

      “Really?” asked Thad. “How’s that?”

      Laurel put the scroll down on the stage, then turned to face them. “Tyme and Nurndle. What you many not realize is that the Alfaran, like most of the elven race, are not very solid. In fact they seem to appear and fade from their surroundings…the trees, ponds and lakes, mountains, so in fact are very similar to Tyme and his ability too becomes invisible at will. Now Nurndle on the other hand, hydroports. A very valuable talent for our needs here in that he can change them to water’s energetics, which are very elusive and get them out that way.”

      Persy straightened up in her seat. “What? How is poor little Nurndle going to hydroport all those elves at once?”

      Laurel smiled, nodding. “Yes, one other thing I forgot to mention. Shroudmoor’s magic, enhances all who are there. Also with Darson’s gift from the Council, he can help Nurndle hide their vibration as water. So the work for Tyme and Nurndle will be no more than what it would be out here for them to assist two or three beings. No big strain at all.”

      Persy and Thad stared at Laurel with blank faces, processing this plan.

      They whipped their heads around when the door to the hall clicked. The doorknob started to turn, then stopped. Someone had tried to get in.
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      Alana thumped down the hallway from the main auditorium. Drat! The door was locked. Who locks lecture halls…people come and go all the time. Persy and her crew were definitely up to more scheming. Fine. She knew where they were going and when. And she knew how she was going to beat them at their own game.
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      The gang had packed their traveling kits, including the new magical gifts from the Council and were walking down to the Time Linx portal near the Incantorium.

      Wolf was walking and chatting to Hayden. He’d become very fond of Tyme and so wound up spending a lot of his spare hours with Hayden and Tyme.

      He gently kept his hand on Tyme’s head, scratching him behind his ears. Hayden glanced down at her very content familiar.

      “I’d safely say he loves that. You’re going to spoil him.” She chuckled.

      “Nah. Can’t spoil an animal this amazing. Especially with the crap history he’s had. Deserves the best, this one.” Tyme purred like a small chainsaw.

      They gathered around Persy who activated the crystal globe in the wall of the portal to allow them to start their journey.

      “Ok, all in? Benson?”

      “Here, here, my dear. If you’d just open your pocket.” He dove in.

      They joined hands, Nurndle and Tyme in the centre of them, paws around the legs of their magical.

      “Totus Temporis, Totus Temporis.” They chanted together over and over, concentrating on Tel Megiddo. The winds and light came up fast and within seconds, it was over. They stepped out to the Israeli hillside.

      With the time difference, it was late afternoon, which pleased Persy as they wouldn’t have that long to wait. Directly in front of them was the entrance gate, with shops and the museum at either side.

      Tash watched the streams of people coming and going from the gates. “I guess we could just get tickets and play tourist for a bit. No?”

      Persy rested her pack on the ground and looked around. “Yeah, it would be easier than trying to hold an invisibility spell over us all. For sure. Ok, let’s go in and have a snoop around.”

      They wandered through the shops and museum, filling in time. After grabbing snacks, they made their way to the Canaanite Gate. They found the palm tree along the back wall on the right, where Master St. Germain said he figured the portal would open.

      Tyme, Nurndle and Benson were restless, pacing and in general, couldn’t seem to sit still.

      Darson picked up Nurndle. “What’s with you guys? This about the portal opening? You’re making me jittery just watching you.”

      Thad had Benson on his shoulder. “What gives, Benson?”

      Benson flew up around Thad’s head and settled on his other shoulder. “There’s a strange energy around here. Not just that we’re in uncharted territory for us, but an out of sync vibration, like it’s opposite to ours…sort of negative to our positive. Just doesn’t fit and it’s making us really unsettled because none of us can define it. It’s just there. Hovering. Weird, that’s all.”

      Persy looked at Thad and Benson, then at the ground. Hmmmm. Not happy about this. Was there someone nearby? Someone who was going to try to stop them or get in the way? She concentrated on the palm tree and the area around it. She put her hands in her pockets and flicked her fingernails. She tilted her head to the side. Was there a distortion of vibration to the left of the palm?

      She poked Hayden in the ribs with her elbow. “Do you see that? That slightly different quaver of energy…to the left of the palm tree?”

      Hayden squinted her eyes and stretched her neck forward. “I think….I think so. What do you think it is?”

      “Not sure, but it’s different from everything around it. About three feet wide, right?”

      “Yeah. Strange.”

      The rest of the crew and the familiars came over and stood around Persy and Hayden.

      Wolf swivelled his head back and forth between Persy and Hayden and the palm. “What’cha looking at?”

      His eyebrows furrowed, then released. “O-h-h-h-h-h-h. Yeah. I see now.”

      Thad and Darson both squinted, then straightened their backs. Darson pointed. “What is that?”

      Persy rolled her eyes, glaring at Darson. “That. My dear. Is the million dollar question. What is that, indeed.”

      Wolf stepped forward and waved his hand in an arc in front of him. “Aperios.” The revealing cast.

      The suspicious area brightened and the vibration appeared to slow down. In a few seconds, a shape could be discerned…a female hunched over as if to try to make herself look smaller.

      Raine glared at the shape, waving her wand. “If we could get it to stand still. Fixatious!” The female shape became rigidly immobile, but Raine didn’t get a chance to go have a good look.

      The whole area in front of the palm tree became lighter with a blue tint and shimmered.

      Persy’s heart raced and she held her breath, then expelled it in a blast of air. Her head jerked back. “The portal. It’s Shroudmoor. Hurray, get the spell ready, Hayden.”

      They didn’t get very far.

      This was supposed to be easy. They’d broken the secret code, were certain they had the right password to enter this mystical town, so should have been able to slide in.

      Hayden jumped out in front of them all, whipping out her wand. She pointed at the centre of the now deeply blue area. “Effracto! Petu!”

      Hayden repeated these words over and over while the others joined in.

      “Let’s try it together,” said Hayden. “You six, with me, point your wands at the tree and cast.”

      They lined up their wands with the door-like shape in the ancient palm and called, “Effracto! Petu!”

      Persy, Thad, Darson, Wolf, Hayden, Tash and Raine waved their arms around, trying to maintain their balance while counteracting the shaking ground. There was a loud crack as the ‘door’ area in the trunk shimmered and emitted flashes of light.

      They held the spell and focus for five minutes and slowly the blue colour faded and a roadway with a small village could be seen. The seven magicals and their familiars, began to walk forward to enter the portal. When they were about three feet from stepping in, an extremely tall, muscular man with flowing white hair stepped in their way.

      He was scowling deeply and his glacial blue eyes looked like they could freeze any life form from fifty paces. Definitely not the top of the friendly scale. He held out his right arm, palm up. “Halt.”

      Of course, they did, as one.

      His voice was deep and thunderous. “You enter Shroudmoor at your own peril. Failure to leave before twenty-four hours are up will result with you remaining for one hundred years of your dimension’s time. You are fully aware of this?” His icy eyes seemed to pierce each of them in turn.

      Hayden took a nervous step back, while Persy stepped forward on rubbery legs. She could feel the hair raise on the back of her neck as she said through trembling lips and chin, “Y-y-y-y-yes. We know. W-w-w-we have come in search of something extremely important.” She looked up from under her eyelashes. “Are you Marbain, Prince of the Alfaran?”

      The depth of his frown intensified as he glared stonily down at Persy. “How is it you know of my name? What witchery is this? And just what is it that you seek?” His lips curled into a snarl.

      Thad stepped up beside Persy and put his hand on her shoulder. “We are on a quest for the Nine Magical Objects, on the side of White Magic. We believe one of these Objects has been hidden in Shroudmoor. May we enter to speak with you about it?”

      The towering man’s eyes slid side to side from Persy to Thad. Then he quickly glanced at the rest of them. “Enter. But again…the risk is yours to get out before twenty-four hours have passed.” He turned and started down the roadway. They followed without hesitation.

      Darson shot a quick look behind them, watching the portal shimmer more quickly and turn blue again. A quick crack of light flashed in the centre. He would have sworn he heard a light ‘thump’ before the portal vanished completely. He stopped, sighed, then shook his head. He was creeping himself out. Weirdness, man. He scampered to catch up with the others.
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      They stood in a circle around Marbain who was surrounded by other Alfaran.

      “Yes. I am Marbain, Prince of the Alfaran. Tonight, Samhain, the night of the thinnest veils, my people will party, dance and feast. You are free to join, but let’s first discuss this Object you seek. Has it a name?”

      Persy rolled her shoulders back, trying to ignore the clenching in her stomach. She was not confident this was going to go well with Marbain.

      She swallowed hard. “It’s called The Fallen Star. A ring of powerful protection, particularly against demons…or as some have misused it…to control them. It’s one of the Nine Magical Objects we need to get to allow The All Powerful One to be of White Magic, for the sake of our world and the planet. We believe it’s here, in Shroudmoor.”

      Marbain’s face was a blank hardness. Revealing nothing. The ten of Persy’s squad barely breathed, not having a clue to what reaction they could expect. The other Alfaran fidgeted in their own way, by fading in and out of sight.

      Persy and Thad glanced around at the others trying to get a sense of what they were thinking. Nurndle and Benson were curled up on Tyme, waiting.

      Marbain closed his eyes and sighed deeply. “Enough.”

      His iceberg eyes bore into Persy’s. “You must know the trouble that ring gave us when Shatova possessed it. So many elven killed, families destroyed. One of the bleakest times in elf history. I brought my people and the ring here to be protected from anything like that happening again. Why would you think I’d just hand it over?” His face reddened and his scowl set back in.

      Thad raised his hand, his index finger pointing up. “Uh, if I may? There are really only two options for the planet. Either we gather the Nine Magical Objects and Raine here will lead the world, at least the Bellaryian dimension, in the ways of White Magic…or…Melanthios will be knocking on your door next as she goes about accumulating the Objects in the name of Dark Magic. That, of course, would result in her, her minions and demons being in charge. So talk about bleak…I can’t think of anything worse.”

      Thad reached into his pack. “In fact we have something here which can give you a glimpse of each end result. You can be the judge for yourself.”

      He brought out the scroll, tied with the blue ribbon. He then untied the ribbon, put it back in his pack and with his wand tapped and cast.

      “Expositus, Melanthios.”

      A wall of grey smoke appeared and on it was a view of a city, people running in every direction, screaming, trying to hide, mothers covering their children with their cloaks. Black, ghastly demons flew around, beating people, blood flooding the streets. It was chaos at its worst. The agony and terror were palpable, more than evident.

      Thad looked up at Marbain. “Now this. Expositus, Raine Skymark.”

      The same city appeared over the smoke. This time people were milling about, going about their business. Street vendors displaying their wares, customers happily going from one to the other. Children ran and played between them, laughing and chasing each other. Flowers bloomed in window boxes and along pathways. This was a content, happy population. Totally opposite of the previous scene. Then both scenes and the smoke faded from sight.

      Marbain rubbed his chin. “I see. Well, it’s obvious which result I want, but if the ring is taken from Shroudmoor, how can I be sure that this Melanthios won’t just steal it from you?”

      Persy and Thad exchanged looks. Persy stepped forward, hands behind her back, folding and unfolding them. “Something I haven’t discussed with everyone on my team, but I’m seriously considering giving the Objects we have to our dragon friend, Carnifex. No creature guards treasure like a full grown fire dragon. I can assure you, the ring will be safe.”

      The other six glared at Persy, mouths dropped open. Hayden spoke first. “When were you going to tell us this news?”

      Persy shrugged. “Sorry. Just thought it up a couple of days ago and of course I need to OK it with Carnifex, but I know he’ll help. It is the safest place for them.”

      Darson and Wolf nodded in sync with each other. “Have to agree,” said Darson. “Brilliant, actually,” added Wolf.

      Hayden sighed and closed her eyes. “I guess. Still would like to have been told.”

      “And another thing,” Persy began. “We can help you too.” She proceeded to tell Marbain about how with Tyme and Nurndle, they could help get him and his Alfaran out of Shroudmoor, as Laurel had explained.

      Marbain stroked his chin. “That could make all the difference. We’ve definitely been here long enough, but have had zero luck escaping when the portal opens. My elves would be delighted to get back to our realm.”

      Marbain opened his mouth to say something else, when a great crash occurred behind the teens. They whipped around to see that a large floor vase had been toppled over. The air beside it was wavering and a female form could just be seen.

      Tash leaned forward and squinted. “That looks just like the form we were seeing before Shroudmoor opened. Who is that?”

      The air around the broken vase slowed down and the form straighten up. She stood there with an evil smirk on her face.

      “Alana!” screamed Persy. “Where in the name of the Goddess did you come from?”

      Alana opened her mouth, but Marbain stormed past the kids and stood right in front of her. His size and angry faced closed her mouth with a snap.

      He turned and hollered at Persy. “Who is this? What kind of trickery are you miserable Magicals trying to pull here? Bringing in a secret spy to work behind the scenes while you play nice with we Alfaran? Not happening. I was seriously considering giving you The Fallen Star…what you said made sense. But forget it now. The Star is magically hidden in Shroudmoor. Good luck finding it…and you only have twenty-two hours to do so and get out. Let’s just see how that works for you.”

      Marbain poofed out of sight and the rest of his people slowly faded to obscurity.

      Persy felt her face heat up as she folded her hands into fists at her side. If she had it in her to kill someone, this would be the time and target.

      She glared at Alana. “What on earth were you thinking? You are not welcome here, not to mention you just ruined the whole purpose of our journey. Are you completely brain dead?”

      Wolf looked at the ground and shook his head. “So lame-ass.”

      Alana huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, I’m here now, so you guys are not going to claim all the glory from whatever adventures you’re on. And don’t try to lie, I know you’re on some mission and half the Incantorium staff are behind you. How did you all get so special? Do you have any idea of my witch lineage? Royalty. Royalty, I tell you, in Britain. Doesn’t get any more elegant than that. You should be crying for me to join you, simply to add class to your act.”

      Persy froze on the spot, her eyes popping and her mouth gaped open. Then she blinked and shook her head. “Are you…” She couldn’t finish. She broke into loud laughter. Raine looked at her and started laughing too, then the rest joined in. Alana pressed her lips together and turned a deep purple-red. Furious.

      Persy slapped her forehead with her palm. “Alana, you are probably the most annoying and arrogant person I’ve ever met. Your saving grace is you are also ridiculous and therefore funny. You’re like a bad comedy act. Surely you can’t take yourself seriously? We sure don’t.”

      Wolf pointed back to the way they’d come in. “Yeah, just do us all a favour and go back through the portal. We certainly don’t need you here while we finish what we came for and I know you don’t want to be stuck in here for the next hundred years.” He grinned maliciously. “I’m sure the Alfaran would be a bunch of raving lunatics if they got caught with you for the next century.”

      Thad and Darson snickered. One could almost see steam coming out of Alana’s ears.

      “I most certainly am NOT leaving. I told you. You are NOT taking all the glory here. I’m staying.”

      Hayden shook her head. “Man, Alana. You sure know how to win friends and influence people…not. I’ll give you this, though. You have nerves of steel.”

      Benson flew up to Persy’s shoulder and whispered. “Oy, Perse. Couldn’t we bind her some how and leave her in here. Bellarya would be so much better off wifout her for the next hundred. Right?”

      “You know how magic works, Benson. ‘Harm none. Lest it come back on you three fold.’ Bad plan, although sounds divine.” She winked at him, then faced the others.

      “Ok. We have our work cut out for us. We need to go into the village and try to figure out how and where The Fallen Star is hidden. Not sure how to begin on that one, but someone will know something. It’s all about finding that someone.”

      They groaned collectively, gathered their things and started down the road into the village, Alana trailing behind.
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      They walked into the village without saying much. Alana had definitely put a bleak cloud over them all. Tyme kept looking back at her and letting low growls slip out.

      “Oy, Perse,” said Benson who was perched on her shoulder. “This ring, the Fallen Star, needs a magical word for us to see it. You figure that out yet?”

      “Got a good idea.”

      Benson rolled his many eyes. “I overflow with confidence.”

      “Zip it, Benson,” said Thad. “Not helping.” Wolf couldn’t contain his chuckle.

      Wolf patted Tyme’s head, glancing back at Alana. “Never mind, boy. She’ll get bored with all of us ignoring her. She has to. Mind-boggling that she ever thought we’d be okay with this intrusion and let her join us. Tough skin, that one. I tell ya.”

      At the edge of the village, they huddled in a circle, deciding what to do next. Persy blocked Alana from standing with them. Alana slid her arms between Darson and Raine, pushing each to the side and stepped into the circle. Persy, Thad and Wolf scowled on cue, together.

      Wolf nodded. “Naughty word, Persy. But I totally agree.”

      Persy started, looked up at Wolf and grinned. “I forgot you could hear me. Well, it could have been worse.”

      “True.”

      Alana squinted her eyes. “What are you two on about?”

      “Wouldn’t you love to know,” mumbled Persy.

      Thad pointed down the road to the centre of town. “I think maybe a good first step is to see if we can find anyone who knows anything about Callista. She was tossed in here at the same opening that the Alfaran and the ring entered, so I feel she may be a good lead. I don’t think we’re going to get much from Marbain, so she’s our next contact with any hope.”

      Hayden tapped her finger on the lower lip. “Yeah. Sounds good to me, but who do we ask?”

      Persy peered down the road, then around the circle. “I think if we break up into twos or threes, we can cover more ground. Just ask people, maybe at the stalls or shops, who would be locals, if they’ve heard of Callista. See what we get?”

      Hayden slapped Raine on her back. “Ok, kid. How about you and I pair up?”

      Raine glowed. “Sure.”

      Wolf pointed at Persy. “I can go with Persy, Thad. If you and Darson are okay together.”

      “Yup,” said Thad. “That’s fine.”

      “Ok,” said Persy. “C’mon, Tash. You’re with Wolf and I.”

      Alana swivelled her head back and forth. “And who am I with?”

      “NO ONE!” The seven chorused.

      “Fine. I can manage quite well on my own. And I bet I find info before any of you.”

      “Perfect,” said Persy. “So I can see a fountain in the centre of the village. Let’s meet back there in a couple of hours and see what we’ve all found out.”

      Thad and Darson started out. Thad turned and called back. “I think we’ll check out the pubs…see if we can find someone chatty in there.”

      “Right,” said Persy. “We’ll check the shops and Hayden and Raine if you’d talk to the merchants in the street stalls.”

      “Got it.”

      Hayden and Raine started on one side of the main street, then down the other. They talked to people selling clothes, jewelry, housewares, fabric, home baked pies, cakes and bread. The merchants were, for the most part, very friendly…they were all excited for tonight’s festivities, but no one seemed to know the name Callista or could suggest whom they might talk to.

      The guys had a bit more luck. In one of the pubs, Thad approached a man sitting alone at the bar, who seemed to know everyone…an obvious regular. Someone who would have his finger on the pulse of the community.

      “Good day for a party,” said Thad with a smile, sitting next to the man.

      The man looked up from his glass of beer, startled. “Ay, it is. And dandy one it promises to be.” He looked over at Darson, then up and down Thad. “You new here? I know most of the town’s people and haven’t seen you two before.”

      Thad sized the man up before answering. He had longish grey hair and a scruffy beard. His jacket and pants were dusty and his boots muddy. He took him for a local farmer. “Right you are. Just arrived for the night’s bash. But we’re trying to hunt down an old friend who we believe lives in these parts now. Her name is Callista. You wouldn’t know where we could find her, would you?”

      The man rubbed his beard. “Callista. Callista. Yeah….may have heard that name…” He looked down at his nearly empty glass, then back up at the boys. Darson got it. “Uh, barkeep, can you pour this fine gentleman another?” He took coins from his pocket and laid them on the bar. The man smiled.

      “Yeah, I remember now. Quite the loner, that one. She lives in a small, pink—if you can believe it—cottage just inside the forest. At the western roadway. Been here a few cycles now. But doesn’t come into town much or participate in our festivities. Seems sad most of the time…like she’s missing someone. I think a couple of the kids in town run errands and such for her. Strange one, really.”

      Thad leaned on the bar and gave the man a thumbs up. “Thanks a lot. That’s a great help.” He smiled, then the boys left.

      They checked a couple more pubs and had one more answer, similar to the first man, so decided to go wait at the fountain for everyone else.

      Persy, Wolf and Tash had more of an adventure. The first few shops, one a butcher’s and one a clothing store, were of no use at all to them. No one was saying anything. Then they entered a gardening store and the man behind the counter was hunched, older and his presence tended to fade in and out, ever so slightly. The three of them glanced at each other, then back at the man. Wolf whispered, “I think he’s Alfaran.”

      Persy and Tash nodded, then Persy asked what they had asked of everyone else. “Good day, sir. I’m wondering if you could help us find a friend. Her name is Callista, and I believe she’s lived here for some centuries. Name mean anything to you?”

      The bent old guy placed his hands on the counter, leaned forward, squinted his eyes and huffed. “Every time that blasted portal opens, someone comes along looking for her. She wants nothing to do with them. Ever. Why do you outsiders keep bothering her?”

      Tash leaned on the other side of the counter and squinted right back at him. “Well, I don’t know why the others have come here, but I think she may want to see us. She was tossed in here by an egotistical creep, Rubahnus who was angry because she loved someone called Vancrys. And it’s him we’re here on behalf of, so I think she’ll want to see us!” She thought there was no need to mention The Fallen Star…would only complicate things.

      The man straightened, stared at Tash and a grin broke over his face. “Well, lass. You have some spirit. I’ll give ye that.” He then regarded Wolf and Persy intently. “Ok. Come with me.”

      He led them out the back of his shop, to where he had three rows of vegetable and flower gardens and several trees along his back wall.

      “What do you sense?” he asked them.

      Tash looked around the garden and shrugged. Nothing. But Persy, well, that was quite a different story.

      From the base between two of the trees at the back came a thrumming sound, the earth there, slowly blurring while the air swirled and turned green. Persy closed her eyes, knowing she was meant to connect to this vibration. Wolf heard and felt it all, as if he was in her skin. Tash appeared uneasy, but she couldn’t determine why. The man from the shop smirked and nodded, as if this was exactly what he expected.

      The soil in front of the trees erupted and out popped a three foot male, dressed in leaves, moss and fine branches. He rubbed his hands together, then stretched his arms over his head.

      “Ah. That’s better. Bit crowded down there.” He looked over the three teens. “Now, who might you be?”

      Wolf tried to speak, but Persy interrupted him. “I might ask you the same. You just popped out of the earth like a beetle.” She looked back to the shopkeeper. “This happen often?”

      The man smirked wider. “Heh, heh. Nope. Just when powerful magicals need the assistance of an Earth Gnome. That’s what Avani is.” He waved his hand, palm up at the three foot being.

      “Avani, is it?” asked Persy. “I’m Persephane and this is Wolf and Tash. Obviously, we are supposed to meet you, so maybe you can help us locate someone we’re looking for.”

      Avani tilted his head to the side. “I’d safely say more than just ‘supposed’ to meet. I was drawn energetically out of my realm. I really didn’t have much choice. What’s the deal with your power over Elementals?”

      Persy rubbed her face with her hands, then scratched her head. “I truly don’t know yet. I seemed to have an effect on an Undine recently, a water Elemental. I believe I’m growing into a new power.”

      Wolf chuckled. “You know it. And…Persy and I can hear each other’s thoughts. Very bizarre.” Tash’s eyes rounded like saucers. News to her.

      Persy’s heart was racing and a little sweat ran down her spine. This was happening so fast. Would fire and air be the next Elementals to connect to her? Were other talents yet to be revealed? Her head spun.

      Avani broke off a long blade of grass and began chewing on it. “So, who is it that you’re trying so hard to find? And are you sure they are here in Shroudmoor?”

      Wolf stepped up, snatched a blade of grass for himself and began winding it through his fingers. “Very sure. Her name is Callista and she was trapped in here several hundred years ago. Know the name?”

      Avani stopped chewing, his mouth hanging open. “Ah, well, ah, yes, as a matter of fact. But she’s pretty private. Doesn’t like visitors. She doesn’t even mix much with the local people. Seems to always be in a sad, dark mood. Why do you want her?”

      Tash took the stage. “We believe she can help us find an object we’re seeking, but even more important to her is that we’ve been sent by the man she loves and he awaits her return. We can help her with that, sort of an exchange of assisting each other.”

      Avani nodded. “That may get her attention. But you’re also going to have to deal with Pontos.”

      Persy crossed her arms over her waist. “Pontos? Who’s Pontos?”

      Avani glanced up at her, with a half grin. “A rather large, rather cranky Griffin. C’mon.” And he scooted through the shop and out onto the street.
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      Callista did, indeed, live in a pink cottage. The seven of them and trailing Alana gathered around the end of the walkway to the door after following Avani from the fountain. Tyme, Benson and Nurndle hunkered down in the bushes…having eight people hover around your door would be enough of a shocker to a lone-living woman.

      Avani was closest to the door. “C’mon then. She’s not going to bite you, although there are those who’d say she just might.” He grinned, turned and knocked on the door. In under a minute, it was opened. A stunning woman with long hair like the back of a raven and large golden eyes stood in the doorway, staring at the crowd on her walkway.

      “Hello, Avani. Who are all these young people? What could they want at my cottage?” Her head lowered, brow furrowing, as she stared a each of them. What was going on? People around here knew better than to disturb her…she’d spent decades establishing that.

      Avani’s spine bent forward again, as he rubbed the back of his neck.  He’d known this would be a tough sell. “Well, you see, this girl here,” he pointed to Persy. “She convinced me that you could help each other. I’m suggesting you just listen to her.” He looked up and met Callista’s stormy eyes. Her jaw was clenched, as were her hands at her side.

      “Fine.” Callista glared at Persy. “You have five minutes to enthrall me.” Her foot was now tapping.

      Persy lifted her chin and stared right into Callista’s eyes. She would not intimidate her, this was good for both of them. “We’ve been sent on a mission of sorts to find and recover The Fallen Star…”

      “So?” Callista jumped in, giving Persy very little latitude to explain.

      Persy sighed heavily, her face set in a pinched expression. This woman was work. “So. We also have been aided by and he’s waiting outside the portal, Vancrys. He very much wants to reunite with you and has helped us for that very reason. He led us to believe you’d feel the same. Is that true?”

      Callista’s face fell. Vancrys. She’d been convinced she’d never see, much less hold him again. “You mean you’ll take me with you when you leave tonight? How? I thought Rubahnus was watching the portal, at least he was, and I could never get by him. How will you trick him?”

      Persy relaxed, as it was apparent that Callista was softening her resolve now that she realized she could be getting out of Shroudmoor, and back to Vancrys.

      “Well, let’s just say that between the bunch of us, we have many, many magical talents and tools. Bringing you with us will not be a major problem. I believe it’s finding and claiming The Fallen Star that will be the main hurdle. Can you tell us what you know about it?”

      Callista laced her fingers in front of her and even smiled slightly. “Only where it is. That I know, but the retrieving part, I know very little about. And it’s well guarded, by Pontos, a rather gnarly griffin. He’s going to be trouble for you.”

      Wolf scratched his ear. “Yeah, him, we’ve heard about. I think we may have a trick or two to deal with him.”

      Hayden shrugged her shoulders, looking around at the group. “Ok, then. Let’s start with the location. Where is said griffin who’s guarding said ring?”

      Callista nodded, folding her arms over each other. “Deep in the forest, there is a cave opening. He is always hovering very close to that, making sure no one enters. It’s about a day’s walk from here.”

      Raine’s eyes popped. “We don’t have a day…maybe a few hours at most.” She turned to Persy. “How’s that going to work?”

      Persy flicked a glance at Thad, who just as quickly, dipped his head. “Go for it.”

      Persy stood straight, cleared her throat. “We Tunnel.”

      Darson, Raine and Hayden chorused. “What’s Tunnelling?”

      Persy’s mouth twitched. “It’s a warp speed way to travel. We’re going to need to do it together, and Callista, you’ll have to come because at least one of us has to actually know where we’re going.”

      “Right. What do I do?”

      Persy and Thad stretched their arms out to their sides. Persy continued, “We need to call the familiars, and they’ll hold on to their magicals, then we all join hands and I’ll cast the spell for it.”

      Benson, of course flew into Persy’s pocket, Tyme took Hayden’s coat edge between his teeth and Nurndle crawled into Darson’s shirt. The magicals joined hands, even Alana, who Persy was reluctantly coming to accept that she couldn’t just leave her behind.”

      “Callista, please bring the cave to your mind, picture us all standing out front of the opening.”

      “Ok, I see it.”

      “Great.” Persy checked that everyone was linked. “Eogorum!”

      The world lost definition as they whisked through it, trees, bushes birds and a few animals a deep blur. Like a movie played in super fast forward mode. In less than ten seconds, it stopped.

      In front of them was a large cave opening, dark and mysterious looking. Darson inched forward to get a better look, when a horrendous squawk startled him back in place.

      A large, over six foot griffin, with its eagle’s head and wings and lion’s body sauntered into the light. Darson gulped, stepping back even further.

      The griffin’s eyes glowed with malice, his beak opening and closing as he repeatedly emitted his horrifying sounds. His wings rose and lowered, also in a threatening way.

      Callista broke from the circle and walked closer to the beast. “Pontos. Calm down. These are not enemies.”

      Pontos eyes darted from Callista to each of the kids, settling on Tyme. “Why is that fair feline with them?”

      Hayden stroked Tyme’s head. “He’s my familiar. We are a working magical team. His name is Tyme.” Tyme’s ears perked up at the mention of his name, then he took a couple of steps toward Pontos and sniffed him. “Also feline. With avian overtones. Odd.” He returned to Hayden.

      Darson and Wolf grinned. Leave it to Tyme to sum things up.

      Pontos was temporarily gobsmacked. Wasn’t sure what to make of this cheeky lynx. He stared down his beak at Tyme. “Yes, indeed. But I must say, if you’re so at home with this group, then Callista, tell me their tale.”

      Callista sat on a large boulder next to Pontos and explained how they had come for The Fallen Star. Pontos looked at her in horror.

      “I can’t give that up. It was entrusted to me by Marbain, so the Alfaran would never suffer again at the hands of anyone like Shatova. He’d have my head if the Star went missing.” He shook his head vigorously. “No. No. No. Can’t be done.”

      Callista patted his feathered head. “Pontos, this is also for me. They have the ability to take me home, to leave Shroudmoor. You know how I’ve wished for that. I don’t know when or if I’ll ever have another chance. Let me talk to Marbain. No blame will fall on you. I’ll see to it.”

      Callista didn’t have to wait long, as a moment later a flash of bright light signalled the arrival of another magical. Marbain stepped out of a thick billow of smoke.

      He was scowling deeply and pointing his finger at Pontos. “I knew I needed to keep an eye on you. Wasn’t sure that you wouldn’t buy their story and hand over the Star. Despicable.”

      Pontos raised himself on his back legs, spread his wings wide and screeched so that the kids all had to cover their ears. Even Marbain cowered back from this furious stance.

      A large symbol ebbed onto Pontos’ chest, three interlocking triangles.
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      Persy and Thad stretched their necks forward. “What is that?” asked Thad.

      Raine was hiding half behind Hayden and peeked around her. “I’ve seen that before…in one of my Dad’s Viking magical books, I think.”

      Wolf grinned. “Yup. Indeed. It’s called a Valknut…connected to the Norse God Odin. Protects the spirit of a warrior, should he be killed, it’s like a promise they will enter Valhalla. So it’s looking after Pontos, should he get into mortal trouble. Very hard for us to pass by him, then, unless he gives permission.”

      Darson grunted. “Well, ain’t that just spiffy.” Tash giggled.

      Marbain paced back and forth at the side of the cave, while bit by bit, Pontos calmed down then sat still. “Makes it impossible to fully control him.” Marbain pointed a hand at Pontos. “Very unsettling.”

      Wolf crossed his arms over his chest. “Maybe trying less ‘control’ and more ‘coming to an agreement’ might work better for both of you. He obviously is doing a fine job of guarding the Star, that’s not the issue. You’re insulting him. I believe that’s what’s got him so riled up.”

      Marbain’s shoulders dropped and his chest caved in. He ducked his chin down, he didn’t want to look anyone in the eye. “You may have a point. But I needed a guardian over the Star, I could be sure of. That blasted ring has caused my people so much grief.”

      Persy put a hand lightly on Marbain’s forearm. She gave him a small smile. “I think I understand where you’re coming from and I’m certain you want to protect your people with everything you can think of, but in fact, The Fallen Star has a much greater destiny.”

      Marbain shot her a hard look. “How can that be?”

      Persy’s stomach flipped. She only had one chance at this. She pointed to a circle of rocks. “I think we had all better sit down. This could take a while.”

      Alana started to open her mouth to comment, but Persy was faster. “Erasum!” Alana’s face changed immediately to a dull, unknowing stare.

      Raine’s mouth dropped. “What did you do? Is she in a trance?”

      Thad smirked and put his arm around Raine. “Nope. Her memory’s erased and that’s a hard cast on a witch as talented as Alana. Persy had to be uber quick and Alana distracted. Me thinks ol’ Perse was just waiting for her chance. H-m—m-m?”

      Persy’s face flushed warm. “Maybe.”

      They parked Alana beside the cave and then took seats on the rocks.

      Marbain waved his arm in the air. “So? What’s this alternate destiny for the Star?”

      Persy and Thad went over the story of the quest for the Nine Magical Objects in great detail, while the others added what they knew. Callista and Marbain sat motionless, taking in this saga. Once they got to the present point in their journey, Persy and Thad stared deeply into Marbain’s eyes.

      “Do you now understand how essential it is we take the Star back? And don’t forget…we can help you and your Alfaran get out of Shroudmoor. Surely that means a lot to you, too?” asked Persy.

      Marbain shifted on the rock, and cleared his throat. “This is a mammoth quest you young people are on. I’m amazed in your world, your elders have handed this over to you. But, I’m sure there are good reasons…”

      “It has been written,” added Thad. “We are the ones.”

      Marbain nodded. “I see. Well, my concern is for the Star, once it has left here. You say you have a dragon who will protect it? I should think this Melanthios of whom you speak would be after it right away. No?”

      Persy’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, yeah. She’ll want it. But we’ll be taking it directly to the Illuminary Incantorium which is rigidly warded and protected against the likes of her and her followers.” She turned to Thad. “As a matter of fact, I think it’s time we ask Majores Kouzlo about finding more secure hiding places on the fifth floor until we get Carnifex on board.” They all nodded.

      Callista, who was sitting beside Marbain, placed her hand on his shoulder. “Please agree, Marbain. It’s the only way I can get home. It means everything to me.” Her eyes floated in unshed tears. He ran a finger softly down her cheek. He cared deeply for her, and did want to help her and his people.

      “Agreed. You shall have The Fallen Star.” He waved his hand in an arc over Pontos. “Chromasus.” A blindingly bright rainbow manifested behind Pontos and fell into the cave. Callista, the teens and familiars threw their hands up, shielding their eyes.

      “Oy,” yelled Benson. “Turn down the spotlights. Some of us have far too many eyes for this nonsense!”

      Marbain waved his arm over Pontos again and the intensity of the rainbow dropped considerably. “Better?”

      Benson flew over, landing on Tyme’s back. “Hmph. I should think.”

      It was Raine who asked. “Why the rainbow?”

      Marbain glanced at her, then pointed to the cave opening. “Another protection, you might say. Rainbows connect dimensions…different worlds. The Fallen Star is not actually in Shroudmoor per se, but in a world beyond that of the Earth Gnomes, far deeper.”

      Persy’s heart pattered. Where were they off to now? “What’s it called?”

      A slight smile appeared on Marbain’s face. “Malignance.”

      Darson rolled his eyes. “Love cheery names.”
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      Marbain walked to Pontos. “Will you lead?”

      Pontos bowed his head. “Of course. Stay close, all of you.”

      They entered the cave, en masse, with the rainbow supplying ample lighting to see the pathway Pontos was following. Flecks of glimmering light embedded in the walls added their own illumination.

      Wolf ran his fingers along the walls. “Runes. Etched into the stone. Would love time to study them.” They had to keep moving to stay with Pontos but Wolf looked longingly at the knowledge…possibly magic…they were leaving behind. He sighed and shook his head.

      Persy’s mouth drooped. She felt for him. Nothing worse than not being able to investigate things when one’s curiosity was piqued. His repeated thoughts bounced through her own head as well.

      She touched his forearm gently. “Maybe we can come back this way and spend a bit of time.”

      He glanced up at her. “Doubt it. We have to get out of this dimension in under twenty-one hours. Wait. My phone. I can grab some pix. Then check it out when we’re back.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket and very quickly took about twenty shots as they walked along.

      Wolf grinned wildly. “Can’t wait to figure out what these mean. Could be some ancient Earth magic which no one else has yet uncovered. Beauty.”

      Persy shook her head, walking ahead again. Just like him to get all keyed up over the possibility of bringing new magical information to Bellarya. So Wolf. “C’mon. We’re lagging behind.”

      They caught up to the others as they were entering a lower pathway where the light was fading fast. Persy, Thad and Hayden created light orbs. “Excipious!” they casted, using the spell that captured energy into an ball, causing it to glow.

      Darson’s stomach clenched, the further they traveled down into the cave. This was way too much like Lato. He lived for thirteen years, fearing he’d never see the light of day again and all those feelings were ebbing back into his psyche. “Ugh. The more we walk this path, the more roots and webbings of mycelium poke from the walls. Not pleasant memories for me, I’ll tell ya.”

      Raine scrunched up her nose. “What’s mycelium?”

      Darson sighed and hooked a finger under the fine interlaced structures on the wall beside him. “This. It’s the fungal base from which, at the surface of the forest floor, mushrooms grow. But few people realize the complex structures which lie deep into the earth. Some scientists feel mycelium were among the first living structures on our planet. In fact, in the Munz world they’re using it to create products to replace plastic, make their medicines…all kinds of stuff. Pretty fascinating. Oh, and I forgot. These fungi have the ability to breakdown toxic spills, like petroleum or pesticides. Amazingly beneficial in ways most people don’t know. Not to mention their power in our magic.” He winked at her and they walked on until Raine stopped and pointed.

      “Look down there, ahead of us. The…mycelium, did you call them? They’re glowing green. Why’s that?”

      Darson stepped up to the luminous ones and slid his hand under a few. “Not sure. I know some mycelium have a natural bioluminescent function, but these…I dunno. I’m wondering if this isn’t some sort of magic.”

      Marbain came up beside Darson and ran his hand over the fungi. “You’re sort of right…it is magic. It’s a warning that magical beings approach. Like a yellow alert system. These intricate little fibres are so useful.”

      Pontos turned and called back to them. “We enter Malignance here.” He spread his wings, and as he did, a huge circle of lit mycelium surrounded him. The air around him crackled and sparked, as if lightening had pierced the earth through to this depth.

      They stepped through the portal in single file, after Pontos. He waited for them all to enter, then raised a wing. “You’ll need to follow the path to the left. You’ll meet another gnome, Mossbee, who actually has The Fallen Star. But, let me warn you, he’s not just going to hand it over.” Callista sighed. “Yes, I’ve dealt with him before. Difficult…very difficult.”

      Persy’s stomach churned and her neck and shoulders stiffened. She rolled her eyes. Another hurdle? “So what’s he going to make us do? Stand on our heads and spit rubber nickels?” Raine giggled. “I mean really, isn’t this just a tad over the top? It’s not as if we have all the time in the world, you know.” She was seriously concerned about them getting out of Shroudmoor in time.

      Pontos gave a beaky smirk. “Oh, don’t stress yourself, young witch. You won’t be leaving on the same path in which you entered. Your exit is actually quite close.” Callista turned to Pontos and smiled. At last.

      This time Hayden huffed. “C’mon Persy. Let’s go and get this over with.” She started down the path on the left.

      Darson tapped Persy on the shoulder. “Uh. What about Alana? If we leave from some point near here…how does she get out?” He swivelled his head back and forth between her and Thad.

      Thad grinned a mischievous grin. “Well….we could always leave her here. No one I know of would miss her. H-m-m-m-m?”

      Raine’s eyebrows flew up and her eyes widened. “Thad! You can’t mean that. For one hundred years? No way!” She stepped directly in front of him and glared into his eyes, waiting for an answer.

      Thad shrugged. “It’s only a thought.” He looked down. “A good one…but just a thought.” He sighed. “Yeah, I guess we have to figure out how to get her down here to join us.”

      Marbain had turned with Pontos to go back through the portal. He stopped and faced them again. “Never mind. I’ll grab her when I go gather the Alfaran to leave with you. We’ll all be here.”

      Marbain and Pontos returned while the gang proceeded down the left-hand pathway.

      Raine rubbed her upper arms. “Man, it’s dark here. And cold. Malignance suits its name, I’d say.” Callista rested her hand on Raine’s shoulder. “I’d say so too. This is a part of this dimension I’ve never been to before. Had no idea.”

      Darson checked out both sides of the path. “Agreed. Can’t really see what’s on the sides of the path.” He squinted his eyes. “Nothing visible past about three or four feet. We could be surrounded by yuckies and never know it.”

      Thad’s eyebrows raised and his mouth twitched. “Yuckies?” Seriously?”

      Darson chuckled. “Sure…you know…any manner of beastie.”

      Wolf and Thad laughed. Hayden was not as amused. “Guys…you’re kind of creeping me out. I mean, we really do not have a clue what is around us. How far do you think we have to go down this path?”

      Persy shrugged. “Who knows? First time for all of us. Maybe…” She stopped. The air around them became frigid. “Uh-oh. That’s not good.”

      The girls tugged their jackets more closely around themselves and crossed their arms over their waists. The familiars huddled up to their magicals while the guys formed a loose circle around the rest, their backs to the girls.

      All three guys had their wands out. Wolf heard Persy in his head. “A drop in temperature like this often heralds some evil entity’s arrival.” “Yep,” he answered silently back.

      From the darkness on the right side of the path came a crackling, raspy voice. “Well, well. What have we here?”

      The kids froze in place, waiting to see what would come from the blackness. A gnarly leg, then another, followed by the rest of an old looking gnome, even more hunched than Avani had been. This one’s hair was whiter, although very matted and dirty. He circled the bunch of them, poking at Tyme, who hissed at him.

      Persy slid by Wolf. “Are you Mossbee?”

      He looked down his long nose at her. “That would be me. How do you know my name? And better still…how did you find your way to Malignance?”

      Persy heard Wolf. “I don’t trust this one. Looks shifty to me.” “Agreed,” she thought back, then walked a step closer to Mossbee.

      Benson buzzed onto her shoulder. “Watch this one, Perse. ‘E’s a nasty one.” She nodded.

      “We were brought here and told about you by Marbain and the gnome Avani. They were helping us retrieve The Fallen Star and I believe you are guarding it.” Persy folded her hands in front of her, trying to appear somewhat humble. She wasn’t sure it was working, though.

      Callista stepped up. “Marbain assures us of your help in retrieving the Fallen Star and help exiting Shroudmoor.” She scowled down at him.

      Mossbee took in a quick breath, then covered his mouth with his hand and stood rigidly still. “What? They led you here to take The Star? Whatever were they thinking? I’m not giving that to you lot. Why would I?” His face fell into a deep frown.

      Persy sighed and rolled her eyes. Here we go again. “Let me tell you why they agreed to help…” And she and the rest recanted the tale of the Nine Magical Objects and the importance of collecting The Fallen Star as one of them.

      When they  had done, Mossbee looked down, pressed his lips together and scratched his ear. “Well, I have to admit…it makes sense why you need to include this prize in your quest. But you’re going to have to prove you’re worth it.”

      Hayden tilted her head. “How?”

      Mossbee smirked and stood straighter. “A bit of a puzzle. You need to solve it to open the wall which hides the ring.”

      Darson shook his head. “Of course. More good times…”

      But Raine was beaming. “Love puzzles. Where is it?”

      Mossbee glanced at her, then the rest. “Follow me.” He turned and walked into the darkness, as did they. Mossbee snapped his fingers and a light ball formed over his head, allowing the teens to barely see where they were going.

      The path evolved from dirt to stone, then the forest opened up to a dark clearing, some fifty feet across. Off to the right, was a stone wall. “Over here,” said Mossbee.

      They lined up in a row in front of the wall. Letters were etched into several of the stones:
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      Wolf looked around at the rest. “So? Make sense to anyone?”

      Persy shook her head. “What’s the deal, Mossbee?”

      Mossbee stroked his chin, then pointed at the wall. “You need to push the stones there, in the proper order.”

      Darson’s jaw dropped. “What order? Those random letters and double letters make no sense at all. How does one go about figuring an order from that?”

      Tash clambered closer to the wall, winking at Hayden. “Look, there are nine stones with something on them. Could they be symbolizing the nine numbers?” Callista stroked her chin. “I think you’re on to something.

      Persy also tapped her chin with her forefinger, then nodded. “Yep. Good thought.”

      Raine shot her arm out. “And look. Some of the letters there could be the first letter of the numbers.”

      Thad added, “Yeah, but the double letters…why those?”

      Wolf ran his index finger under the letters on the stones. “Ok, we have ‘O’ for one, ’T’ for two, but…”

      Hayden bounced up beside him. “Oh. Look. The ’T T’ could be for three…to be able to tell it from two.”

      “Right, right.” Wolf jumped back in. “Then ‘F’ for four and the double ‘F F’ for five.

      Raine squealed. “Yeah…so ’S’ for six and ’S S’ for seven.”

      Persy’s grin spread across her face. “And there’s ‘E’ for eight and ’N’ for nine. So I guess, if pressed in the proper order…”

      Callista chuckled. “You guys are fun.”

      “Oh, Can I?” Raine was doing a wonderful imitation of a kangaroo.

      Darson and Thad laughed. “Sure. Knock yourself out.”

      And Raine did, while Mossbee came and stood beside her. As she pushed on each stone in the proper numerical sequence, each of them scraped and grated on the stones below them, and sunk a little way into the wall. Once she had pressed on the final…number nine, the whole wall collapsed to the ground and vanished, leaving only a bit of rubble and dust.

      They glanced at each other. “Well, then. That was effective,” said Thad.

      Behind the wall was a small room, with one opening on the side wall, allowing a glimmer of light in. In the centre of the room was a solitary pedestal and on it, a small box rested.

      Raine bounced on her toes. “Look. Do you think The Fallen Star is in that box?”

      Darson walked forward. “Only one way to find out.” He picked up the box and removed the lid. Mossbee looked down, put his hands behind his back and followed Darson. “Yes. That’s it.” He looked into Persy’s eyes. “I’m quite nervous about letting it go to Bellarya again.”

      Darson picked up the ring and handed it to Thad, who placed it back in its box. He looked at Persy. She was biting her lower lip, then inhaled loudly. “Ok. Put it in your pack, Thad. I’ll ward it so no one will be able to see it if they look in.”

      Thad shoved it to the bottom of his backpack and Persy leaned over it, waving her hand. “Vanquesta.” The box vanished.

      She turned to Mossbee. “Right. Now, how do we get out of here and Shroudmoor before we’re locked in?”

      Mossbee pointed back to the path where they’d come to the wall. “This way, little lady. Right this way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Out

          

        

      

    

    
      Mossbee lead them back through the opening of the wall, then along the right side of the clearing. It was still quite difficult to see, so they stayed close to him.

      Persy craned her neck to see around Mossbee and in the distance could make out faint flickering lights. “Is that a village down there?”

      Mossbee grunted. “Yes, that’s Malignance. Not very big, but it’s home.” As they walked closer, Persy could make out a centre fountain, several shops around that, an inn and a series of small houses fanning out like spokes on a wheel.  A few people were out on the streets, but completely ignored them. They gathered near the fountain, Mossbee herding them with his arms. “Wait here, and don’t wander. I won’t be long.” He walked over and entered the inn.

      Thad did a three-sixty turn about. He didn’t like this dark, dreary place or that they were standing here like ready-made targets. He was sure he could see wisps of darkness slink between the shops and houses. He was sure they were being watched and sized up. “I feel like a sitting duck here. We need to be history. Anyone see a way out?”

      Callista bit her lower lip. “I’d wait for Mossbee if I were you. He definitely has a command over this town. And I think we’re nearly out…not the time to tick him off.”

      Hayden chewed the side of her finger, eyes flicking all over the village. “A way out is not going too obvious. I’d bet my last coin it’s going to be some hidden portal or path. He’s not going to make it easy for us to just leave on our own. I agree with Callista. Let’s wait.” Her eyes bounced continually. Tyme purred around her legs, trying to calm her.

      Nurndle poked his head out of Darson’s vest. “Much dark magic here. Bad place to be.” Darson stroked his head. “Yeah, I know fella. Can sure feel it. But we need this gnome dude to show us the way out.

      Persy, Thad and Wolf turned when they sensed a vibration building up behind them. There, appearing in increasing waves was Marbain, with about fifty elves behind him. They never did fully solidify.

      Marbain smiled. “We are ready to go with you and very grateful for this chance to leave Shroudmoor.” He bowed his head to her.

      The inn door opened and Mossbee walked out toward them. He had something with a light glow in his hand. “Had to check in with one of our sorcerers to get this.” He held out his hand, showing them a crystal, glimmering a light yellow colour.

      Raine stepped closer to Mossbee, lowering his hand with her finger. “What it it? Looks like a Magical Crystal Seed. Is it?”

      Mossbee frowned at her. “No. That’s from Bellarya. This is a Shroudmoor Enhancer. Whatever magic needs doing, this will augment it. Make the magic more powerful. It’s going to help me open the portal to send you back to your dimension of Bellarya. Which one of you has The Star?” He swivelled his head back and forth over them.

      Thad cleared his throat. “Uh. I do. Why?”

      “Put it on. Your energy will mask it going through the portal. If it’s on its own, someone could pick its vibration up…like those dark ones you told me about. I’ve just got a hunch that because we haven’t seen them here…none of us have picked up their energies, that they could very well be hovering outside, back in your world, waiting. Wearing the ring will do a lot to protect it.”

      Thad nodded. “Ah. Ok.” He slipped The Fallen Star on. “Done.” Immediately his inner energetics rise. Persy stared at him. “Uh. Bud. You’d be glowing there. Ya might want to work on toning it down. We want to keep a low profile to avoid whatever might be waiting for us. Right?”

      Thad giggled. “I feel great! This ring’s the bomb.” His face coloured red. “But yeah. Ok. I’ll kick it back a notch or two.” He closed his eyes, concentrating on lowering his vibration.

      Darson and Wolf grinned and shook their heads. Darson patted Thad on the back. “No worries. You look ordinary now. Musta been a buzz though.”

      “Oh yeah. For sure.”

      “Darson and Hayden…get Tyme and Nurndle ready to help the Alfaran disguise themselves. You guys could use your gifts from the Council to help get it done quickly and over all of them.”

      Hayden had Marbain and the Alfaran join hands in a large circle. She tapped her wand on her Oblivious Opal and they faded to barely visible, much more so than they did on their own. Darson stepped up, taking out his Hydros Occupi scroll, tapped it and said, “Hydros Released!” The Alfaran’s last bit of visibility disappeared, but on the ground was a large puddle. Nurndle jumped in to lead them in following the kids out.

      The ‘water’ merged into a small river. Darson and Hayden stared down. “Well,” grinned Darson. “A swimmingly fine idea.” Hayden giggled with him.

      Mossbee scowled. “Enough mucking about. Let’s get you outta here.” He started down a narrow street to the left of the fountain. Dark wisps floated around them when they followed him. He passed a number of houses and a few shops, then stopped at an open area. On closer examination, they could see it was a small graveyard.

      Hayden rolled her eyes. “Oh perfect. We’re leaving via a cemetery. How fitting is that?” The ‘river’ formed a small pond behind them.

      Persy stiffened. Now what? Seriously? A cemetery? “What are we doing here?”

      Mossbee went through the low gate. “Getting you to the portal. C’mon. It’s at the back.” He walked down the centre path.

      Wolf shook his head and followed Mossbee. “Might of known. Such a delightfully happy place.” His lip curled on the one side.

      Mossbee was standing in front of a larger headstone. Hayden narrowed her eyes. “What’s it say?” Mossbee held the crystal closer to throw light on the engraving:

      
        
        AZEL BALEMACHO

        A FINE GREEK AND NECROMANCER ABOVE ALL

        HE MADE THEM SPEAK

      

      

      Wolf folded  his arms over his chest. “Well, figures he’d be a necromancer in this place. Wonder what killed him…one of his subjects get miffed?”

      Tash walked up to the headstone. “Yeah, conversations with the dead. Not going to end up well. Dangerous habit.”

      Mossbee’s eyes slid over to her. “Never mind all the opinions. It’s your way out.” He gently placed the crystal on top of the stone. Behind the graveyard was a large earthen hill, mycelium strands dripping down it. Mossbee raised his arms, crossed them, then flung them out to his sides. “Ingressum!”

      The crystal exploded into a vast arc of yellow and orange light. The mycelia lit up in concert, as if made of neon. Benson was the first to complain.

      “Oy, bright. Bright. Turn it down.”

      The light only got brighter. Mossbee waved his arms again. “Ingressum!” The side of the hill and mycelia completely blurred. A low, deep humming sound started and the mycelia parted. The area between them was fully out of focus, but Mossbee hollered at them. “Run. Go in, before it closes.”

      The teens and Callista hesitated, glancing at each other. Who would be first? It was Wolf. “Now or never, guys. Let’s boogie on out of here.” He ran through. The others and the familiars followed. Then the river of Alfaran. For several seconds, it was like a Time Linx portal, shimmering and windy. Then they were spat out into a green field. Tash, Hayden and Raine fell to their knees. Persy and the guys wound up running down a slight hill before coming to a stop. Tyme rolled till he gained his legs. Nurndle popped out of the water and Benson flitted to a stop on Persy’s shoulder. Darson released the Hydros spell on the Alfaran and they too, reformed.

      Marbain stepped forward. “My gratefulness will be a gift to you forever, if you should ever need my help. Guard the Star. We’ll be off to our realm.” With that, the Alfaran faded and popped out of sight.

      Tash sat up, hands back on the grass. “Well then, that was fun. Not.” Raine was on her knees, looking in all directions. “Where are we?”

      Persy placed her hand over her eyes, shielding the bright sun. It was particularly painful after the darkness of Malignance. “I’m pretty sure we’re to come out of Shroudmoor somewhere in Ireland. Right, Thad?”

      Thad brushed himself off and looked up at her. “Yup. Should be. Can we see a road with any signs?”

      Raine stood and pointed to their right. “Is that a roadway?”

      Wolf put both hands over his eyes. “Think so. Let’s try it.”

      They gathered themselves and started to walk in that direction…but the problem was…they weren’t alone, were they?
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      As they got closer to the road, Thad’s back began to itch, then became cold and colder. He stretched his arm back to scratch, turning to look behind him. Nothing was there that he could see.

      Persy caught him. “What’s wrong?”

      Thad shrugged. “Not sure. I have a cold, itchy sensation running up and down my back. Like something Dark is nearby, but I can’t see anything.”

      Wolf came up beside them. “I feel it too.” They turned into the road, the three of them glancing back every so often. Nurndle peeked up over Darson’s shoulder. “Dark. Dark.” He crawled back into Darson’s vest.

      Persy’s heart raced. This was not good. “Thad…have you got The Star on to protect it?”

      “Yup. But it’s feeling warm, like its on yellow alert. Defo something near us.”

      “Yeah, but what?” Persy turned her head to each side again.

      A lake appeared to their right. “I recognize this,” said Persy. “That’s the River Laune which flows out of Lough Leane. We’re close to Lady Dru’s Sidhun. That could be very helpful.” Lough Leane was the magical lake near the portal to Lady Dru’s home.

      Callista gazed dreamily at the lake. “I was here before…an eon ago.”

      Tash and Hayden rotated their heads right and left. “Where’s the portal?” asked Tash.

      Persy turned, facing northwest. “There. Just by those ash trees and huge oak tree. Behind that group of vile hawthorn bushes.”

      Thad chuckled. “Perse is sure they have it in for her luxurious locks. Snag her every time.”

      Persy huffed, crossing her arms over each other. “Yeah, yeah. It’s true. Hawthorn’s got it in for me.”

      Wolf grinned and shook his head. “Ok guys. What say we head for said portal? Could use some trusted, older minds to figure our next play out. Yeah?”

      “I like it,” declared Raine, marching toward the hawthorn clump.

      They gathered in a semi-circle around the oak. Persy took her wand out and tapped the oak. “Ingressum.” The trunk shimmered, its bark parting, revealing the doorway. Lady Dru stepped out, looking radiant in her glimmering green dress and her hair floating on unfelt breezes.

      “Greetings, my dears. So lovely to see you all.” She scanned the group of them. “A few new faces here…and wonderful new familiars, I see.”

      Persy introduced Lady Dru to Callista, Hayden, Raine, Wolf and Tash. Then to Nurndle and Tyme. Lady Dru’s eyes rested on Callista the longest.

      “You’ve been gone a long time,” She put a hand on Callista’s shoulder. Callista bowed her head and nodded.

      Persy and Thad glanced at each other. Persy tilted her head to the side. “You two know each other?”

      Lady Dru smiled. “Oh yes, quite a long time ago.” She let her eyes rest on Callista’s face. “A time of great joy for Callista, as she had just found Vancrys.”

      Callista looked up at Lady Dru, her eyes swimming in a lake of tears. “Oh, to see  him again. I must begin my search.”

      Persy’s eyebrows slid together. “Won’t he just know? I mean he’ll sense your energy now that you’re back in Bellarya, right? I bet he comes swooshing in here any minute.” She and the others looked around, awaiting Vancrys’ yellow and white smoky arrival.

      But that’s not what happened.

      Winds rose in a swirling motion, blowing their hair and clothes all around them. Through squinted eyes, Persy could just see flashes of light, then a husky man stepped forward.

      Callista blanched, stepping behind the kids. “Rubahnus.” She cowered.

      Rubahnus’ mouth curled up at the edges, but it was far from a happy smile. Scary, really. “My dear Callista…how simply marvellous to see you back in Bellarya. Come. Let me get a closer look at you.” He started to step forward.

      Callista inched back further, while Thad, Wolf and Darson pulled their wands out.

      Rubahnus put his hands, palms out, up. “Not so fast, my fine young wizards…” Then with a swoop of his right hand, he instantly created a blinding thick fog. With his left hand out, he lunged forward, grabbed Callista’s arm and they both vanished.

      The kids and familiars swivelled their heads in all directions as the fog quickly cleared.

      Darson scowled and spat out. “Where in the name of Merlin did they go?”
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      Callista stumbled as she landed, but as Rubahnus had her arm, he was able to steady her. “Easy, my love. Wouldn’t want you falling and hurting yourself.” He bent forward and kissed her forehead, which she rapidly wiped off.

      “Don’t,” she huffed. “Where am I? Take me back!” She stomped her foot loudly, her eyes flinty cold, her nostrils flaring. Furious—the only word for it.

      She quickly scanned around her and saw that she was at the edge of water. “Where have you stolen me off to? Answer me!”

      Rubahnus crossed his arms over his wide chest, grinning at her. “You’d think you would have missed me and be glad I rescued you from this meddling teens. You’re in Oceanbane - an island in the Vrim Abyss - off the coast of Bellarya. So not far, but being surrounded by water does contain you until you come to your senses.”

      Callista huffed air out from behind her clenched teeth. “I have a perfect handle on my ‘senses’, as you put it. I told you repeatedly, when you’d come harass me in Shroudmoor…I have NO interest in you. My love is for Vancrys and nothing is going to change that! What will it take to get that through your thick skull?”

      Rubahnus chuckled and shook his head. “It’s your spicy spirit that so attracts me to you. And I have infinite patience, so I can wait until you see the light. That I am the best for you…not that philandering Vancrys. He knew where you were. Did he ever visit? No. He did not.”

      Callista tilted her head to the side and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’d be willing to bet that you had Shroudmoor warded that Vancrys either couldn’t detect the opening or get through the entrance. I totally believe he would have tried, you’re never going to convince me he didn’t.”

      Rubahnus had the good grace to look down. “Maybe.”

      “Hmmmm.” She turned away from him, noting her surroundings for the first time. The water was a brilliant turquoise and the island lush with forest, bushes and flowers. An exceptional place, pity it wasn’t with the right person.

      He came up behind her. “Come. Let me show you your new home. I’m absolutely sure you’re going to love it.”

      “I doubt…” She didn’t finish as he grabbed her arm. Again.
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      Wolf paced back and forth on Lady Dru’s terrace. “How did he get her away before we even finished pulling our wands out? It was lightening fast.”

      Hayden shrugged. “Rubahnus is a Radiant. I seriously doubt there’s much he can’t do. You know?”

      Jacob had joined them and the nine of them were gathered around a  table in back of Lady Dru’s manor, while Wolf paced. Jacob had Thad’s hand in his, studying the Fallen Star. Lady Dru leaned over his shoulder.

      “Fascinating, you know. This ring has been around since the time of Solomon. Imagine who has owned it and what it has seen.”

      Tash leaned over, running her index finger over the top of the ring. “I’m still not clear on what it can actually do for us. You?” She turned, and gave Persy a quizzical look.

      Jacob cleared his throat, looked at Tash, then the others. “The ancient texts say The Fallen Star actually did fall from the sky, hence its name, and its main purpose was protection, especially against Dark Magic and Demons.  Or control over them, if the owner was of Dark Magic. With the Ring and the spells I will teach you, your control and/or defense against the demons is accomplished by learning their name…that’s where the power is.”

      Lady Dru nodded. “And ancient text says Solomon could control all demons and spirits..and talk to animals because of the Fallen Star.”

      Raine’s eyes widened. “But can’t all magicals talk to animals through Silent Speak?”

      Lady Dru smiled. “Now. But that wasn’t always the case.”

      Jacob got up and went into the house, returning to the table in minutes. He had a wide, thick book in his arms, which he placed in front of them. “Now, you are going to need spells to use with the ring, and they are in this ancient grimoire, dating back to the time of King Solomon.” He tapped the book and looked at each of them in turn. “It contains some pretty dark magic, so I’m going to point out the spells you need and you’ll copy them into your own Book of Shadows. When it comes time to cast, you’ll do it in your mind. Speaking them out loud will charge them with far too much power.”

      Hayden gave Jacob a puzzled look. “Why do we all have to know the spell? Shouldn’t it just be Persy or Thad? Whomever has the Ring?”

      Jacob shook his head. “No. We don’t know for sure who will have the chance to cast…could be any of you. You’ll all learn it.” He scowled slightly, flipping through the pages.

      Jacob opened the book to a central page and the teens took turns reading and recording the spell in pairs. When they were done, he closed the book and returned it to the depths of the manor.

      Tyme paced up and down the terrace, Nurndle balancing on his back. Benson buzzed over them to Persy’s shoulder. “Those two are restless. Do you think it’s the talk of such Dark Magic doing that? Or can you sense something off, like we do?” He looked out into the garden, but couldn’t detect anything obviously unusual. “It’s beyond the manor, just outside the perimeter, me thinks.” Then he buzzed off, through the manor and toward the town.

      “Benson! Don’t!” Persy called.

      With that, they jumped up. “I definitely feel an unsettling vibe,” said Lady Dru. “Let’s check the front of the manor…and where did Benson go?”

      They sprinted through the house and out the front door. They collectively gawped at the tree line which surrounded the town of Sidhdun. A yellow-orange haze hovered some ten feet above the trees, as if a forest fire had erupted. But no smoke. No fire. This was magic.

      “What the…,” Thad sputtered.

      Persy covered her mouth with her fisted hand, then dropped it to her side. “This is very powerful magic. A group effort, I’d say. Benson!”

      Lady Dru and Jacob scowled, their foreheads furrowed, lips pressed together until white. Lady Dru huffed a breath out. “I’d say you’re quite correct, Persephane. We’d best prepare for an attack. Back inside.”

      “But…Benson…”

      Lady Dru squinted into the night. “He’s small…he’ll know to hide or get back here. Come.” She extended her hand to Persy and took her into the manor.

      As they filed through the front door, Wolf glanced back at the glowing light. It could be seen more clearly now as night had fallen. He noticed the full moon was making it appear more brightly against the cloudless, dark sky.

      Without warning, he felt a gust of air rush by his right ear. He turned to watch a rapidly enlarging cloud of bluish fog expand over the front garden. Thin bolts of white lightening followed.

      “Guys! Come back out! What the…”

      The others rushed out, eyes round as dinner plates. “What IS that?” Persy stepped up to the edge of the porch. Thad and Darson had already pulled out their wands. Raine grabbed Hayden’s arm and Nurndle huddled beside Tyme who was in a crouched ‘ready-to-spring’ stance.

      Jacob and Lady Dru took positions on either side of Persy. “There’s no dark vibe to this.” Jacob rubbed his chin.

      A tall, wide shadow began to form in the centre of the cloud, darkening by the second. Persy and Thad squinted to better see the form take shape. She leaned forward. “Is that…a?”

      Lady Dru grinned. “Dragon. Yes, it certainly is.”

      The clouds faded and the dragon stepped forward. It was about nine feet tall, standing on its rear legs. The wing spread was close to ten feet across and it was a beautiful blend of blues, turquoise and teals, much like Tiamat, Persy thought.

      “Oy. Perse. Wha’cha fink? Am I gorgeous or what?”

      Persy’s eyes bugged out of her head, and her jaw dropped. As did everyone else’s.

      “Benson! Is that you?”

      “Well ‘Oo’d you fink it was? Got me mojo working. Right?”

      Thad, Darson and Wolf exploded in laughter. “Benson. You sly dog,” called Thad. “How’d you manage this?”

      “Me friend Mystic Mannix came up with a potion. I can only do this at the full moon for forty-eight hours…but better than nothing. I LOVE this!” Benson ran around in a large circle, flapping his wings, creating gale storm winds.

      Hayden and Raine stumbled back. “Benson! Chill! You’re going to bowl us all over.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” He stopped.

      Persy tilted her head. “Do you have fire?”

      Benson blinked. “Don’t know. I’m not sure what I can do.” He forced a cough and a small flicker of a flame appeared through his lips. Then he took a large breath in, held it for a few seconds and exhaled all at once. Flame soared out of his mouth and across the ground. Everyone jumped back.

      “Whoa!” yelled Jacob. “Now you’re going to barbecue us!”

      Benson bent forward, coughed a few times, then breathed in. “Ok, then. That’s how THAT works. And sorry, didn’t mean to scare you lot. I’ll give it more space in future.”

      Hayden huffed. “Ya think?”

      Raine moved up to him. “Can you fly?”

      Benson looked down at her, raised an eyebrow (well, the area above hie eye). “Good question. Sec.”

      He trotted off about one hundred yards down the front garden, then stretched his wings out fully. He carefully started flapping them up and down. Slowly he lifted off the ground, got a groove going and flew higher and higher. He circled the manor a few times and landed back in front of them.

      “Well, then. I guess that answers that.” He looked at Raine. “Um. That would be a ‘yes’.” He grinned and so did Raine.

      Lady Dru grinned and shook her head. “Well, this is a big win for the home team, Benson. What a stupendous addition to our armament.” She glanced over her shoulder. “But, that light over the trees down there is getting larger. We need to be there. Now.”

      Jacob clapped his hands once. “Right. Everyone, grab your magical weapons and assists. Back here in five.”
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      She stumbled again when Rubahnus landed her in front of a large stone manor.

      He patted her shoulder. “See my dear. You shall live like the queen you are.”

      Callista swiped his hand from her arm. “I will not, because I will not be living here!” She pursed her lips together and crossed her arms over her chest. How to get out of here?

      Rubahnus gently took her elbow, guiding her through the front gate. “You’ll change your mind once you’ve seen everything and spent a bit of time here. You’re going to feel you’ve found paradise.”

      She realized she wasn’t going to get anywhere by complaining and whining. She needed to get a handle on this place and find out where the exits were. And she was sure she could magically hunt down Vancrys to let him know where she was, but sending out her vibrational location. It had to work. No way could she be stuck here forever.

      Callista stood in the entrance hall, surveying the interior of the manor. Rubahnus was right about one thing. It was splendid. Breath-taking. The rooms she could see into were massive, with large windows, and decorated in granite, marble and dark woods. It would be enthralling to live here, were it not for Rubahnus. On to her plan.

      Rubahnus then showed her through the whole house and specifically her chambers, then out the back entrance and into the gardens, which were lush with an array of flowers, trees and wildlife. Enchanting.

      She turned to him. “I’d like to spend time alone out here. Can I do that?”

      Rubahnus couldn’t hide the shock on his face. Had she resigned herself to make herself at home? He certainly wasn’t going to irritate her any more than he knew he already had. “Of course. Make yourself comfortable. I need to check on things with my staff anyway. I’ll see you in a while.” He made a quick exit.

      Callista waked straight through the garden, figuring if there were exits from there, they’d probably be along the back or side walls. She spent a half hour wandering back and forth, not finding any gates.

      Well, they wouldn’t be obvious, would they? Most likely hidden, maybe triggered by pressing certain stones in the walls and such.

      She found a small fountain in the centre of the garden with two stone benches on either side. She sat, closed her eyes and went into a meditative state, chanting to extend her personal vibration out into the ethers, hoping to alert Vancrys to her position. She held this for twenty minutes, stopped and rested then did it again, over and over. The sun was starting to drop and she was feeling cold. She must have been at it for hours.

      On re-entering the manor, she almost collided with a young girl wearing an apron and cap. A servant maid.

      The girl slid to a stop, putting her hand up over her mouth. “Oh. Sorry my Lady. Didn’t see you come in. Can I help you? Are you looking for his Lordship?”

      “Not a chance. Can you show me to my rooms? I’ve only seen them once and I’m not sure of the way.”

      “ ‘Course my Lady. This way. Not far. Just up these stairs and to the left. Lovely rooms they are.”

      The maid left Callista on her own. She opened drawers and cupboards, finding no end of clothes, hats, boots and cloaks. Rubahnus had thought of everything…or someone did. She sighed, sitting herself at the writing desk which was in front of a window, overlooking the back gardens. Now what?

      A tap came to her door and the maid stuck her head into the room. “Dinner, my Lady. If you would come down.”

      Callista sighed. She did have to eat. “Fine, I’ll be right there.”

      Rubahnus was chatty as a magpie all through dinner, boring the heck out of her. She barely grunted answers to his questions and comments, complaining of being extremely tired. He seemed to buy that as luck would have it, she was able to escape directly after eating. Thank the goddess for small mercies.

      Each day that passed, she became more depressed that Vancrys had not shown up. She chanted and meditated every afternoon by the fountain, sending out her magical vibes. But in over two weeks - nothing.

      She would wander the house, exploring and dodging Rubahnus whenever possible, scurrying into corners or behind large furniture to hide. He mostly left her alone, knowing, she supposed, that he’d only inflame her more by being persistent.

      She did love the library and spent many enjoyable hours there, reading about magics of centuries past.

      One evening on going back to her room before dinner, she decided to change into warmer clothes as twilight continued to move in. Huddled in a warm wool cloak, she stood at a side window, staring into a garden then forest beyond the wall around the manor.

      Something stood out and for a minute, she couldn’t decipher what, then it hit her. The wall, built of stones was all of the same sort of colour, except one area, maybe four or five feet long. It was made of much lighter stones. As if built at a different time, or changed at some point. She doubted she would have noticed it if she had been standing right in front of the wall. One had to step back. Far back. Interesting.

      After going to bed, as tired as she was, Callista bounced and twitched all night, waiting for daybreak to go check out that wall. As soon as the sky changed from gray to gold, she was up and out, even before the kitchen staff was milling around. She absolutely did not want anyone to see her leave the manor.

      She made her way around the side of the manor, through the gardens there and to the wall. It was difficult to see the difference in store colours up close, but by squinting and focusing she outlined the area in the wall with a stick.

      She started by pushing then pulling every stone. None would budge. Then she tried lifting edges. Nope. She stepped back and stared at the marked off area, trying to see some symmetrical pattern in the tones of the stones’ colours. Not really, but she did notice this. Starting from the top left corner, under the first stone there were two small white roses poking out, then one under the second stone, one under the third then it jumped to the fifth…one under there as well. Then under the eighth…then thirteenth. Wait. Callista tilted her head and squinted, thinking about this. I know this pattern. Those are Fibonacci numbers. A very strong mathematical pattern found all throughout nature. And the white rose…it has its own meaning. What was it? She pondered for several minutes, then flash! I know: silence, secrecy, purity.

      Those gorgeous little scoundrels were guarding something. Figures it would be a thorny plant given that job. Now how to access what they were telling her.

      She went closer to the wall and waved her hand over the roses in the order they were set. Nothing. Well, maybe a little more up close and personal. She touched each rose, again in the Fibonacci order. Each one tingled her finger, more and more as she went along. She was definitely on to something here. It went along as far as the tenth Fibonacci number, which was fifty-five. Made sense. Groups of ten of things were common in magic.

      When she touched the tenth rose, they all opened, bloomed fully and the scent was incredible. She heard rumbling in the wall, so she took a few steps back. No idea of what was about to happen.

      A bright light glowed from behind this area of the wall, the lighter stones shimmered, then vanished. Just gone. No crumbling or moving to one side or the other. Just gone. She stood there, blinking, not believing her own eyes. Right, then. Callista took a deep breath and poked her head through the new opening to see what was waiting for her.

      A set of stone steps descended into the darkness. “Illuminus” A non-burning ball of light appeared over her up-turned palm. “Ok. Into the pit.” Callista started down the stairs.

      There were six steps, then she came to a large cave with a stone table in the centre. Resting on top of it was a golden box, about the size of a shoe box, encrusted with precious stones. She went over and ran her finger along its top. “Beautiful.”

      Callista suspended the light ball in the air, beside her right shoulder. She needed to hold that box. As her hands touched the sides, a musical tone sounded. So harmonious and comforting. She used her thumb to push the lid back. As it opened, light streamed out and spread around her.

      Rubahnus swooshed down the steps screaming, “Don’t touch that box!”

      He stretched his hands out, trying to take it from Callista. Too late. The tone became deafening and the light lit up the cave as if she was staring directly into the sun. And she vanished.

      “N-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o.” Rubahnus fell to his knees.
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      They returned to the front of the manor in less than three minutes.

      Persy patted her pants pockets. “Right. Magical Crystals Seeds. Check. Gbo. Check. Wand. Check.” And the list went on, as it did while the others took inventory of their magical items. “Everyone good?”

      Lady Dru looked around, a worried look on her face. “We have no idea how many Dark Magicals Melanthios has dragged along with her, so keep alert. Remember, some could be invisible. No way of knowing what evil tricks she’ll have up her sleeve. Be more on guard for cold or dark energy, rather than simply trusting your eyes. And watch the familiars. Animals often pick up bad vibes before we do.”

      Benson saddled up to Lady Dru. “I was finking that I could take a fly over that glowing area…see ‘oo’s there and ‘ow many. Right?”

      Lady Dru nodded. “Great plan, Benson. That’d really help.” He took off into the sky, becoming a moving speck above them.

      They walked in silence to the edge of Lady Dru’s property, over a cobbled road of the town, to the edge of the forest which surrounded Sidhdun.  They could depict shadows moving among the trees.

      As they crouched down behind some dense bushes, Jacob whispered. “If we can see them, you know they can sense us.”

      Persy and Thad nodded. “Where’s Benson?” she asked.

      As if beckoned, Benson glided in behind them. “It looks like there are three of them, including that turncoat, Rix.” Thad swallowed hard and lowered his eyes. Rix’s traitorous ways still hurt.

      “Did you recognize them?” asked Wolf.

      Benson tucked his wings away and nodded. “Melanthios, of course, and one other. A man, long white-blonde hair. A Fey, I think.”

      Hayden rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over each other. “Dandy.”

      “Well,” said Darson, shrugging his shoulders. “We’re twice as many. That’s a start.”

      Benson stretched his wings out. “And….you have a Dragon!”

      Persy grinned, reached up and patted his left wing tip. “True, Benson. Very true.”

      The air around them dropped several degrees in the next few seconds. They rubbed their upper arms, looking around. “What’s going on?” demanded Hayden.

      “Dunno,” said Darson. “But it’s like someone opened a freezer door.”

      The air wavered off to their right side, then in rapid succession, two forms could be seen taking shape.

      Thad chuckled. “Whisper.”

      Persy bounced on her toes. “Sniv? Oh my Goddess..it’s Sniv.”

      “Yes, yes. It is I. Whisper found my spirit and taught me how to make myself be seen. I’m so thankful to be back…sort of.” He giggled.

      The rest surrounded the two ghosts and Persy made sure everyone knew who Whisper and Sniv were.

      Thad scratched his head. “So where have you been, Sniv?”

      Sniv nodded quickly. “Yes. It took me a long while to figure out how to let Whisper find my energy. I was floating in dark space. I could sense other energies around me, but couldn’t make contact. I finally just concentrated really, really hard on Whisper. I knew she could help me connect back to you guys…then she came. She found me. And showed me the way back. So relieved.”

      “Oy, ghosties. Wha’cha fink of the new me?” Benson spread his wings and straightened his back to look even larger.

      “Whoa, Benson. That’s your voice, but where’d the dragon come from?” Whisper circled around him, followed by Sniv.

      “Most impressive,” said Sniv.

      Benson gave them the condensed version, then noticed Jacob pacing back and forth.

      “Listen all. You need to move into the forest and see what Melanthios and her crew are up to, then take positions. They need to be gone and the time is now.”

      Whisper shot up to near the top of the tree in front of her. “Sniv and I can go ahead and see what we can find out. Give us a few minutes lead, then follow us.”
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      Melanthios had her back to a tree, just inside the forest, near the Sidhdun portal. Lathos was caped to hide his bright, white hair and was standing beside her.

      “Melanthios, there are a lot of magicals at Druanna’s manor, and this is her town. We’re fairly outnumbered.”

      Melanthios gave him an icy glare and huffed. “Just the two of us are far more powerful than all of their lot. And we have my little dark friend.” She grinned and waved her hand in a circle. In front of them, a small dark cloud formed, then a hunched, red and black figure formed.

      “Meet Haures. A new pet I conjured up, before coming. He’s a Duke of Hell, commanding thirty-six legions of demons. I believe he can help sway the odds in our favour. Haures looked up at Lathos, his eyes full of flame. Lathos took a step back, startled by demon’s face.

      Melanthios waved her hand over Haures. “Hide, until we find those meddling brats.” He vanished.

      “Come, Lathos. I will have that Ring. The town’s people are sending up magical glowings, trying to warn Lady Dru that we are here. We’re running out of time.” They crept deeper into the woods, toward the manor.

      Unknown to Melanthios, though…Krak Ling popped out of the Time-Linx portal as they were scurrying away. He looked around, pulling his cloak and hood closer over his body. He was not missing an opportunity to snatch The Fallen Star for his own use. He had been blocked on the Lapis Draconis by a very wily trick by Melanthios. Never again.

      He withdrew his wand, tapped himself on his head. “Tegos.” He knew he couldn’t keep the veil on for long, but he didn’t want Melanthios to pick up on his presence, until he was good and ready. He too, proceeded into the forest.

      And wasn’t the Sidhdun portal just the most popular? Three minutes later, a faint cloud of black and red fog hissed into the air around it and out stepped Sumaire. He kept the fog roiling around him to cover  himself, looked around then closed his eyes to detect Melanthios. He nodded, smirked, and skulked into the trees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reunited

          

        

      

    

    
      Callista was plunked into a room, a library of sorts. The tone slowly stopped, becoming inaudible in a few seconds. She still held the box tightly even though the light seem to fade back inside it.

      She closed the lid, and put the box under her arm. Well, that was quite the ride. Where the heck am I now?

      She turned a full circle, gazing at the walls of books and trying to find a doorway out. None was apparent. In the centre of the room stood a large pedestal, waist height to her. On that was a square of purple fabric draped over something. She walked over and lifted the fabric with her free hand. Under it sat a dusty, black leather book. Nothing unusual about that, but wait, on the cover was one word in gold lettering. ‘Affinitum’.

      Callista ran her finger over the word, her brain conjuring up an old memory. She knew that title. She lifted the front cover. All in Latin…not her specialty. Then the penny dropped. This was one of the infamous five Magical Books from ancient times. She thought the Luminescents guarded these. Where the dickens was she?

      She put the box on the floor and opened up the book, keeping it on its resting place. It was filled with intricate drawings of plants, animals and the cosmos, with golden lines connecting them to each other from page to page. Like one great celestial and worldly map. Sadly the wording continued in Latin, so she could make out very little of the text.

      The air behind her snapped. She whipped around to see someone materializing through wavering air. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes. She opened her eyes. “Vancrys! Vancrys!”

      Callista’s heart was racing and breaths were hard to take as she ran over and flung her arms around his neck.

      Vancrys wrapped his arms around her tightly, burying his face in the crook of her neck and hair. “Callista…my love. Callista…it’s been so eternally long.” Tears rivered down his cheeks.

      She stepped back a half step. “How…How did you…” She tripped over her words, stuttering and starting again. “How did you ever find me?”

      They stared deeply into each other’s eyes. Vancrys smiled softly, rubbing the back of his hands down her face. “It was the box you opened. A little Luminescent trick of sorts. It has a secret magical link to one of the five Master Magical Books. There aren’t that many of those linked objects around, but there are more than just the five. I don’t believe Rubahnus was ever given one, he must have stolen it. No surprise there. Anyway it brought you to the Affinitum and these books are monitored very closely. I detected your energy immediately and made my way here.”

      “So, where’s ‘here’? Am I in Lumar?”

      “No, my love. You’re still in Oceanbane, well sort of, just a slight different higher frequency so that those in the actual Oceanbane can’t see or interact with you. You’ll not be able to stay too much longer here, it’s going to drain your energy.”

      “But, why was I brought here? Is there something about that book I should know? My Latin is far from great, so I can’t get much out of it, except it seems all the pictures are joined by those golden threads.”

      Vancrys smiled and hugged her again. “Well that is the major point of that tome. The Affinitum explains how all things, plants, animals, the stars and planets are in fact connected and essentially of the same substance. And there are methods outlined in it to use this information to the betterment of all, or of course, if it falls into the wrong hands, to the detriment of all. Very powerful and dangerous at the same time.”

      Callista laid her head against his chest, becoming very quiet, thinking. She then looked up into his face. “If that’s so, wouldn’t that be incredible helpful to defeat the Dark of the world? If we’re of the same substance, what harms one would harm and stop all, right?”

      Vancrys smiled warmly again. “Yes, in essence. The trick is to use something to stop those that you need to without inflicting harm on those you don’t. It’s a life long study. Believe me.”

      She nodded. “I understand. So I’m going to need to spend some serious time with that book, and with your help.”

      Vancrys took her hands. “Noted. And we will. But right now, I think I need to get you to your friends. They could use your help in Sidhdun. I believe Melanthios is about to make her big move and she’s not alone.”

      He wrapped his cape around her, bending his head over hers and they were gone.
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      Whisper spied Melanthios and Lathos slinking through the forest and rushed back, bouncing in front of Persy and Thad.

      “She comes. And she has a Dark Fey with her, I believe it’s the Prince, Lathos.”

      Lady Dru and Jacob had stepped back, as they knew they were not to be part of this confrontation. Soft swishes on either side of them turned out to be Angelica, Laurel, Vadoma and Bran landing, all slightly transparent. An energetic watch party.

      The kids were lined up across front edge of the forest. Persy and Thad, front and centre, Wolf, Raine and Tash to their left and Darson and Hayden to the right. Before they separated, Persy cast. “Aperios Liberatum Statim” to activate their protective amulets from St. Germain.

      They began walking into the woods, when a blast of cold air stopped them in their tracks. They stepped back watching a smoky fog oozing out from between the trees. The demon Haures appeared, hissing and eyes blazing fire.

      Thad threw up his hand with the Fallen Star on it and cast the spell Jacob had taught them to activate it. Haures’ eye flames evaporated and he vanished.

      Melanthios popped out from where Haures had been, followed by Lathos. She smirked. “Effective. And THAT would be what I’m here for.”

      She pointed her wand and lunged toward Thad as he dove to the side. “Storpiare! Liberatum!” Trying to main him and liberate the Ring from his hand. Lathos took aim at Persy as she lifted her wand over her head to cast. A dense black cloud surrounded her, blocking her view of Thad and everyone else.

      Persy had her purple Magical Crystal Seed in her hand, to enhance any magic she cast. “Effracto!” Tearing the cloud apart. It faded as she moved up behind Thad.

      Melanthios raised her arm again to cast, when something to her right caught her eye. She hesitated and Persy yelled. “Storpiare!” The spell caught her right side, she stumbled back.

      From the right side, Krak Ling manifested after using the Laxos spell to take the energy veil off, cloak waving, his face hard and sneering. “Well, Melanthios. You managed to keep me from the Lapis Draconis..but not this time. I’m a collector of rings and I want this one. Athermos!” He threw the freezing spell at Melanthios and that was it for her. She went down as a block of ice.

      To Persy and Thad’s left, Wolf, Tash and Raine moved in. Raine growled. This Asian dude was not a friend, that much she was sure of. “Fixatious!” Krak Ling had not seen her, so was caught blindsided. His legs wouldn’t move, but he was fast enough to turn at the waist. “Storpiare!” And Raine went down. Wolf and Tash ran to her. Thad called to Wolf. “Here.” He tossed Imhotep’s Magical Stone to him. Wolf caught it and tapped it “Muniosum!” A great stone wall rose around him, Tash and Raine.

      Darson and Hayden moved in from Persy and Thad’s right, as did another nasty. Sumaire ebbed into the frey from their left side. He rushed to Melanthios’ side in a blur and reversed the freezing spell. Her right side was still obviously painful, as she held it. “Sumaire. Thanks. Surprised to see you.”

      “You could’ve told me about this. I knew about the Ring, but had to puzzle out about this little ‘meet-up’. He turned toward Darson and Hayden, arcing his arms in front of them. “Aperios Naga!”

      Dozens of snakes of every size and colour slithered toward Darson, Hayden, Persy & Thad. A few even headed toward the wall around Raine, Wolf and Tash. Persy and Thad were at the ready, though. Thad snatched the Moonstone from Lord Lyall, out of his pocket. “Transmutus!” He became a fifty foot King Cobra, master of these lowly reptiles. He slid over the protective wall and they all stopped and coiled on their spots. Thad hissed and flashed his long forked tongue. With them immobile, Persy was able to cast at them all at once. “Vanquesta!” And they were gone.

      Meanwhile, Lathos was creeping up behind the kids from their right. He knew he had to wait until Thad changed back from the cobra, to get the Fallen Star.

      Melanthios whispered to Sumaire. “I’ve got something that will stop them totally in their meddlesome tracks.” She extended her arms straight out to her sides. “Aperios Rix!”

      The air blackened, shimmered then Persy could see Rix appearing and beside her was a young guy, who looked exactly like Thad! What the heck? Thad reverted back from the cobra, but even Lathos was dumbstruck by the appearance of a second Thad, so made no approach to steal the Star.

      In fact, all Magicals held their places. Melanthios crossed her arms over her chest and walked forward to stand by Rix and this guy. “Guess that gave you pause, my pain-in-the-butt niece. This fellow here was not something your cleverness ever figured out, did it?”

      From back at the porch in the gauzy audience, Laurel stepped forward. “Tobias. It has to be”

      Angelica turned to her, jaw slack. “You knew?” Vadoma and Lady Dru lowered their heads.

      Persy stretched her neck forward and squinted. This guy certainly was a dead ringer for Thad. Thad simply stared. No words.

      Rix broke the silence. “Meet Tobias. Thad’s identical twin brother.” She smirked and lifted her nose in the air.

      Thad’s face crumpled into a scowl. “What? What twin brother. I have no brother or any siblings for that matter. Who are you really?” Thad glared at the new guy. “Probably some mirage of Melanthios’. Not real.”

      Tobias stepped forward, a sleazy smirk on his face. “Oh, I’m real, all right, dear bro. When our parents were forced into hiding, we were separated for safety’s sake. Too easy for the witch hunters to find a pair of twin wizards. And our mother erased our memories of each other. That hag Laurel who raised you knew all about it.”

      Persy’s heart raced and her stomach gripped. Gran knew of this and didn’t even tell Thad or her. She better have a ruddy good reason. She glared at Tobias and frowned. “What are you doing with Rix and Melanthios then? Your parents were White Magicals. I’m sure your mother never wanted you to be raised by Melanthios.”

      Tobias shrugged. “I wasn’t. I was left with a mid-level White witch, Elvira. But by the time I was ten, she had switched horses, shall we say, and joined Melanthios’ side. I’ve been learning Dark magic since then. Once Rix joined her, she brought me to Bodesnoir, so we could continue learning together. Worked out rather well, actually.”

      Tobias slinked his arm around Rix’s waist and kissed her forehead. She looked up and dreamily stared into his eyes. But her eyes kept slipping over to Thad. She wanted a reaction. And this did not get by Tobias, who whipped out his wand and pointed it at Thad.

      I’m not tolerating competition from anyone…

      “Term…,” he started. In a nanosecond he stopped, as a huge lick of flame charged toward him.

      Thad saw a shadow of someone who leapt up beside him, his mouth gaping.

      “P.C! Where did you come from?”

      P.C. continued to breathe out ribbons of flame, then spoke. “Hitched a ride with Laurel…although Delecta and Randy helped me veil myself so Laurel wouldn’t know. Couldn’t leave you all to this gang of baddies, now could I?” He grinned and huffed out more flame.

      Tobias and Rix made side steps to go on opposite sides of the flames. P.C. fired at Tobias, but that left the side Rix was on open. Well, for a moment.

      In a swish of wind, Benson zoomed in with all his height and wingspan and covered Thad and P.C.’s back. P.C. momentarily glanced back.

      “What? Who are…?”

      “You know me ol’ Prissy, don’cha?”

      “Benson? How…What…?”

      “Keep the flames going short stuff..we’ll catch up later.” Back to back, they made a circle of flames.

      It was true. P.C. was only a third of Benson’s height and width, but had defended Thad beautifully.

      Tobias and Rix each took a few steps back, then ‘poofed’ out of the scene.
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      The conflict had taken a slight lull when Tobias entered, but soon ramped back up.

      Krak Ling stepped back, raising his hands while chanting. He moved them in opposing circles, creating a dense fog which fell from his hands to the ground and oozed along, before raising in a wall in front of him. Slowly images appeared of hundreds of angry faced, Asian warriors, armed and menacing. They started to rush toward the teens.

      “Capistro!” Krak Ling’s wall of warriors faded and vanished. He whipped his head around to each side, trying to figure out what had happened. And he spotted them. Whisper and Sniv bouncing slowly off to his left side, with Darson and Wolf, wands blazing, pointed at Krak.

      “Sniv. My ineffectual and lost son. What is the meaning of your freinds’ intrusion?” Krak Ling’s face was contorted and blazing red in anger.

      Sniv hovered in front of his evil father. “I’ve come to assist and protect my friends. And I am present with the Power of the Ancestors, which you must honour. So I have blocked your illusion manipulation, while my friends protect me and will continue to do so until you stop.” He spiralled around Krak Ling, stirring up dead leaves and twigs from the forest floor. Whisper joined him, making it large and larger. Darson and Wolf stepped back into the shadows, keeping watch.

      Krak Ling lowered his arms and screamed “I shall return with a counter spell, have no fear of that NOT happening. Until then.” In a cloud of red and black haze, he vanished.

      Whisper sighed. “Well, isn’t he just a Giggly Goose.” They both chuckled.

      “It’s what he returns with that worries me. But until then…” They faded out together.

      Sumaire peeked out from behind the rock where he and two of his Naga were concealed.

      “Krak Ling’s gone. Those spirits seemed to have stopped him. Total surprise, that was.” He turned to his companions. He hadn’t noticed Wolf and Darson.

      “Our companions were defeated by that fifty-foot King Cobra trick, so now we create globes of fire to throw at those obstructing kids. It’s that blonde boy I’m chiefly after and the ring he wears. It shall be mine.”

      The three of them proceeded to generate fireballs, having them hover in front of them, row upon row, until they were ready to start pitching them at mostly Thad.

      Darson, however, having seen Sumaire and his den of reptiles attack had already decided to take some action. He knew Sumaire was going to come back with a counter-attack.

      He whispered to Wolf, “Be right back.”

      He picked up Nurndle, edged his way to a river which ran long the back of the trees. Then took out his Hydros Occupi scroll, tapped it, whispering “Hydros”, so as not to be heard.

      His body wavered in the air and he and Nurndle flowed into the water, becoming liquid and free. They blended with the current of the river, syncing with its energy. Communication was telepathic, and clear.

      “Let’s find Sumaire, get as close and we can and see if we can somehow stop him.” Darson told Nurndle.

      Nurndle giggled. “We can do many, many things. You will see.” They skimmed the water’s surface, close to the river’s edge when they spotted the fireballs near the shoreline.

      They spied on Sumaire and his Naga building a mound of fireballs, Darson gasping as they started to use their wands to project them toward Thad and Persy.

      Darson’s face crumpled in anger. “I don’t think so,” he hissed. “C’mon Nurndle…we’re putting a stop to this right now.”

      They dove deep into the river, blending with its current, then raised their arms, lifting vast quantities of water up out of the river’s bed, swirling fifteen feet in the air, then pointing their arms to the shore and the pile of fireballs, released a small tsunami over Sumaire and his cohorts.

      The three evils stood, drenched and soaked, blinking back at the attacking river. The sparks, crackling and hisses of the expiring fireballs attracted Thad and Persy’s attention. Thad squinted into the dark area.

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Sumaire,” said Persy. “Watch out behind you!” Thad jumped and turned around.

      Sumaire ordered his Naga to use their wands to freeze the water, but it was too late. The fireballs were dead and Darson and Nurndle were long gone.

      Persy had stepped up beside Thad. “To your right. Something’s appearing.” The air in front of a bush at the right of them wavered, sparking slightly. They could see an image of a guy, about their age, mocha-skinned, muscular and armed with a lethal looking machete.

      “Ah, good. Found you.”

      Persy squinted, wrinkling her nose. “Who found us? Who are you?”

      “Yeah, I’m probably somewhat of a surprise. Name’s Elias…Elias Maier. I’m a Forest Wizard…very close to the elves, particularly the Alfaran…” He stepped back and crouched. “Watch out…that’s Melanthios…talk later. Just know that I’m with you guys!”

      Thad and Persy whirled around, aligning beside Elias and could see Melanthios creeping up behind Raine. The evil witch bolted upright, swinging a large fabric over her head in fast circles.

      “Crap!” snarled Persy. “I’d bet that one of those poison-soaked cloaks she tried to use on Carnifex. We can’t let it hit Raine.”

      Thad, Persy and Elias ran forward, wands out, trying to aim at Melanthios, who at that moment flung the cloak over Raine, yelling…

      “I need you GONE! You will NOT lead those of White Magic against me!”

      The cloak hit Raine and draped over her. She collapsed to the ground and lie still. Persy screamed. “Raine!”

      Thad, Elias and Persy ran over to Raine, Persy pulled the cape off her. Thad grabbed Elias’ hand while he placed a hand on Persy, then Thad whipped out the stone from Imhotep, tapped it and called ‘Muniosum’. A wall erected around the four of them.

      Thad quickly removed The Fallen Star from his hand and placed it on Raine’s finger. He repeated the activating spell…Raine’s hand vibrated and The Star gave off a dense green glow.

      “Tis the colour of the forest, of health and healing,” stated Elias. “I think it’s working.”

      Raine groaned and blinked her eyes. She put her hand to her forehead. “What was that?” She looked at the three of them. “And who are you?” She stared at Elias.

      Elias extended his hand to help Raine stand. “A forest wizard, Elias, and I was told your story by one of the local Alfaran. Pretty amazing. Got in and out of Shroudmoor. No small feat.” He nodded and grinned.

      Raine stumbled up. “What’s around us?” She turned in a full circle.

      Persy put her arm around her shoulder. “Imhotep’s stone wall. But we’re going to have to take it down to finish this.”

      “I’m ready,” Raine nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      Thad released the spell, and they scurried to line up with the others.

      Melanthios, Lathos, Krak Ling and Sumaire formed a semi-circle in front of them. Wands twitching in their hands. Slowly, Rix and Tobias wavering into view at either end. Melanthios and Lathos raised their arms, ready to cast.

      Elias peered past them at the lush forest behind them all. He dropped his head and cast quietly.

      “By the power of Herta, Mother Earth of the Isle of Rugen and The Green Man, Spirit of Irrepressible Life, I beseech you…

      Lift thy roots and boughs and hold fast, this line of six Dark Magicals…

      Allow them not to harm either those of us of White Magic who love and honour you, nor your forest and it’s dwellers…

      In the name of Gaia! So Be It!”

      When these final words exploded from his mouth, Elias whipped his wand up over his head in a circle, a bright green glow shining around him, two feet wide. The others cowered slightly at the brightness of the light and volume of his voice.

      A fierce wind blew through the tress behind Melanthios and her cronies, to the point of bending some of the smaller ones in half. A great grumble could be heard from the ground as it split and erupted. Roots lifted from the ground, creating meandering tendrils which snaked along the forest floor and wrapped around the legs and arms of the six evil ones. The winds slowed, but boughs kept bending as they reached out, further ensnaring the group. Wands were squeezed from their hands, dropping to the ground. Smaller rootlets encased them and dragged them underground.

      “Let. Us. Go!” Screeched Melanthios, her face crumpled in anger.

      The other five screamed and yelled, demanding release, twisting and fighting to get free. But within minutes, none of them could move at all. The only one who may have counteracted the spell would have been Lathos, being Fey, but it all happened too fast for him to properly react. He, too, was caught.

      The teens stood dumbstruck, and lowered their wands.

      “How the heck…” began Thad. He glanced at Elias. “What was that?”

      Elia grinned. “A little sumthin, sumthin I learned back in the day. Being a forest wizard has its definitely advantages.” He turned and looked at the older Magicals on Lady Dru’s front deck. “Un, I think we need to exit stage left. That spell will hold for a while, but not forever. We’ve got about fifteen or twenty minutes to bebop outta here.”

      “Good enough for me,” said Darson. He started back to the manor, the others following.

      “Wait!” Persy called out. “Just gotta do something.” She ran back to where the evils were caught, marched up to Melanthios and glared her straight in the eye. “I’ll be taking that!” She grabbed her Cimaruta and tugged if off of Melanthios’ neck. The Dark witch’s eyes burned into Persy, but there wasn’t a thing she could do. Persy ran back to the other teens.

      Benson and P-C stomped along behind. He wasn’t changing back until he had to.
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      The kids Time-Linxed back to the Incantorium, with Laurel and Angelica. Callista and Vancrys went to Lumar and the rest to their various homes. Callista hadn’t been needed, because of Elias, which was a much better end.

      It was midday when they arrived, so they decided to gather around the fountain in the garden at the back of the school. Persy had notified Mystic Mannix, Master St. Germain and Mdm Lucretia as they arrived and they, to join them. The teens ran through the whole story for Laurel, Angelica and the teachers to be fully caught up, as some only knew parts of the tale of The Fallen Star.

      Master St. Germain turned to Thad. “So, you have the Star now? How are you protecting it? And al the other Objects, for that matter.”

      Persy jumped in. “That’s what we wanted to talk to you about or someone here. We feel the best place to put the Objects is with Carnifex as dragons are the best at protecting treasures. But until we can arrange that, is there somewhere up on the fifth floor or somewhere where we can hide them for now?”

      St. Germain looked at Mdm Lucretia and they smiled at each other, nodding slightly. “Oh, yes. I believe we have just the place. I’ll take you two there when we go in.”

      Laurel and Angelica had been quiet until now. “I personally believe you kids have done an incredible job on this quest. And at this point you have the first four Objects.” Angelica put her arm around Persy’s shoulder, giving her a little squeeze.

      Hayden giggled. “Yeah, thanks to Persy snapping the Cimaruta from Melanthios’ neck. Did you see the look on Rix’s face? She was crimson with anger.”

      Thad looked down. He still couldn’t take negative remarks about Rix. He wanted so badly to believe she’d see the huge mistake she’d made and come back. Persy snuck a look over at him. I know, she thought…I know. Wolf closed his eyes and hung his head.

      Without warning, Darson jumped up and grabbed his butt cheek. Everyone burst out laughing.

      “Again?” asked Persy. “This is getting to be a habit with you, Dars…should we be worried?” She continued laughing.

      “It’s that cruddy book. It’s vibrating again.”

      The all stopped, glanced at each other and chorused, “Uh oh, Object Five…coming up!”
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      Characters in Book One - The Cimaruta:

      

      Persephane (Persy) Pendrake - Heroine - 13 year old witch at the start of the series in Book One - The Cimaruta

      Benson - Persy’s cheeky dragonfly familiar

      Kyle Dunsmore - Pest at school- two years Persy’s junior

      Mr Hornby - Next door neighbour - owner of Gruesome the bulldog.

      Biddy Mayfair - Nosy, gossiping neighbour.

      Fawna - Fairy from Bellarya

      Queen Breena - Queen of the Fae

      Thaddeus Twynam - Persy’s main co-hero. A wizard from Bellarya and a year older than her.

      Rix (Erika) Sharrow - Persy’s best friend from the age of four in the Munz Realm.

      Angelica Pendrake (maiden name was Starson) - Persy’s mother

      Robert Pendrake - Persy’s step-dad. He took Angelica’s last name when they married.

      Laurel Starson - Persy’s grandmother and a lead member in the Magical Folk Governing Council.

      Andreas Pendrake - Persy’s biological Dad. Vanished during The Burning Times (see Prequel)

      P-C - aka Prissycups. Thad’s cute, but not very brave, pink and green dragon familiar.

      Melanthios Lambert - A malevolent, evil witch. Main villain of the series. Also Angelica’s sister and Persy’s aunt.

      Willow Nightshade - Dark witch who trained Melanthios in the Dark Arts. Her mentor. Also the author of The Book of Black Dominance.

      Marc, Julius, Cleo and Nefertiti - Ghost Truth Testers

      Wolfgang Kerdling - Nasty young wizard. Lives at Bodesnoir.

      Chamelor - Beautiful white unicorn.

      Durin - Male fairy, close friend of Fawna

      Delecta & Randy - Head Nymph and Satyr - Leaders of Rose Arbour

      Zeemeld Greenbriar - Head Homeopath and Herbal witch at Rose Arbour.

      Sam - Guard at the Magical Crystal Seeds Cave

      Tash Kinsky  -(Natasha the Nasty) A large football-sized spider, with a strangely Hungarian accent. Very like Zsa Zsa Gabor. Sidekick of Melanthios.

      Evander Skymark - White Wizard. Once engaged to Melanthios until he caught her casting Dark Magic.

      Raine Skymark - Evander’s daughter with Shaylee. Destined to be Supreme White Witch who Persy and her gang will protect. Birthday October 31.

      Leah - Raine’s nursemaid and friend of Shaylee. Went into hiding with Evander and Raine to help raise her.

      Ashna - Melanthios’ Repfemicap. Body like a lion, but body scaled in red and black and her front feet are hooves. Head and upper body of a beautiful, Mediterranean goddess. Six foot long, lizard-like tail. Shape-shifter.

      Vadoma - Angelica’s Rom friend. Amazing scryer using her Crystal Ball and Hagstone.

      Morton Eagleton, Fred and Larry - Local bullies

      Zach and Simon Downing - Brothers and friends of Persy and Rix’s.

      Krak Ling - Chinese Master of Dark Magic. Stole Vadoma’s Hagstone, Persy and Thad got it back for her.

      Sniv Ling - Krak Ling’s cowardly, weak wizard son.

      Nestor - Curator of The Magical Tomes Collection.

      Britney Windsor - Queen of the ‘Mean’ Girls.

      Claudia Morgan, Stephanie Binghamton - Her two sidekicks.

      Principal Hemmings - Principal at Mannington Public

      Ms. Romford - Science teacher at Mannington Public

      Xian - Krak Ling’s nightingale in the gilded cage. Was blessed with immortality by an alchemist in Han Wudi’s time. One of her feathers goes into the Potion of Eternal Life.

      Huanshu - Krak Ling’s guard and thug.

      Necromina - Krak Ling’s ostrich-sized, nine-headed, vulture-like bird. Eats kids, preferring girls, slowly and peeling their flesh away.

      Liang - a Guei, short and heavily built

      Heng - a Guei, slim and tall.

      Longwei - a Guei, with a special connection to dragons.

      Pid Ling - Sniv’s Qilin pet. Smart, gentle. Can walk on grass and not bend a blade. Punishes the wicked, severely.

      Bran - Lord Leshii and Protector of the forest. Dresses all in black. Usually keeps to his raven form. His realm is Cradora. Is a trickster and shape-shifter.

      Count Pseudomorphius the Sanguine - Murph for short. Vadoma and Bran’s gay vampire friend.

      Gobbuskins - Melanthios’ flunkies. Cross between a goblin and zombie. Mean, but very obedient to their master. Controlled by a complex poison developed by Voodoo sorcerers.

      Gormund - Melanthios’ red-haired head gobbuskin.

      Francis - Thad’s pet owl.

      Magical Folk Governing Council And Their Gifts:

      Laurel Starson - One of the Heads, Celtic Magic- Gift of her support throughout the whole Quest.

      Lord Lyall - Other Head of Council - Merlinian Magic. Gift is an enchanted Moonstone for transmorgrification. Hold and think of what you wish to change to and use the spell “Transmutus”.

      Lady Elena Dragetti - Italian Magic and many other smaller European practices. Gift - ‘Secrets of Stregherian Spells’

      Randy and Delecta - Small Magicals such as Elves, Dwarves, Brownies, Sprites, Leprechauns, Nymphs, Satyrs and Fairies. Gifts - Magical Crystal Seeds.

      Imhotep - Egyptian Magic - Gift is a ‘wall’ stone. Use the spell Muniosum while tapping with your wand. You and anyone you’re hanging onto will be surrounded by a impassable wall.

      Magus Siphon - Atlantean Magic - Sapphire of Truth. Will reveal the ‘big picture’ of what is happening in front of them. Power diminishes with each use. Unknown number of uses.

      Lord Mongo - African Magic - Gbo amulets to wear for protection.

      Lady Druanna - Tarot, Astrology and Divination. Gift - small silver scroll tied with a blue ribbon. When they need to know the potential outcome of the immediate future, untie the ribbon, tap the scroll  and use the spell “Expositus”. The scroll will reveal three options for them to use in the next 24 hours. Can only use 9 times.

      

      Added In Book Two - The Cauldron Of Ceridwen:

      Luli and Shan - Mother and daughter who found Krak Ling’s ring.

      Jacob Schneersohn - Jewish scholar and close friend of Lady Dru’s.

      Sanguinaris - Eight foot, Dark Vampire.

      Maurelle and Fryah - Emissary Fairies who came to help heal Lady Dru after Melanthios attacked her.

      Darson Sagebrook - a young wizard living in the multiverse of Lato. Joins Thad and Persy.

      Valentina Sagebrook - Darson’s mom.

      Luca Sagebrook- Darson’s brother - a snitch for the Society.

      Whisper - ghost - met at Lady Dru’s maze. Sent by the Elders of the Spirit World.

      Sumaire - Dark wizard. Cohort of Melanthios’

      Zander Stoneman - Editor of the school paper. Britney’s secret crush.

      

      Book Three - Lapis Draconis

      Hayden Dubois - Goth-like young witch they meet in York. Joins them at the Incantorium.

      Yvette Dubois - Hayden’s grandmother. Helps them get out of York.

      Lysanor Ravenswood - Tash’s female Druid friend. Lives in Wales.

      Batna - Evil sorceress who changed Tash into the spider.

      Carnifex - Fire dragon - guardian of the Lapis Draconis.

      Tiamat - Carnifex’s mate who needs resurrection. A Water dragon.

      Purson - A King of Hell demon that Melanthios calls up. Man with a lion’s head riding a bear.

      

      At The Illuminary Incantorium:

      Egberdt Kurtz - First student they met at the Incantorium. Nerdy, science type. Large square glasses. Mother Irish, Father Austrian.

      Ms. Valkryies - Receptionist at the Incantorium.

      Alana Burgess - Rix and Persy’s roommate. Wealthy and snobby. Second year student.

      Akemi Tsukino - (Means Moon field) Japanese student. One of Hayden’s roommates. Expert in Kotodama and Akido.

      Fiore Macchio - African-Italian girl. The other of Hayden’s roommates. First name means ‘flower’. Has a thing for Thad.

      Calder Thorson - Student From Georgia, USA, but family is Nordic and practises Nordic Magic.

      Mystic Mannix - Teaches Dragon Magic and had trained with Merlin. Dark haired, muscular build.

      Madam Kouzlo - A Dragon Majores and Headmaster of the Illuminary Incantorium. Tall, cool, gravelly voice.

      Madam Lucretia - Professor of Dark Magic and Anti-Spells. Wild, black hair and dresses all in black.

      Lady Tana - Master of Fairy Magic and member of Seelie court. Friend of Fawna’s. Delicate, fair-haired.

      Merlin - Shows up to give them the lowdown on Carnifex.

      Master St. Germain - Professor of Alchemy.

      Tagawa Kenzan - Akemi’s Master and Mentor in Japanese Kotodama Magic

      Ferdie - Fire Salamander who was friends with Tiamat. Lived in one of the fires on the secret fifth floor of the Incantorium.

      Bleuleaux - Water undine friends of Ferdie’s. Lives in the Phoenix Fount.

      

      Book 4 - The Fallen Star

      

      Rubahnus - Rogue Radiant who fell in love with Callista. Created Shroudmoor which only opens every one hundred years to contain her and keep her from his competitor, Vancrys. He’s stocky, average height with menacing violet eyes.

      Callista - A beautiful Magical girl, coveted by Rubahnus, but in love with Vancrys. Raven hair and outstanding golden eyes with green flecks.

      Vancrys - The Luminescent Callista loved. Tall, dark haired, light brown eyes with gold flecks.

      Lathos - Dark Fae prince had been contained in Luzia by Laurel.  The Dark Fae were supporters of Melanthios’ father - Derek Lambert who was also a well known White wizard, or so she was led to believe. But it was a huge lie. In fact, he was hugely enmeshed in all things Dark and evil and supported Lathos, spending time in Luzia.

      Luzia: Realm of the Dark Fae. Lathos is from here.

      Katsu: A Tengu Head of a large vulture, with much longer beak. Large fighter’s giant body and black wings. Knows every martial art form and built to kill.  Also can raise tornado sized winds.

      Tyme: Lynx familiar for Hayden. Can become invisible at will. Also raise his vibration to become like mist and travel through walls.

      Bethany: Cook’s daughter who helped Thyme escape.

      Fraxus - evil sorcerer who stole and beat, starved Tyme to make him steal for him (due to his ability to become invisible).

      Stella Vastrega: Fiore’s Nona, a powerful Stregherian witch.

      Shatova: Dark Elven Queen who possessed The Fallen Star for a time. Used it to protect herself from the demons she commanded while practising from The Secret of Secrets Grimoire.

      Mitah: Lathos father. Always demeaning him…was far more supportive of his brother Kellen.

      Kellen: Twin brother of Lathos..much better warrior.

      Alfaran: Peace-loving species of Elves. Fought against Shatova because she killed some of their tribe. Took the Fallen Star into Shroudmoor when Callista was captured in there. Them for protection of themselves and the ring.

      Kellen: Lathos’ younger, but more favoured by his father, brother.

      Mitah: Lathos’ father. Current king of Luzia.

      Nurndle: Rainbow coloured furry beast, similar to a bush baby. Darson’s familiar. Hydroports and can take on the qualities of water.

      Justine: Alana’s British aristocratic witch…helps Alana with invisibility spells.

      Marbain: Prince of Alfaran Elves inside Shroudmoor and guardian of The Fallen Star.

      Avani: Earth gnome in Shroudmoor. Three feet tall, clothed in leaves, moss and branches. Shows them to Callista.

      Mossbee: Gnome who is actually guarding The Fallen Star. Is demon-like.

      Elias Maier: A forest wizard who joins the team. From Bavaria.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary Of Items & Places

          

        

      

    

    
      Book One - The Cimaruta

      Rockmanor - Munz town that Persy grew up in.

      Bellarya - Magical Realm where most of the quests occur.

      Time-Linx - Links all things throughout all of time. At its portals is access to many other multiverses.

      Vrims Abyss — Cold, bleak ocean off the east coast of Bellarya

      Munz - Humans, non-magical

      Bodesnoir - Melanthios’ castle. In the middle of the Dark Forest of Depravation.

      Marsh Howlers - Toads the size of dogs. Catch kids and try to drown them. Howl loud and madly when they do.

      Rose Arbour - Hidden Crystal City. Home of the Magical Crystal Seeds.

      The Book of Black Dominance - Authored by Willow over the span of 50 years. Outlines the Nine Magical Objects which must be found to become the ‘All Powerful One’. Could wind up in the hands of White or Dark Magicals, but will determine who rules the planet. Resides in Melanthios’ room at Bodesnoir.

      

      
        
        Magical Crystal Seeds - From a Cave in Rose Arbour:

      

      

      

      Green – Herbal and Homeopathic/Energetic Healing

      Pink – Affairs of the Heart and Family

      Golden – Control/Power and Alignment with all Beasts

      Clear – Powers of Divination – To Foretell the Future

      Red – Physical Strength

      Purple – Magical Enhancement

      Magical Roc Feather - Given to them by Queen Breena. Used to see solution when things are unclear. Hold it and it writes.

      Hagstone - Stone with a nature-created hole in it’s centre. Used to enhance Vadoma’s visions in her Crystal Ball.

      The Magical Tomes Collection - Vast library of magical books and scrolls. Entrance is on a hillside outside of Rome.

      Mannington Public School - Persy’s middle school.

      Lough Leane & Tir A Nog - A tad northwest of Killarney, down in the southwest of Ireland.  That’s the River Laune which comes out of Lough Leane, a very important lake in Celtic magic,” answered Laurel.

      “Tir an Nog?” asked Thaddeus.

      Laurel looked at Thad, obviously surprised he knew this. “Yes, it’s at the bottom of that lake, sometimes called the Lake of Learning.”

      “Oy, then,” snapped Benson. “What’s so special wif’ this Tir Na Noggin..or whateva’?”

      Laurel shook her head a bit and grinned at Benson.

      “It’s a land of no pain or sorrow. The Land of Eternal Youth,” she continued.  An Irish warrior, Oisin, son of Fionn McCool, the great God of Ireland met the princess, Niamh from Tir na Nog while she was riding by the lake. She immediately fell in love and wanted him to come live in the magical land with her. He did, in fact he stayed three hundred years, but then wanted to visit his own world again.

      She told him he could, but must never touch the ground or he couldn’t come back.

      He agreed, but as luck would have it, he fell off his horse while trying to help someone, instantly turned into a very, very old man and never saw Tir na Nog again. Sad, really.”

      While she related the story, they walked along the river to a knoll of land. Laurel stopped them in front of an enormous oak tree, some fifteen feet around. On either side of it were very large, mature ash trees and running in between the three trees were rows and rows of hawthorn.

      “Well, this certainly looks like a bit of the forest gone mad,” Benson stated.

      “Benson, Benson,” sighed Laurel. “This is the entrance to Lady Druanna’s kingdom. Remember your magical training. Oak, Ash and Thorn.  When occurring together. VERY powerful magic.”

      Guei - Angry, vengeful spirits in Chinese beliefs. Suffered violent or lonely deaths and have no ancestors to provide them offerings of food, water and clothing so their existence in the afterlife is comfortable.

      Ghost Festival - August 15 each year when the Guei cross over the veil between their realm and Bellarya.

      Potion of Eternal Life - Grants the owner immortality. Krak Ling is actively seeking the components.

      Cradora - Bran’s Realm

      

      Book Two - The Cauldron of Ceridwen

      

      Tir Na Nog: Land of Eternal Youth. At the bottom of Lough Leane (Lake of Learning). Outside of Killarney.

      Sidhdun (shee-doon) Lady Druanna’s realm.

      Ffeyrllt - Alchemy of ancient Druids.

      Lato - Multiverse Melanthios sent Thad into. Magic is not allowed.

      Secret Society of Dunkelheft - Governing committee in Lato - making sure no one practices magic. Three main heads: Melanthios, Sumaire and a secret sorcerer.

      Scroll of Direction - Found in the wall after a Society meeting. Uses platonic solids and the Golden Ratio to help Darson and Thad get out of Lato.

      Chilongs - Chinese, demon dragons. Breathe intense white fire and guard for evil sorcerers.

      

      Book Three - Lapis Draconis

      Casa Loma Portal (Toronto) to the Illuminary Incantorium. In the stables on the castle grounds.

      Illuminary Incantorium - College of Magical Training. In an old castle in the forests of Austria.

      Six Portals to the Incantorium only. One is the Casa Loma one which students and professors use. Other five are secret and all other Magicals don’t know who knows.

      York - A multiverse of Toronto. Sent there by Melanthios.

      The Crypt - A central store of Magical books and scrolls in York. Entrance is through the ‘Sense of Peace’ statue.

      Twin Carnelians - Two stones created 1400 BCE, by the Radiants One is now the Lapis Draconis and one is Krak Ling’s Ring of Power. Apep, Egyptian Master of Chaos and Evil either stole them or tricked the Radiants into giving them to him. Krak Ling’s is the Stone of Bidding and the other is the Inimicus Stone or Lapis Draconis.

      Sigil Magic - Particularly good against Dark Magic. A sigil or line drawn in one stroke with the single letters (removing any repeated ones) of your opponent. Wear the sigil as an amulet.

      Dunloe - Multiverse of Killarney, Ireland, where Raine grew up.

      The Red Dragon - Dark grimoire of Melanthios’.

      Naga - Reptilian group of Dark Magicals. Deep relationship with snakes, especially cobras. Also connection with birds and wolves. Citizens of the Netherworld city of Putkari. Entrances marked by anthills. Sumaire is their head. They practise Reptilian Magic. May have stemmed from Lemuria.

      Some migrated to Ireland, blended with the Fae and became the Unseelie Court. Referred to today sometimes as Nathairians. Nathair = Snake.

      Kotodama - Japanese Magic - Rare - Words and Manifestations

      Dunloe - Secret realm accessed through Cork in Ireland, where Raine was raised by Evander, her father and Leah, her nanny.

      

      The Five Master Books:

      The Vivarium, a study of Nature’s mysteries.

      The Affinitum, which explains the relationship between all living things in Nature and substances in Nature, and how essentially they are of the same essence. Therefore creating something to affect one would affect all and any. Eg to arm or protect oneself.

      The Celestium, addresses the mysteries of celestial spheres such as the sun, moon and planets.

      The Siderealum containing the secrets of the stars and how they affect us.

      The Arcadium, the book on magic, learning to master the invisible world. Included in this are pathways to controlling demons and the Dark worlds. The Arcadium is also full of healing magic through the use of talismans, amulets, invocations, charms and plant magic.

      

      Book 4 - The Fallen Star

      

      The Fish Friar & The Chip Monk: Favourites pub and hang out for the kids. In the village centre of the Illuminary Incantorium.

      Abre Camino: Road Opener herb. Used often in Latin Magic or Santeria. Willow wants it to help open Luzia.

      Luzia: Home of the Unseelie Fae - Lathos’ world.

      Luminochian Magic: The magic practised by Persephane and her world in Bellarya.

      Lumar Script: Secret, encoded written language which the gang has to decipher to learn the clues for where The Fallen Star is.

      Shroudmoor: The village, existing in another dimension. It’s portal only opens to Bellarya every one hundred years.

      Scotia’s Gravesite: In Ireland, where a clue is found.

      Tel Megiddo: Place in Israel where the Shroudmoor portal was to open.

      

      
        
        New Gifts From Magical Folk Governing Council:

        Hayden - Oblivious Opal - Makes her invisible - Can be used six times.

        Darson - A Magic Square called Hydros Occupi - turns him to water. Activated by ‘Hydros Released’. Can be used six times.

        Raine - Three vials -  of Tria Prima discovered by Paracelsus. Contains the three elements of Salt, Mercury and Sulphur. From which all other seven metals can be made. Also augments her magic.

        Tash - A Dracontias - Stone from the brain of a dying dragon. Top protector from poisons and also will increase her psychic abilities.

        Wolf - Crystal magical runes. Mainly for answering questions as they proceed through these quests.

      

      

      Alfaran: Elves living in Shroudmoor.

      Malignance: Town that Pontos lived near.

      Shroudmoor Enhancer: A yellow glowing crystal which enhances any magic being done. Used by Mossbee to open the portal in the graveyard to get them out too Killarney.

      Oceanbane: Island in the Vrim Abyss where Rubahnus swiped Callista off to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Persy’s Activity Books & Journals

          

        

      

    

    
      Here are The Persephane Pendrake Chronicles Activity Books & Journal Available at Amazon.com..or your local Amazon site.
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      The Persephane Pendrake Chronicles now has Journals and Activity Books for our readers to enjoy. These will both be a series designed and developed by the amazing artist - Lauren Nightingale.

      You can find her at her website here:

      http://laurennightingalebooks.com

      They are both available at Amazon at the links below:

      Journal/Notebook:

      https://persephanependrake.com/go/ppcj

      

      The Activity, Word Search, Maze, Colouring & Sudoku Book:

      https://persephanependrake.com/go/axbk1
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      Halloween - Word Search-Maze-Colouring-Trivia Activity Book 2
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      Available here at Amazon:

      https://persephanependrake.com/go/hallow/

      

      Miranda Veranda is a new series for younger kids which is being added in the next while.

      Right now, we have a couple of Activity Books in her series:

      Miranda Veranda and her Magical Salamander-Alexander Activity Book 1:

      https://laurennightingalebooks.com/mvbk1
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      Two Other Books:

      Miranda’s Easter Book:

      https://laurennightingalebooks.com/mveaster
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      And Young Black Girls’ Affirmation Activity Book:

      https://laurennightingalebooks.com/bgcb

      

      Also, we’ve done two Pet Colouring Books. One on Yorkies and one on Pit Bulls:

      Yorkies:

      https://laurennightingalebooks.com/ykcol

      Pit Bulls:

      https://laurennightingalebooks.com/pitcol
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            Please Leave A Review

          

        

      

    

    
      If you have enjoyed this book, it would be tremendous if you were able to leave a review.

      

      Just go to your local Amazon site and search “The Persephane Pendrake Chronicles-Book Four-The Fallen Star:

      

      Reviews help me gain visibility and they can bring my books to the attention of other readers who may enjoy them.

      

      Thank you SO much!

      

      In Dreams & Magic

      Lady Ellen
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