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      Luli froze when two-year-old Shan screamed louder than she’d ever heard her scream before. Shan collapsed to the dirt road, holding her tiny foot, tears streaming down her face.

      Luli dropped her tattered shopping bags, bent down and scooped Shan up into her arms. She removed Shan’s soft fabric shoe, inspecting her sole. There was a bright red welt, rapidly swelling in size. She cuddled Shan in her left arm, used her right hand to sift through the dirt in the road. Then she saw it. Just a red hue at first, but as she dug with her nails further into the earth, she uncovered a large ring,  an intricate filigreed gold housing a glorious rectangular, red stone. The culprit.

      It immediately registered with Luli that the ring was likely worth a small fortune, so she pocketed it to show to her husband. He’d know what should be done. Right now, her main concern was Shan; she held her child even more closely and scurried away from the outside wall of the Forbidden City, back down several streets to her small home.
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      On a rare sunny day in April, Persephane Pendrake was flopped out on a chair in the living room, reading a book on Druid defense spells. She shifted herself to relieve her numb butt.  Benson, her flippant dragonfly familiar, was perched on the back of her chair, basking in the sunlight, as it poured through the bay window.

      “Oy, Perse,” he sighed, “what about a jaunt down to the river and ‘ang about at the waterfalls?”

      Benson loved the area around the waterfalls, its connecting river, the flowers and mossy banks on either side. There, a smorgasbord of yummy flying insects could be foraged and consumed for a delightful meal.

      The waterfalls also held a secret. It covered the entrance to a portal of the magical Time-Linx, where First or Second Order magical beings could travel to any point in time at any geographical location.

      “C’mon my two-legged beauty, a little trot will do ye well.”

      Persy (as she preferred to be called) rubbed her dry eyes. “I suppose so, Benson. I think I’ve had it with reading for a while.  Besides, there aren’t many spells here that Mom or Gran haven’t already shown me. We’re outta here…flattery will get you everywhere.”

      “Counting on it!” He flit around the room in high circles.

      Persy stood up, stretched and walked to the front door. Benson buzzed close behind her, passing her through the doorway.

      Once they arrived at the riverbank, about a ten minute walk from Persy’s lofty board and batten house, Persy sat on a large rock on the bank, and pulled her jacket tighter around her.

      “It might be sunny, Benson,” she said, “but it’s still none too warm.”

      “You need to take up flying, mate,” said Benson, grinning, “keeps the juices flowing.”

      “Yeah, right. There could be a tiny problem with my obvious lack of flying apparatus.”

      Benson snickered and flew off toward the falls.

      Persy stared at the falls, thinking about the first time she’d passed through there to Time-Linx to her Grandmother Laurel’s manor located in the year 1669. She’d met Thaddeus, her Grandmother’s ward and his familiar, P-C, a sweet, but not very brave dragon and briefly, Francis, his owl. Together, they embarked on their first of what would be many adventures to thwart the evil witch, Melanthios’ quest to collect Nine Magical Objects and become the ‘All Powerful One.’ The first had been Persy’s own Cimaruta which her mother, Angelica had given her before her first Time-Linx experience. Persy and Thaddeus had managed to get it back from Melanthios, but Persy was never comfortable knowing that Melanthios knew exactly where it was. That was last summer.

      “Oy, Perse...c’mere. There’s a strange vibration coming out from under the waterfalls.”

      Persy sprung off the rock and ran about fifty feet to the side of the falls. She stood very quietly and closed her eyes. Throughout her body, was a dark, ominous pulsation. Something was definitely amiss in the Time-Linx, and it called to her, beckoning her.

      Even though in this world, the Munz realm, Persy could never let anyone know she was rapidly becoming a very powerful First Order witch, but with only Benson here, she was free to open herself to the resonance from the Time-Linx to try to interpret it. She had not come up against a strong dark force like this since she’d battled against Melanthios.

      Persy looked up at Benson and half turned to the path. “Mom needs to feel this. It’s coming right through from Bellarya. Let’s go.”

      She ran back to the house, Benson in quick pursuit. She flung the back door open and called, “Mom. Mom, where are you?”

      “Back here, dear. What’s wrong?” said Angelica as she entered the kitchen from the hall.

      Persy was vibrating, jumping from one foot to the other. “Quick. Mom, there’s something very dark coming from the Time-Linx. I need you to check it out with me.” She could only imagine, that Melanthios was making a move.

      In seconds, Angelica, Persy and Benson were sailing down the road back to the waterfalls. Angelica stood still, right in the pathway where one would go under the falls to traverse to Bellarya, then the actual Time-Linx portal. Persy, with Benson on her shoulder was riveted beside her Mom. The pulsation was making every cell in her body thrum, as if she was at a rock concert.

      “You’re absolutely correct, Persy,” said Angelica with her left hand on her abdomen as if she were going to be sick, “This is dark magic. I feel it going right through me. Hang on, I sense it’s Asian,” Angelica paused.  “Yes, definitely coming from Beijing, 15th century. It’s connected with Master Ling. Persy, you’re going to need your Grandmother Laurel’s help and Thaddeus. It’s getting stronger. Hurry, you and Benson Linx over. I’ve got to tell your Dad and I’ll follow you in a bit.” Angelica chanted ‘Transversus’ sending Persy and Benson to Bellarya where they would Time-Linx to Laurel. She then turned and headed back home.

      Benson was not amused. He really hated Time-Linxing. Because of his small body weight, he always felt like he was being tossed in a blender.

      The Time-Linx portals were all the same. As one entered, chanting ‘Totus Temporis’, over and over, the air got cool and the light became incredibly bright. Then the winds started; working up to close to tornado status. The world you were leaving disappeared in a shimmer, while your destination came into view. It all came to an abrupt halt, and you were where you wanted to be, if you’ve chanted properly and focused on your destination throughout the ride. And, if you haven’t focused correctly, you could wind up a molecular collage between the two dimensions.

      Persy and Benson traveled to ‘Laurel’s Meadow 1670’ where Persy’s Grandmother lived. They would also meet up with Thaddeus, a wizard and Persy’s male BFF and fellow warrior.

      Persy with Benson, stepped out of the Time-Linx portal and walked toward Laurel’s manor through the lush green meadow, which was dotted with early spring flowers. Laurel lived in a part of England, called Essex in the Munz realm.

      Within a few moments, they heard pounding hooves from the far side of meadow and a pink and green blur, the size of a small pony rushed up to greet them.

      “Hey, P-C!” called Persy. “How are you?”

      P-C came to a sliding stop, just before careening into Persy. “Oh, I’m good...I’m good. Thaddeus is coming. Laurel’s picked up your energy in the Time-Linx. I’m so happy to see you two.”

      Benson sat on Persy’s shoulder, glaring at P-C. He was slightly jealous of how positively Persy reacted to P-C...not to mention, he’d always wished he was a full-fledged dragon.

      “Persy!”

      Persy turned and waved. Thaddeus and Laurel were walking to meet her and Benson. “Hi, Thaddeus. Grandmother.”

      Persy ran up and hugged them both. Benson was thrown off Persy’s shoulder in her quick departure, tumbling backward, then catching himself, he flew above their heads.

      “Oy! What have I told you about quick changes in body placement.  Warn an ol’ gentleman would ya?” Benson complained.

      Thad laughed at Benson and his crankiness, and they walked back to Laurel’s manor.

      Persy sat at the kitchen table, rested her chin in her hand and looked up at Thad. “Thaddeus, I don’t know how much Grandmother has told you, but there’s a very dark vibration crawling through the Time-Linx. Mom’s pretty sure it’s Asian, and what’s worse...something to do with Krak Ling. She’s going to be here shortly, she was just letting Dad know where we are.” Persy rolled her eyes. Like he cared.

      Thad sat across from Persy and sighed, “I know, Perse, Laurel picked up a Silent Speak message from your Mom. She’s checked the vibration out and agrees. He turned to his guardian, who had placed the kettle on the stove.

      “Absolutely. Something’s occurred to cause a serious change in the Magical Source. Something we definitely have to check and try to put back in order. I’ll wait for Angelica before we get into the details.”

      “Do you think Krak Ling is up to something nasty?” asked Persy.

      “It’s what he does best,” said Laurel, widening her eyes and shrugging.

      Krak Link was a deeply evil, extremely accomplished Chinese Sorcerer, living in Beijing during the Ming Dynasty. Persy and Thaddeus came up against him last summer, when looking for a magical stone he had stolen, the Hagstone. It belonged to Vadoma; a Rom friend of Angelica’s who was a very talented scryer, incredibly adept in seeing events and finding lost items in her crystal ball. She helped the kids find Persy’s Cimaruta, which Melanthios had stolen. Persy placed her left hand on her chest, where the Cimaruta now hung, reassuring herself as she thought about the ordeal they all went through that summer.

      Laurel continued, “But somehow, I’m not so sure this is just him.  There’s something more to this vibration....” Laurel’s conversation trailed off as she stared out the window, deep in thought.

      Persy’s head whirled around to face the door when she heard footsteps and voices on the front porch. A slight knock, and the door swung open.

      “Hello, everyone. We’re here.”

      Angelica and Vadoma entered the hallway and then the kitchen.

      “Angelica. Vadoma. Great to see you,” called Thaddeus.

      Laurel brought two more tea mugs to the table. “Angelica, dear, clever idea to bring Vadoma. What is your sense?” She asked looking at Vadoma.

      Angelica and Vadoma sat at the table, Vadoma placing a bag on the floor by her chair. “Yes, Laurel, its dark, but not unknown. I’m hoping to scry to find out what it is.”

      Persy and Thaddeus glanced down at the bag. Vadoma reached into it and extracted her crystal ball, which was covered with its purple cloth.

      “Oy, it’s ‘have a boo time,’ is it?” said Benson, “Lovely.”

      Vadoma looked up at him, grinned and then laughed out loud. Benson had taken to wearing a monocle over his right eye. He felt it made him look more important, distinguished. Unfortunately, it struck Vadoma as comical and Benson was completely offended, especially when the others snickered as well.

      “Fink I look funny, do ya?” he grumbled, “Well, the damselflies tell me it’s quite elegant. They say it makes me look like I was educated at Oxford...I’ll have you all know.” He buzzed up to a top shelf in Laurel’s kitchen, turned his back on them and didn’t say another word.

      “Oh, you’re quite handsome, Benson,” said Persy, still smirking.

      Vadoma meanwhile, took out her tambourine, set up the crystal ball and held her Hagstone in her left hand. Her Hagstone enabled her to get a much clearer vision from the crystal ball. The tambourine was to play the ‘grai’, a specific rhythm, which aligned her energy to obtain the best connection with the crystal ball for a clearer reading.

      Everyone watched, saying nothing, as Vadoma closed her eyes and entered a trance state, playing the grai. When the tambourine slipped from her hand, her spine seem to stiffen and she sat up straight in her chair, moved both hands around the crystal ball, about a quarter inch from its surface, causing the whirling clouds inside it to move faster. Vadoma picked the Hagstone up with her left hand and peered through it, into the ball and began to speak.

      “The vibration is coming from a small object, glowing brilliantly red, but at this point it’s being hidden. It’s like its calling out to be found, calling to someone equally dark and evil. It is in Beijing, 1423,” Vadoma stopped.

      “Krak Ling’s ring. I knew it,” said Laurel, scowling and crossing her arms over her chest. “I was afraid that’s what it was.”

      “In his hands, for sure,” said Angelica.

      For a very short time, Persy and Thaddeus had Krak Ling’s ring after retrieving Vadoma’s Hagstone. During their escape from Beijing, the ring slipped off of Persy’s hand and was lost in the sand in front of the gates to the Forbidden City.

      “Yeah,” said Persy rubbing her forearms and lowering her gaze, “I’m still so mad at myself for letting that happen. Would love to have that ring in our bag of tricks.”

      “You’d all need to know the story behind that ring to understand my feelings about it,” said Laurel. “Come, let’s go sit outside and I’ll tell you its history. I still have the protections spells around the manor, so no one will see us.”

      Last summer, when they had battled with Melanthios, Laurel placed protection spells and an Energy Mask, to hide the manor from sight. A young, local menacing wizard, Wolfgang Kerdling told the Witch Hunters about Laurel, Thaddeus and Persy. On returning to Laurel’s one day, they’d been fortunate enough to see the hunters prowling around the manor and just managed to avoid being caught. Since then, Laurel kept a constant vigil that the manor couldn’t be found.

      They each took a chair on the porch, forming a circle and Laurel began:

      “The ring was forged sometime in the early years of 3,000 BCE in ancient Egypt. Apep, the evil serpent Lord of Darkness, and also the eternal enemy of Ra, the Sun god, conjured it as a punishment to a most malevolent magician called Badru.

      Apep, being the Lord of Darkness, expected full fealty from his followers and Badru just would not work under Apep’s control.  Egyptian magic is all about the control of entities good and bad, which wander the heavens and earth among the mortals. And so for Apep to have a magician in his realm who insisted on creating his own chaos among the people of the planet, killing, maiming, cursing, was beyond tolerance.

      Apep was also the Lord of Mummification and after having Badru murdered, he made sure that Badru could not enter the Field of Reeds or heaven, in his afterlife.”

      “How’d he do that?” asked Vadoma.

      “You see, in the beginning steps of embalming, which is the first phase of mummification, all the internal organs are removed, except for the heart, because the organs are the first to decompose,” Laurel continued. “They are needed in the afterlife, so are put into jars and buried with the body. The heart is left in the body as it was felt that it was the centre of intelligence and feelings and shouldn’t be disturbed and of course, will be used in the afterlife as well. The heart was such a concern that various amulets, some of lapis lazuli, which had great qualities of protection, were placed on the chests of the dead to prevent their hearts being stolen by monsters which were half man and half beast. No less than seven chapters of the famous ‘Book of the Dead’ were dedicated to preventing these thefts.

      But in Badru’s case, Apep made sure his heart was removed and then through magic, had its essence imparted into a stone...a fine carnelian...about two by two inches in size, which was then encased in gold and made into a ring. The stone is called the “Stone of Bidding’ in which Badru’s powers were used by the ring owners to fulfill all their desires.

      It was Badru’s eternal punishment, to serve others and never have a chance to reside in heaven.

      The ring has known many owners throughout the centuries, some good and many evil and controlling like Krak Ling.”

      “When we left Beijing,” said Persy, “it was scrunched into the ground by one of the guards outside the Forbidden City. If it’s making itself known now, does that mean it’s been found, Grandmother?”

      “Most likely,” replied Laurel. “But it’s not with Krak Ling if it’s beckoning through the Time-Linx. My guess is that it’s looking for its last owner.”

      “That would be why you picked up the vibration so strongly, Persy,” said Angelica. “You possessed the ring for a short time.”

      Thaddeus and Persy gave each other sideways glances.

      “We’re going to get that ring,” determined Thaddeus. “We’ve heard nothing of Melanthios for the past few months, but that doesn’t mean she’s not scheming how to chase down the next object on her list to become the ‘All Powerful One’, and, coming back for your Cimaruta, Persy. This ring would give us a huge advantage.”

      “It is true, Persy,” said Laurel. “Two years is quite a while. The Book of Black Dominance should have shown the next Magical Object by now. Unless it has and Melanthios is plotting how to find it and keep us in the dark.”

      “How would we know?” asked Thaddeus.

      “Well, getting that ring would certainly help.”

      “Ah,” said Benson, “A-nicking-we-will-go! Lovely. Relish a good caper, I do. Been quiet too long.” He finished by doing one of his finer back-flips in the air.

      “Right on, Thaddeus,” said Persy. “If it’s calling out, then let’s go answer. I kinda sense we’re about to cross paths with Melanthios again, so I’m with Gran, we could use the ring.”

      “Hang on, you two,” replied Laurel. “If we’ve picked up the ring’s energetic, you can bet Krak Ling has too. We can’t let you run off half prepared to face him.”

      “We beat him before,” said Thaddeus, lifting his chin slightly. “I’m not scared to face him. I’m not even so sure he’s as hot as everyone thinks he is.” Thaddeus’ hands were at his side, balled into fists.

      Angelica stood in silence and gave Thaddeus a surreptitious sidewards look. She loved Thad’s confidence, but this was dangerous.

      Vadoma piped up first. “You don’t know what you’re saying, Thaddeus.  Persy and you were just darned lucky to get into Master Ling’s house and out again with the Hagstone. Most would never have survived that.”

      When Persy and Thaddeus had gone looking for Vadoma’s Hagstone, which Krak Ling had stolen, they had the unexpected assistance of Sniv Ling, Krak Ling’s weak-kneed son and the Guei, ancient Chinese spirits with whom they managed to win favour.

      Angelica turned to Persy and Thaddeus, looking both in the eyes. “It’s true. While getting the ring back would be amazing, you must be very respectful of Krak Ling’s powers and deviousness. He’s a very dangerous adversary.”

      Thaddeus turned to face the door and rolled his eyes up. No one but Persy saw this and she looked the other way to divert attention away from him. She needed to get him out of the manor.

      “Thaddeus...I’d like to walk through the meadow and have a little think. Wanna come?”

      Thad grunted and crossed his arms over his chest, “Sure.”

      P-C and Benson followed them outside. Laurel, Angelica and Vadoma watched them leave.

      Angelica walked to the front window, and saw the kids and their familiars leave through the gate. “I believe Thaddeus’ surging testosterone is going to make him a mite difficult to control. I’m concerned he’ll make some brash move that will get them all hurt.”

      Laurel’s eyes flicked up at Angelica and back down. “It’s more that that, I fear.”

      The kids walked to the edge of the meadow at breakneck speed, when Persy gently put her hand on Thaddeus’ arm. “Ok, cool your jets bud.  I can hardly breathe. What’s up?”

      He turned to Persy, his face red and spread his arms out to the side. “I’m so tired of everyone analyzing everything we do. If you’ve been destined to put the boots to Melanthios’ plans of becoming ‘All Powerful One’; and I’m supposed to be Watson to your Holmes, then why can’t we just get on with it?” His nostrils flared as his lips pinched together.

      “They’re only worried about us, Thad. Don’t want us to end up as some putrefying heap of cellular debris, do they?”

      “What?” Thaddeus stopped and scrunched up one side of his face. “Perse. Ya gotta lay off the science books. Seriously.”

      Persy grinned slightly, “You get my drift.”

      “Oy, you two...,” declared Benson, after having a quick flit around the meadow, “Any more loud guffaws or joyfulness and I’m going to have to have you arrested for ‘Endangering Exuberance’. Why so glum?”

      Persy and Thaddeus looked at each other and laughed.

      “Thaddeus,” P-C asked, “Are you going to Beijing? Can I come this time?”

      Thaddeus looked quizzically at Persy. “I don’t suppose a dragon in ancient China would be such a shock. What do you think, Persy?”

      Persy gave Thaddeus an admonishing look. She hadn’t even agreed to going at all, much less taking P-C. His lack of ‘hero tendencies’ could wind up giving them one more thing to worry about, although she hated to hurt him by leaving him behind. “I don’t even remember discussing that we were going. But I guess P-C’s good to go if we do.”

      “Well,” stated Thaddeus, “I don’t see any way to get the ring back if we don’t go. It’s calling your name, Perse.” He gave her a saccharin smile.

      Persy rolled her eyes. “Ok...we’re probably going to wind up in doo-doo up to our necks over this one...but let’s be went.”

      “Let’s be ‘went’?” grumbled Benson, who knew they are about to Time-Linx, making him even whinier, “Where do you kids learn to murder the Queen’s English so badly?”

      “Oh,” said Thaddeus. “And I suppose your ol’ British slang isn’t semantic homicide of some sort?”

      “What? Are you dense?” screeched Benson. “Ol’ Slang’s a British tradition. Not ruining the language, just colours it up a bit.”

      “Right,” mumbled Thaddeus, turning to catch up with Persy.

      The four reached the Time-Linx portal entrance, which was a set of three over-sized rocks, the centre one being just over six feet tall and the moss on the middle making it seem like there was a window.  Benson popped into the pocket of Persy’s shirt, while P-C sidled up very close to Thaddeus.

      Persy and Thaddeus faced the centre rock and it vanished. They entered and P-C followed closely behind.

      “I’ve never done this, Thaddeus,” his voice quivered, “what’s going to happen?”

      “C’mon, boy,” replied Thaddeus, “You’ll be fine. Just gets really bright and windy. Hang on to my jacket if you want. It’ll be over in a flash.”

      As they started on their journey to Beijing 1423, Persy and Thaddeus held hands while P-C, squeezing his eyes shut, clung tenaciously to Thad’s jacket. To P-C’s and Benson’s relief, it was over in under a minute.

      They exited the portal very carefully. The last time they arrived here, a huge guard pointed an huge, lethal sword at Persy’s heart.  This time, there were no guards standing in the immediate area, just the normal hustle and bustle of people moving around and past the Forbidden City.

      The Forbidden City was walled off from the general population of Beijing. It enclosed the home of the Emperor, his royals and their dwellings. There were great meeting halls and temples. Some of the higher priests also had residences there. Krak Ling was one of those priests, or at least that’s how he portrayed himself in day-to-day life. His dark sorcery and black magic were a deep, well-kept secret.

      Persy and Thaddeus had learned to work with and without wands in the past few months, so only had to focus, and whisper, Thaddeus touching P-C, “Vanquesta.” making them all vanish. They stood very still on a corner of a street and listened. Both sensed the throbbing energy of the ring. It was slightly muted, as if it was in a box or wrapped up in cloth.

      “I think it’s this way, Persy,” said Thaddeus as he pointed down a road on their left.

      They walked slowly down the road, following the energetic pull of the Ring. Benson, rode shotgun on Persy’s shoulder and P-C slunk along behind them, swivelling his head in all directions, on the lookout for any unseemly characters.

      Persy halted in her tracks.

      “What?” asked Thaddeus.

      “It’s near. Very near,” Persy closed her eyes to concentrate. She abruptly turned to her right, moved down an alley and stood beside a shop window. The others followed her and Thaddeus leaned right up beside her so they could both peer into the store window. Even though invisible, one could never be sure who could detect their energy.

      No wonder the ring called out so loudly. There at the counter of the shop stood a man of about thirty. He was unfolding a large square of red cloth. He reached in and picked up the ring, and placed it on the counter for the shopkeeper to see.

      “Oy, this is like a pawn shop, Persy,” said Benson, craning his extremely small neck to see what’s happening inside. “He’s going to sell the ring.”

      “I can see that, Benson,” said Persy. “Thad, we’ve got to get it back!”
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      The store owner’s eyes enlarged to almost make him look Caucasian.  Never had something of this worth crossed his counter. He let slip a smile full of greed. Quickly, he corrected his look to one of mild interest. Shows of enthusiasm were bad for bartering.

      He cleared his throat and looked down his nose at the magnificent gem before him. “Quite a nice stone,” he commented slowly. “Where did you get it?”

      The young man hemmed and hawed, a fine line of sweat appearing along his upper lip. “Why, it’s a family ring, passed down for generations.  But as I am just starting my family, I was considering selling it to provide a better house for them. Is it valuable?”

      “Maybe...somewhat...” the shopkeeper deadpanned.

      “Well, what? What would you be prepared to give me for it?” quizzed the man, now wringing his hands.

      The shopkeeper stroked his moth-eaten beard and took out a magnifying glass to have a closer look at the stone. His heart raced with anticipation of owning this exquisite piece, but experience in trading allowed him to keep his face calm and disinterested.

      The negotiations began and right out of the gate, it was clear the young man was not stupid. He asked for payment in silver bars, not the common Chinese paper currency, which was rapidly losing its worth.

      Thaddeus was done listening. “Persy, we’re just going to have to make a grab for the ring.”

      Persy motioned her hand. “Fixatious!” The man and the shopkeeper were frozen in time.

      “Quick, Thad.”

      The four of them zipped into the shop and Thaddeus swiped the ring from the store owner’s hand. “Ok, we’re history.”

      “Wait, Thaddeus,” said Persy raising her hand. “Erasum!” The mind erase spell. “They won’t remember any of this.”

      They ran into the ally and back up to the main street. Thaddeus noticed the hand he was holding the ring in, starting to burn.

      “Persy, I think it’s looking for you. Put it on and keep your hand closed until we get home,” he said. Persy took the ring, put it on her right ring finger and clenched her hand tightly.

      Benson knew the next step would be Time-Linxing back home, so crawled into Persy’s shirt pocket. P-C jogged along behind, keeping up as best he could.

      Thaddeus sighed. They had the Vanquesta spell on too long and were fading fast. They slowed down to a brisk walk, but it was still a struggle to keep going.

      “Persy, we have to be visible for a bit. I’m feeling wasted.”

      “You’re right,” Persy waved her hands, calling “Aperios.” and they immediately felt more like themselves.

      Just before they reached the portal, two burly and very menacing guards came barreling down the road to their left, raising their massive swords as they ran toward Persy and Thaddeus.

      “Uh-oh!” screeched Persy. “We’ve been noticed.”

      Persy raised her right hand, careful to keep her fingers locked together and waved it in an arc in front of the guards. In her mind she pictured them dropping down in a dead faint, something she did to Necromina, Krak Ling’s flesh-eating, nine-headed bird. But, nothing. They didn’t even hesitate, much less collapse.

      “Double uh-oh,” she muttered, running to catch up with Thaddeus and P-C.

      In a nanosecond, P-C jumped in front of Persy and Thaddeus. His normally sweet, pale pink and green face became a thunderous dark red, his eyes a hellish, malignant yellow. He inhaled deeply and spewed a wide ribbon of fire across the path of the oncoming guards. They came to a grinding halt just before thrusting themselves to a certain incendiary death and ran in horror in the reverse direction.

      Persy and Thaddeus, mouths gaping, stared at P-C. Benson poked his little nose out of Persy’s pocket, dumbfounded.

      “P-C!” Thaddeus finally yelped. “When did you learn to do that?”

      P-C recovered his normal demeanour and looked up at Thaddeus, slightly embarrassed. “I’m not sure,” he said “It just kinda blurted out when I thought those guards were about to turn you guys into mince meat.”

      “Well, nice timing on your talent discovery. I drew a blank,” Thaddeus admitted.

      “Yeah...and the ring didn’t work for me. This is exactly what Mom and Grandmother are worried about. Times like this. Thank goodness P-C pulled a rabbit out of the hat. Those guards were certainly aiming to do us some serious damage.”  Persy turned and petted P-C on his head, smiling warmly. Benson, miffed at all the dragon worship that was going on, folded himself back into Persy’s pocket.

      They hurriedly entered the portal and Time-Linxed back to Laurel’s Meadow. As soon as they hit the outdoors and sweet fragrant air, Benson launched out of Persy’s pocket and flitted rapturously from flower to flower.

      “Well, someone’s happy this is over,” remarked Persy.

      “Yeah,” said Thaddeus. “Not exactly your ‘Frequent Flyer’ type, is he?”

      They chuckled together and walked back to Laurel’s manor. P-C decided to stay in the meadow with Benson and have a snooze in the sun.

      One of the great aspects of Time-Linxing is that when you return from any destination, you arrive only seconds after you left, so you are never missed. Thaddeus and Persy knew that they wouldn’t be caught up by their absence, but there is no way to mask the ring’s vibration from the three talented witches who awaited them.

      “What’s that?” chirped Laurel, even before they have a chance to get completely through the door.

      “What’s what?” said Thaddeus, with a half smirk. Try as he could to play dumb, he couldn’t stop his chest from puffing out.

      “That vibration,” said Angelica. “Have you two been to get the ring?”

      “M-a-y-b-e-e-e,” said Persy quietly, shifting her eyes to the side.

      “PERSEPHANE PENDRAKE!” Angelica hollered. “That’s far too dangerous a mission for you two without letting us know. If you’d been in a sticky situation, we wouldn’t know to be listening carefully to Silent Speak or Time-Linxed messages. Whatever were you thinking?” She turned and faced Thaddeus. “You...young man...I believe YOU were the driving force in this less-than-brilliant-scheme.”

      “Mom, we just wanted to help. The ring was calling to me, so we went in the hopes of finding it. If Krak Ling had been there or it was obvious we couldn’t manage it; we would have come straight back.” explained Persy. “Right, Thaddeus?”

      “Absolutely,” Thaddeus confirmed. “I’m not going to get us into a situation we can’t handle, and risk getting Persy, Benson or P-C hurt.”

      “You took P-C?” asked Laurel.

      “Yes...and Grandmother...you wouldn’t believe it,” said Persy twirling in Laurel’s direction, her eyes alight with excitement. “He was wonderful. At one point there were a couple of guards happening along our way,” she glanced quickly at Thaddeus, hoping he wouldn’t give them up, “and P-C’s face went this outrageous red, then he blew this incredible streak of fire out in front of them and they high-tailed it back the other way. We were astounded.”

      “Ah, so it sounds like you are all maturing magically,” commented Laurel quietly.

      Benson and P-C just come through the front door as Laurel was speaking.

      “Maturing? Me?” said Benson. “If I was any more mature, they’d have to name a mountain after me.”

      Laurel smirked, “Not you Benson, but the rest, abilities and personalities changing so rapidly is going to make this whole quest a roller coaster ride.”

      Angelica glanced over at Persy and saw her covering her fisted right hand with her left. “Are you hiding Krak Ling’s ring there, Persy?” she asked her daughter.

      Persy flicked a quick look at Thaddeus before answering. “Yes, but what I don’t understand is why didn’t it stop the guards when they started to chase us? I waved it over them and pictured them passing out…just like I did to Necromina, but nothing happened this time.” A worried expression elevated her eyebrows as she looked to Angelica to explain.

      Vadoma gave Persy a slight smirk. “Chasing you? I thought they just ‘happened along your way’?”

      “Well,” Persy stammered. “Um…they, uh...‘happened’ in kind of a ..um…quick-like manner.” She finished very quietly, hoping Angelica didn’t pick up on this exchange.

      “Let me see the ring hon,” Angelica said, reaching over to Persy.  Persy put it in her Mom’s hand and sat down.

      Angelica walked over to the window to catch the light. She turned the ring around, studying all surfaces.

      “Look here, Mother,” she said to Laurel. “There’s something inscribed on the back of the gold that holds the stone. Looks like runes of some kind to me. You’d have a better idea.” Laurel walked over to the window and took the ring from Angelica. She tilted the ring toward the window and saw this symbol:
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      Angelica peered over Laurel’s shoulder.

      “What do you make of it?”

      “It’s definitely a rune. The larger symbol is the rune ING which loosely can mean ‘male power’ or can be ‘creation…start of something’.  Probably a reference Krak Ling makes to himself, but the other smaller letters, sort of an ‘S’ and a ‘X’…well I’m not sure what they mean or what effect they have on the original rune. I doubt this was part of the ring originally, but added by Krak Ling. I think I know where to check.  We need to head to the Magical Tomes Collection, my dear, and now.”

      “I can stay here with the kids, if you like,” said Vadoma.

      “That would be great, thanks,” replied Angelica. She glared at both Persy and Thaddeus. “NO Time-Linx, you two. Stay right in or around the manor and NO excuses. Got it?”

      “Ah, sure, Mom,” Persy answered, somewhat sheepishly. “Where would we go?”

      “Cripes, who knows? Just don’t make me have to come and find you.”

      Laurel and Angelica turned and rushed out the front door. Persy and Thaddeus in unison looked up at Vadoma and gave her their best cheesy grins.

      Vadoma, who stood with her arms crossed over her chest and foot tapping scowled down at them in mock anger and said, “Don’t you two even think about it!”
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      A fulminating cloud of red and black smoke erupted in front of the Chinese pawn shop. Krak Ling emerged and stared into the window of the store. There inside was a young man seemingly entranced by an empty red silk square on the counter. The shopkeeper was ordering the man to leave.

      “No!” Krak Ling hissed. “That cursed child and her sidekick wizard arrived before me. But I know where they’ll have to go next, and I’ll be waiting. Their end is near.”

      Krak Ling stepped back into the still billowing smoke. With a small flash of red, he and the smoke were gone.
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      Laurel and Angelica stepped out of the Time-Linx directly in front of the ring of stones, which encircled the entrance to the Magical Tomes Collection. Laurel waved her hands, “Ingressum”.

      The ground in the centre of the circle fell away, revealing a downward spiralling staircase. Illumination was provided by white and blue crystals embedded in the wall allowing Laurel and Angelica to quickly descend into the Collection.

      “Angelica! Laurel,” greeted Nestor, the wizard guardian of the Magical Tomes. “What a lovely surprise. How can I help you?” he finished as he kissed each of their hands, ever so gently.

      “Hello, Nestor,” said Laurel. “I need to see what you have on Runes…and possibly how one would change them to meet specific needs.”

      “Certainly, allow me to show you the way,” replied Nestor, turning and indicating for the ladies to follow him.

      His long flowing purple and black robes and cascading silver hair and beard made him appear almost ethereal as he stood in front of large wooden doors and waved his crystal wand. “Ingressum,” he said softly and the doors creaked open as he absentmindedly stroked his wand. Some magicals loved their particular tools, and crystal was indeed, special.

      “This way,” said Nestor. “I’ll take you to the correct corridor.”

      As they walked down the hallway behind the doors, Angelica and Laurel could see the rotunda, in the centre of the Collection.  Embedded in the floor was a huge list of magical categories, each with its own coloured square beside its name. Multitudinous hallways ran, similar to spokes of an enormous wheel, from the centre area to the bowels of the caves, which held the famous Collection.

      “You’re going to want to follow the orange pathway,” stated Nestor when they were standing in front of the list.

      “The most commonly used are the Elder Futhark runes,” he continued. “And they stem from Nordic roots. Good story, actually. It’s said that the God Odin, hung upside down from an ash tree for nine days to bring the runes to this world. He eventually saw them reflected in the water and passed the enlightened information on to mankind. Some say he died on that tree and the runes have the power to bring back the dead.”  Nestor glanced at Laurel and Angelica, shrugged his shoulders and pointed to the floor.

      “So, there you are. Nordic Magic is along the orange pathway. I’m sure you’ll find lots of what you’re after down there. There is another book which may help you. I’ll go get that and bring it to you.” He hurried off across the floor along another pathway.

      “Ok,” said Angelica. “Let’s see what we can find. We need something about uses of runes or how they can be manipulated.”

      She walked down the aisle with the orange mosaics in the floor, slowly reading the spines of the numerous books. Laurel investigated the books on the shelves of the other side.

      “Here,” said Laurel. “ ‘Using Futhark Runes For Personal Manifestation’ and ‘Runes of Power’. Sounds like what we need.”

      “Listen, Mother. ‘Nothing Can Ruin You – Rune Protection’ or then there’s ‘Ancient Runes – Much More Than Decaying Buildings’. I’m not sure how serious some of these are.”

      “Wizards and witches are known to have warped senses of humour.  Take them out. There may be some meat in them.” Laurel’s mouth twitched upwards.

      They walked to the end of the stacks of books where there was a row of long tables, and plunked down their choices, preparing to sift through the books and decide which to take home.

      “I think I like this one ‘Runes of Power’. It describes how people have altered many of the Runes to facilitate their own agendas. That has Krak Ling’s name all over it,” said Laurel.

      Nestor suddenly appeared from one of the corridors with a large leather-bound book, definitely well aged.

      “Here we go,” he said, thunking the book down on the table. “Just what I was looking for. I think you’ll find this book, ‘The Egyptian Art of Magical Object Control’ most enlightening. The Egyptians were all about control, of their followers, of the forces of nature and of magical objects. If Krak Ling learned it anywhere, I’d bet my false teeth that it was from the ancient Egyptians.” Nestor turned, opened his mouth as if to speak and then asked Laurel, “What, if I may ask, is it that you’re looking for exactly?”

      Angelica took a small black pouch off her belt, opened it and dropped the ring into her palm.

      “This, Nestor,” she explained. “On the back of this ring is a clear rune, the ING but there are two symbols or letters beside it. It’s Krak Ling’s ring, but appears to be deactivated and we think that these images are the key to activating it again.”

      Nestor took the ring and looked at the back. “Oh, yes…,” he said softly as he stared at the symbols. “Ah...,” he muttered, handed the ring back to Angelica and scurried down another aisle of books. He returned in a few seconds with yet another thick old book.

      “Here. I believe you should study this carefully.”

      Laurel took the book from Nestor and read the cover ‘Words of Power Through The Ages’.

      “I know something about these,” she said. “Is this what you think Krak Ling has put on the ring?”

      “I believe that it’s exactly what he’s done. We all know that he wants nothing more than to destroy Melanthios and her attempt to become the All Powerful One. Words of Power come from very old magic and there are two generally accepted philosophies, which more or less support each other. One is that the ancient Hebrews, according to the Kabbalah, believe that the world came into being through God’s thoughts, you know, energies, words are energies.

      The Egyptians on the other hand believed that their God Thoth generated the world by uttering the written word of the Supreme Deity; so there’s definitely a common thread here. Although the Egyptians refer to ‘Words of Power’, the Jewish people often refer to the ’72 Names of God’ as their power words. Either way, from the various readings, we know that once someone has determined their personal ‘Word of Power’, by chanting it they grow in energetic strength.  Often these words are palindromes, you know, read the same backwards or forwards, like radar or level and racecar. So you’re likely looking for something like that.”

      “So you’re saying that these extra two marks beside the rune could symbolize Krak Ling’s Word of Power?” asked Angelica.

      “That’s my best guess,” said Nestor. “That ring itself is to wield power and obviously it needs recharging from time to time. It just follows for me that a Word of Power would be how it’s done.”

      “Hmmmm,” uttered Angelica, deep in thought. “I’d say you’re probably right, Nestor. Thanks for the tip. Let’s take these few books home Mother. I’d like Vadoma to have a closer look at the ring with her Hagstone and see what she makes of the other markings beside the rune on the back, now that we have some references.”

      Laurel and Angelica said their good-byes to Nestor, Time-Linxed back to Laurel’s meadow. On entering the manor, they found themselves walking in on a rather heated discussion.

      Vadoma stood in the middle of the kitchen, hands on her hips; Thad was right up in her face, almost nose-to-nose, with his hands balled up in fists at his sides; Persy sat at the table, chin in her left hand as she swivelled her head from one side to the other, as if she was watching a tennis match at Wimbledon.

      “That is SO lame,” Thaddeus screeched. “We can SO go back to Krak Ling’s and find out how to re-charge the ring. I bet Sniv would even help us, ol’ Krak Ling’s not really Sniv’s favourite guy. This could give Sniv a chance for a little payback.”

      Angelica sighed as she held the door for Laurel, knowing what kind of discussion was going on and not looking forward to playing referee.

      “Thadd-e-us...,” growled Laurel, her teeth clenched. “You will mind your manners. Vadoma is a guest and here to help us.”

      The air crackled with tension. Benson was up on a high shelf, twirling his monocle on its chain, grinning. P-C was curled on the rug before the hearth, head buried in his paws, while Persy lowered her eyes to the table, not wanting to embarrass Thad by overtly watching.

      Thaddeus looked, red-faced at Laurel, said nothing but the pursing of his lips and flaring of his nostrils, said it all.

      “Vadoma,” Laurel stated quietly, while she gave Thad a dark look, “My apologies for Thaddeus’ outburst. I’m afraid he’s a little over-exuberant these days. Fancies himself as some kind of super hero, I fear.”

      Vadoma grinned slightly. “No problem at all, enthusiasm in a young man is common among my kind.” She ruffled Thad’s hair with her hand. “Let’s just make sure you’re well armed and prepared. Hate to see all that energy go up in a puff of Krak Ling’s red smoke.”

      Thad flicked his head to bat her hand away and strode over to sit on a chair in the furthest corner of the kitchen, clearly not mollified.

      “Mom, what books do you have there? They’re huge.”

      “Well, Mother and I found a couple, but after talking to Nestor he pointed us to these two.” Angelica put ‘Egyptian Art of Magical Object Control’ and ‘Words of Power Through The Ages’ on the table in front of Persy.

      “Nestor feels that the symbols on the back of Krak Ling’s ring are in fact the rune ING and beside it a Word of Power Krak Ling has probably devised for himself, which he uses in combination with the ING to ‘charge’ up his ring when needed. Our job is going to be to try to figure out what that second symbol means.

      We’re hoping that with all of us looking through the books and Vadoma using the Hagstone to possibly get a clearer view and sense of the Word, we can decipher its meaning.”

      Persy got up and grabbed a book. “‘Runes of Power’…hmmm. Ok, what am I looking for?”

      “Let me look at that ring again,” said Vadoma. “Let’s see if I can pick up anything extra. Just a sec, Persy…”

      Angelica took the ring out of its black pouch and handed it to Vadoma.

      “Such an enchanting stone,” she took out her Hagstone and looked through it to the back of the ring.

      “Of course the rune ING is clear enough…but the ‘s’ shape and the ‘x’…what is he trying to say here…sex?”

      Benson zipped down from his perch on the shelf. “Oy, there, you lot finally talking about something interesting?”

      Persy and Thad both rolled their eyes and watched Benson light on the table beside Persy’s arm. “Relax, Benson,” Persy said.  “I’m sure Krak Ling’s Word of Power is NOT sex.”

      “Why ever not? Man of his advanced years may need all the help he can get.” Benson giggled quietly.

      The three women flipped through the pages of the books and Vadoma commented.

      “I’m not that familiar with Words of Power, but if that’s what Ling is using to activate his ring, I’d be pretty sure there is some sort of ritual he does along with saying the Words.”

      Laurel stood, thinking and absentmindedly tapped her chin with her forefinger.

      “Lady Druanna is quite close once with a Jewish scholar, Jacob Schneersohn. Very into the Kabbalah and all that. Also a great diviner, although magic of any sort is pretty much forbidden in their faith. He is sort of underground. Actually, I believe she met him at some prognosticators’ meeting about what to do about Melanthios some years ago. He may be able to help us make more sense of this,” she said.

      Angelica nodded slowly, still reading a page she’d found in ‘Runes of Power’.  She suddenly pointed to a part on the page, “I’ll bet….,” she never finished.

      The air inside the manor CRACKED with high energy. Loose paper and parchment swept up in a whirlwind around the room as red and black smoke blinded them all.

      “I knew I’d find my ring here,” Krak Ling thundered. His eyes burnt directly at Persy, making her cower slightly. His wand pointed at the ring now on the table and with a small flick, Krak Ling caused it to rise and float over toward him.

      Thaddeus was NOT having this. He was standing slightly behind Krak Ling—and bending to his left—“Fixatious!” he yelled. The ring dropped like a stone back onto the table. The several clunks indicated it bounced to a destination known only to it.

      Persy, Thaddeus and Krak Ling lunged toward the sound of the ring.  The black and red smoke made it a game of Blind Man’s Bluff, none of them really knew where to grab.

      Laurel cried, “Storpiare!” pointing her right hand at Ling. Her curse winged his left arm, not maiming him nearly as much as she hoped.

      Benson, whose hundreds of eyes were well equipped for finding the elusive ring spied it, buzzed down to the table, making his wings drone loudly in hopes of catching Persy’s or Thaddeus’ attention.  This was not lost on Krak Ling who released his wounded left arm, pointed his wand to where Benson dove, attempting to float the ring once more.

      Angelica, who for these few split seconds stood behind the table, jumped up on top of it, grabbed the ring and aimed her hand at Krak Ling calling, “Aperios…Sanguinaris!” In a bright flash, a black-skinned figure morphed directly in front of Krak Ling. Her form solidified, the most prominent feature was her liquid, ebony eyes encircled in red. She stood over eight feet tall. She hissed and exposed long lethal looking fangs, dripping red.

      Sanguinaris raised her arms over her head pointing very sharp fingernails at Ling’s face. He stumbled back a few steps, waving his right hand as if his ring is still in position, remembering at the last second it wasn’t. He brought his wand up, threw a vanishing curse and she was gone.

      Sanguinaris’ appearance offered the gang time to encircle Krak Ling while he was focused on her. They all pointed their hands at him, but knew if one cast a spell or curse it would probably obliterate any others thrown and wind them all up in magical energetic chaos.

      Krak Ling sensed this, crouched down, grabbing one side of his robe with his limp left hand. He circled slowly, moving his wand from person to person. He waved his wand in a circle over his head and chanted something in Chinese which sounded like “Hugh-Jin”. Smoke start to rise above the floor level enveloping him as he continued to circle around at everyone.

      “I have an offer to make,” Krak Ling snarled. “You need to know about the next Object Melanthios is after. So that information for my ring.”

      Laurel, Angelica and the kids looked at each other, flicking eyes back and forth. Laurel was close to the table. Angelica bent down and whispered, “Is this how the information is going to be made known to us?”

      “Could be. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had messages come in a very strange way,” answered Laurel.

      “Cripes, from the lips of an enemy,” said Angelica quietly to herself. “Ok, Ling, this better be good,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Krak Ling lowered his wand and looked around. Everyone looked at him, waiting for his answer.

      “I can’t believe you have me, me…Krak Ling, Chinese Sorcerer extraordinaire, ready to tell all. Bah!

      Melanthios seeks the Cauldron of Ceridwen,” he stated.

      “Old Celtic magic,” whispered Laurel, almost to herself.

      Krak Ling turned to her… “Yes, exactly,” he sighed. “Very tricky to work with, very tricky to find. But if she does, it would be a massive boon to her abilities to control evil, or most anything else for that matter.”

      “I thought that was completely mythical,” commented Angelica. “It actually exists?”

      “Oh, yes, indeed it does,” said Laurel, obviously deep in thought. “I’d have never guessed that to be one of the magical objects. It hasn’t been heard of in centuries.”

      “Of course,” sneered Krak Ling. “She’s not going to want attention drawn to it. That way she can sneak in, snatch it before anyone is ready to defend it.”

      Thaddeus, who had been very quiet until now suddenly said, “How do you know this? Where’s the Cauldron now?”

      Krak Ling glanced quickly at Thaddeus and lowered his eyes. “There was a time, a very lovely time,” he paused, sighed and continued. “When I believed Willow and I would be together, forever. It was during that time, when I was privy to how the Book of Black Dominance was evolving. I traveled with her to discover the secrets of magic in all eras, although Willow didn’t always tell me what she chose for the Book, I do know a few of the objects. The Cauldron of Ceridwen is next, that much I was told. Now. My ring.” He thrust his hand out to Angelica.

      She looked over at Laurel, who gave a very tiny nod, and Angelica dropped the ring into Krak Ling’s palm. In a whirl of black and red smoke, he was gone.

      “Oy,…that went well,” grumbled Benson. “We’ve lost the bleeding ring again.”

      “True, Benson,” said Persy, thoughtfully. “Although, we at least know what the next Object is that Melanthios will be after. Celtic, Grandmother…what do you know about it?”

      “Very old magic, I believe it came from the books of Fferyllt, (fair-lit) ancient Welsh magic.”

      “But why would an old cauldron be so important to Melanthios? Can it actually have anything to do with world domination?” Persy asked.

      “This particular one definitely could,” replied Laurel. “You know, I think who we need to talk to about this is Lady Druanna. No one knows the history of the Cauldron of Ceridwen like she does. It’s very closely related to divination magic, but I’m going to let her tell you the whole tale. And, she can connect us to Jacob. Angelica, I’ll take the kids and Vadoma, she may be able to help the Lady. I’d like it if you could hold the fort here…don’t want Master Ling coming back and laying any surprises for us.”

      “Fine,” said Angelica. “I totally agree. I’ll reinforce the protection spells around the Manor. P-C, you’ll stay with me.”

      P-C lifted one eyelid, gave a tiny snort and let it fall again.  Nothing much disturbed P-C’s naps.

      They walked to the formation of rocks on the side of Laurel’s meadow to enter the Time-Linx, listening to Benson moan, yet again, about traveling in this fashion.

      “Surely, with all your magic,” he fussed. “You lot could come with a better way of getting about.”

      “Relax, Bensie,” smirked Thaddeus. “You could always train up…you know, work out in a salad spinner.”

      Benson shot Thaddeus an evil glare and crawled into Persy’s shirt pocket.

      “Hrrrrumph!”

      But they were not alone in the meadow…were they?

      Persy turned her head just before entering the Time-Linx, a strange energy running up her neck. She couldn’t see the dark, red-rimmed eyes through the foliage, but they were there. Something most definitely was there.
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      They exited the Time-Linx, surprisingly unscathed by a gnarly hawthorn bush, which served as the doorway.

      Persy’s thick hair tangled in a few thorny branches when she walked toward the clearing and a riverbank.

      “Ah!” she grunted, grabbing the ends of hair to dislodge the clump from the relentless branches. “Thought it was too good to be true, not getting snagged. You’d think they’d use another tree, one without thorns.”

      “Thing is,” said Vadoma. “The hawthorn is very special here in Ireland. Often referred to as a ‘Fairy Tree’ because it protects entrances to fairy realms.”

      Benson crawled out of Persy’s pocket and lit on her shoulder, and drummed his wings.

      “Aw, lovely,” he purred. “That’s more like it.”

      “Where are we?” asked Thaddeus, doing a full 360.

      “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.”

      “Zip it, Benson,” demanded Thaddeus.

      Laurel stepped up very close to the oak, bowed her head slightly, closed her eyes, tapped her wand on the trunk, and uttered, “Ingressum”.

      The front of the tree shimmered, the ground rumbled and a tremour spread from its base and under the ground they stood on. Persy flicked her eyes to her feet and saw them quiver. Just as quickly the shimmering stopped and a door appeared in the trunk.

      Lady Druanna, her long red hair floating on undetectable air currents stood in the doorway, dressed in a radiant emerald green gown, smiled and extended her arms to hug Laurel. She then turned to enfold Vadoma and each of the teens.

      “Welcome, welcome, to Sidhun (shee-doon) what a thrill to have you all visit. Please, enter my domain.” She stepped back from the door and waved them in with her left arm.

      “Wow,” said Persy as she looked around at the thatched cottages and lush, colourful gardens in front of each house.

      “This is not unlike Rose Arbour.”

      “True,” said Lady Druanna. “We’re both Kingdoms of the Fey, although we don’t have much in the way of crystals here, we have other fairy elements.”

      Lady Druanna turned and led them to a silver coach with two luminously white horses harnessed to it. The doors were embedded with small emeralds and sapphires. A coachman opened the door and they all boarded.

      “Cool,” said Persy, looking around at the satin interior. “I could get used to this.”

      “A treat better than that bleeding Time-Linx,” stated Benson, looking around the inside of the coach. “Kinda matches my back end, don’tcha’ fink?”

      Persy rolled her eyes. “Nice, Benson.”

      Vadoma and Lady Druanna grinned. Thaddeus just shook his head.

      Persy and Thaddeus pointed out fairies and the resplendent gardens to each other as they drove through the town to Lady Druanna’s manor.

      “I thought fairies were seen more at night,” commented Persy.

      “Not here,” replied Lady Druanna. “They are very busy, active beings and with feeling so safe, they can be seen around the clock, depending on their preference.”

      “Now this is my kind of place,” said Benson. “More beings my size.” He flitted back and forth between Persy and Thaddeus’ shoulders, to see out both sides of the coach.

      The clacking of the coach’s wheels on the cobblestone road slowed, then stopped. One of the doors swung open and they all exited and stood in front of a very majestic, flower shrouded, light stone building.

      “Please, come in,” said Lady Druanna graciously. “I’ve asked for a luncheon to be served overlooking the back gardens.” She opened the massive front door, all trimmed with gold and walked through the main hallway while the others followed her. Laurel mentioned quietly to Vadoma and Persy that the beautiful paintings lining the walls of the hallway were images from various tarot decks which were faves of the Lady’s from the twenty-first century. These included images from the Major Arcana of the Sacred Circle, Vampyre, Witch’s and Dark Fairy Tale decks.

      “Ah, yes, the ol’ Time-Linx…” responded Vadoma.

      “Indeed,” replied Laurel.

      They eventually came to heavy glass doors which a servant opened and the Lady led them to large deck overlooking massive gardens with a hedgerow in the middle, about twelve feet high, as if it was walling some portion of the land off. They took seats at a long table, laden with fruit, salads, cold meats and cheeses. Wine was poured for the adults, fresh squeezed juices for the young magicals.

      “Lady,” asked Persy. “Is that tall hedge part of a maze?” She glanced to the side, “Don’t, Benson…”

      “Amaz……’..K,” he stopped mid-word.

      “Yes,” Lady Druanna answered. “It’s been used for fun and for trial events in magic. Goes on forever. I believe it was originally constructed in the sixth century, during Arthur’s time. I’ve made it through a few times and the fairies and spirits just love to hang out in there. There are stories though, of those who thought their magic was strong enough, but failed and wound up wandering through for life.  A few unsettled spirits haunt it because of that.”

      “Cool,” said Thaddeus.

      Laurel gave him a half grin. “Of course, Thaddeus,” she commented.

      She turned to Lady Druanna. “We’ve found out, as I told you, through Krak Ling that Melanthios’ next target is the Cauldron of Ceridwen.  I’d really like it if you can give Persy, Thaddeus and Vadoma a summary of the Cauldron’s history and why it would be so important to my evil spawn.”

      “Ah…yes,” Lady Druanna began, somewhat shaken by Laurel’s reference to her own daughter. “Quite a tale it is, too. Very easy to understand why Melanthios is focusing on the Cauldron as her next Object to become the All Powerful One.

      Ceridwen, for whom the Cauldron is named, was a goddess who had three children. One a beautiful daughter, a son who became one of King Arthur’s warriors and then there was Morfran, who was so incredibly ugly and awkward, that she thought he’d never be accepted among royal families unless he had a special talent to offer. She chose for him to be a great bard. This would endow him the talent of inspiration, stories, speech and knowledge, past, present and future. Regardless of appearance, he would be in great demand.

      So to this end, from the ancient magic books of the Ffeyrllt, Ceridwen set up to boil a Cauldron of Inspiration, some refer to it as ‘Amen’. The tricky part is that the brew had to boil and be constantly stirred for a whole year and a day. Then the first three drops, and only those three drops would impart in Morfran, those special talents, and the rest of the concoction would be fatally poisonous.”

      “Whoa! Win,” exclaimed Thaddeus. “Then no one else can grab those powers.”

      “Exactly,” stated Lady Druanna. “And if they were to try…they’d die.  But there’s a hitch in this story.

      You see the fire had to be maintained under the Cauldron at all times; herbs gathered and added to the brew; and the whole thing stirred constantly. While Ceridwen gathered herbs, she had a boy Gwyon stir, day in and day out. A blind man, Morda kept the fire going.

      Just at the end of the brewing time, three drops splashed out and burned Gwyon’s hand. Instinctively, he put his fingers in his mouth and instantly gained the powers which Ceridwen so coveted for her son.

      Gwyon knew he’d be in BIG trouble, so he skedaddled out of there at top speed. When he stopped stirring, the whole cauldron tipped over and the brew seeped into the ground.

      On arriving back with a new basket of herbs, Ceridwen viewed the mess and was furious. She chased after Gwyon, determined to kill him.

      But with his newfound knowledge, Gwyon knew when Ceridwen was on the chase and he turned into a rabbit. Being a very talented sorceress, she sensed the change right away and transformed into a greyhound.  Gwyon became a salmon and jumped into the river to hide. Not good enough…Ceridwen became an otter. He changed to a bird and flew the skies, but she became a hawk and still hunted him. Lastly, he figured he had to become small enough to not be seen, so changed to a kernel of corn and lay very still on the ground. Alas, Ceridwen saw that too, became a hen and ate him.

      Imagine her surprise when in a couple of months, she realized she was pregnant. Ceridwen knew it was a form of Gwyon and so vowed to kill the child at birth. But when he was born, he was so beautiful, she just couldn’t. So instead, she wrapped him in a seal skin bag and threw him into the ocean.

      For nine days and nights, the babe floated in the sea until found by a noble lord, Elffin. He hoped the bag contained gold, but was not disappointed when he found the breath-taking child. He named the boy Taliesin, which means ‘radiant brow’.

      Elffin’s life thereafter was blessed with wealth and good fortune because of Taliesin’s talents. This is the power Melanthios seeks.  This is her next Magical Object to possess.”

      Except for Laurel, they stood staring at Lady Druanna, slightly slack-jawed.

      “Wow, that’s some story,” noted Vadoma. “Do you have any idea where the Cauldron is now?”

      “Not exactly, but there is a…”

      The air plunged to polar temps as the sky blackened and a loud crack resonated around them. Persy and Thad glanced at each other and chorused, “Not good.”

      They pulled their wands out, drew their hands up, jumped up from the table and stood back to back, each trying to see what was coming. Persy’s Cimaruta became very warm on her chest, and then started to glow, particularly the Rue, Vervain and Rooster’s head.

      Swirls of leaves rose from the ground, small trees and hedges bent stiffly, resisting being bullied by the wind. Gun metal smoke appeared, first in wisps, then quickly escalating to blinding billows.

      Melanthios, stepped back, bracing herself for a battle and screamed, “WHERE is the Cauldron?” scowling directly at Lady Druanna.

      “I have not….”, started the Lady. Laurel and Vadoma lunged in front of her, but were a millisecond too slow to fully stop the curse.

      “Termin…..,” Melanthios hissed.

      “Duplious!” screamed Laurel. In a blink, there were six Lady Druanna’s; Melanthios’ curse ricocheted off them, killing none, but maiming all. Vadoma rushed to her as the Lady became one again, crumpling in a heap on the deck.

      Melanthios’ eyes latched onto Persy’s chest where the Cimaruta glowed. She reached out toward Persy’s neck only to receive a ‘snap’ of energy, burning her fingers.

      “Damn,” she yelled.

      Thaddeus ran down the steps, in front of Melanthios, trying to divert her attention. Persy turned around from the other side; together they pointed their wands at Melanthios’ chest, opened their mouths when Melanthios suddenly turned to Thaddeus, grabbed his upper arm and yelled, “Eogorum!”

      The air cracked…and they were gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Life Elixir

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thaddeus!” screamed Persy, lurching forward trying to pull him back as he vanished. “THADDEUS!” He was gone; Persy crumbled to the ground as realization sank in.

      She sat there, slightly stunned and then the anger roiled up.

      “Come back here! Now! You evil, cowardly, hag!” Persy roared as she stood up, pointing her hands to where Melanthios vanished. She wouldn’t even think twice about using the Terminata curse.

      Laurel rushed to Persy’s side, throwing arms around her.

      “Persephane. We’ll get him back,” Laurel said.

      “I want him back NOW,” hissed Persy. “I was just too slow. It’s all my fault.” She sank her head into her hands, shaking all through her body.

      “No, no it isn’t,” said Laurel. “She shocked us all. Planned it and was just waiting to storm in here when we least expected it. It’s how she’s always worked.” She tried to hug Persy tighter, but Persy was having none of it and broke away.

      She started to pace in circles, waving her hands, sparks streaming in all directions, all colours. Her face boiled, heart pounded; she could scarcely breathe.

      Laurel remained still, a worried look on her face and hand on her forehead, thinking about how she could deal with all of this at once. The whole world seemed to have fallen down an endless black magical hole in the space of seconds.

      “Vadoma,” she called. “Please Linx over to Zeemeld and tell her we need her here asap. Lady Druanna has to be looked after while we figure out how to get Thaddeus back.”

      Vadoma, who was sitting with the unconscious Lady Druanna, helping her servants ready her to be taken to her bed, turned to Laurel.

      Vadoma turned back to the servants who now had Lady Druanna off the floor, in two of the men’s arms.

      “Take her to her bed and give her a dose of this every twenty minutes for five dosings. I should be back by then.” She handed one of the women servants a vial of Arnica, turned and left the deck through the glass doors.

      “No…no…,” murmured Benson, shaking, thinking of his encounter with Melanthios’ wrath last summer, watching Persy fall apart.

      Persy was speechless, staring blankly at the spot where Thad had been. She glanced up and gave Vadoma a slight wave, then watched Lady Druanna being carried into the manor. Her eyes burned with tears of confused anger. Was Lady Dru OK? How could Thad have been taken so easily? She should have known Melanthios would only appear to wreak havoc with some demonic scheme. Cripes, she even had the stone from Imhotep with her. She should have surrounded them all with the stone wall it created when the smoke was forming. It was her fault, no matter what Laurel said.

      Persy walked down toward the maze and seriously contemplated taking a wander through; anywhere quiet to think and not interact with anyone.

      Laurel stood sadly watching her granddaughter obviously in despair and knowing full well that there was nothing she could say to alter how Persephane perceived this whole situation. The only tool she had was distraction.

      “Persy,” she called. “Lady Druanna needs immediate attention and Zeemeld is going to want all the help she can get. Plus, it will do you good to assist her, great learning for you. Come to the Lady’s room with me.”

      “Yeah, right,” mumbled Persy. “Like she needs my help.” She turned and walked up to the steps. She also knew that locking horns with her Grandmother during a crisis like this could only end in some yet-to-be-determined, but undoubtedly painful repercussions. She sighed and continued up the steps into the manor.

      One of the female servants escorted them along to Lady Druanna’s quarters. On entering her room, they each took a side of the bed, quietly assessing the Lady’s appearance.

      Persy’s miserable mood abated, when she saw how pale and wilted Lady Druanna looked.

      “Grandmother,” cried Persy. “She looks ghastly. What can we do now?”

      “She should have been given Acontium for the shock as well as Arnica,” replied Laurel. “Just too much going on at the same time.”  She reached into her robe pocket and extracted a small vial, opened it and shook a few pellets into the Lady’s mouth.

      After the remedy dissolved, Lady Druanna stirred a little and then fell right back to a deep sleep. Persy and Laurel dragged chairs up to the sides of her bed, sat and each took a hand, imparting light energy spells into her.

      “That’s it, Persy. She can’t take too much at a time. She’s so weak.”

      Persy nodded absentmindedly, and suddenly noticed other energy currents in the room. She looked around trying to detect the source.

      “I believe some of Lady Druanna’s fey friends,” explained Laurel. “Probably more live here than even in Rose Arbour. They’re going to be extremely worried about her.”

      “Hmmmmm,” said Persy. Her concern for Lady Druanna still didn’t completely offset the three-ring circus going on in her head about how to get Thaddeus back. Her stomach clenched as she thought of what Melanthios could be doing to him.

      The air at the foot of the bed began to distort and bend, like heat waves off the sidewalk in the height of summer.

      In a few seconds, two female adult forms could be seen, one in shades of green and one in blue, both women bore wings.

      The fairy in green looked down at the Lady. “Oh, Maurelle,” she said, her voice tremulous. “She looks so pale and weak.” A single tear slipped down her cheek. Fryah caught herself, straightened her back and sniffed discreetly.

      Maurelle, on the other hand had tears washing down her face in seconds. Watermarks blemished her flowing blue dress. She knelt at the end of the bed and put her face into the duvet, hoping to staunch the outpour.

      “What happened?” she mumbled as she looked up at Laurel.

      “Melanthios, Emissaries,” answered Laurel.

      “We received an emergency call to tunnel here from The Green Man.  But didn’t know why, only that Lady Druanna was in danger,” explained Fryda.

      Maurelle and Fryda stepped up to either side of the bed, behind Laurel and Persy and gently each placed their fingertips on one of Lady’s hands.

      Persy watched this, only partially in tune with what was going on.  She did understand that these Emissaries being here was going to be an immense help to Lady Druanna’s healing. She had a fair knowledge of The Green Man. He represented the “Spirit of Irrepressible Life”…nature’s drive to grow and survive. Life force was his essence and he would have sent healing magic for the Lady, as it was known that they were close friends. He mostly communicated with humans or other Magicals through plants or plant fairies like these two.

      Fryda let go of Lady Druanna’s fingers and reached inside a pocket on the side of her dress. She extracted two small, heavily leaved branches, and handed one to Maurelle. They both put one in each of the Lady’s palms.

      “That will start imparting The Green Man’s healing magic into Lady Druanna,” explained Fryda. “I understand Zeemeld has been called for?”

      Laurel nodded.

      “Yes,” she said aloud. “Vadoma should be on her was back with her anytime. Zeemeld makes a ‘Life Elixir’ she uses in these cases. ‘Will blend beautifully with The Green Man’s magic.”

      Voices and rushing footsteps suddenly heralded the arrival of Vadoma and Zeemeld. Zeemeld bolted into the room, carrying baskets of glass stoppered vials and apothecary bottles.

      “How is she?” she blurted out to everyone in general.

      Laurel replied in her usual calm manner. “She’s holding on. Fryda and Maurelle have helped to stabilize her with some of The Green Man’s healing magic. But, I’m so relieved that you’ve arrived.

      “Excellent. I’m going to need Lady Druanna’s laboratory. Where is it?”

      Laurel looked to one of the Lady’s servants, who responded. “I can take you,” she said, looking at Zeemeld.

      “Persephane, so glad you’re here,” Zeemeld said. “I’m going to need your help and this is a process you should learn.”

      Persy, turned toward Zeemeld, smiled and got up and followed her as they were led out of the room by the servant.

      “So lovely to see you, dear,” said Zeemeld, putting her arm around Persy’s shoulders. “I’m sorry it’s in such unfortunate circumstances, and you must be frantic about Thaddeus.”

      Persy verbally exploded. “You have NO idea! I can’t even begin to organize my thoughts about what to do. I know the Lady is gravely ill, and all attention has gone to her…but Thad…I mean, we HAVE to do something!” Tears finally trickled down her cheeks; she just couldn’t stop them anymore. Her Cimaruta glowed faintly, picking up her emotional stress.

      “I know, dear one, I know,” Zeemeld said, patting Persy’s shoulder. “But you’re going up against Melanthios and that’s going to take some planning with Laurel, Angelica and probably Vadoma. Murph may even be of some assistance here. Really not for me to say, but getting into Bodesnoir alone won’t be easy, she’s going to really on her guard this time. And then it’s about where in the castle he is. You can’t just go blundering in there.”

      Benson, who had been flitting along behind them piped up.

      “Oy, not to worry, Perse,” he stated. “We’ll get the little blighter back.”

      None of this helped. It only reinforced the fact that this was going to be near to impossible. Melanthios would definitely be on her toes and have all her guards piqued for any kind of approach. Persy’s insides felt as if they were all stuck together, her breathing was shallow and her heart would start thumping away whenever she thought of Thad.

      They followed the servant down the hall to a set of narrow stone steps near the back of the manor. She took them down one floor and turned left along a rather dark hallway. Finally, she opened a heavy wooden door.

      “There you are,” she stated. “This is the laboratory and the Divination Library is next door to the right, if you need it. All Lady Druanna’s reference books and grimoires are there.” She turned and left them.

      Persy held the door, so Zeemeld could enter with her baskets.  Benson flew in and settled on one of the wooden counters in the middle of the room.

      The room was large, stone walled with many wide wooden beams running lengthwise along the ceiling, about two feet apart. There were three small windows at the end of the room toward the top of the wall.  Each had vertical metal bars embedded in the stonework of their frames.

      Along all the beams were bunches of drying herbs, not unlike Laurel’s kitchen. The shelves on the walls were stacked with leather books, grimoires, stone and glass containers and all manner of utensils.

      There were two long counters, each about ten feet long in the centre of the room; Zeemeld dumped her baskets on the closest one and proceeded to empty their contents.

      She began pulling out jars and vials of all sizes, numbers of them.

      “Oy!” snickered Benson. “Wa’cha doing? Brewing up somefink for the whole bleedin’ city of London, are ya?”

      Zeemeld glanced up at him, slightly smirking.

      “This is a very complicated elixir, Benson,” she answered. “Much of it I’ve had prepared in various states at home so that when I needed it, I only had to do the finishing steps to have it ready quickly. You cheeky thing. Cute, but cheeky.”

      “Watch ‘oo you’re calling ‘cheeky’, madam. I’m probably three times your age!”

      “AND…three times as impertinent, I might add,” Zeemeld countered.

      That got a small giggle out of Persy and a rather large pout from Benson. Persy moved closer to Zeemeld and started helping her unpack.

      Zeemeld placed a very old and obviously well used, brown leather book on the table. She opened it and laid it out on the table to be able to refer to it.

      “Life Elixir,” read Persy. “Goes on for pages, Zeemeld. Must be very tricky to make.” She was flipping through the pages of instructions.

      “Indeed. I’ve done the first two major steps, the first which has to sit for ten days and the second for three days more. Now we mix the two parts together, add a few more things and then burn it all to ash.  We add the ash to another solution and that is what Lady Druanna drinks to replenish her life force.”

      “There are a lot of elements in this elixir I’ve never even heard of: costus, masterwort, spicknel, sodoary, bugloss and Gallia muschata. Man! And so we add the ash to betony water and mix in sugar, rosewater and oils of cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg and lemon peel. That’s probably to make it taste half decent, isn’t it?” asked Persy.

      “Actually it does help with the taste, but all of those things have purpose in their oil and peel states.”

      Zeemeld started the fire in the hearth for the burning of the elixir, then turned to Benson.

      “Benson, fly upstairs and let Laurel know the Life Elixir will be ready in about a half hour, will you?”

      “Yes, yes,” he sighed. “A winged being’s work is never done.”

      Persy opened the door to let him buzz out.
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      At least he wasn’t in a dungeon, the small cold room had a window, albeit with bars and sun streamed in.

      The bed was hard, a plank of wood, with a thin, straw-stuffed mattress on it. Thaddeus sat on it in a general state of ‘low boil’ as he had been since Melanthios tossed him in here.

      Seconds after leaving Lady Druanna’s, they landed in the front hall of Bodesnoir, Melanthios poking her wand into Thaddeus’ back. She had taken his wand, which although he now didn’t use all that often, was essential with big spells.

      “I’d love to just kill you, you annoying brat,” sneered Melanthios. “But I don’t need the negative energy it would plague me with right now. Too many bigger fish to fry.”

      She prodded him down the hall, like a cow to slaughter, they made a couple of turns and stopped in front of a wooden door.

      “Effracto!” she yelled. The door swung open and a cloud of disrupted dust hung in the air.

      “Use this, much?” said Thaddeus, scratching his nose. “I’d give your maid service a slap.”

      Melanthios glared at him and pushed him inside.

      “You can give that flippant tongue of yours a rest in here, while I decide what to do with you.” She pulled the door shut, threw the lock and Thaddeus could hear her footsteps fade away.

      He sat fuming and imagining all the delightfully horrible things he wanted to do to Melanthios, when he heard the door creak open.

      Thaddeus got the shock of his life when Wolfgang Kerdling entered, pointing his hand at Thaddeus and carrying a tray with the other.

      “What the……,” stammered Thaddeus.

      “Just stay where you are,” said Wolfgang, as he slowly walked toward the bed. He slid the tray onto the bed, keeping his wand pointed at Thaddeus’ head.

      Wolfgang Kerdling was a ward of Willow’s, Melanthios’ mentor, and although he lived at Bodesnoir with them, he was pretty much ignored.  Last summer he had set the Witch Hunters onto Laurel and the gang, they only just managed not to get caught. He was the reason Laurel has so many protection charms on the manor now.

      Thaddeus’ teeth clenched and nostrils flared. If only he could get his bare hands around that neck. But Wolfgang was taking great precaution to keep his own focus fixed on a spot between Thaddeus’ eyes.

      Thaddeus glanced down at the tray.

      “You think I’m going to eat that? Probably laced with some bizarre poison or knockout herbs.”

      “Couldn’t really tell you for sure,” Wolfgang said. “But I know she doesn’t want to kill you because of the backlash on herself. I was told to bring the tray up…that’s all I know. Wouldn’t be surprised about a sleeping draught, though. It’s her M.O. I just saw this as an opportunity.”

      “For what?” snapped Thaddeus.

      “To give you back this,” replied Wolfgang. He moved his right hand under his tunic top at his back, and brought out Thaddeus’ wand.

      Thaddeus’ mouth dropped as he stared, paralyzed in shock.

      “But…,” he started. “I don’t…..”

      “Yeah, thought you’d take it like that,” smirked Wolfgang.

      “Thing is, around here I’m treated like I don’t exist, which don’t get me wrong, it’s fine that they leave me alone. But what they’ve forgotten to think about is how I resent them, and, well, quite honestly? Words cannot describe the loathing I have for the pair of them. You have NO idea how I’d love to use the Death Spell on them both. I’d gladly accept the consequences.”

      Thaddeus eventually found his voice.

      “Why don’t you just Time-Linx somewhere else. Hide in another time? Or if they don’t pay you much attention, sneak up and cast the Death Spell?”

      “Naw,” Wolfgang answered. “Melanthios is an expert scryer. She’d only find me and either kill me or really punish me—long term. Just not worth it. Yet. And she has so many types of charms on this place, if I even started the utter the Death Spell, all kinds of alarms would go off.”

      “What do you mean…’yet’?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve seen the error of my ways. I’m no fan of Melanthios’ or Willow’s, so why not switch to Team Persy and Thaddeus?  Kinda appeals, being a mole, ya know?”

      Wolfgang eyed Thaddeus carefully, trying to figure out how convincing he was being.

      Thad squinted his eyes, sending a hard, penetrating glare into Wolf’s. He sensed truthful energy from Wolf, but somehow still found it near impossible to accept.

      Thaddeus kept pondering, suspicious. Wait until Persy hears this! If I ever get a chance to tell her, that is.

      “Look,” said Wolfgang. “I’ve really got to split. If Melanthios comes down this way for any reason, she’d never expect to find me still here. Her ‘spidy-sense’ would go off, big time. I just gotta tell you. I heard her talking to Willow and she plans to take you to the Room of Globes. It’s in a cave out back of the castle.”

      “What’s the deal with this Room of Globes?” asked Thaddeus.

      “There are hundreds of these green glowing crystal balls embedded in the rocks of the cave. They each represent another multiverse. She plans to ship you off to one of them so she doesn’t have to kill you, but can keep tabs on you without you being able to get in her way until she’s done all she needs to do to become the All Powerful One.”

      “Great,” signed Thaddeus. “How do I prevent that? Or get back if she’s successful?”

      “Yeah, about that,” replied Wolfgang. “I don’t know. Haven’t figured that out, but I know for sure, you’ll need your wand. I’ll do what I can to figure out where you are and try to get word to Persy.”

      Suddenly they could hear Melanthios screaming upstairs at one of the servants.

      “Ok, I’m outta here,” said Wolfgang quickly. “Better eat that, you may not get food for a long time.”

      “Right,” Thaddeus resigned. “And thanks, Wolfgang. I still am shocked at your help, but really appreciate it.”

      Wolfgang grinned. “Let’s get you out of here before we throw a ‘happy’ party. Got a few hurdles to get over.”

      With that, he opened the door and left. Thaddeus could hear the latch being locked.

      He ate the stew and bread and drank the water, then sat on the bed again. It wasn’t long before he just couldn’t keep his eyes open.

      “I knew it,” was his last thought before falling over sideways on the thin mattress, in a deep coma-like sleep.

      “Escendorum,” Thaddeus heard. He was very foggy and a gentle breeze passing over his body told him he was moving, yet he was not moving a muscle himself. In fact, he couldn’t. It was as if he’d been given a dose of curare, the plant toxin which paralyzes every muscle in one’s body. He came fully awake, but had no control over his body. He could see doors and the walls of the passageway scroll by him as he literally floated along.

      “Ah,” sneered Melanthios. “You’re finally awake. Enjoying the ride?” She cackled. “Now to dispose of you and get on with my collection.  That meddlesome niece of mine will never find you where I’m sending you. Hopefully this will set her back for a good stretch.”

      They were up on the main floor, going down the corridor to the back of Bodesnoir. At the end of the hall, there was a large, thick wooden door, which Melanthios opened with a wave of her hand. They walked down a covered walkway, descending to the back of a herb garden, out a gate, and to the mouth of a cave.

      “Here we are then,” Melanthios stated, somewhat proudly.

      She waved her wand in a small downward motion and Thaddeus resumed floating, into the cave.

      Inside it was very dark and gloomy but not without any light. All around the cave were round crystal balls, half in and half protruding from the walls. They glowed an ominous, ghostly lime green. Each of them had numbers etched on their surface.

      Melanthios tapped the index finger of her left hand on her bottom lip.

      “Now. Which one…hmmmmm…which will it be?” she said.

      “Ah, yes…of course,” she decided.

      With lightening speed, Melanthios called: “Ingressum” to stop the levitation, “Activius” to stop the paralysis and lastly “Hydros” which acted to change Thaddeus into a wispy trail of steam. She pointed at him and directed her wand to one of the globes on her left, number 23 and the thin cloud that was Thaddeus disappeared into the globe.
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      Laurel stood at the end of Lady Druanna’s bed, watching Zeemeld administer the Life Elixir in quarter teaspoonfuls every ten or fifteen minutes. Her heart skipped a beat when she glanced at Persephane, who was sitting across the room and looking as if she was about to fold in on herself. Vadoma sat beside her, her hand resting on Persy’s shoulder. Laurel could hear the odd sniff, although it was obvious that Persy was trying to hide how she felt, to keep the focus on the Lady.

      “How do you think the Lady is doing,” Laurel asked Zeemeld.

      “She’s regaining her strength, but slowly,” replied Zeemeld.

      Fryda added, “Her energies are improving. I can feel it in her hands. Can you, Maurelle?”

      “Yes. She’s coming back to us.”

      “Splendid,” said Laurel. “That being the case, I’m going to take Persy and Vadoma back to Rockmanor and have Angelica meet us there.  We need to get on with rescuing Thaddeus and I don’t want to do it from my manor, one can never be sure what spies Melanthios has lurking around, even with protection charms on the place. Let’s go you two.” She finished, crooking her finger at Persy and Vadoma.

      They said their farewells and a servant girl led them back to the main door. There, she arranged for a carriage to take them back to the Time-Linx portal.

      As they stepped out of the carriage and stood before the Fairy Tree, Laurel commented.

      “I’ve sent a message through the Time-Linx to Angelica, Persy, to have her meet us at your house. We’ll be safer there.”

      Persy nodded and entered the Time-Linx, Benson, of course had already burrowed into her pocket. They arrived at Rockmanor and exited from under the waterfalls, leaving the Time-Linx and Bellarya behind. No one spoke much as they walked up the road to Persy’s home.

      Angelica was waiting for them on the deck, with a pinched expression.

      “I’ve been trying to scry into Bodesnoir to see if we can pick up Thad’s energy,” said Angelica. “There was something I thought may have been him, in the lower levels, but it’s faded now. Vadoma, maybe with your Hagstone?”

      “Sure,” said Vadoma, scurrying up the steps. “Let’s see what I can find.”

      They entered the kitchen, where Angelica had a drawing of Bodesnoir laying out on the table. Vadoma took her crystal ball out of its purple covering and placed it on the table. She then withdrew the Hagstone from under her shirt, where it hung on a long leather cord.

      She took a seat at the table with her crystal ball in front of her and the Hagstone on the table beside it. Then she extracted her small tambourine from her bag and held it in her right hand, which hung by her side. Slowly, she started ‘the grai’, the three beats, three beats, then two and two beats, back to three, three, two, two, putting herself into the trance she used, making her mind far more conducive to scrying or seeing the future, which ever her goal.

      As anxious as Persy was about finding out anything about Thaddeus, the grai never failed to make her sleepy. Her eyelids felt like lead weights; it was all she could do to keep herself upright. Benson was softly snoring on her shoulder.

      Smoke filled the crystal ball and Vadoma picked up the Hagstone in her left hand and looked through it into the ball. No one uttered a word, as she moved around, peering at all angles into the smoke.

      “There is some faint energetic field which definitely belonged to Thaddeus, but then, and I do NOT get this, it seems to change into a mist of some sort.” said Vadoma. “And the mist formation is somewhere behind the castle. Strange.”

      “Mist? And not in the castle?” asked Laurel. She looked at Angelica. “A multiverse transfer?” Laurel said pensively. “Can you tell where exactly, Vadoma?”

      “Not far outside. Seems to be near a large rock formation of some sort.”

      “Could it be a cave?”

      “Yes, sure. That fits,” answered Vadoma.

      “Goddess help us,” sighed Laurel, putting her hand to her forehead.

      Persy’s stomach lurched. Nothing much flustered her grandmother.

      “What?” Persy squeaked out, her throat suddenly dry and constricted.  “What’s wrong?”

      Vadoma stopped scrying, she and the rest turned to Laurel.

      “Although I haven’t personally been in it, I’m told Melanthios has a cave at the back of Bodesnoir in which the walls are lined with the green glass globes, used to get to other multiverses. The mist you’ve seen Vadoma, could be from the Hydros spell. Getting anyone out is extremely difficult as identifying any group of ‘water’ molecules from another is near impossible. And can Thaddeus get himself out? I’m not sure he’s tried the Transversus spell on his own. Each time the kids have crossed between Bellarya and the Munz realm, one of us has sent them. Persy?”

      “We haven’t needed to try yet. So I doubt that he’s done it.”

      “Angelica, we need to visit the Tomes again,” said Laurel.

      “What can I do,” asked Persy.

      “It’s late, dear,” replied Angelica. “I think it’s best you go to bed and keep up appearances by going to school tomorrow. I know you’re worried, and we all are, but we don’t need awkward questions coming from the school on top of everything else.”

      “But…,” Persy started to argue. “How am I supposed to concentrate on school with Thad M.I.A? I’m just going to sit there all day, not knowing if you’ve found something? And me. Not doing anything to get him back? Not happening!”

      “Persy…” Angelica started.

      “NO! No Way!” Persy stormed out the back door and into the garden.  The evening was cool, but Persy felt heated enough that she didn’t really notice. She found herself marching through the garden and out to the lane behind her house. Wandering along the lane to a side street, she just kept walking, trying to collect her thoughts and examine her options.

      Thaddeus had been in Bodesnoir, but it seemed he no longer was.  They’d snuck into the castle before, so that could be done again, although that was never a safe choice. But the problem that worried her the most was her grandmother’s reaction to him being sent off to another dimension somewhere. There were gazillions of them. If Laurel thought it was really difficult to retrieve him from there, then it was. No question about that. So who could help her? Someone on the Magical Folk Governing Council?

      Persy continued wandering and found herself on Main St., just in front of the church, and across the street from the local graveyard. There was a bench in front of the church, which she plunked down on, not really seeing anything around her.

      “Hey, Miss Social…”

      Persy jerked her head up and to her left, where the voice came from, blinked and focused her eyes. She smiled.

      “Hey, Rix,” she replied “How’s it going?”

      Rix sat down beside Persy. “Not bad, I guess. Too much homework, too boring, so what’s new? That’s why I’m out walking, just need a change of scene. You?”

      Persy would give anything to really fill Rix in on what was going on with her. She was her BFF and totally consumed with anything magic.  If a TV show, movie or book had anything witch, wizard, vampire, werewolf or ghost - sign her up. She’s melt if she found out about Persy’s secret life. But that was the one HUGE rule in Persy’s world.  ‘No one must know’, ever. End of story and no options. Robert, the Munz magical tyrant, lorded over that fact. She was still trying to figure out who made him boss.

      Rix stared at Persy for a few minutes. “Perse, what’s up? You really look lost or something.”

      “Just frustrated, I guess,” Persy sighed.

      “Why?”

      Think fast girlie, thought Persy. “Ummm, I kinda butted heads with my Mom tonight. Um, wanted to go visit Thaddeus in England and she’s not having me travel on my own.”

      “Yeah, I thought he was supposed to be visiting later this summer, like in time for your birthday.” Rix looked at her with more concern than Persy expected, and on closer scrutiny, Persy realized Rix was blushing.

      “Uh, right. Something happened and he’s now held up,” Persy answered, her throat going dry with her evasiveness. She smiled slightly at Rix, licked her dehydrating lips. “That’s why I wanted to go there, so we could spend some time together before school got too intense.”

      “‘Rents.”

      “No kidding,” Persy gave her a sideward glance. Yup, definitely blushing. Hmmmmmm. Rix was obviously way more interested in Thad than she had ever let on. Although he mostly lived in the seventeenth century with Laurel, she knew he had friends in London in the twenty-first, which gave him access to Facebook and email. Persy wondered if they had been in communication some how. Guess it wasn’t her business or one of them would have told her, but they were leaving her out of the loop, regardless.

      They both fell silent, thinking their own thoughts. Rix suddenly turned and faced Persy. “You know what’s weird? In the last couple of days, I keep getting these tingling sensations going through me. Like I was getting a really small electric shock. And it’s when I’m looking for stuff.”

      “Really?” asked Persy now paying full attention, knowing the feeling of low level magic.

      “Yeah, like when I’m looking for something and I get close to it, it sort of starts and gets more intense, the closer I get until I see where it is. Mom couldn’t find her keys this morning and she said she looked everywhere, but when I went into her room, I sort of felt it and as I moved closer to a side chair she has in there, it got stronger, until I put my hand down the back of the cushions and there they were! Bizarro.”

      “For sure,” Persy responded, slightly squinting her eyes. What the heck? Why would Rix be having those sensations? Didn’t make sense. Persy scanned Rix’s energy looking for clues of what was going on.  Nothing came to her.

      “Um, ok,” sighed Persy. “I guess I’d better get back before my parents have a collective cow.” She got up, dreading what faced her when she returned home.

      “Yeah, me too,” said Rix. “I’ll walk with you part way.”

      Rix lived closer to Main St., so they parted ways at her front gate.

      Benson buzzed up to meet Persy and landed on her shoulder.

      “Oy, Perse. Where’d you vanish to? There’s a right kafuffle going on back at the house. Everyone’s looking for you.”

      “Yeah,” Persy sighed. “I can imagine. Just had to get out of there and think. I can’t just calmly do normal days at school when I don’t have a clue where Thad is and if he’s hurt or whatever. It’s nuts for them to think I could do that.

      “Persy,” asked Angelica when Persy came through the back door. “Where have you been? We’ve been looking all over for you. I think we may have a solution you’ll feel OK about.”

      Persy gave her mother a suspicious side glance, wondering what they could have come up with that she’d actually feel good about. She followed Angelica into the living room and flopped on the couch.

      “So?” Persy grunted. Benson flew up to the top of the curtains. He felt that staying out of the line of fire was his best choice.

      Laurel walked over to the couch and sat beside Persy. Putting her arm around Persy, she said, “We’ve been talking about the best way to figure out which multiverse Melanthios has sent Thad and then how to get him back. This is not anything like traveling in the Time-Linx.  It’s much trickier and requires a very skilled Magical to do it successfully.”

      “Who do we know who has that talent?” Persy grumbled.

      “I’ve contacted Magus Siphon,” Laurel answered. “His area of expertise is Atlantean Magic, the oldest we know of. He’s going to meet up with us at Lady Druanna’s this weekend; who by the way is doing very well. So you, young lady will finish up the week at school and we travel Friday evening.”

      Persy sighed. “Ok, I guess I can wait a couple of days, and I’m glad the Lady is better.” They discussed more of the details for a half hour then Persy said her good nights and went up to her room, Benson flitting close behind.
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      Thaddeus groaned and rolled over onto his back. He felt he had the strength of a water-logged cracker; couldn’t even think of lifting his head, much less getting up. He rubbed his forehead and then his eyes, slowly lifting his eyelids.

      It was dark, barely a snitch of light anywhere. He gently rolled his head from side to side and could not make out anything around him. He felt the ground with his left hand, it was like bricks or cobblestones. It was what he heard, though that made him roll to his side and push himself up on to his knees, then feet. He staggered a little, regaining his balance.

      Someone was running, down the roadway toward him and by the sounds of it, he or she was being followed by at least two more runners.  Thaddeus stepped back into a wall, bracing himself against it. By the light from a small window about ten feet to his left, he could just make out a doorway with a small alcove in front. He slipped into it and waited for his eyes to adjust more to the dark, listening as the runners came closer. Thaddeus was shocked as someone jumped into the alcove with him, putting a hand over his mouth to insure his silence.  Thad’s eyes popped and he inhaled sharply. He tried to push himself further back into the alcove, but there was no more room.

      “Quiet,” hissed the intruder. He was a guy about Thad’s age and build and he stood rigid beside Thad, the only motion was his from his chest as he rapidly breathed.

      In less than a minute the other footfalls were gone.

      The stranger relaxed, took his hand away from Thad’s face and said, “Sorry, they were about to catch me.”

      “Who? Why? Who are you?” Thad spurt out.

      The other guy grinned. “Avian genes?”

      “Huh?”

      “You sound like an owl. I’m Darson and sorry about the sudden introduction, so-to-speak. Magic Nazis. They’d have thrown the book at me if they’d caught me. Someone ratted that I may have been casting a bit of a spell.”

      “What’s the crime with that?”

      Darson looked at Thad with hooded eyes. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “Don’t think so.”

      “You don’t think so? Don’t you know?”

      “Actually, no. I have no idea where I am.”

      “That’s gotta suck.”

      “Indeed.”

      They had moved out of the alcove and Darson was leading them up the cobblestoned hill.

      “Well, let’s start with where you were? What do you remember last?”

      “This evil witch, Melanthios took me into a cave behind her castle and the walls were coated with the glass orbs filled with a light green swirling stuff, like smoke. Looked like multiverse transfer balls. She looked at one in particular, smirked and said ‘Yesssss’ and, Wham! The next thing I know I woke up over there in the street, feeling just wasted. I don’t think I’m in Kansas anymore,” said Thad with a slight grin.

      “Kansas? No idea, but no, that’s not where you are. Where did you live?”

      “Mostly in the seventeenth century, but a lot time in the twenty-first. I have a great friend there and we sort of work together, trying to give this Melanthios a good butt-kicking.”

      “You from a place where they have Time-Linxing?”

      “Yeah, of course. Don’t you?”

      “No way! Man, you are NOT going to like this place!”

      “Why? Who? What?”

      “There you go again,” Darson laughed. “Because you’re in another dimension, not the one you belong in. Here there is no Time-Linx, and most people can’t use magic without getting tossed in the clink for it or worse. There are, supposedly, portals from the Time-Linx, but no one except the ‘Big Kahunas’ know where they are or how to access them. It’s a nightmare for anyone with magical abilities.”

      “How did that happen?” asked Thad.

      Darson sighed. “Long story. And I don’t know all of it. Seems in your world, at the end of the second World War in the twentieth century, Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun were found dead. Some, but not many there knew how into the occult Hitler was, then he denied it, but in truth, he never gave it up. Anyway with his death, your world came back to a sort of balance between good and evil, well for a while. In our dimension, he never died, or so we think as their bodies were never found.”

      “So what is this world?”

      “This is Lato. We don’t live on the surface like you do in your world. Battles between good and evil changed all that here, everything is unbearable up there. We’re actually in the Tunnels, which extend all over Earth, underground, even under the oceans.”

      Thad intuitively felt safe with Darson, his aura was pure in intent, although harboured anger and frustration. They walked up the cobblestones, passing shuttered windows and locked doors.

      “Seems everyone is in lock down here,” commented Thad.

      “Have to be. We’re watched constantly to make sure no one is using magic. As you know, magic has its own energy and there are ‘Magic Nazis’ all over. No one knows who they are and they don’t have any uniform or markings to say what they are doing, so you just never know. Even if you do a simple healing spell when you fall or cut yourself, you risk being caught and punished.”

      “What would they do?”

      “Whatever they blinkin’ well want to do. Anything from a beating, to serious maiming to even death, if the magic was a big deal. Or they can even choose to take it out on family members; that’s the big one, when they pick on kids. Horrible.”

      “So who are they exactly?”

      “They call themselves the Secret Society of Dunkelheft. Many people here don’t even know that. Dunkelheft loosely means ‘dark book’. From what I’ve gathered, it’s their bible or manual, you know, sort of a Book of Shadows. As I said, no one knows who the actual members are, but it’s said its top dogs are one witch and two sorcerers. Then they have this whole group of watchers if you will, who are running around ratting on anyone they can. Probably gets them brownie points or something.”

      “So why were you being chased?” asked Thaddeus.

      Darson gave him a lopsided grin. “I’ve learned a lot about magic, that I’m definitely not supposed to know. And in that, I’ve picked up a masking spell which for the most part, let’s me perform minor magic and not get caught. I was actually concealing myself outside a house where I thought a meeting of the Society was taking place, to see what I could hear and find out. Two of their goons showed up late, and saw me and the chase was on, darn it. They had just started talking about one of the head sorcerers showing up, so I was hoping to get a name.”

      “Sounds like you were lucky to get away.”

      “For sure. I know. But it takes forever to suss out where these meetings are. I’m so ticked that I didn’t get anything juicy.”

      Thaddeus grinned. “I can imagine. Where did you learn so much about magic? I would have thought they’d be preventing the average folk from doing that.”

      “Oh, they do. It’s all a big dark secret, or so they like to believe. Before this all came down, in the late forties in your time, more than two thirds of our people had magic; it was passed down from Atlantean times. We had amazing libraries of ancient texts which we could learn from. Then with the huge battles on the surface and the planet just about destroyed, the Society was formed, presumably to contain our magic and make sure the whole world wasn’t destroyed as happened to Atlantis. So they claimed they were helping us, protecting us. Of course it was a load of bull. All they wanted was control, which was more like the problem with Atlantis, the greed and control of person kind in that time, which eventually sunk the whole continent. Anyway, before we knew it, magic was prohibited for the average citizen.

      But, in my family’s case, my great grandfather, who was an awesome sorcerer and teacher, hid a slew of texts and scrolls in a secret cache under our house. I found the entrance to it, totally by accident in our basement, so I go down and learn by candle. Have done for several years now.”

      “Does anyone else in your family know about them?”

      “Are you kidding? You never know who is part of the Society. Even family members. Talk is they are made to swear on their life, not to reveal they are part of it, so it could be anyone you know. Nope, I have to keep this completely to myself. Well, except I’m pretty sure my Mom suspects, but we never talk about it.”

      “But you’re telling me and you don’t know me at all,” commented Thad.

      “You’re new here and need to know the lay of the land,” said Darson, shrugging his shoulders. “Besides, you have magic. Strong magic, I can feel it, so you’d be in a lot of trouble here if they found you. I think I can trust you,” he grinned slyly.

      “I see. You’re right, I guess,” said Thad. He looked around as they walked up a hill. There were upper levels of walkways and homes.  From what he could see, there were at least three above them.  He strained his eyes to see more, but it was too dark.

      Darson followed Thad’s gaze. “There are actually nine levels, but a great majority of the people here only see their own and maybe one above or below. It’s like in your world, people born in the US never see outside their country or sometimes even their state. And travel of any kind here is really difficult.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Not far, up here,” Darson pointed further up the hill. “This was the first level created.”

      “When?”

      “Hard to say, really. Common opinion is that they were created just after the sinking of Atlantis and that was around nine thousand years, B.C.E. Could have been before that though. You know scholars. Love to bicker about time lines.” Darson rolled his eyes and grinned. He stopped at a door on their left, knocked three times, paused and knocked twice again, then opened the door and told Thad to follow him in.

      They entered into a hallway, brightly lit with what looked like halogen lights. Darson couldn’t miss Thad’s look of surprise.

      “Yeah, forgot to mention, we’re in our twenty-first century here, probably different from where you left your world, right?”

      “You could say that,” muttered Thad.

      Darson hung his coat and Thad’s jacket on a peg in the hall and led him down to the end, into the kitchen. Two of the walls were full windows and looked out to gardens of flowers and vegetables thriving in bright sunshine. Thad stared outside, slack-jawed.

      Darson gave a half smile. “Yeah, amazing isn’t it? Here we are, thousands of feet below the surface and nature can grow as if the real sun was beating down on it. Pretty cool, huh? They’ve developed full spectrum lighting which runs right up to the top level here, so most people can grow a lot of their own food. Our lights are attached to the base of level above us and so on. Makes it a little less depressing being down here.”

      “How long have your people been down in the Tunnels?” asked Thad, still trying to get his head around this life.

      “About thirteen years, although some people moved down earlier,” replied Darson. “I can just remember the surface.

      They sat at a chrome counter in the kitchen, Darson grabbed an apple from a basket and handed it to Thad, then took one for himself.

      “Is it always that dark out on the streets?”

      “No, it’s bright in the day, but the streets are darkened before our gardens,” answered Darson as he looked outside. “These lights will dim in about a half hour.”

      They heard the front door open and close and a woman’s voice. “Darson? That you?”

      A woman in her early forties, short and slight, brunette with sparkling green eyes breezed into the kitchen and stopped cold when she saw Thaddeus.

      “Hello,” she said slowly, eyes flicking back and forth between Thad and Darson. “Who are you?” she added quietly.

      “This is Thaddeus, Mom,” answered Darson quickly. “Believe it or not, he was dumped here from another multiverse and…”

      Darson was interrupted by Valentina, his mom. “He has magic,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, about that,” said Darson sheepishly. He knew his mom would be very uncomfortable about Thad. If they were caught harbouring a Magical like him, well, he didn’t even want to think about it. “I believe he can mask his magic for a while.”

      “Yes, but he can’t keep a veil on forever. It would be far too hard on his energy,” stated Valentina. “And he’d have to mask himself full time if you’re out of the house. So difficult.”

      “How did you wind up here?” asked Valentina, her eyes narrowing, showing both caring and suspicion.

      Thaddeus told them the full story about he and Persy and their mission to stop Melanthios, and how he wound up transported to their dimension.

      Valentina stared intently at Thad. He knew she was scanning him for truthfulness. She had some strong magic of her own, he concluded. He figured the great, great grandfather whose books Darson had found must have been from her side of the family.

      “As Darson has probably told you, we don’t have a Time-Linx here, but we do know there are portals from your side. The problem is they are very well hidden, their energy extremely difficult to find. It’s like trying to sense or see the invisible, like the ghost realm, if one is not sensitive to it,” said Valentina.

      “Well, Thad should be very sensitive to those portals, and there are rumours about where one or two might exist. I’m sure between he and I, we can find them and get him back to his time,” said Darson, excitedly.

      Valentina frowned, “Darson, you know how much trouble this could bring us. It’s going to be very tricky to do this, especially in this house.”

      Thad looked blankly at Darson. ”This house?”

      Darson sighed. “Yeah, Mom’s got a point. You see, my brother Luca. Well, he’s a snitch for the Society.”
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      Friday morning couldn’t come fast enough for Persy. As she walked to school, she thought that if she had to spend one more day in her Munz life, she’d self implode. She walked quickly, with a slight scowl on her face.

      “Oy, Perse, you need to sadden up, all this boundless exuberance is just too much for an old guy like me,” he sniggered.

      “Shut it, Benson. I’m ready to pop a gasket,” she grumbled. “I tell ya, I’d rather lick a frog than carry on with this everyday crap.”

      “Ew, not tasty.”

      “Indeed.”

      As Persy approached the entrance to Rockmanor Secondary School, Benson flit up to an old oak, “Catch you anon, my dear. Off to nap.”

      Persy glanced up in time to see him settle on a top branch. Must be nice, her mood not improving.

      She turned to go in the main entrance and oh joy, there was Britney Windsor, the school’s Queen of the Mean Girls and her flunkies, hovering off to the side, throwing nasty jibes to anyone susceptible.

      “Well, Perseph-ON-E,” Britney mewled. “Tell me, how’s life in Hades these days?”

      Persy rolled her eyes. Yeah, like that’s original.

      “Why Britney, you learn to read over the summer? How clever. I’ve never heard that crack before,” retorted Persy, sarcastically. She didn’t miss a beat, just continued walking, flung open the door and entered the school. As the door slowly shut, Persy could hear loud laughter and felt a great satisfaction that she’d left Britney totally outed. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad day after all, she grinned to herself.

      She went up to her locker and found Rix next to it, rummaging around in hers.

      “Hey,” said Persy.

      Rix looked up, “Oh, hey you. Man, this has been the longest week” she said, still rooting around. “Can’t find my Chem book for the life of me.”

      Persy started to open her locker and jumped a little when a small tingle went up her arm that was closest to Rix.

      “Ah, here’s the little devil,” grinned Rix, extracting the book and putting it into her backpack. “Ok, ready to go?” she asked Persy.

      “Uh, sure,” said Persy, rubbing her arm. “Did you just feel something?”

      “What?” asked Rix with an innocent look on her face. She thought for a moment. “Oh, that,” she smiled. “Yeah, have to admit, I’m getting used to that feeling. I hardly notice it anymore. But it’s what I was telling you about the other night. When I need to find something, this tiny shock or something tells me when I’m close and sure enough, there whatever it is…is.” Rix’s eyes suddenly enlarged to twice their normal size. “Do you mean YOU felt it too?”

      Uh-oh, thought Persy. Can’t be going down this road.

      “Ah, no,” she stammered, whipping her hand away from her arm. “I was remembering what you said and when you found your book, I was just curious if that feeling was there again.” Whew, thought Persy. Good retrieve.

      “Oh,” said Rix, slightly deflated. “Right. Well, yeah, right before I found the book, I did.”

      “Weird,” stated Persy, quietly.

      Persy survived the morning’s classes, Britney’s death glares and Rix’s quizzical looks. When they came out of English class at the lunch break, she and Rix dumped their backpacks at their lockers, took their lunches and went outside to eat.

      They opened their lunches and Rix asked, “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Perse. I don’t know if you really know, but Thad and I chat at least twice a week or more on Facebook. You know that friend of his, Byron in London he seems to visit a lot? Well when he’s there he connects with me online. It’s become, um, sort of a regular thing.” Rix glanced quickly at Persy, trying to get a take on her reaction.

      “Not sure why he doesn’t just contact me from his own place, but anyway, the thing is, for the last week or so, I haven’t heard a word.  Really not like him. Do you know if he’s OK?”

      Persy froze, mid-bite. How to explain this one?

      “Uh, I’m sure he’s fine. His parents like to travel, sort of the spur of the moment kind of thing, so he’s probably off somewhere. I really haven’t talked to him for a few days.”

      “Hmmm. Didn’t know that. He never talks much about his family,” said Rix.

      I’ll bet.

      “Yeah, they’re both writers, technical books of some kind, so they can need to go do research in a blink, and off they go.”

      “Ah, I see,” replied Rix, her mind obviously in some other place.

      Any time Rix thought of Thad, she felt her stomach pucker a little and her heart race. Ridiculous, really, to crush on someone who lived half a world away. Still, there you go. The heart wasn’t always something you could control. She wasn’t sure why she was avoiding telling Persy about it, after all, she was her BFF. But Persy and Thad had spent a lot of time together over the last several years…time where no one else seemed to be included, so in all honesty, Rix wasn’t sure that she wasn’t stepping on some toes here.

      Persy, on the other hand, was not daunted by convention.

      “So, how long have you and Thad been a Facebook thing,” she asked outright.

      “Uh…I don’t know,” stammered Rix. “Maybe like a couple of months or so. He asked to friend me and we started talking about all kinds of stuff. No big, really.”

      Persy’s eyes narrowed. No big, my butt. Rix had turned a bright red.

      “Just so you know,” Persy continued. “There’s nothing between Thad and I, besides the obvious, cousin-friend thing. Seriously, you don’t need to hide under a rock about it.” She smirked.

      “Oh…my…God!” exhaled Rix. “I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to cause trouble between us. I mean, but I know I really, really like him, but what if you did?” Her whole body sagged in relief.

      “Uh…you could have just asked me,” stated Persy grinning and putting her arm around Rix.

      “Yeah, that would have been the easy way. You know me, not particularly known for taking that route.”

      Persy laughed. “That’s what draws us together, I think. We’re both cut from that cloth.”

      They stood up and Rix gave Persy a hug.  “So glad that’s out. Now, let’s go finish off this never-ending week.”

      “Agreed.”

      When Persy walked into her house after school, she found everything quiet as a tomb. Benson buzzed up to her shoulder, landed and did a full 360.

      “Oy, Perse,” he said. “Everyone do a disappearing act since we’ve been gone?”

      “Seems that way,” she said, giving him a half smile.

      “We’re out here,” called a voice from the back of the house.

      Her Mom, Grandmother and Vadoma were poring over several large tomes, sitting at the table on the back deck.

      “Wha’cha looking for?” asked Persy, sitting down.

      Angelica sighed. “Anything we can find on the multiverses. It’s the one area we tend to take for granted. Don’t go much further than Bellarya and the Munz realm. Magus will be a great help, but I’d like to go in there not looking the complete dolt.”

      Persy grinned. She knew how her Mom hated to look like she was in the dark about something. Always had her nose in one book or another.

      Laurel slammed her book shut. “Let’s have an early dinner and get to Lady Druanna’s. Magus will be there shortly and he’s not a man to keep waiting.

      Lady Druanna stood outside the huge oak tree, the entrance to her kingdom when they arrived.

      Warm greetings shared, Lady asked them to follow her through the doorway, where the silver coach waited to take them to her house.

      “Magus is here,” she said. “Just arrived about a half hour ago. He brought one huge grimoire with him and a satin case with God-Knows-What in it.” She smiled.“He looks like he means serious business.”

      “Good,” stated Laurel. “We’re going to need it.”

      They boarded the coach, Benson flitting back and forth between Persy and Angelica, again trying to take in the view from both sides.

      “Oy, Perse,” he said. “No one would believe this place if you told them about it back home.”

      “Uh, Benson,” answered Persy. “It’s in the realm of the Fey, like fairies, you know? To most Munz mortals, it’s all fiction and make-believe. Wouldn’t matter what you told them about, they wouldn’t believe you, anyway.”

      He came to rest on Persy’s thigh. “Yeah, true,” he sighed. “Shame, though ain’t it? They miss so much. Think they could ever learn to see what we do?”

      Before Persy could answer, Lady Druanna chimed in.

      “Actually it happens all the time. There’s a level of magic in everyone as far as I can see. Some humans do train to tap into theirs.  It’s hard work, but not impossible.”

      Laurel added, “Trouble is that most give up before they get results, so think it doesn’t work. We’re just fortunate to be born with an inherent acceptance of our magic and raised by other magicals who bring it out when we’re young and it’s very easy to access.” Laurel glanced over at Benson who was now snoring quietly.

      “Well, that was obviously stimulating,” she laughed, and everyone else joined her.

      “Here we are,” said Lady Druanna, as the coach stopped in front of her mansion.

      Persy inhaled deeply, catching the essence of the carpet of flowers, which covered the front garden and the Lady’s house.

      They disembarked and followed Lady Druanna into a large, but cozy parlour on the left side of the mansion. Magus Siphon sat at a round table, flipping through pages of a large book. He stood as they entered, taking each lady’s hand and kissing her knuckles, including Persy’s. A collective ‘sigh’ could be heard at which point Benson, flew up to a tall bookshelf, landed and rolled his many eyes.

      “Bloody, Atlanteans,” he muttered to himself. “Smooth as silk, they are. Think they’re the bomb, having been around for umpteen millennia. Harrumph.”

      Persy swivelled her head around, looking for him, spied him and called, “Com’on Benson. Stop pouting. Get down here.”

      Benson turned his back end to her and said nothing.

      “Fine,” said Persy. “Have it your way.”

      Laurel and Angelica just watched him and shook their heads.

      “I seem to have offended your little bug,” Magus commented.

      “DON’T CALL ME BUG!” growled Benson.

      Magus smirked and bowed half-heartedly. “My apologies.”

      Lady Druanna stepped in wanting to stop wasting time and get down to Magus’ advice.

      “Let’s all have a seat and try to figure Thad’s rescue out.”

      “Good plan,” stated Persy.

      Magus began. “I understand that your young wizard was abducted by Melanthios, and yes, I know her tricks. And now you believe she has hidden him in a multiverse. Correct?”

      “Yes,” replied Laurel. “And this is not an area we are particularly adept at dealing with. We hoped with your long experience of magic and Source magic at that, you might be able to suggest how we can approach this.

      “Indeed,” said Magus. “But it’s not going to be an easy task. As you know, to transport someone into another dimension, you need to basically vapourize them into almost a gas form and they re-form on the other side. Of course tracking that is the largest obstacle.  Which multiverse was he sent to? That’s the first question.”

      Persy’s heart started to pound and her breathing increased. Please, Goddess, don’t let him say it can’t be done.

      “But surely, if there is a way to send someone into a multiverse, there is a way to bring them back, no?” she asked, holding her breath.

      “There is, but it’s quite complicated,” replied Magus. “And of course, we have to figure out which one he was sent to.”

      Angelica asked, “But you can help us, right?”

      “I can and I will also give you what you need to perform the magic.  Jacob!” he called.

      An exceptionally attractive man entered the room from the hallway.  His large doe-like brown eyes twinkled, particularly when he spied Lady Druanna. His shoulder length, sandy brown curls bounced and his deep purple robes flowed behind him as he walked over to her, planting a kiss on her head.

      “Hello everyone,” he smiled brightly, taking a seat beside the Lady.

      Everyone nodded and said ‘hi’ and Lady Druanna explained.

      “This is my dear friend, Jacob Schneersohn,” she said. “He is an expert in Kabbalistic magic, which you’ll probably know, goes way back to the times of King Solomon.”

      Persy looked puzzled. She really didn’t see the link between Jacob and what they were trying to achieve.

      Jacob smiled, sensing Persy’s and the others’ confusion.

      “Ok, some explanations are in order. When Magus arrived, he explained to the Lady here that divinational magic would be the best way to unfold a pathway to rescue your Thaddeus. Now, what most don’t realize is that divinational magic is strongly related to the Tarot, and the Tarot is directly linked to Kabbalistic Magic. The old learned, Elphias Levi showed us that. I know, lots of people, particularly the Munz, believe the Tarot is more of a parlour game, which in fact is the furthest thing from the truth.”

      “I think we all know that, Jacob,” injected Laurel. “But will it be powerful enough to find Thad and bring him back?”

      “With help,” he replied. “You see, Magus feels and I agree, that this will take many steps. It’s not just a case of one powerful spell.  Those steps will be guided by the Tarot and the order the cards show us.”

      “But that’s how the Tarot works normally,” said Lady Druanna. “We are shown past, present and future and steps or influences to consider in our life path.”

      “Agreed,” said Jacob. “But this will be much different. It’s the reason Magus has come here. Maybe you could continue with the story?” He said, looking to Magus.

      “Of course. You see, I’m going to use a very ancient spell to augment the power of this Tarot deck.” He reached inside his robes and brought out a new Witch’s Tarot deck. “Persephane, I’m going to align this new power of the cards to you, as I know it is your quest to defeat Melanthios. I’ll need something of yours to impart your energy.”

      Persy’s eyes widened and her throat went dry. Whoa! I’m going to be the Big Kahuna of tarot reading, with people like Lady Druanna right here? Awesome!

      Angelica looked at her and smiled a little. She knew Persy was a touch overwhelmed. “Give him your Cimaruta, hon. That will do very nicely.”

      “Ah…right…Ok,” stammered Persy as she struggled to get the Cimaruta out from under her thick hair and off of her neck.

      “Perfect,” he said reaching out for it. He laid the Cimaruta on the deck, holding them in one hand. He then lowered his head, closed his eyes and began to recite words which were in a language that no one in the room could understand.

      A slight glow emanated above the Cimaruta. Magus placed the deck and amulet on the table and began another chant, which was still incomprehensible to the rest of the group.

      Then things got serious. The glow over the Cimaruta became a large arch of golden light across the whole table. Persy could not see those across the table and only faintly see those on either side of her.  The arch was about six feet above the table and extended in fainter glimmers to the walls of the room. Intonations could be heard, a musical sound, which seemed to rise by two octaves and then lower by two octaves. At this point the light gently receded, like the tide on a beach. Finally only a faint glimmer could be seen over the deck and Cimaruta.

      Benson had made his way down to the table, by this point. “What was that?” he asked, landing on Persy’s shoulder.

      “The Empowerment Spell,” stated Magus. “The power of this deck has been enhanced by a hundred fold.” He picked up the deck and Cimaruta and handed both to Persy. “Use it well and keep it on your person at all times.”

      “Th-th-thanks,” stuttered Persy, taking both. “I will.”

      Magus sat down, looking quite exhausted.

      “I’ll arrange for refreshments,” said Lady Druanna. “Then we can do a reading to get Persy started.” She rose from her chair and left the room.

      Jacob handed Persy a soft cloth bag. “Here, put the deck in here and keep it in an inside pocket of your clothes.”  She took the bag, slipped the deck in and put the bag in a pocket of her skirt. Then she put the Cimaruta back around her neck.

      She suddenly felt very restless as everyone was watching her. She knew now what a lab specimen felt like. “Uh, I’m going to get some air.” She got up and walked to the hallway to go out the garden.

      “Don’t stray to far,” called Angelica.

      “Nope, I won’t.”

      Out on the back deck, where they had lunched only a short time ago, she felt herself calming down. She put her hand into her pocket and could distinctly feel the cards in the bag ‘thrum’. She pulled her hand out quickly. “Geez,” she said. “These things are alive!”

      Very softly a voice said, “It’s just their power and it’s yours to use.”

      “What?..Who?” Persy blurted out. She looked all around her and could see no one. Then a slight misty shape formed near the bottom of the steps, close to the entrance to the maze. Persy squinted her eyes to try to focus better. Before she realized it, she had walked down the steps to the maze.

      She stopped, remembering what Lady Druanna had said about the maze.  People have gone in and never came out. That was the reason it was dangerous, because of the number of restless spirits of magicals who had been trapped and died. Man, if I were to go in there and get lost, I’d be in a butt-load of trouble, if I ever got out to see my family again. This would be ‘king’ of groundings.

      “I really, really need to NOT go in there,” she mumbled to herself.  The misty shape showed itself again, then vanished into the maze. Her feet would not listen to reason. Persy sighed and entered.

      Within five minutes, she had walked and made so many turns left and right, that she completely lost track of where she was. But as she went along, the misty shape kept showing up, then disappearing around a corner and frankly, Persy was following it, not having a clue where it was leading her. There was a comfort to the energy it gave off, and for whatever reason, Persy felt she could trust it.

      There were other misty shapes around as she walked, much more gossamer, but definitely there. She felt them move past her, creating cool breezes.

      Eventually one last turn took her to an open area, a circle about twenty feet across. In the centre was a small fountain and pool, with wooden benches all around it. Persy stopped and stared at the gently falling water, the only sound she could detect.

      “Persephane,” said the very soft voice. “Focus on me. Focus and you will see me more clearly.”

      “What…Who?” she said.

      “Do it Persephane, and you’ll see,” came the voice again.

      Persy concentrated as hard as she could on the shape, trying to see it better. Slowly it morphed into a young girl, about Persy’s age.  She never became completely solid, but Persy could make out he long auburn hair, slim form and copper coloured eyes. The girl smiled sweetly.

      “There now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she asked.

      Persy’s jaw dropped a slight bit. “Who are you? Were you looking for me?” she asked.

      “My name is Whisper,” said the girl. “And yes, I’ve been sent to find you.”

      “Why? By whom?”

      “To act as a guide and protector. Sort of to point you in the right direction, when need be.”

      “Who and why? And why are you kinda see-through? Are you a spirit of some kind?”

      “Yes, that’s right Persephane. I’m a spirit and I was sent by the Elders of the Spirit World.”

      Persy sat on one of the benches. This was certainly turning out to be some day.

      “Why?” Persy asked again.

      Whisper smiled slightly. “Let’s start with first things first.  We’re quite aware of Thaddeus’ situation and that you’re going to need help to do what you must. You two are an excellent magical team and now that’s been temporarily lost to you, just when you need it most.  The thing is, there is another being close to you who can stand in for a while. We want to make that happen.”

      “Really? Who?”

      “I think you know, or at the very least, suspect” answered Whisper.

      Persy sat and thought. Like a neon sign going on, it hit her.  “Rix?” she asked.

      “Correct,” said Whisper.

      “But, she’s Munz. I mean, I love her to death, but I don’t see magic in her at all….or…”she said slowly.

      “Maybe up until now, but recently that’s not true, is it?”

      Persy thought some more. “You mean all that tingly stuff going on when she needs to find something? Is that what you mean?”

      “Yes, it’s the magical energy seeping out. It seems very strange to her and you’re not taking notice because this stuff is old hat to you, but you have wondered, haven’t you?”

      “Yeah, I guess I have,” replied Persy.

      “We need to open that up in her, Persephane. You’re going to need a partner to get Thad back.”

      “So how do I do that?”

      “You need to talk to Laurel, your Mom and Lady Druanna. They know the initiation that needs to be done. It should be done at Beltane and that’s not far away, so you have your work cut out for you.”

      “Are you coming with me?” asked Persy.

      “Not just now. It’s hard for spirits to travel through the Time-Linx. We more or less have to ride on the back of your energy and even then it’s very hard for us. I’ll be there when I’m needed. For now, I’ll just get you back out of this maze and let the others take it from there.”

      “But, will they know who you are if I explain what’s happened in here?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said. “They’ll know me alright.” Whisper smiled mysteriously.

      “Ok. This should be good.” Persy sighed, then followed Whisper, zigging and zagging all the way out of the maze to the back steps.
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      “How do you even know that? I thought the snitches were really secretive about who they are?” asked Thad.

      “They are,” said Darson. “But I’ve learned a little mind reading in my illicit studies. I have to be really careful, but I can pull it off if Luca is really tired and deep into sleep,” he grinned. “Let’s go into my room, we can talk there.”

      They walked down the hall and into the first room on the right. It was spacious and bright; the curtains were open and one window faced out over the garden.

      “Nice,” said Thad, looking around. Everything was done in deep purples and blues and there was a long desk on one wall, supporting a large, flat screen computer. Thad’s eyes widened on seeing it.

      “Yeah, you’d wonder, wouldn’t you?” said Darson. “The ‘Powers That Be’ take their top science dudes to your world to keep technology going here. We have an internet as such, although probably nowhere near the size of yours, but we don’t do badly. Of course it’s all monitored, so couldn’t even think of talking magic or anything on it.”

      “I see. Where does your connection come from?”

      “Fibre optics, all through the Tunnels. Personally, I think it was all put in with magic, seeing as the top dogs get to use it.”

      “Yeah, makes sense.”

      Darson flopped out on his bed, while Thad sat on the desk chair.

      “So how did you find out about this meeting tonight?”

      “It’s not easy. I’ve been able to pinpoint a few of the magical officials around here. They are less cautious about who they are, because people fear them and would do anything to avoid being brought up on charges of magic usage, so normally, they are given a very wide berth. By doing very minor masking magic, I can follow them and they would only catch me if they looked really hard in my direction and tried to pick up magic energy at the same time. Something they’d never bother with because they just don’t expect the common folk to be able to mask. So I can follow them around, particularly if there are two or more at a time, and listen to their conversation. Sooner or later I find out something juicy or it comes out that some meeting is going to occur. I found out about this one about a week ago.

      The thing I found so exciting is that one of the top gurus was supposed to show. Those are the characters I’m trying to identify..the top three.” Darson’s voice trailed off at the end, his disappointment obvious.

      “Do you have a sense of how often these meetings take place?”

      “Yeah, I think. Talk seems to pick up every couple of weeks, so then I pick up my following and listening and sooner or later, I find out where to be and when. Actually, the odd time the meetings seem to be weekly.”

      “Ok, then we need to get prowling around tomorrow and see what we can pick up. The sooner I can figure how to get out of here, the better. Persy’s got to be frantic about where I am, and Goddess only knows what’s she’s facing back there without me.” Thaddeus’ emotional intensity was causing small sparks around his head and shoulders.

      A soft tapping at the door preceded Valentina entering the room, pushing a roll-away cot. “I just thought I’d bring this in for Thad to sleep on…”. She stopped and froze. “Thad, you can’t let that happen,” she said, pointing to his head. “You’ll have the authorities down on us in a heartbeat if they pick that up and they can so easily.  Particularly if Luca was home.”

      “Sorry,” he said closing his eyes and clearing his mind to calm himself down.

      Valentina looked at both the boys in silence for a couple of minutes. She sighed, “Listen, I really didn’t want to open this can of worms, but it’s time. Time to face the fact that Luca is a snitch for the corrupt magical keepers and Darson is not only breaking every law we are expected to live by, but is inherently a very clever, strong wizard. And I know you recognize this in Darson too, Thad.”

      “So, I know what’s been happening here,” she stammered, directly looking at Darson. “And it’s not that I’m such a law abiding citizen—I truly think we should be able to use our magic, but the fact is, we’re not allowed and the punishment, if caught, is just not worth the risk.  And we’re right under Luca’s nose, which makes it that much more of a gamble. And Darson, I know you’ve found your grandfather’s books and have been studying them. It worries me to death that you’ll slip up and use magic at the wrong time, in a moment of emotion, which is when it tends to slip out. And depending who’s around, well…” she finished, putting hands over her eyes, shivering with the thought of his capture.

      Darson looked down at his feet. “Hah! Bumhugs!”

      Thad’s head swivelled around to him. He grinned and Darson grinned back. Darson got up.

      “I know you’re worried Mom,” Darson said gently, putting an arm around her shoulders. “We should have had this talk ages ago, but honestly, I’m SO cautious, and I watch very carefully not to use any magic when I’m angry or scared. I know that can make me sloppy. Trust me, I don’t want to get caught either.”

      “So just what are you doing with your magic, now that this is on the table?” she asked, her voice raspy with worry. “I find it hard to understand just how much good it would do you with so many restrictions on us.”

      Darson knew his Mom would not like the total truth, as much as he’d like to confide in her. She’d spiral right out if she knew he was trying to track the three heads of the Society. “I don’t use it much, maybe to veil myself the odd time when the magic Nazis are around, or little spells around here when Luca’s away. Mostly I just to read the texts and scrolls to learn what is possible, in hopes one day I can practice openly. Right now, I’m going to try to help Thaddeus get home.”

      Valentina narrowed her eyes and looked at both boys with inherent suspicion. There is more to this tale, much more.

      “As I said,” said Thad. “I can help Darson veil himself. My friend and I have had to do it often, so I’m pretty experienced at it. And I really need to get home, so any help…,” he let the sentence drop, feeling intimidated as Valentina’s stare became more and more icy.

      “Hang on a minute,” she said, leaving the room.

      Darson looked at Thad and shrugged his shoulders. Neither said a word.

      Valentina came back into the room with two small purple velvet bags in her hand. “Here,” she said, handing one to each of them. “This will enhance your magic’s effectiveness without allowing the energetics to get so obvious that you’re noticed.” The guys opened the bags and each took out a deep purple crystalline gem.

      “Magical Crystal Seeds.” exclaimed Thad. Valentina was startled.

      “How do you know?”

      “I have one, from Fey friends A red one for strength and Persy has a green for healing. We also share a purple one. I LOVE these things!”

      “Uh, someone want to clue me in?” asked Darson.

      “They’re Magical Crystal Seeds, Darson,” explained Valentina. “They come from a cave in Rose Arbour, where many of the Fey live. Each colour specifically enhances and focuses one aspect of 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. Usually they are presented to other Magical Folk for services to the Fey or as special gifts. How did you and Persy, did you say? Receive yours?”

      “We solved a huge problem for them. They had been bound by Melanthios to their realm, not able to cross over to our world, which was half their life. That’s when we received the red and green ones.  The purple one was given to us when they found out about our mission to bring Melanthios down. But Persy has that one now.”

      “I received these a long time ago, before we came down to the Tunnels. At that time, there was limited access to the Time-Linx portals and your world, and I used to love to visit Ireland. I helped a few fairies out and a friend of mine and wound up with those Crystal Seeds and a Golden one.”

      “Really Mom? Who was with you?” asked Darson.

      Valentina smiled slightly, but her eyes were sad. “It’s not important, just someone I knew a long time ago. The main thing is…you now have use of these and I’m going to feel a lot better knowing that.”

      A door slammed and they all went silent. “Later,” said Valentina, quickly exiting the room.

      “Luca,” stated Darson.

      “Yeah, I figured.”

      “He’ll be gone early in the morning. We’ll get going then.” Darson helped Thad unfold the cot and they went to bed.

      The next morning, after breakfast, they were out walking the streets near Darson’s house. It was a very bright summer-like day, just as Darson had said it would be.

      “Can’t believe we’re down in the earth’s core somewhere,” said Thad, looking up at the ‘sky’.

      “I know, it’s crazy.”

      “So where are we headed?”

      “There are a few coffee places and diners where I often pick up talk about the Society. Ya never know, we could get lucky today, especially that we know there was a meeting last night. Then during the day, I know of a few parks and shopping areas to check out. It’s kind of hit and miss, but it’s the only safe way I know to find things out without being caught ourselves.”

      They wandered from place to place, eavesdropping on conversation after conversation. Thad worked with Darson to veil their energy and therefore their presence, and that was enhanced by the purple Crystal Seeds. They found out nothing.

      On the evening of the fourth day of this routine, the guys were walking back home.

      “It’s so bizarre. It’s as if the Society members are taking special care not to talk about things out in public. I’ve never gone this long before without at least a whisper of something going on,” stated Darson.

      “That could be exactly it. They’ve been told not to utter a word.  Don’t forget they chased you, they know someone was spying.”

      “True. Great, well, this seriously complicates things. Big time.”

      Thad’s heart sunk and his gut clenched. He’d automatically assumed they’d find something out right away and could get to the ‘figuring’ out how to get home in short order. Now, he had to believe maybe he’d be stuck here forever.

      When they got in, they saw that Valentina has left cold dinners for them. They took their plates of salads and cold meat out to the garden and sat on a couple of chairs, behind a wall of clematis. They ate in silence, both lost in thought. A door slammed and a voice came from the kitchen.

      “Don’t know, was only told tonight at the Clarion. One of the back rooms.” It was Luca. He paused for several seconds, then said, “Yeah, I’m there. I’ll grab Austin.” And he clicked off.

      Darson froze, mid-chew. His eyes popped and he put his index finger to his mouth to make sure Thad said nothing. Thad slid his eyes over to Darson, afraid that even that minute muscle movement could give them away. Luca stomped to his room, rustled around for a few minutes and then left, slamming the door on his way out.

      Darson let his breath out. “Whew, that was close.”

      “Yeah, but bonus, what’s the Clarion?”

      “A pub, about three blocks from here. You’ll see soon enough, ‘cuz we’re going to be there.”

      “What time do you think?”

      “Not sure, but we’ll go early and hover until we see people start to stream in. There is usually about thirty people at these meetings, so we’ll notice.”

      By the time they finished eating, it was already close to 7:00 pm, so they made their way over, to find a good place to conceal themselves.

      “We’ll never get into the room, they have people scanning for uninvited energies all the time, but with a veil, we should be able to get close enough to hear through the door. They don’t usually post people outside.”

      “Ok, sounds good.”

      They arrived at the pub and veiled themselves, enhancing the magic with the Crystal Seeds. They walked through the main area and found the hallway to the back rooms. On the left, about halfway down the hall, there was an alcove with a tall, narrow table in it and on that was a vase of flowers. They managed to squeeze themselves in at either side of the table, continuing the veil. Within about ten minutes, they could hear footsteps coming down the hallway and people talking in very muted tones. Men and women passed them in groups of two’s, three’s and four’s. Most wore hooded capes or hats pulled down low, so their features were impossible to discern. Except one, near the end.  That stomp-stomp was unmistakable, and Luca passed them without a glance in their direction. They felt they were safe until about thirty seconds after Luca, two stragglers came by.

      Both wore hooded capes, one in a deep rich purple and one in dark green, almost black. Thad and Darson could hear them speaking softly to each other, sibilant and eerie. An energy of great magnitude emanated all around them, and their cloaks flowed as they walked past.

      When they had entered the room, Darson turned to Thad and said, “Geez, those last two—their magical auras were huge! I’d bet anything they are two of the leaders.”

      “Yeah, could sure feel that. Let’s get closer to the door, see what we can hear.” Thad looked up and down the hall to make sure it was, in fact, clear.

      There wasn’t a guard posted outside, so they were able to get right up to the door, keeping their veils on, and press their ears to the door. It was very difficult to make out what was being said.

      “Drat these doors for being so thick,” whispered Darson.

      “Just a sec,” answered Thad.

      He mumbled a few lines, waved the crystal over both of them, and put his ear back on the door. Darson copied him. It was as if they were standing right in the room.

      They heard a sonorous female voice. “We only have a couple of months to find the Cauldron, that brew is essential to me.”

      “Yes, My Lady. We have received intelligence to confirm it is in seventeenth century, Bellarya, in the UK,” stated an Asian sounding male.

      “That still doesn’t narrow it down finitely enough, does it? Do you think I can go back to Bellarya in the twenty-first century and Google Map it? I need to know someone has actually laid eyes on it. A very specific location. Then I can take it from there. These bloody White Magicals have it really, really, well masked. Can you find no one competent enough to find it?” Her voice was raising, word by word so that now she screamed at full volume.

      “Calmness, my dear,” said a soft British voice. “It lies in my realm, and shall be found.”

      Thad was pretty sure the woman was Melanthios and the Asian, Krak Ling for both voices he knew better than he’d like to. And the British one, he was sure he’d heard it before, but just couldn’t place it.

      Other members were contributing suggestions and locations, so soon it was hard to distinguish one voice over another as they argued.

      “Stop!” yelled Melanthios. “This is getting us nowhere. The issue I really came here for is that I sent the wizard friend of my niece’s here. Why has he not been located?” A silence ensued, no one seemed to have any answers. “I’m surrounded by incompetents!” she shrieked.  Thad and Darson could hear footsteps pounding on a wooden floor, coming closer to the door. They scurried back to their alcove, just as the door was flung open.

      Melanthios strode past the guys, her purple robes streaming behind her.

      “Wait, My Lady,” a young girl of about eighteen followed her, obviously very distressed. “They are asking you to return. I’m sure they’ll find some answers for you.” She reached out to try to catch Melanthios.

      “DON’T! Do NOT touch me!” screeched Melanthios, half turning toward the unfortunate girl. “Tell one of the Lords to contact me when they have answers. I’ve wasted enough time.” And she continued to stomp off, through the pub and out the door.

      The poor girl stood there, crestfallen, sighed and returned to the room.

      Looking both ways down the hall, the guys crept back to the door and listened. Most of what they heard over the next half hour was argument and chaos. Until the very end. The British voice called everyone to order, paused and said, “I’m drawing this meeting to a close. I’d ask that you all submit your individual thoughts to one of us at the head table and we will reconvene when we’ve had a chance to determine the best plan to find the Cauldron and this boy. Meanwhile, the Scroll of Direction shall remain hidden here, until we need to cross over.”

      Tables and chairs grated on the floor, and again, the guys hid in their alcove as everyone exited the room. When all was vacated, Darson turned to Thad. “Scroll of Direction?”

      “Yeah, I wonder…”

      “Should we have a peek?”

      “Well, seeing as we’re here,” replied Thad, with a wry grin.

      They slipped inside the room, closing the door behind them. Darson found a desk lamp on the table on the diaz and turned it on. It illuminated the room just enough to see, but not call attention to them by flooding the space under the door with light.

      “Now what?” asked Darson. “How or where would it be hidden?”

      “Well, obviously, with magic. Let’s do an energy search.”

      “Right.”

      They closed their eyes and put their hands out in front of them, slowly turning to run a general check over the room. Nothing.

      “Ok, let’s try the ceiling and floor, then go close to each wall.  It may be really well covered and we need to get closer to pick it up,” said Thad.

      “Right.”

      Thad gave Darson a sideways glance. “Not done this much, have you?”

      “Can’t. Told you that.”

      “Right.”

      They slowly pointed their palms over the ceiling and then the floor. Nothing.

      “Fine,” said Thad. “Let’s check the walls closely.

      They started at one corner and walked very slowly along the wall. About halfway along the second wall, Thad picked up a small, but persistent vibration. It was as if you’d loosely cupped a small dragonfly in your hands and it kept beating it’s wings.

      “ ‘Alo, ‘alo…what ‘ave we ‘ere then?” remarked Thad, sounding very like Benson.

      “I’ll grab a candle. We need to be able to see this better,” said Darson.

      He lit it close to the wall. Still, they couldn’t see any seam or evidence that something opened there.

      They both ran their hands over the wall, sensing the vibration, but unable to detect anyway to get to it.

      “Ok, let’s get serious. Keep the veil up and hold your purple crystal. I’m going to peel some magic back.” Thad reached into the back of his jeans, pulled out his wand and said, “Aperios.” A small bright blue light shone from the tip of his wand. Energy waves appeared over a space of about one foot by one foot on the wall. The waves diminished and a small door was revealed. Thad lifted a small brass latch and pulled. The door opened and inside it was lined in black velvet. In the centre was a scroll, about eight inches in length. Thad put his wand back, and extracted the scroll.

      Darson came up behind him, looking over Thad’s shoulder as he unwound the scroll. Both of them read for a few minutes, then Darson commented, “Huh? This is crazy”.

      “Indeed. Obviously a code,” Thad narrowed his eyes, hoping things would be more clear. Nope.

      They stared at the scroll for another few minutes when Darson took in a sharp breath and said, “Wait! I think I’ve seen something like this before. We need to get back to my Grandfather’s books.”
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      Persy leapt up the back stairs two at a time and re-joined the others in the parlour. The Lady was just putting a tea tray down on the centre table.

      “Ah, there you are, dear,” said Laurel. “Was about to send out the dogs.”

      “Had a weird experience just now,” said Persy, sitting at the table. “I met a spirit named Whisper in the maze. She said you’d know about her, Lady Druanna.”

      Lady Druanna’s mouth gaped open a bit. “Oh, yes. Yes, I do. But I had no idea she was here.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Whisper was an exceptional witch, killed at the tender age of seventeen. It was during the Burning Times, near Glastonbury. Got caught by a killing spell, which must have been really tricky for the caster to do. She would have had her protections up all the time, then.”

      “Do you know who did it?” asked Persy.

      “No, but I have suspicions. Whisper Time-Linxed often to the fifth century to work closely with Merlin. I believe someone caught on to her habits and that’s how they nailed her.”

      “Who?”

      “Willow. She was be-bopping around a lot at that time pulling the Book of Black Dominance together and probably saw Whisper as a threat.”

      “Why?”

      “Whisper’s mother was a very powerful white witch—Merrilees, and Willow knew the girl would only get stronger and stronger as she matured. So the solution was to get rid of the problem.”

      Magus had been very quiet during this discussion, but suddenly sat up straight in his chair.

      “Yes, well this is all well and good, but right now, before I take my departure, I must request of you Lady, to do a reading with Persy.  I believe we need an indication as to who might be able to point her in the direction of the Cauldron, and that charged deck should be able to provide some clarity.”

      “Of course,” replied Lady Druanna. “Persy, come sit next to me and give me your deck, please.”

      “Sure,” said Persy, pulling the bag from her pocket and laying it beside the Lady, taking the chair next to her.

      Lady Druanna slid the deck out of the bag and put it on the table.

      “Cut the deck in three, Persy, and put them across the top here,” she said pointing to the top of the table.

      Persy did so, and the Lady put them back together and laid out ten cards in a traditional ‘Celtic Cross’ formation. She then dealt herself three extra cards which she held in a fan in her hand.
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      “I thought a reading was ten cards?” asked Persy.

      “Normally, yes,” replied Jacob. “But when Dru wants extra background or information, she’ll deal the extra three to herself to help her draw the right conclusions about the spread.”

      Lady Druanna, glanced up at Jacob, smiled slightly and blushed.

      “In truth, Persy, the number thirteen is consistently repeated in history, magical and not,” said Laurel.

      “Right, as in Friday the thirteenth.”

      “No, much more than that,” replied Magus. “Your Grandmother is quite right. And Friday the thirteenth is not about an ‘unlucky day’. There are many legends around in your time about the number thirteen and as far as magic goes, it was said that witches would gather at night near or in cemeteries on their Sabbaths to worship. One particular night, Freya the Norse goddess whose name, ‘Friday’ came from, appeared and the number of witches became thirteen. She gave the group one of her beloved cats and from then on a coven is thirteen and cats are associated with witches. But it was considered a blessing by all Magical Folk, not a curse at all.”

      “And, it exists all through time,” added Jacob. “The justice system is twelve jurors and one judge, the lunar cycle is actually thirteen months per year, one cycle being twenty-eight days.”

      “King Arthur and his twelve knights,” said Laurel. “And Jesus and his twelve disciples, and even the Mayan cycle has been done thirteen times, as of this year. Quite fascinating, really.”

      Lady Druanna grinned as Persy’s eyes glazed over in thought. “Ok, Persy, let’s begin.” She said, pointing to the first card in the spread.

      “This first card represents you, Persy and the rest of the cards will help me understand what your quest is, who can help or interfere, and the past, present and future of this situation.”

      As Lady Druanna drew the first card into her hand, the spread gave off a slight warm glow, not as large as when Magus put the Empowerment Spell on it, but enough to show it was no ordinary deck.

      She slowly went through all the cards, muttering now and again, but nothing which Persy could understand. When the Lady finished, she laid all the cards on the table and turned to Persy.

      “Essentially, this reading is very targeted,” she started. “You have the High Priestess with the Page of Pentacles which indicates someone very magically talented but private or doing it in secret. That could apply to anyone in your family or someone who has had to be secretive, because of danger. There is nothing here to indicate family, so I think it is someone outside your immediate circle. There is also the Page of Swords which is a young person who is curious and gets to the bottom of things. My sense is this is the same person. The other significant thing I see here is the Hermit and with these other cards, I’d say that indicates sacred sites or places. Interesting indeed.”

      Jacob was staring at the cards, with a slight frown, and stroking his chin. “Dru, my love, let’s consider the day’s events. Looking at the cards, to me, someone is being pointed out to us. Tell me more about this ghost in the maze - Whisper.”

      “Actually, she fits, now that I think about it,” said Lady Druanna. “When Merrilees died in childbirth, Leah the midwife and old friend of Merrilees, vanished in time with the infant, Whisper. Again, I don’t have the facts, but I believe the child was raised by Leah, but under the wing of protection of Merlin. In her developing years, he brought out many of Whisper’s talents, but of course this had to be done in great secrecy, both because of the Burning Times and the ‘Willows’ of the world, who did not want extremely talented White Magical Folk around at all if they could help it. The mistake was allowing her to return to the seventeenth century to look for her father. That’s when I think Willow caught her off guard.”

      “Who was her father?” asked Persy.

      “I never knew his name,” said Lady Druanna. “I only know he was a very powerful wizard, but it’s said he felt Whisper would be safer with Merlin and Leah. He was probably afraid to draw attention to her by Time-Linxing back and forth, so like other Magicals who went into hiding during the Burning Times, he never contacted her. Sad, really, as she was killed anyway.”

      “It is, for her Dad, I mean,” said Persy. She turned to Laurel. “But Gran, …”

      “Gran?” said Laurel, her eyebrows raised in surprised. “Since when, ‘Gran’?”

      Persy’s face reddened, she lowered her eyes and smiled a coy little smile. “Well, Grandmother is so formal, and long. No?”

      Laurel crossed her arms over her chest, “Humph, I see. Alright, then,” she sighed.

      Persy’s eyes twinkled. “Anyway…Gran…,” she grinned. “Whisper said something to me about someone close to me being magical and it just starting to show. That they needed to be brought into the fold or something like that. I believe it’s Rix, my BFF from school. That possible?”

      Lady Druanna, Jacob, Laurel and Magus all looked at each other, no one saying a word.

      “Ah, did I say something wrong or what?” asked Persy looking them all over and seeing their shock.

      “It’s time,” said Magus quietly. “I’m leaving this to you, Laurel, your arena, really.”

      “What is? Why is everyone so shocked? What’s going on?” demanded Persy.

      Laurel glanced at Lady Druanna who nodded slightly. “In the prophecies about the All Powerful One and your destiny in the scheme of things, it also talks about how a young, apparently Munz, will be brought to Magic, initiated, so to speak. It’s something that occurs VERY rarely in the world of Magic. But it’s to occur at the time when final battles begin. It means that from this point on, Persephane, there will be no breaks in time for you, the events to the end will keep rolling out until you or Melanthios wins.”
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      Even though it was getting late, Darson and Thad felt they had to be cool and stroll, casually back home. The Scroll of Direction was burning a hole in Thad’s cape pocket as he veiled its energy. They couldn’t wait to pore over it and figure out its meaning. But, two running, slightly panicked, young guys would have attracted unwanted attention.

      Thaddeus leaned close to Darson. “Scroll of Direction to what?”

      “I don’t know, hopefully we’ll find out when we study it and with luck, something can be found in the books about it.”

      They were getting close to Darson’s place. Both looked around over their shoulders to make sure they hadn’t been followed.

      “So far, so good,” whispered Darson. They arrived without incident and quietly opened the front door. Darson paused to listen.

      “I don’t think anyone is here. Perfect. But we’ll have to watch out for Luca. He probably won’t be much longer.”

      “Right.”

      They walked down the centre hall and slipped behind a door near the end, which led to the basement. At the top of the steps, Darson felt around on a shelf, picked up a candle and lit it with a snap of his fingers.

      Sheepishly he grinned at Thaddeus. “I know, risky business.” Thad chuckled. At the bottom of the stairs, Darson hiked the candle up higher, lighting more of the room. It smelled musty and slightly damp and was lined with boxes, trunks and containers.

      “Only the gods know what is packed away here, and truthfully, I doubt they could keep track. Mom’s kept so much of what we had on the surface.” Darson sighed and walked to the back of the basement.

      He put the candle down on a truck and stood in front of a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. He reached out his hand to the third shelf, counted nine books over from the left and tilted the book down. Thaddeus could hear the grinding of some sort of mechanism for a few seconds and then with a quiet swoosh, the bookshelf popped forward on the right side.

      “How in devil did you ever find this?” asked Thaddeus.

      “I went through this whole bookshelf after I found it, hoping to find anything on magic. ‘Course, the chance of finding something sitting out here in the open was pretty low, but as I was removing each book to look at it more closely, this is what happened. Bingo!”

      Darson took the edge of the shelf and brought it out further, grabbed the candle and looked back at Thad. “C’mon.”

      Behind the shelf was a small room about ten by ten feet. Darson put the candle down on a shelf on the right side of the room and walked to a large trunk sitting in the middle of the floor.

      “There are three of these, filled with books and scrolls.” He pointed to the other two at the left side of the room. “This is the one I’ve found the most useful. Those other two are loaded with books and stuff, but I can’t understand the languages, so I put all the good ones in here.” He bent down, picked up the lid and carefully lifted it back until it rested on the floor behind.

      He grabbed two large, leather bound, dusty books and nodded to Thaddeus to pick up a third. A bench ran along the back wall. Darson grabbed the candle from the shelf and placed it on the bench with the books. Thad came over and followed suit.

      “Now,” said Darson, rubbing his hands together. “If I remember correctly, one of these books talks about those shapes that were on the Scroll of Direction. Let’s lay it out here.” He pointed to the centre of the bench.

      Thad took the scroll out of his pocket, untied it and laid it flat.  He grabbed a couple of glass flasks which were on the bench, to hold the corners down. He then moved the candle to be able to see the scroll better.
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      “Makes absolutely no sense to me,” he said. “Why do you think there’s something on this in the books?”

      Darson was flipping through one of the books, looking back and forth at the scroll and pages.

      “I know I’ve seen reference to those shapes before, just not sure where. They’re called something Solids, or something close to that.”

      “Man, these are not easy to read. The title says,”Directions To Portals”,” read Thad. “That much I can see.

      “So, it would seem, it’s the ticket out of here, if we can figure the rest,” said Darson. “Let’s see… ‘Where…whatever that shape is, runs freely’. Second line ‘And - some shape, is pure’, third -  ‘Where, another shape, burns brightly’. Fourth is ‘Yet, shape, wraps you tightly’, and the last one, ‘And, shape, is not encumbered.’ Geez, I absolutely hate it when they make it so easy,” he finished, rolling his eyes skyward.

      Thaddeus blew air out slowly and said, “No idea. You?”

      “Nope, not really, but I know I’ve seen those shapes.”

      Darson continued to flick through pages and Thad grabbed one of the other books, starting his own hunt.

      “I know there were diagrams of the shapes, so look for that. Means you can skip pages with just script on them.”

      They continued in silence for about a half hour. Thaddeus put one book down and started on another. Just as Darson was coming to the end of his, he yelped.

      “Ha! Here they are. Platonic Solids, yeah, that’s it. Knew I’d seen them.”

      “What the heck are Platonic Solids?” Thad asked squinting his eyes.

      “Ok. It says here: “There are five polyhedrons of which all things in this know universe are made from. They are multi-sided, three dimensional figures whose points or corners all touch the sides of an orb. And each of the elements in nature is represented by the solid object to which it relates.” Crap. Why didn’t they just write it in Martian?”

      Thad chuckled. “Not much into geometry then?”

      “God, no. I was never one for mathematical gymnastics.”

      “Ok, give me the book. Let’s see what else it says.”

      Darson passed the book to Thad who then continued reading. “So Earth is represented by the twelve edged, six sided cube or hexahedron.  That’s number four on the scroll. Fire is the six edged tetrahedron, which is pyramid shaped. Appropriate for fire. That’s number three on the list. Air is a twelve edged octahedron. That’s the second one. And Water is a thirty edged isocahedron, the first one. That leaves number five, the dodecahedron, also thirty edged and refers to spirit or the ethers. Right, so reading the whole thing again:

      

      
        
        ‘Where water runs freely,

        And air is pure,

        Where fire burns brightly,

        Yet Earth wraps you tightly,

        And spirit is not encumbered.’

      

      

      

      That’s where we find a portal,” sighed Thad.

      “Great. As I said…Martian.”

      “Naw, c’mon. It has to make sense somehow.” Thad stared down at the verse. He then flipped over one page to see if there were any other clues and read for a few seconds.

      “Ah, hang on to your boots. It just got worse,” he said.

      “No way. Couldn’t.”

      “Yeah? Listen to this: ‘At the place where all the elements are as they should..the Portal is found by using the ‘Section d’Or’.”

      Darson’s shoulders fell as he ran his hand through his hair. “Crap! What was that guy smoking who wrote this drivel?”

      Thad grinned. “All is not lost. I actually remember in math, there is something called ‘The Golden Section’. That’s what this says, but in French.”

      “Wha…?” Darson was interrupted by thumping footsteps above them. “Luca,” he whispered. “We’ve gotta go.”

      They quickly closed the books, blew out the candle, stepped back out through the bookshelf doorway and closed it. Stealthily, they climbed up the stairs, trying to sense where Luca was in the house. At the door to the basement, Darson peeked carefully around and saw that Luca was outside in the back. Thad and Darson crept along the hall to Darson’s room and closed the door.

      “Whew!” sighed Darson in relief. “THAT could have been disaster.”

      “Indeed.”

      Darson sat at his desk, picked up a pen and scribbled on a pad of paper.

      “What’cha doing?” asked Thad.

      “Shhhhh…writing down the verse while I still remember it.”

      “Right”
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      She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This chem lab was supposed to be empty for the next two periods, so she’d sneaked in to filch a bit more hydrochloric acid and ammonia. Benji was ‘cooking’ tonight and needed it.

      When she heard voices and the door creak open, Britney grabbed her backpack and hid under a lab desk near the back. Thank God, they were totally enclosed, and unless the intruders came right to the back, they’d never see her. She fully realized that even that she, Britney Windsor, most popular and hot, she too would feel the wrath of the authorities, if caught. She soon forgot about her thumping heart and sweaty armpits after the conversation started.

      “Listen, Rix, we should be OK in here, no one is due for another couple of hours. I have to tell you something,” said Persy.

      “Ah…Ok, but why not wait until the end of school or go outside if it’s so important to keep this a secret? I mean, ya never know who could walk in,” asked Rix.

      “No, too cold out and I can’t wait until later. I’m bursting here,” Persy grinned.

      “OK, shoot.”

      Persy looked Rix straight in the eyes, and took a deep breath. “Ok, this may rock your world, but here goes. I was visiting a family friend on the weekend and, well, it came up about your tingling and stuff when you’re looking for something and then get close to it.”

      “Yeah..so?”

      “Ok..hang on,” Persy said, grabbing Rix’s forearms. “It was thought that..uh..it could mean you have..um..magical tendencies and…”

      “WHAAAAATTTT?” Rix screeched.

      “Shhhhh,” said Persy looking around and out the window in the lab door. “We can NOT let anyone else know.”

      “Know? What about me? Why don’t I know?”

      “You’re just starting to show a little talent, we think, and it’s been noticed, but it will grow and you’re going to need help getting used to all of this and how to use it.”

      “And, what about you? How do you know about this? And why was I a topic of conversation at your friend’s house? Perse…what the heck is going on?”

      “Ok, relax. There’s no easy or good way to tell someone this stuff.  It’s shocking I know. But, really, think about it. Hasn’t it been kinda a lifelong wish for you? When we used to play witches and wizards, didn’t you always kinda want it to be you? Actually for real for you? And how many kajillion times have you made me watch the Harry Potter movies with you?”

      Rix calmed down, slightly stunned actually, crossed her arms over her chest and stared out the window.

      “Rix?” Nothing. “Heeeelllllooooo, Rix?”

      “Um..yeah. Um…a lot to process. You sure about this?”

      “Yup..I am. And so are others.”

      “Who?”

      “Well, that’s to come, you need to meet a few people. I’ll set it up at my place.”

      “And what about you, Perse? Are you Magical?”

      Persephane’s eyes narrowed, “Yes. I am. Very in fact.”

      “Right.” Rix was still pretty numb.

      “Why wouldn’t my Mom or someone know about it?”

      “Actually, it probably does come from somewhere in your family.  Most likely it skipped a generation and your parents aren’t aware of this. Wouldn’t even be looking for it. Any loopy aunts or grandparents? Someone the family thought was ‘off’ in some way?”

      “Well…there is my Granny. My Mom’s mom…she used to say she could see spirits and fairies, too, I think. She keeps pretty quiet about it now, I guess she got fed up with the family thinking she’s bat-crap crazy.”

      “Yeah, it’ll do that to ya.”

      “So you think that’s where I got it from? My Granny?”

      “Very possibly. Ok, look the next step is you have to be initiated into the Magical Folk. We’ll be setting that up for you.”

      “Who’s we? And when? What do I have to do? It’s not a Trial by Fire or something, is it?” Rix was now looking a little nervous.

      Persy laughed. “No, not at all. It’s all very peaceful and loving. It’s going to be in the early hours of May 1. Beltane. Look, I’m going to arrange for you to get the lowdown from someone who’s a huge expert…my Gran.”

      “Uh, Ok. If you say so.”

      “C’mon, let’s get out of here. This lab stinks of chemicals. We can go to my place after school and I’ll show you some more stuff.”

      “Right.” And they left.

      By this time, Britney was ready to burst. She scrambled out from under the desk, grabbed her backpack, completely forgetting the chemicals she came into to steal. Man, this was either the biggest load of crap she’d every heard…or…she just scooped the motherlode of blackmail fodder. Yes!

      There’s only one way to find out. I’m about to become that miserable Persephane’s new shadow. And what the heck is Beltane? Internet time.
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      “I just don’t understand, why wouldn’t I have known about magical abilities if I had them?” Rix asked Angelica. The girls had gone to Persy’s house after school, and were now in the middle of an explanatory discussion with her Mom.

      “I believe it’s because you were not raised in a magical family.  Eventually the talents have to come out, but without someone there watching for them, to help you along, well, they just ooze out at their own discretion. Tough way to find out, I know,” Angelica’s caring smile was helping Rix feel less overwhelmed.

      “I should have seen it sooner,” added Persy. “You were always so passionate about magical play when we were kids. A lot more than most kids. It just never occurred to me to think there was something under all that.”

      “Yeah, I remember that,” replied Rix. “It’s all I could think about.  Read every book, watched every movie. Used to dream I was Hermione and I could zap those bitches..er..witches like Britney at school for all the crap they did to kids.” Rix and Persy both grinned at the thought.

      “Just remember, once you’re initiated and actually using magic, anything you do negative to anyone or the planet will come back to you three-fold. So you must keep yourself in a positive mind frame. The likes of Britney and her followers will meet with a sticky end. But make sure you are NOT the cause of it. Not worth it, believe me,” added Angelica.

      Both girls were quiet for a few minutes, then Persy asked, “Mom, it’s only a week until Beltane. What do we do to prepare Rix with so little time?”

      “Well, the ceremony will be in a clearing, behind the Time-Linx portal here. It’s best we do it where Rix’s energy is in sync with the world around her. But your Grandmother and I thought it might be good to do some training at her Manor. So over the weekend we can Time-Linx there, and it will be good to let Rix get her first ride,” she grinned.

      Persy chuckled. “Oh, this’ll be good.”

      “Why?” asked Rix. “What’s going to happen?  What am I going to tell my Mom?”

      “No worries,” said Persy. “When we come back, no matter how long we’ve been Time-Linxing, we land a few minutes in time from where we started. You won’t even be missed.”

      “Geez, this magic stuff thinks of everything, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, pretty much. Well, the general stuff anyway,” said Persy.

      “Ah..what doesn’t it look after?”

      “Long story,” said Persy. “We’re going to have some marathon talks over the next while, that’s for sure.”

      “Persy, I think it would be good to start Rix on the story of what you’ve been up to for the past year, give her as much background as your can,” said Angelica. “I’ll have dinner ready in a couple of hours, so you can give it a good start now.”

      They went up to Persy’s room and made themselves comfortable. Rix didn’t utter a word, as Persy related the whole tale to her, starting with when Orsina the bear first spoke with her to the abduction of Thaddeus, to the meeting with Whisper and her Tarot reading with Lady Druanna.

      “And so it was kinda Whisper who confirmed that another Magical Folk was around me, and, well then it became obvious. You were the one.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing. On one hand this is a dream come true, on the other, it’s all kinda scary, you know? I mean, there just seems SO much for me to learn, and I’m afraid if I screw up, I’m going to mess your quest up or something.”

      “Naw, don’t worry. There’s a lot of us involved in this. You’ll have someone by you all the time. We’re not going let a rank novice out on her own, just yet,” Persy smirked. “That would just be demented.”

      Rix continued to grill Persy until dinner and later, well into the evening. Over dinner, it was Angelica who explained why Beltane had been chosen for her initiation.

      “You see, Rix, Beltane is the Pagan or witches’ celebration of new beginnings of growth and fertility, as it applies to the earth and seedlings pushing through the soil and as it applies to life in general. It’s a time of new beginnings, which suits our purpose for you, just perfectly. You are entering a new phase of your life, with much broader opportunities and horizons.

      Much of what goes on in the ceremony is going to be symbolic of your acceptance into our kind, the world of Magical Folk and to ask the God and Goddess and the Elements to work with you, to protect and teach you as you will honour and protect them. Through this commitment by them and you, your powers will grow and become more focused. You will become far better at listening to your own guides and intuition, building the connection between you and the energies of Magic. With hard and determined work on your part, in a year from now, you will have transcended into a completely different person. Stronger, better, but also humbled and respectful of the power which will be then working through you. Remember, it’s a blessing to be allowed to be a conduit of Magic, and you must never abuse it.”

      “How do the Melanthios’ of the world get away with the evil they’re doing?” asked Rix.

      “The rules are different in Black Magic. She’s very powerful and works with others like her to spin and manipulate the forces of nature. After all there are two sides to everything. She accepts the consequences and I think she feels she’s strong enough to overcome them. But she’s wrong. I know it. It’s a matter of time and ‘Good’ will prevail. But’s it’s our job to make sure that is the way it works out. That’s the challenge.”

      Persy and Rix continued talking into the early hours. Not the best plan as they were to travel with Angelica to Laurel early the next day.

      The three of them stood in front of the waterfalls Time-Linx portal near Persy’s house.

      “Ugh, you gonna make that young lady take this miserable whirly-gig?” asked Benson, sitting on Persy’s shoulder.

      “Don’t start, Benson,” said Persy. “Rix will get the hang of it, and I’m sure complain a LOT less than you, a supposedly experienced Magical.”

      “Harrrumph. The idea.”

      Benson crawled into Persy’s pocket in a snit.

      “He always like this?” asked Rix.

      “Pretty much,” sighed Persy.

      “Ok, you two. Rix, remember, you need to concentrate on Laurel’s Meadow, 1670 while we’re Linxing. I know you don’t know it, but the Time-Linx does,” explained Angelica.

      Rix took a big breath, “Well, it’s now or never. Lead on, Persy.” She added nervously.

      Angelica transversed them into Bellarya, then Persy took the lead.

      She took Rix’s hand and they entered through the rock ‘doorway’. As the light became brighter, they chanted rhythmically, “Totus Temporis” over and over, concentrating on Laurel’s Meadow, 1670. The light got even more intense and the winds more forceful, and Persy kept a tight grip on Rix, whose eyes were tightly squeezed together.

      Their world shimmered away, replaced by a slowing of the wind and dimming of the light, then suddenly, all was quiet. Rix opened one eye.

      “We there yet?”

      Persy and Angelica laughed. “Yes,” said Persy. “C’mon out to the meadow. You’re going to love it.”

      Laurel and P-C were waiting for them, P-C bounding all around, too excited to stand still.

      “He’s been driving me mad, asking every two minutes if you were on your way. Thank the Goddess you’re here,” Laurel smiled.

      “Oh, what a cool dragon,” blurted Rix, as she bent down to pat him on the head, P-C slowed down long enough to sit and allow her.

      Benson immediately soared up to the lower limb of a nearby tree. “‘Ere we go then, bloody dragon worship. S’nuff to make a maggot gag.”

      “Oh, Benson, don’t forget, Rix has never seen a real dragon. This is a big deal for her.”

      “Right, now ‘er life’s complete, that it?”

      Both Angelica and Persy grinned and shook their heads.

      “Gran, this is Rix, my BFF and she is so pumped about being magical.”

      Laurel smiled warmly, “Hello, Erika. I’m delighted to be helping with your training and initiation. An eager student is my favourite kind.”

      “Eager, yup, that’d be me!”

      “Come, let’s go up to the manor and get started, then,” said Laurel.

      They spent the next two days, teaching Rix spells, curses and hexes.  Laurel gave her an older willow wand to practice with, and Angelica worked on fine-tuning her techniques and then helping her learn some spells done without wands.

      On the morning of April 29, they were going back to Rockmanor, to prepare for the ceremony on May eve.

      “P-C,’ said Laurel, a little sad. “I’m going to have to leave you here to guard the fort. Just don’t think a dragon will go over well in the twenty-first century.” She smiled and stroked his head.

      “Sorry, ol’ thing,” said Persy. Benson zoomed into her pocket muttering, “Dragon-free, at last.”

      The four Time-Linxed to a glorious, sunny day in Muskoka, and walked up the path home.

      Persy and Rix were in deep conversation when Persy noticed a cold, dark feeling. She stopped and looked around, into the surrounding bushes and trees.

      “What?” asked Rix.

      “Persephane? What is it?” asked Laurel

      “I dunno, I felt a cold and I think, evil wave of energy just here,” She walked back to the point where she’d felt it. Laurel and Angelica stepped up on either side of her.

      Laurel tilted her head. “Hmmm, yes, something was around here, but it’s fading.”

      “I agree,” added Angelica. The quiet was broken by a rustling in behind the trees which lined the road. “There,” said Angelica, pointing to the left.

      “It’s like an animal or something running off,” said Rix.

      “Well, could be, but you rarely get black energy from an animal unless it’s rogue, their energy is mostly white, simply based on survival and protection of it’s own kind. However, I certainly can’t say the same about humans, so I’d have to say it was a person,” explained Laurel.

      They hadn’t noticed that Benson had flown off. “Oy, Perse. Saw sumfink strange, there back in the trees. Quick, but blonde she was.  Who’d that be?”

      Persy and Rix looked at each other and as if on cue, shrugged their shoulders. “Beats me,” said Persy. “There’s a small mountain of blonde people around here. Could be anyone, except who would be exuding negative energy?”

      “Do you think it was a kid or adult, Benson,” asked Angelica.

      “Um..judging by height and speed, I’d should fink it was a kid…like these two, ‘ere.”

      “Well, that narrows it down a bit, but still…,” said Persy.

      “Why would they be hiding in the trees?” murmured Rix.

      “Dunno,” said Persy. “But that energy was not friendly. We need to watch our backs even more than usual. We have an opponent for some reason. Not used to running into that here.”

      “No, this is a first, hon,” said Angelica. “Worries me.”

      “I’m glad we’ve had this warning,” said Laurel. “We can go spell the house for protection. And the site for Beltane is close, so we can spell that too.”

      They finished walking to the house, Benson taking off into the gardens right away.

      Persy had zoned out. Something was wrong, something was very, very wrong.
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      “The more I look at this verse, the less sense it makes,” said Darson.

      Thaddeus came and sat by him at the desk, sliding the paper closer.  “Got to be a place, somewhere here.”

      

      
        
        ‘Where water runs freely,

        And air is pure,

        Where fire burns brightly,

        Yet Earth wraps you tightly,

        And spirit is not encumbered.’

      

      

      

      “I mean, the Scroll says it’s the directions to a portal or portals, so we’ve just got to figure it out. So…’water runs freely…any rivers or lakes here?”

      “No, we’re underground, right?”

      “Well, there are such things as underground rivers.”

      Darson looked at Thad and his eyes glazed over. He straightened his back, blinked and focused. “You know, there are these side tunnels. Let me see that list again.”

      “Hmm, where air is pure, and fire burns brightly, earth wraps tightly..well, that’s easy, we’re in tunnels, and spirit is not encumbered. We’re all encumbered, we can’t do magic.”

      “So those side tunnels - let’s go over each point. Would they have running water somehow?”

      “I think so. I’ve never been in one, they’re off-limits, but that hasn’t stopped us before,” Darson said, grinning.

      “Ok, what about pure air and burning fires?”

      “It’s said that they run close to the surface. I mean, we’ve been down here thirteen years, I really have no idea how the air is on the surface. Maybe things have cleared and it’s now like paradise up top.  No one ever tells us about that. So if air is getting in, it would allow fire to burn brightly, right?”

      “Yup, for sure. And the bit about spirit not been encumbered? If one was in a closed off area like that, you probably could be free to do magic.”

      “Ok,” said Darson. “Then we have to find one of those tunnels. But still, what about this Golden Section thing. What is that?”

      “Look, I’ll draw it for you, it’s really easy,” said Thad. “It’s based on the number referred to as ‘phi’, which is roughly 1.6..blah, blah, blah..goes on forever. The ratio is this..”

      Thad drew:
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      “See, you have a whole line which is a + b and then the line above is divided so that the ratio a is to the whole line is the same as the ratio b is to a. See?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Ok, let’s say the line a+b represents a wall. Then phi of that wall would be the point where a is exactly 1.6 of a+b. And a itself is 1.6 the length of b on the top there. So at the point where a ends and b starts is the point or location of interest, or in this case where we’ll find the portal opening. Thing is, we have to find that ‘wall’.”

      “Ah, Ok, I see. So we find the right tunnel and then probably a wall and look for that point like in the upper line you have here, and that’s where we find the opening to the portal. Got it!”

      “Right. I believe so. It’s the only thing that makes sense and then everything in this Scroll falls into place.”

      “Good thing you’re such a brainiac, Thad.”

      “Yeah, a regular Einstein. If I was so smart, how did I get my arse stuck in another dimension?”

      Darson chuckled. “We all can be tricked.”

      “No kidding. Ok, so now to find these tunnels you were talking about. Where do we start?”

      “I’ve only ever heard rumours, of course, but the one common thread is that they run off the third level above us.”

      “So how do we get there?”

      “Very carefully,” Darson said with a wry smile. “There are ramps going up to the various levels, but they are really well guarded and we could get asked a lot of questions. Not to mention that’s where they have specially trained Magic Detectors. Those guys can pick up a magical energy from fifty paces. I don’t know if I could ever get you through, and if you had to use a Veil all that time, you’d be done in.”

      “C’mon, let’s at least go see if we can find the ramps. Check out how protected they are. That’ll at least give us an idea of what we’re up against,” said Darson.

      “Good plan,” said Thaddeus.

      They didn’t hear the slight rustle in the hallway as Darson grabbed the doorknob. Luca slid along the carpet into the kitchen, in beside the refrigerator and waited for the guys to leave. Once he heard the front door close, he crept back along the hall and opened the front door a crack. He saw which way they were headed and followed.

      Thad and Darson swiftly made their way up two levels above then covered blocks of sidewalk, looking down streets, alleys and any passageway they could.

      “I know side tunnels are narrow and not indicated. They try to keep people on their own level, easier to keep track of, I guess,” explained Darson.

      Thaddeus nearly missed it, but across the street was a slim passageway and up it, about fifty feet stood a man in uniform.

      “Darson, there. Is that guy a guard?” he pointed.

      “Indeed. And see how the walkway ramps up slightly? That’s what we’re looking for. C’mon, let’s see how far we can get.”

      They crossed the street and started up the passage. The guard, seeing them, turned, and crossed his arms across his chest.

      “What can I do for you lads?”

      “Um, well, I was looking to visit someone on another level..um, an old friend,” said Darson.

      “Do you have a permission pass?” asked the guard.

      “No, is that what I need to go up?”

      “You do. You apply for it at the city offices. They review why you want to change levels, even for a visit and decide if you’ll be allowed. But I warn you, they’re not granted easily. Why do you need to see this person. As you’re well aware, Lato encourages its citizens to limit their contacts and daily lives to their own level.”

      Darson had to think fast and for some reason, he was really fumbling for answers. Man, they should have thought this through more.

      Thaddeus jumped in. “Well, you see, his family knew this guy before coming down to the tunnels and was hoping to see how he was doing. You know, just a short visit, for old times sake.”

      The guard looked Darson up and down. “He’s not old enough to have remembered someone from back then. Story sounds pretty weak. I doubt you’d get a pass.” He sneered and looked down his nose at both of them.

      Luca had plastered himself against the wall of the shop on the corner of the passageway. He craned his neck to get a quick look at Darson and Thad. He couldn’t hear much, but did recognize that his brother was trying to find out how to be allowed up the ramps. Why would he want to do that?  No one, at least no regular person wanted to go up them. Had to be that new kid. I knew there was something strange about him. Shifty. I don’t trust him. Going to the top of my list of ‘To Be Watched’. Yeah.
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      “I’m telling you, Claudia, she said that Erika kid possessed magical powers, and was being initiated on May Eve,” hissed Britney.  “Arrrggh. Why don’t you and Steph believe me? I’ve told you over and over. Why would I make this up?”

      Claudia was belly-laughing. “Brit, seriously? You can’t honestly believe any of that is true. You’ve never done anything but dish on Persephane. Why in the world would you believe a load of crap like that?” She continued to giggle, a little more quietly.

      “Yeah, Brit, I mean, Persy and Erika, magical? Get real,” added Stephanie.

      “No, I’m telling you. You should have heard Persephane. It’s like she really knew about this stuff and was trying to explain it to Erika. You know we’ve always thought Persy strange at the best of times. This explains a lot. And I’m not going to let this go. If it’s true, and I feel in my gut it is, then she’s going to have a huge advantage over anyone else around here.

      I just don’t understand why she hasn’t used said powers to be the most popular girl in the school. She could beat anyone at anything.  That’s the only mystery to me.”

      “So what are you going to do about it?” asked Steph.

      “I’ve thinking about that. Obviously they have to do the initiation or whatever in secret. Their house is on the edge of town, close to the river and waterfall. I know there are a couple of clearings just behind that. That’s my guess. I’m going to check it out in the late afternoon on Friday, which is May Eve. See if I can find any clues as to where it’s going to be.”

      “Yeah, so?” asked Claudia. “What are you going to do even if you do find it?”

      “Thing is, Persephane has kept this a secret, so it’s my guess she wants it kept that way. If I find it and even just watch, it’ll make the best scoop material. Ever. She’d be completely in my control if she wanted the lid kept on that secret. Love it!” Britney grinned and shut her eyes, envisioning how sweet that kind of power over Persy would be.

      “Ok, what about this. If what you say is true, then what happens if they see you or catch you? Don’t you think that could be just a little bit risky? I mean, you could wind up some warty ol’ amphibian.  Really, Brit. You’re  not thinking this through,” said Claudia.

      “Seriously, Claudia? It’s not like I’m going to go running around in the middle of things, waving my arms around. This is happening at night, in a part of the woods. It’ll be easy to hide in the bushes or something and just watch. That’s all I need and my iPhone to catch a few pics, easy stuff. Besides, just think of the points I’ll gain with Zander if Persy doesn’t co-operate and I give the dirt and pics to him for the paper. I’ll be the love of his life forever.” Zander Stoneman, the guy Britney was crushing on this year, was the editor and senior writer for the school paper.

      “I dunno,” said Claudia. “I’ve got a really bad feeling about this.”

      Britney sighed and rolled her eyes up. “Claudia, you’re such a wuss.  I tell ya, like butter melting on hot toast. No effort at all.”

      It was Friday afternoon, May Eve and Rix and Persy were carting baskets of candles, crystals and herbs and salt for the Beltane celebration down to the clearing behind the waterfalls.

      They entered the clearing and placed everything down on the grass.  Rix turned a slow 360, her lower jaw slightly dropped. “Wow, this is amazing. I didn’t realize how many different early flowers bloomed in these woods.”

      And she was quite correct. Among the early radiant green leaves of the trees and bushes surrounding the clearing, was a blazing display of dogtooth violets, periwinkle, snowdrops and bright, perky crocus.

      “You’ll be spending more time in places like this now. Our rituals are pretty much always done in a place like this, even for a short time with the winter ones. Tonight, is Beltane which, as we told you, is the celebration of the fertile, growing season of Earth Mother.  It’s usually a bit of a rip-roaring party for the adults, but with us here, they’ll probably tone it down a notch or two,” said Persy, giggling a little.

      “Why? On our account? Tell them to party on, I’m up for that.”

      “Yeah, right. My Gran and Mom will be here, remember? Kinda takes the edge off. Your Mom was invited, is she coming?”

      “Sure is. She’s all excited about it. Being a medical doc, it took time for her to get her head around the fact there was a Magical in the family. Haven’t even approached my Dad about it. He’s SO into pure science being a dentist an all. He’s not even religious, so magic is just too far out there for him. I think Mom is just saying she’s visiting with your Mom about school stuff, something like that.”

      “Shame he can’t be a part of this, but I know how it is…if a person is not ready for magic it’s just way too much to handle. And, we have to worry about someone like that revealing our secrets. I think a number of our Magical friends will be here, particularly as it’s your initiation. We don’t get a lot of those.”

      Robert, Laurel and Angelica came into the clearing carrying portable tables, cloths and Laurel’s Book of Shadows.

      “I’ll go get the food and chairs from the car. We brought it down to get this all here,” mumbled Robert.

      Persy whispered to Angelica. “He’s not thrilled about this, is he?”

      “Not really. Sees it as another possibility of exposure, you know the story.”

      “Yeah, that old tune. Seriously, can’t he see we’ll put protection all over? Has he learned nothing over the years?” Persy back heated up, then her face flushed. So tired of this crap.

      Angelica put her hand on Persy’s shoulder. “Let me deal. You just concentrate on getting things ready for Rix, Ok?”

      “Yeah…thanks.”

      Persy and Angelica set up one of the tables and Laurel placed her Book on it, flipping through the pages.

      “Here is the main part of the Initiation Ritual,” she said to Rix.  “I’m basically going to run over a set of rules and obligations you’ll have to abide by. At the end of each one you just say ‘I will’ and I’ll guide you through this. We’ll be standing in a ring of salt for protection from any dark energies and so we’re not interrupted. Then you will walk with me around here,” Laurel got up and beckoned Rix to follow her.

      They walked around a particularly large group of old, established oak trees. On the other side was a huge rock, about fifteen feet high with a hole in the centre, extending down to the ground.

      “A very sacred place. No one knows how that rock got here or the opening formed, but it’s representative of a passageway from one world to the next. At the end of the ritual, you will pass through it to finalize you becoming one of ours.”

      They walked back to see Robert finishing unloading everything from the car. “Ok, ladies, if you want to go back to the house to change and get ready, I can stay here and stand guard.” He wanted everyone to think he was being helpful. Persy rolled her eyes.

      “Oy, I’ll help. No one is going to get by me,” added Benson.

      “Right,” said Persy, smirking. “We won’t be long.”

      The sun was just starting to lower in the sky, when they returned, all wearing robes, Laurel’s white and the others various shades of purple. Rix’s Mom, Karly was wearing a green robe as a supportive visitor.

      Angelica went over to Robert and whispered to him. He got up and walked back to the car, returning with an archway made of braided branches.

      “Ah, The Rowan Arch,” said Laurel. “Let me help you.” She grabbed one side, while Robert had the other and they positioned the arch inside the ring of salt. Rix looked on with obvious questions in her eyes.

      “For protection and basically drawing in more positive magical energy,” said Persy.

      “Ah,” said Rix.

      Suddenly voices could be heard from behind the clearing, in the direction of the waterfalls.

      Persy got up and ran over toward the falls, Rix following right behind her. There was Lady Druanna, Fawna and Durin, Vadoma, Murph and even Magus Siphon exiting from the Time-Linx portal. Persy grabbed Rix’s arm, ran up and hugged them all, introducing Rix at the same time. What a clamour. All the various conversations slowly calmed down as they walked around the falls to the clearing, where the other four adults joined the mix, and the raucous conversations started again.

      “I can’t believe you’re all here,” said Persy, looking around.

      “Well, it’s Beltane, party time and a big night with Rix joining us,” answered Fawna. Durin gave her shoulders a squeeze and nodded enthusiastically.

      A shallow pit had been dug off to the side of the tables and Robert, Murph and even Magus were piling kindling and wood into it for a bonfire. A couple of casks of water sat behind that. Everything was ready.

      Rix leaned over to Persy. “Is there a significance for the bonfire and water jugs?”

      “Yes, at Beltane, it’s important to honour fire and water. They symbolize the heat of the sun and the rains which enable nature to grow and flourish,” said Persy.

      “Ah, I see.”

      Laurel stood and indicated to Persy, Rix and Angelica to follow her.  They stood on the outside of the salt circle, bowed their heads in a short blessing and entered.

      The ritual progressed, Laurel reading from her Book of Shadows, and Rix committing to the statements Laurel read out. Persy and Angelica stood on either side of Rix. The others stood outside the ring, joined hands, bowed their heads and meditated on Rix’s welcoming and future success. Candles flickered in the soft evening breeze, all over the clearing. Even Benson was contained, reverent even, sitting on Lady Druanna’s shoulder.

      At the end of the ritual, herbs for the blessing of the initiation were burned in the candles, then Laurel raised the energy of it all into an arch of light around those in the circle. The circle was broken and the four of them stepped out. Laurel then took Rix around to the large rock with the archway in it. There, Laurel left her on one side, while she, Persy and Angelica waited on the other.  On Laurel’s signal, Rix passed through the opening, into Laurel’s arms and her new life.

      On their return, Magus lit the bonfire and the food and drinks were placed out on the tables, and the party began.
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      Even though Britney was cramped, cold and damp, her attention was riveted on what she was seeing. Magic? Here? In Rockmanor? NO ONE would ever believe her. Claudia and Steph already thought she had a number of screws loose, how’d she ever get them to swallow this one?

      She’d tucked herself in well between a large rock and a dense juniper bush. After removing a couple of low branches, she had a clear shot of the proceedings. As if the bizarre group who came through the waterfalls wasn’t enough, when the older woman in the middle of the ring finished talking, she raised her arms to the sky and the whole clearing lit up like Las Vegas and then slowly dimmed down, except for over Rix, there was a radiant glow around her head which was not changing. Geez!

      Britney reached into her back jeans pocket and slid her iPhone out.  Maybe a few pics would convince them. Just her luck, as she took a shot of Rix with her ‘glow’ on, everything went quiet in the clearing, so the distinct ‘snick’ of the camera seemed to echo out like a Sunday church bell.

      Two of the women closest to her, the one with the long dark curly hair and the redhead turned synchronically, squatting to see under the bush. Britney crawled back on all fours, luckily not crunching any branches, then half-rose to scamper bent in two, back to the path to town.
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      “You heard it too?” Vadoma asked Lady Druanna.

      “Yes, did you see a flash?”

      “I’m not sure, there are so many candles burning here, could have been a reflection,” said Vadoma.

      “I don’t think so, there was malicious energy back here,” Lady Druanna said, walking back to the juniper bush. “I wouldn’t feel that if it’s just an racoon or something. Fading now, though.”

      Vadoma took her Hagstone out of her pocket, closed her eyes and centred herself. Her Hagstone was a valuable energy enhancer, making her scrying more acute. She stood very still for a minute or so, then opened her eyes and looked through the hole in the centre of the stone. Turning from side to side, she finally said, “Nothing there now. Let’s go let Laurel know.”

      They walked to the tables and sat near Laurel, explaining what they had felt.

      “That only could have happened if the person was close to the clearing when I put the protection spells on. Then they would have been brought into the area of the casting.

      “We thought we sensed someone in the bushes when we came back yesterday,” said Persy. “I wonder if it was the same person.”

      “They must have come here in the afternoon to not be noticed when I put the spells on,” stated Laurel, quietly.

      Even though the festive dinner continued, a slight edge had been taken off of the frivolity.

      Back in Rockmanor, an iPhone was being passed around, eliciting ‘oooo’s and awwww’s’ from a small group of excited teens.
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      Darson and Thad wandered down to a local cafe on Darson’s home level and ordered tea. They sat in a back corner away from the rest of the patrons.

      “These guards are not going to be easy to fool,” said Darson.

      “Yeah, short of becoming totally invisible, not sure how we’re going to pull this off. I mean we can vanish for quick spurts, getting from one place to the other, but for this, we’d need a long term option and I don’t have one of those,” replied Thad.

      “If only we could appear to them to be something other than ourselves. Something subtle, that’s around normally and they’d not give it any notice. I know somewhere in Grandpa’s books there was something written that some kind of magic could do that, change people into others or even animals or something. Read it ages ago.”

      Thaddeus felt a tweak in his brain. He went very quiet, trying to focus on what was niggling at him.

      “What?” asked Darson.

      “Sec.”

      He rubbed his forehead with his right hand and stared at the wall behind Darson. What? What was it?

      Picking up that he’d just have to wait to find out what was on Thad’s mind, Darson muttered thoughts out loud, to himself more than anything. “Wouldn’t it be great, if we could turn ourselves into a couple of cute kitties or something. Something they’d never suspect..”

      Thad snapped his attention to Darson. “That’s it! We can. We can be little kitties, or whatever we want!”

      “What? How? Can we be dragons?”

      “I don’t think dragons get an gold star for ‘subtle’,” Thad grinned and started patting his jacket pockets.

      Thad scrambled around in the pockets of his cloak. “Somewhere…here. Ah, there it is,” he said, showing Darson a small purple silken pouch.

      “What’s that?”

      “That, my friend, is our ticket to explore the side tunnels,” Thad opened the pouch and slid a perfect moonstone onto his hand.

      “Same question…what is it?”

      “This was one of the gifts given to Persy and I from the Magical Folk Governing Council. Persy and I divided them up in case we were separated, so we’d each have some help if needed. Thank the Goddess, this was in my collection. Lord Lyall gave us this. He’d been a follower and trained with Merlin, who was a master of transmorgrification. Changing of people into other forms. Could be other people or animals. This is how we get by those guards.”

      “Will it work for me, too?”

      “Yup. I just have to hold on to you as I perform the magic and you think the same thoughts and it works on us both. Persy already asked that question of Lord Lyall. The only hitch is that he couldn’t tell us how often it worked. Each stone is different, but we haven’t used it at all, so we’re good for this time and at least a few others, that’s for sure.”

      “Cool. When do we go?”

      “Well the other part is that I don’t how long it will last. So we need to choose as best as we can, which side tunnels to explore. Any clue?”

      Darson squished up his forehead and eyes, thinking. “My best guess would be that a side tunnel leading to a place with all the aspects listed in the Scroll of Direction. Which would be a place that draws the allowed Magicals. Somehow, busier, you know?”

      “Good point.”

      “And, I think there are only four entrances, so it should be fairly easy to check that out.”

      “Right, let’s go,” said Thad.

      They paid their bill and walked up toward the side tunnel they’d been in earlier.

      “Now, I think the next one is on the opposite side of the road a number of blocks up,” said Darson. The road they were following was the main street of Darson’s community. And as he expected, there was another side tunnel on the opposite side of the road. They hid in the doorway of a closed shop and watched for a good hour or more. Saw very little traffic.

      “Don’t think so,” said Darson.

      “Ok,” he said. “It’d make sense that the others are on streets to one side or the other of this main road.”

      “They wouldn’t be maybe on the edges of town? Maybe more hidden away or something, especially if they were so special?”

      Darson’s shoulders sagged and he sighed. “Hmmmm, that’s also a good thought. This could take forever to find.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t think they’d make it too easy,” Thaddeus said, grinning.

      “There’s a circular walkway around the outside of the streets on this level. I always thought it just backed up to the outside walls of the tunnels, but I guess it’d be a good place to hide exits to any side tunnels the big guns didn’t want found. Let’s check it out.”

      As they walked along a side street to the outside walkway, Luca found it harder and harder to follow and keep hidden. He’d figured out they were headed to the circular walkway and being a guard, knew there were two side tunnel entrances which his bosses kept under very close guard. Is that what these idiots were looking for? Were they crazy? If they were caught snooping around a place like that, they’d be thrown in jail…no questions asked!

      Darson and Thad walked around the circular walk for about twenty minutes before they noticed a very narrow opening on their right. They walked past it and then turned against a wall of a store at the edge of the opening. As they turned, Thad saw from the corner of his eye, the tail of a cloak swooping into a store down the road. Weird, where did that come from? Could have sworn no one was behind us.

      “See if you can see around the edge. What’s going on up there?” Darson whispered.

      “Uh, right.”

      Thad slowly poked his nose around the corner. It was dark as a lightless cave, but a few sparse lanterns burned here and there,  enough to see that there were not one but five guards milling around, some chatting, others just leaning on the walls.

      He pulled back and said to Darson, ”No good. There’s at least five guards that I can see, could be more for all I know. So there’s no way we’re getting down there as a couple of guys from the ‘hood, ya know?”

      They walked further down the street so they could talk above whispers.

      A slight scraping sound made them both turn around. Nothing could be seen, but they looked at each other and simultaneously scowled.

      “I thought I saw the tail of a cloak disappearing into one of the stores down there. Do you think we’re being followed?” asked Thad.

      “Dunno, who’d know to follow us? Let’s get off this road and back to the town centre.”

      Once they were closer to Darson’s house, they felt they could talk more openly. Thad kept glancing over his shoulder, but no one was seen or heard again.

      “So how hard is using the Moonstone?” asked Darson.

      “Should be pretty easy, although Persy and I haven’t actually used it yet. What it really feels like, changing shape, well, that is a good question. I guess we’re about to find out.” Thad shrugged his shoulders and sighed. Although he wanted to portray confidence to Darson, his belly did feel like there were snakes slithering around inside. But what choice was there? He had to get back to Persy.

      “We’ll wait until around midnight. Should be pretty quiet then and not many people on the streets,” said Thad.

      They left the house just after midnight, having covered themselves completely with dark cloaks. They slipped from shadow to shadow, placing each footstep carefully, like they were navigating through a minefield.

      Once they reached the outer circular path, they relaxed a little. Darson pointed to a shop with a deep door well which they slipped into.

      Thaddeus took the purple pouch out of his pocket and dug out the Moonstone. Hanging onto to Darson’s finger with the hand that held the stone, he took his wand out and spelled “Transmutus!” They both concentrated on mid-size black terriers.

      The air around them shimmered and faint grey smoke settled on them. The feeling of changing shape wasn’t much more than a weak, jelly-legged feeling when you’ve over exercised. When everything was cleared they looked at each other, shocked. There was a black dog where the other had been. Their clothes had disappeared, too. Handy, and hopefully, they re-appeared when the spell wore off.

      Darson ‘barked’ at Thad, and Thad understood exactly what he was saying through Silent Speak. The sparkles, they’d have to watch that.  Dead giveaway, those.

      Thad took off up the street to the opening they’d found that afternoon. Together they peered around the corner and began to skulk up the side tunnel. They weren’t noticed at all until they were right up by the guards, who for the most part, completely ignored them. Now trotting along, gaining confidence, they were suddenly stopped by one guard stepping out.

      “Hey, poochies. Want a bit of sausage?” he said, bending down with the meat in his hand. The dogs glanced at each other and then scampered down the lane way.

      “Ha, ha, Bart. Guess they don’t like your grub,” said one of the other guards, laughing at Bart.

      “Mangy curs,” grumbled Bart, going back to finishing his dinner.

      They eventually came to the end of the passage with an option to turn left or right. Thad looked around to make sure no one had followed before using Silent Speak.

      “I can hear water on the right. I think we should go that way.”

      “Me, too. Let’s go.”

      The tunnel ran up and the further they went, the steeper the climb. Eventually they went through an opening in a rock wall, and into a cave. The air was immediately fresher smelling like a forest. Water spilled down a back wall and on into a narrow underground stream.  Just above where it came into the cave, a sliver of what appeared to be sunlight could be seen.

      This completely new environment seemed to trigger the reversal of the spell on them. The air shimmered, this time a golden colour, they felt momentarily weak and were in their natural states, clothes and all.

      “Crap,” said Darson. “That was weird,” he said looking around. “Never thought I’d see this here.”

      “We must be close the the surface. I mean, REALLY close. And if it were such a hell-hole out there, why don’t we smell that? I smell seriously fresh forest-like air.”

      “Right,” said Darson. “So this fits the rhyme from the Scroll doesn’t it?

      

      
        
        Where water runs freely,

        And air is pure,

        Where fire burns brightly,

        Yet Earth wraps you tightly,

        And spirit is not encumbered,” he repeated.

      

      

      

      “Yup, check, check, check, check and oh yeah…check,” said Thad smiling. “Now, for the Golden Section, it must run along one of these side walls.” He looked back an forth at each wall. “Then we need to figure which end to start from, on which wall.” He turned a full circle, looking for markings or clues.

      A rustling sound made both of them turn around, back to the opening where they had entered.

      Both guys gaped, pop-eyed at what they saw.

      Luca stood there, arms crossed over his chest, smirking, and tapping one foot.

      “I KNEW it. I knew you two were up to something. Good thing I’m a well-trained bloodhound. Brownie points for me, my erroneous little brother and cohort. Brownie points, indeed,” he said with an evil snigger.

      Darson mumbled to Thad, ”Well, the bloodhound bit I agree with…just about as homely.”

      Luca opened his mouth to retort, when a plume of black-grey smoke erupted just in front of him. There was a crack of air compression and standing in front of them, was a tall, thin man. He was dressed in red, black and silver robes with a thick satin black sash. His mop of dark hair was combed back down past his shoulders and his almond shaped eyes were fixed on Darson and Thad.

      “Well, what have we here,” he asked in a bone-chilling, sibilant, deep voice.

      Both boys stood as if shot and waiting to fall, voiceless.

      Luca jumped in. “Greetings, oh Esteemed Majores. These are the two I told you about, whom I believed were planning something. Something magical, most likely.”

      Thad lowered his head, closed his eyes and mumbled something very quietly.

      “Yes, young Luca. It would seem you are absolutely correct,” the dark man faced Luca, then turned his reptilian face back to Thad and Darson.

      “Just what are you two doing here? It’s no use lying, we will get it out of you,” he smiled tightly. “I am Sumaire, one of the heads of the Society of Dunkelheft, and believe me when I say…we will get it out of you,” Sumaire finished, his eyes glowing with anticipated delight.

      Sumaire quickly slid forward, grabbing each of them by one shoulder, and in a millisecond, the three of them were gone in a second blast of black-grey smoke.
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      “You could have Photoshopped that glow in,” insisted Claudia. “I’m not going to stick my neck out and get it chopped off by the whole school when this turns out to be a complete scam.”

      Britney growled. “Geez, Claudia, what’s it going to take to convince you? I SAW this happen. Persephane is even weirder than we all thought. And obviously, she’s been hiding this. I tell ya, it’s the scoop of a lifetime.”

      Steph piped up. “Yeah, but you can’t prove a thing with just those couple of pics. Its too obvious they could have been totally made up.  What else do you have?”

      “I saw them performing some ceremony, but couldn’t risk taking pics then. People, things just appear and disappear. I swear, this is huge!”

      Claudia sighed. “Maybe. Still…”

      “Aaarrrgghh! Fine. But I’m on her like flies on dead meat. I’ll get more proof and you two will be so like, ‘Oh, Britney, we’re sorry.  Tell me what’s going on? Let us see…’ You watch, you’ll be sorry.” Britney huffed, got up and left Claudia and Steph standing in the school yard.

      She ran up to the second floor where the school newspaper offices were. As always, Zander Stoneman, the secret crush of her life and the paper’s editor and chief writer, was there editing an article on his laptop. Britney adjusted her skirt and hair and walked in, trying to act casual, meanwhile, her heart was galloping in her chest like a herd of wild horses.

      “Hey, Zander.”

      Zander glanced up and flicked his eyes right back to the keyboard.  Not an enthusiastic reception by any stretch of the imagination. Britney’s smile faded a tad, then she caught it and perked it up, strolling right up beside him.

      “Wha’cha doing?” She smiled more broadly, adding the batting eyelashes to the mix.

      Without missing a beat, Zander replied, “Making pink pants for white mice, what does it look like?”

      Britney gulped, still smiling, although more of a forced one now, “Haha, Zander, you’re too funny.” He gave her a squinty-eyed side glance.

      “What d’ya want, Britney?”

      “Well, see, I have this…um…great story for you. You’re the first to be told and it’ll make you, well, um, could really make your career, ya know?”

      Zander rolled his eyes, sat back in his chair and stretched. “Britney,” he said as he turned to look at her. “What possible story could you have which would seriously affect my career? Spy some aliens be-bopping out of the bushes or something?”

      “Um, well, now that you mention it, yeah, sort of.”

      “Seriously?” More eye rolling.

      She put her backpack down on a desk and put her hands up, palms facing Zander, “Look, what if I told you that I heard and saw someone in this school say that they were magical and then I managed to watch one of their ceremonies, and even get a couple of shots of it? How would that impact your writing?” She paused, waiting for him to jump for joy and appreciation. She had a long wait in front of her.

      Zander took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly through an extreme grimace. “Yeah, sure, Britney, my life’s desire is to write for the National Enquirer.” Even more eye rolling. “If you were any more lame, I’d have to get you arrested. Get lost.” He turned back to his computer screen.

      “Bah!” Britney screeched. “Why doesn’t anyone believe me?” She walked around in front of Zander again. “Look, Zander, you need to hear this. I was hiding in the chem lab when Persephane Pendrake came in with Erika Sharrow. They were in this deep conversation about how Persy had found out somehow that Erika was exhibiting magical powers and that they would get larger and stronger and that they needed to initiate her into the Magical Folk, or something like that, and then I hid in the forest when they were doing said initiation and saw the whole thing. Erika’s and Persy’s moms were both there, with a bunch of other weirdos I don’t know, and there was all this light and chanting, and things moving around without anyone holding them, and…”

      “Hold it, Britney. Have you been indulging in some of that crap that Benji and his brother makes or something? I mean, do you hear yourself?” Zander half turned his head and gave her a sideways glare. “Rubber ranch time, my dear…white coats with overly long arms and padded rooms, that’s your next stop if you keep this up. Really.”

      “I’m serious, Zander. I saw this all with my own eyes!”

      Zander stopped typing and looked her straight in the face. She was really frustrated, she really thinks this is real. Intriguing, to say the least.

      “Ok, here’s what I can do. I’ll write it as an editorial piece, like, “True or False…You Decide.” That way my neck is not on the line, people can decide for themselves. Could be interesting, the feedback we’ll get. And I’m not going to quote you as the source…let’s keep this mysterious. Yeah, the more I think about it, the more I like it, strictly as a fun piece, though. I still think you’re a brick short.”

      “Yes!” exclaimed Britney, two thumbs up. Her face beamed with success. She’d brought Zander over, and would get to spend some more time with him, while they developed the article. Lovely.
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      Three were dead, one a child of about ten. The two darkly-clad beings, one male, Asian and one female, apparently Caucasian stood on the edge of the lake, arms crossed, cold hatred in their eyes.

      “Not as easy as I expected,” muttered the Asian.

      “Why would it be? You’re trying to gather an ingredient for The Elixir of Life. Of course, it’s not going to be easy,” she answered with obvious distain.

      Melanthios paced up and down the shore of Lough Leane, host to the magical land of Tir na Nog, land of eternal youth. That it was within the realm of Lady Druanna made her particularly nervous.

      Krak Ling needed some of the enchanted water of Tir na Nog, and so had magically enticed people from that realm to the surface. All he needed to do was to drain water from their clothes, but once they reached the surface, they knew they could not touch the ground or they’d die, so wouldn’t come out of the lake. It was a small family who had been caught in his beckoning spell and even though they refused to come to the shore, a very powerful and quick levitation spell swooped them from the lake to the shoreline, where they fell to the earth and died instantly. He gathered the water he needed in a flask and that was that.

      “Let’s get out of here. We have a Society emergency meeting. Evidently Sumaire found that blasted kid I shipped to Lato snooping around near one of the Time-Linx portals. I can’t believe what a pain those kids have been. Should have killed them when I had the chance, using the Hand of Glory. I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      “Calm yourself, Melanthios. We know where he is, and he will be dealt with. Before we travel, I need to re-charge my ring. Those spells and deaths sapped it.” Krak Ling removed a golfball sized ruby from his cloak and held in the same hand as his ring was on. Etched on the ruby was the rune ’Ng’. He then cupped his left hand over his right and closed his eyes, breathed deeply and chanted, “Ng - Sekkes, Ng - Sekkes, Ng - Sekkes.” He stopped, replaced the ruby in his cloak pocket, grabbed Melanthios by the arm and spelled, “Eogorum.” They whisked away to the Time-Linx portal by the hawthorn.
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      Rix’s brain was definitely on overload. Over the weekend and after school for the past three days, Persy and Angelica worked with her to train her magic up, teach her spells, curses and charms. She could now hear Benson and other animals through Silent Speak, which she loved, but really, her brain was a cacophony of chatter, memorized lists and incantations. She was beginning to feel there was no room for her in there.

      Deep in conversation, Persy and Rix didn’t notice at first how quiet the hall in the school became as they entered on Thursday morning.  Then it was impossible to ignore the intense stares they were getting as they proceeded to their first class. Persy suddenly stopped them, swivelled her head and was stunned that just about everyone’s face was turned toward her and Rix.

      “What?” she asked to no one in particular.

      “Seen the school paper, Persy?” asked Claudia. Persy was dumbstruck. Claudia Morgan never spoke to her unless it was a dig of some kind.

      “Why?”

      “Oh, you’ll see…”

      Rix walked over to the shelf by the cafeteria doors, where the papers were stacked for anyone to take. She unfolded it and the main photo was of last week’s soccer teams win. She looked at Persy and shrugged with a question in her eyes.

      “Look inside,” said Claudia, sneering.

      Rix flipped the page open and there in HUGE letters, where the editorial normally was, were the words, “Truth or Fairy Tale?”

      Rix’s face blanched and her jaw dropped.

      “What?” repeated Persy as she walked over to her. Persy looked down at the page and froze. Not only was the headline a complete shock, but there in the middle of the articles was a very large, clear picture of Rix with her head glowing like a full moon on a clear night.

      “Crap,” was all she could say.

      The kids standing around were whispering and snickering. It was pretty easy to see that for the most part, no one seemed to be buying the story of them being Magical, but Persy knew that wasn’t the problem. It was her family’s ultimate fear that someone would find them out and then sooner or later, some authority would come snooping around, just to see if the story held any merit.

      Persy closed her eyes, shook her head and breathed out deeply. Rix just watched her, she wasn’t sure how to react. Persy, having skimmed the article, closed the paper and tossed it into the trash.

      “Obviously, a load of dung. You guys believe this drivel?” she said, looking around. Everyone was waiting for a response, but no one wanted to be the first to speak.

      “Doubt it. Like you had magical powers or something. What a load,” said Morton, one of the school’s larger and more obnoxious bullies. He pushed by Persy and walked down the hall, followed by his two flunkies, Frank and Larry.

      “So wha’cha do? Photoshop that pic of Erika to try to make people think you’re something special?” asked Stephanie.

      “I have no idea where that photo came from. I had nothing to do with it. I mean, why would I? It’s obviously bogus,” stated Persy. “But whoever did, it’s a pathetic cry for attention. Some loser, as far as I can figure.” With that Persy grabbed Erika’s arm and they went into their first class.

      Britney leaned against the wall near the cafeteria, smouldering.  She’d purposely stood back to see how Persephane and Erika would handle this and was mortified that she had been the one to look stupid. She felt like screaming, but couldn’t give herself away.  It was bad enough that Claudia, Zander and Steph knew exactly where this had all come from. As Britney slowly calmed down, she came to a decision. This was not over…oh, no. Not over at all.
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      When they were sure they were out of ear shot, Rix and Persy quickly told Benson about the article in the school paper.

      “Crikey, Perse,” he said. “This is our worst nightmare. Oo’d ya think did it? Oo could have seen the Beltane ceremony?”

      “Not sure, Benson,” said Persy. “Obviously someone hid in the woods and was able to grab a few pics. It’s funny though, Lady Dru and Vadoma thought they saw or heard something just as Rix was welcomed into the Magical Folk.”

      “Yeah,” said Rix. “And what about when we first got here? Benson, didn’t you think you saw someone blonde in the bushes by the path from the falls when we heard weird noises?”

      “Yes, indeed, I did, but didn’t get a good look at their face, ya know.”

      “It has to be connected, Persy,” said Rix. “Someone at school has managed to find out something about us and watch the Beltane ceremony.”

      “Yup, exactly. And what’s next and what else do they know? It’s a disaster. Totally. Mom’s going to freak and Gran…well, I don’t even want to think about it.”

      They walked the rest of the way home in silence, each trying to think of a solution.

      Angelica and Laurel listened, wordlessly as Persy and Rix explained the day’s occurrences.

      Laurel got up and started pacing back and forth in the kitchen. “Well, it was only a matter of time, I suppose. We’ve done well to let Persephane attend school and live a normal life for all this time and still keep a lid on her talents. It’s going to be difficult to find and stop this person. There’s no telling how many people they’ve told, so a Mind Erase is out of the question.

      “Mom, what about Vadoma? Could she scry through the Hagstone and see who’s responsible?” asked Persy.

      “Possibly…” Angelica stopped and put her right hand to her temple.  Laurel, Rix, Persy and Benson all tilted their heads to the back door.

      “Someone’s coming,” said Laurel softly.

      “From the Time-Linx?” asked Rix, still new to all of these energetic interruptions.

      “Yes,” said Persy.

      Benson buzzed over to the door and looked out the window. “It’s Vadoma. Speak of the devil,” he said, chuckling.

      Vadoma flew up the back steps, rapped a couple of times on the door and let herself in.

      “Laurel, Angelica. It’s Lady Druanna. She’s called to me through the Linx. It’s not good,” she spurted out, breathlessly. “Three people that she knows of are dead, one was a child. It’s Krak Ling and she thinks, Melanthios at Lough Leane. We believe he was after the waters of Tir na Nog.”

      “So he’s murdered some of its residents?” asked Laurel, her disgust more than evident.

      “Seems so,” said Vadoma, slumping into a kitchen chair.

      Persy and Rix suddenly turned their heads back to the door. “Mom, another energy coming through the Time-Linx.” She scrunched up her nose, concentrating.

      “I don’t know this one,” she added.

      “I’m going down, this energy is confused.” Rix turned to her and nodded.

      They walked down the path to the waterfalls, Benson flitting along ahead. When they came to the bank across from the falls, a figure in red brocade and black soft shoes, stepped out from the falls.

      “Sniv!” called Persy.

      Sniv Ling smiled and walked quickly over boulders to get to Persy.

      “What?…”

      “No time. We must hurry. I bring you little gift,” he said and opened his hand. There in is delicate palm was Krak Ling’s ring.
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      Darson and Thaddeus were roughly tossed into a cinderblock cell and the barred door slammed shut and locked. They sat on opposite hard, lumpy bunks, waiting for the two guards to walk away from their cell.

      “Bloody hell,” hissed Thad. “That brother of yours is such a dick.”

      “I second that,” said Darson, staring down at the floor. “We’re really in it now. Even Mom won’t be able to help cuz we’re going to be charged with using Magic. We’re royally screwed.”

      “What d’ya think they’ll do to us?”

      “Well, turning ourselves into dogs is pretty big Magic, so I’d say you should think about living small for a long, long time. We could wind up collecting pension in here.”

      The side of Thad’s mouth twitched. He knew that this wan’t funny in the least, but couldn’t help it.

      “Well, then I suppose we should head on out,” said Thaddeus, completely deadpan.

      “Oh, yeah, sure. We’ll just call the guards in and say, ‘This has been a lovely visit, but we’ll be on our way now. Things to do, people to see, places to go, you know.’ Right. And they’re just going to open the cell and wish us a lovely day. Have you completely lost it?”

      Thad chuckled. He knew he’d get a rise out of that. “Ok, so what if I told you I had a plan?”

      “Plan. Lovely. Lotta good that’d do. You may not have noticed, but we’re Goddess-knows umpteen floors above the street. Even if we got out of the cell, one does not just merrily walk out of here.”

      Thad grinned broadly. He lowered his head, closed his eyes, concentrated and whispered, “Aperios.” He put his hand in his cloak and pulled out the purple sating pouch with the Magical Moonstone in it.

      “How the devil did you get that past the guards when they checked us in? Why wouldn’t they have found that?”

      “A simple Vanquesta spell. Hides things, so I just did one for everything in all my pockets. Just before Sumaire zipped us off to here. I kinda felt we were about to be either brought in for some sort of inquisition or to be imprisoned, so I hid it all. And I just released the spell.”

      “Man, I gotta learn more of this stuff. Trouble is, it’s so hard using anything here. Won’t the guards or someone know you’ve used Magic just now?”

      “Probably, but we’re not going to be here when they figure out where it came from, now are we?”

      “We’re not?”

      “Nope.” Thad took the moonstone out and his wand. He hooked his arm around Darson’s elbow. “Think ‘spider’.”  He tapped the stone, saying ‘Transmutus’ and in a blink they were both looking at the room from the floor.  Thad scurried to the wall where there was a window about a foot from the ceiling and started climbing up. Darson followed and in a few seconds they were on the ledge looking out to a landscaped bed of flowers and bushes, which surrounded the city offices. They crawled down and disappeared under the foliage.

      On the way back to Darson’s, he led. For the most part, they followed close to buildings and under vegetation to keep hidden and avoid being stepped on. It was mid-morning when they arrived, and the house was empty. They were able to scamper under the door just before Thad started to feel the shimmering which heralded the beginning of the change back.

      They both watched themselves re-appear in the hallway before Darson’s room.

      “Cripes,” said Darson. “Timing couldn’t be better.” He shook himself to diminish the last effects of the change.

      “C’mon,” he said. “Down to the books.”

      “Yeah, We’re going to need to get back to the side tunnels, but they are really going to be guarded now. And I’m not sure how many uses we have of the Moonstone.”

      “Surely, it’s more than two.”

      “Probably, but the guards will be looking for any different energy at all. Dog, cat, whatever.”

      “Ok, but what if Sumaire was to enter?” said Darson, wiggling his eyebrows up and down. “They’re not going to stop him, now, are they?”

      Thad laughed. “Nope, they wouldn’t dare. Good idea.”

      “Ok,” said Darson. “Let’s check out the Golden Section thing again, see if we can make this really fast and then go back tonight.”

      “Right.”

      They made their way downstairs and behind the book shelf, Darson bringing the candles. Once inside, Thad grabbed the book where they found the information about the Scroll of Direction and the Golden Section.

      “I’m going to check a couple of other books from the trunk to see if one might have more info, now that we know what we’re looking for,” said Thad.

      He pulled out a large, leather bound book, figuring something this size should contain something that could help them, although in his heart of hearts, he knew size meant nothing, but it was a reason to start somewhere. Thad put the book on the bench and began thumbing through it.

      “Geez, there’s a lot of reference to Mayan magic and beliefs. Was your grandfather a big follower?” he asked Darson.

      “I don’t know, but yeah, I noticed that too. Seems that way. I mean these are really the only books on Magic I’ve spent time with. I was too young when we lived on the surface and it was banned once we came here. Grandpa was already gone, but Mom salvaged these.”

      Thad continued flipping through the pages. “Hmmm, lots on ex…ex….” Darson looked over his shoulder. “Xibalba, it’s pronounced ‘she-balba’. It’s their afterlife. A good place to be, but hell on wheels to get there. They had to go underwater, through bats and spiders and even blood and gore. Crazy stuff.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Yeah, seriously. They worshiped their ancestors among their gods.  Were supposedly great at divination and foretelling what was going to happen to this planet. You’ll find a lot on that kind of thing in these books.”

      “Right,” said Thad, continuing to page through the tome he had.  They both searched quietly for about an hour when Thad said, “Look at this, Dars. It says ‘at the end of the Fourth Sun and the beginning of the Fifth Sun, the world will blend into a balance of positive and negative pulls, finally a time of harmony…or…total evil will dominate.’ That’s kinda what it says, a few of the words I’m not sure of. Then it goes on… ’This will begin with a time of great chaos, of earthquakes, hurricanes, tsunami, wars and political unrest. The energies of the world will be great flux,’ and listen to this, ’there are nine great magical objects to secure control. The first is an amulet of protection,’ Persy’s Cimaruta. ‘The next is a potion maker of powerful magical knowledge and sight.’ That has to be the Cauldron that Lady Druanna told us about. The next item we’re trying to hunt, that is before Melanthios swiped me. And here, I think it’s sort of giving us directions, ‘At dawn on the Northern Solstice, in the year that is told, the first rays of Father Sun will show the path to the potion. At a Mystical place of Standing Stones, endlessly measuring the times of the stars, the way to this potion will be made clear.”

      “Oh good, that’s clear as mud,” complained Darson.

      Thad stood with his hand on his chin, muttering, “At a Mystical place of Standing Stones. Hmmmm. You know, the only ‘Standing Stones’ I know of are at Stonehenge. I mean, yeah, there are others, but those are the ones I think everyone thinks of when the phrase ‘Standing Stones’ is used. Do you?”

      “What do I know? I’ve been making like a bleeding gopher for the past thirteen years.”

      Thad grinned. “Well, in general, wouldn’t Stonehenge come to mind for you?”

      “I suppose. It’s the only one I know.”

      “There are other stone circles, but that’s definitely the crowning glory. Man, Persy’s got to see this.”

      “So what’s after that?”

      “Doesn’t say. The pages are blank for quite a bit, like someone was supposed to fill them in,” said Thad. Then looking more closely, “You know, the note on the second object seems to be written in a different ink. It’s brighter, like it’s newer.”

      Darson looked closely and brought the candle up beside the page. “Yeah, I see what you mean.”

      “Weird,” said Thad. “When we get out of here, I’d love to take this book.”

      “Kinda big isn’t it?”

      Thad rustled around in his cloak pocket, took out his wand, tapped the book and said, “Vergrando.” The book shrunk down to a pocket size, about four inches by four inches.

      “Well, ain’t that handy,” said Darson, chuckling. “Have to remember that.”

      “Yeah, works either way, to shrink or enlarge. Ya just have to concentrate on the way you want it to go.”

      “Cool.”

      Thad put the book and his wand back into his pocket. “Right, so should we try the side tunnels again as Sumaire and lackey?”

      “They have to be looking for us, so we better wait until dark and sneak out of here then.”

      “Good thinking.”

      They left the basement and closeted themselves in Darson’s room. Not a half hour later, they heard the front door open and close. They both froze until they could discern who it was. A gentle knock came to the bedroom door. “Darson?” It was Valentina.

      Darson opened the door a few inches, “What?”

      “What? You’re asking me ‘what’? Just how did you two get here? I was called to the police offices at the city centre, supposedly a command performance to come in and talk about my wayward son and his friend.  I get there, but no you two. How in blazes did you get out? They’ll be showing up here any time, I’m sure.”

      Darson sighed, opened the door all the way and sat on his bed. Valentina walked in. “Well?” she asked.

      “Mom, we’re pretty sure we know how to get out of Lato and get Thad back to where he belongs. And now we even have information on where the next Magical object he and Persy need to find is, or likely is, so he has to get back home all the more.”

      They took turns explaining the Scroll of Direction, it’s cryptic message, how they got up the side tunnel, how Luca ratted them out and Sumaire was there and so how they landing up in jail. Then how they got out, got home and found the information on the whereabouts of the Cauldron of Ceridwen, and now he really had to get that back to Persy.

      “Well,” said Valentina. “You have been busy. So just how do you plan to get back to where you think the portal is? They’re going to have guards on their guards, looking out for you two.”

      “Exactly,” Thaddeus said, a sly smile twitching the corners of his mouth. “That’s why we’re going change into Sumaire and one of his flunkies. They’re not going to give him grief.”

      Valentina looked shocked, then sputtered, “You have GOT to be kidding. They’ll hang you by your toenails if you get caught!”

      “So we won’t,” said Darson, looking sheepish, then breaking into an ear to ear grin.

      Valentina looked seriously concerned. This light banter didn’t convince her at all. This was a major offence, and if caught, there’d be nothing she could do to prevent them being tossed in prison for the rest of their days.

      “Darson,” she said. “No, it’s just too risky. I mean, right now it’s risky for you two to be out on the street, let alone in the side tunnels, impersonating one of the highest officials here.”

      “Look, Mom, that’s exactly why it’ll work. They’d never suspect we’d do something that outrageous.”

      Valentina put her index finger in her mouth and started gnawing on the side of her nail. A habit the boys rarely saw anymore, except in times of serious stress. She seemed to catch herself and took it out, then scrubbed her cheeks with her hands.

      “Darson, you do test me,” she said, pausing to look them both right in their eyes. “But, I have to say, this is just ludicrous enough to work. When do you go?”

      “At dark,” said Thad.

      “Darson, assuming you find this portal, if you go through with Thad, will you come back?” She had her finger halfway to her mouth and stopped.

      “Mom, I don’t know what’s going to happen. I have no idea if I can get back. If there is some way to get a message to you, I absolutely will, but at this point, it’s one big fat mystery.”

      Valentina’s eyes filled with tears. But she knew the importance of the quest Thaddeus and Persy were on, and that he definitely needed to get back to his dimension. Darson was so keen to be involved, and Valentina knew it was an honour for him, but it didn’t feel that way to her now.

      The front door rattled, and the guys’ eyes widened and froze, like deer in headlights.

      “Stay here,” said Valentina, as she vanished from the room.

      They could hear Luca stomping down the hall, and Valentina asking if she could make him some lunch.

      “No,” said Luca. “I have to get back and help search for that idiot brother of mine and his equally ditzy friend. The whole department is up in arms about the fact they got out. Made my life a living hell.”

      Thad and Darson looked at each other simultaneously, grimaced and mouthed, “Who? Us?” They both smacked their hands over their mouths to keep from laughing out loud.

      They could  hear rustling around in the fridge, the door slamming and Luca striding down the hall. “Thanks, Mom. See ya later.” The front door was opened and slammed as well.

      “Whew!” said Darson.

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      They ate a meal with Valentina, then sorted and stuffed their pockets with things they thought they’d need. Valentina actually found an old wand of hers in a hiding spot in the basement, which she gave to Darson. “Whoa, Mom. A real live ‘law-breaker’,” Darson said, giggling. “Now I know where I get it from.”

      “I think you’ve always known where you get it from,” said Valentina, smirking.

      The time came to say their good-byes. Thad felt bad for Darson and Valentina, as it was obviously very difficult for both of them.

      “I’ll get in touch,” said Darson, sadly. “I’ll find a way, I mean it.”

      “I know. Just focus on the job at hand. Thad and the rest will need you on target. I’ll be fine. You’ll be where they can’t find you, so that makes me happy,” she said, kissing him one last time.

      They slunk along the shadowy streets, luckily with being in Lato, they didn’t to worry about bright moonlight. As they came to the outside roadway and the entrance to the side tunnel, Thad pulled Darson into a shop entranceway. He took out the Moonstone, hung on to Darson and envisioned he as Sumaire and Darson as one of his personal guards.

      They waltzed around the corner and up the passage, both holding themselves stiff and commanding.

      Thad spoke, oozing arrogance, “I’m going up to the top cave to check something. Do not let anyone disturb me.” He glared at the poor witless guard, who just wanted all of this to go away. The guard stepped aside and nodded repeatedly. “Of course, my Majores. No one shall approach you. I’ll see to it.”

      Thad swaggered by and Darson gave the guard a sideways, down-the-nose glance as he passed by as well.

      Once back in the cave they stood and looked around from side to side.

      “Ok,” said Darson. “How the devil are we going to figure where this Golden Section runs?”

      Thad rubbed his chin with his left hand, while he was pondering the solution. “Dars, look at the bottom of the walls on either side. It’s like the rock has been chiseled to a fine edge along floor, instead of the rough uneven edge you’d expect. See?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Well it’s like a knife edge, like what you see on the side of a ruler. And look, it’s not all the way. It stops about a foot from the end of each wall. Sorta looks like the sharp edge is a specific line.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      Thad looked at Darson and smirked. “Ok, so not much on the obvious math thing..right, I get it. Remember the two lines I showed you which represent the Golden Section? The long one on the bottom,” he said pointing to the edge of the wall. “And so the upper one is the same length, but divided into ‘a’ and ‘b’ with ‘a’ being phi or 1.6 of b, got it?”

      “Ummm, sort of.”

      “The thing is we don’t know if the ‘a’ line starts at this end, closest to us or from the far end. AND it could be the wall over there on the other side. Which means we have two phi points on each wall.  Let me figure out the two points on each wall.” Thad used a measuring spell he’d learned from Laurel to take the overall length of the floor edge and calculate the phi points from each end of the wall, then did the same on the other wall.

      “There, now we have the points, but because we don’t know exactly where the ‘a + b’ line is above the floor, the correct point could run anywhere up and down on the verticals of the four phi points. Easy, right?”

      Darson shook his head. “If you say so. How do we figure where the portal point truly is?”

      Thaddeus sighed, “Well, that is the fly in the ol’ proverbial ointment. It’s going to have to tell me.”
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      Persy goggled at her palm. “Holy Crap, Sniv, how did you ever get it?”

      “Is this the ring you’re after?” asked Rix, staring at Persy’s palm.

      “Ah, yeah…oh, sorry. Sniv this is Rix, my closest friend and a newly initiated witch. Rix, Sniv Ling, Krak Ling’s son.”

      Sniv put his palms together and bowed his head, “Greetings, honourable friend of Persephane.”

      Rix giggled a bit, “Hey, Sniv. Nice to meet you.”

      Sniv turned back to Persy, “It was not easy, but a most fortuitous time made itself known to me, when my devious father returned from travelling with the evil Melanthios, exhausted and I believe a bit too full of liquid libations you would call it.” Persy grinned and nodded. “He slept most deeply and I know where the ring rests at night, so in the manner of the stealthy feline, I crept into the room and soundlessly removed it from it’s case. And here I am.”

      “Wow, that must have been nerve-wracking,” said Persy. “Krak would have murdered you if he’d caught you. Can he not trace where you’ve gone?”

      “Most difficult. This is my tenth stop in the Time-Linx.”

      Persy and Rix burst out laughing. “Yup, that’ll do it!” said Persy.

      They were about to start walking back to Persy’s when they heard another round of splashing. They stopped and turned around in time to see Jacob, Lady Druanna and the ever translucent Whisper clinging to the Lady’s arm, coming through the falls. Persy and Rix ran back, greeted them and brought them back to introduce them to Sniv.

      Meanwhile, Laurel, Vadoma and Angelica had waited long enough to check out what was going on and were walking down from the house.

      “Lady, Jacob, and this must be Whisper,” said Laurel. “Is this about the nefarious Master Ling”

      “Indeed,” said Lady Druanna. “A reading I did on this whole thing indicated that I should bring Whisper to Persy. It wasn’t all that clear why, but here she is.” Whisper swished between Persy and Rix, causing a slightly cool draught.

      Benson chortled, “Whateva’ next? A see-froo ally. Now I’ve ‘eard it all.”

      “Benson, behave,” snapped Persy. “Whisper’s been sent from the Spirit World, there’ll be a reason.”

      Benson sighed and flitted to Persy’s shoulder and for a change, said no more.

      Meanwhile, Laurel, Angelica and Vadoma were passing Krak Ling’s ring around.

      “It’s been charged recently,” said Laurel. “Ready to use.”

      “Yes, I make sure before coming here,” said Sniv.

      “So isn’t the next step to see if it can help release Thaddeus?” asked Angelica.

      “Yes,” said Laurel. “And that means going back to Bodesnoir. I’ll take the girls back with me to my manor. Anyone else?”

      “I would be most honoured to assist,” said Sniv.

      “Great,” said Persy. “You’re on.”

      “Jacob and I will return to Sidhun. I need to make sure Krak Ling doesn’t return to my harm anymore of my people. We’ll do regular readings and will let you know if we find anything that can help.”

      “I’ll stay with Angelica,” said Vadoma. “In case Thad somehow turns up here.”

      “Fine,” said Laurel. “Let’s go girls, and Benson.” She added, grinning.

      “Oy,” groaned Benson. “‘Ere we go then, anudder ‘spin cycle’ coming up.”

      “Oh, Benson,” said Persy. “You should be getting great at this by now. Really. Where’s that ‘heart of the dragon’ stuff you’re always trying to sell me?”

      “I tell you, my dear, you’d never get any dragon wif ‘is head screwed on straight in that linx…nope, not by a long shot you wouldn’t.”

      ‘Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard all before. Jump aboard my little hero,” said Persy, opening her pocket for him. Then she gave her arm to Whisper, so she could travel with Persy’s energy.

      In a manner of minutes, they arrived at the meadow by Laurel’s manor. P-C bounded up to meet them, of course, causing Benson to go even deeper into his funk, when all the ladies petted and kissed P-C’s snout.

      “Bleedin’ reptilian, attention freak. That’s all ‘e is,” snapped Benson as he flew from Persy to buzz around the meadow.

      “Not a fan?” said Rix to Persy, laughing.

      “Not in the least,” said Persy, chuckling back.

      Whisper swooshed around P-C. “He’s lovely.”

      With dinner finished, Benson dozing on a pillow of one of the kitchen chairs and P-C on the rug by the fire, Laurel and the three girls were discussing the possible ways to get into Bodesnoir, to find the cave where the globes to other dimensions were.

      “It’s not only finding the cave,” said Persy, “but which of the globes he was sent through if there are a ton of them.”

      “I think that’s the role the Ring will play,” said Whisper, hovering disconcertingly in the middle of the air above the table. “At least that’s what I believe the Elders felt.”

      “So what do we do? Put it on and wave it over each globe until we feel a connection or something?” asked Rix.

      “Something like that,” said Persy. “Hopefully the Ring can pick up Thad’s energy. Magus seemed to feel that’s how it would work. We just have to get there, find the cave, get inside that, and try, all without Melanthios catching us. Great.”

      Laurel looked around at all of them, her eyes slightly watery. “I wish so much I could go with you. But it would cause interference and probably only worsen matters.”

      Persy got up and put her arms around Laurel. “I know, Gran. I’d sure love you to come too. But we’ll do this. The Goddess and Gods would not have chosen us if it were impossible for us. You’ll see.” They hugged gently and then Persy pulled away, turning to Rix.

      “We need to pack a few things and get ready to go in the morning.  Sniv, I’ll show you where you’ll sleep. And Whisper…I’m not sure what to do with you,” Persy finished, grinning a little.

      “Oh, I just slip back to the spirit world and rest there. I’ll sense when you’re up and about again. No worries.”

      “Right, of course,” said Persy. “In the morning, then…”

      They stood together outside the front gate to the manor, just past dawn the next morning.

      “I know you’ll all be careful,” said Laurel, more than a little nervously. “Watch out for each other, watch, listen. Magic will give you clues and directions, you just need to pay attention.”

      “I know, Gran. We’ll be fine. Really,” said Persy.

      “Don’t worry, Laurel,” said Rix, although she found it odd to call an elder, powerful witch by her first name. “We’ll get this Persy gal back to you, safe and sound.” Rix hugged Laurel as well, again, surprising herself.

      “We bring back famous wizard, Thaddeus. You see,” said Sniv.

      “Let’s be went, shall we?” snapped Benson. “‘Nuff wif all the bleedin’ cooing and cawing. Geez.”

      They all chuckled, a bit embarrassed, but glad for some relief from the anxiety they also shared, then turned and walked into the meadow. Persy stopped once more, turned back and gave Laurel a last little wave.

      “Bloody hell,” said Benson. “You’d fink we were all going to our deaths with all the carryin’ ons.” He zipped along beside them as they headed to the Forest of Depravation.

      Persy glanced over in his direction. “No guarantees one way or the other, Benson. No guarantees at all.”

      Whisper, who had been swishing back and forth as the others walked to the Forest, suddenly stopped and hovered. “I’ve been here before.  Not sure exactly when, but I’ll never forget this energy.” She floated vertically, up and down over one shrub at the edge. “There are obstacles to entry, and then very dark energy lives within these trees.”

      “Right you are, Whisper,” said Persy. “First come the Truth Testers asking questions, which we have to get correct or anything goes, and probably not pretty.  Then, Bodesnoir and Melanthios. I don’t think I have to tell you any more about that.”

      “Um…how dangerous are these Testers?” asked Sniv, very quietly.

      “The Testers actually appear to be quite harmless, we’ve encountered them before,” said Persy. “But it’s said that if you answer incorrectly, then it’s a whole other story. So really, I’m not sure.”

      “Oh,” said Sniv, looking down at the ground.

      Benson flitted over to Sniv’s shoulder. “Neva’ mind, Snivvy, old boy. We’ll look after ya.”

      “Nnnnn-o. It is I who must look after Persephane. She must not perish by any hand or all is lost,” Sniv said.

      Persy put her arm around Sniv’s narrow shoulders. “Seriously Sniv? I think it’s all about we get each others’ backs. Definitely a team thing here,” she smiled softly and gave him another slight squeeze.

      Sniv nodded. Persy turned toward the trees. “Right. In Benson’s words, let’s be went.”

      Persy, followed closely by Rix and Sniv, started down a pathway into the Forest. Whisper and Benson, bopped along beside them.

      They had walked for about ten minutes when mists began to form on either side of the pathway. In seconds, the air temperature dropped rapidly by several degrees.

      “Brrr,” said Rix, pulling her cape closer around her. “Is that from the spirits?”

      “Yeah,” said Persy.

      Whisper glided up ahead of them. “Hello?” She looked from right to left several times. Gradually on the left two gossamer shapes began to form, then two on the right.

      “Well, if it isn’t one of us,” said the male on the left.

      “Why yes, Julius, it is indeed. And a lovely little spirit she is,” replied the male on the right, whom Persy knew to be Marc.

      Sniv was half a pace behind Persy, peering around her right arm.

      “Oy,” said Benson. “If it ain’t the ol’ windbags. So where’s your lady friends?”

      “Right here, bugsy,” replied a female spectre beside Julius.

      “Hello, Cleo,” said Persy. “And Nefertiti?”

      “Here,” came a voice from the right, but higher up. They all looked up into the trees and saw her, perched comfortably on a branch. “Just hangin’ around…you know how it is.”

      Rix’ lips curled up at the edges. “They always this bizarre?”

      “Nope,” said Persy. “Sometimes they’re worse.” The girls laughed while Sniv continued to hide behind Persy, now with his eyes closed.

      “Nef, always the grandstander,” grumbled Marc. “Ok, enough. Here’s your question…” He spun around, lifting himself vertically, then lowering back to the ground.

      “And her calls her a grandstander,” whispered Benson.

      “Shhh!” hissed Persy.

      “I’m going to make this in your time frame, a little gift from us,” Marc chuckled. “There are three men, one is a banker, one a lawyer and one a doctor. Their last names are Martin, James and Richards, in no particular order. Now, I want you to tell me which one is which profession based on this: The Martins and James’ go bowling every Thursday night. And the James’ and Richards know each other well. The banker collects stamps, the lawyer, old silver and the doctor, rare books.

      The lawyer and the doctor have never met. Mr Richards has never heard of a hallmark.

      “Psssst,” said Rix. “What’s a hallmark?”

      “Some sort of marking on old silver, I think,” said Persy, quietly.

      “So, what’s your answer?” asked Julius.

      “Just a sec,” said Persy, irritated. “Let us talk this over.”

      The girls, ghost and Sniv huddled in a circle.

      “Now,” said Persy. “The James’ know everyone..so he can’t be the lawyer or doctor, therefore he’s the banker. And…”

      Before she could get her next thought out, Benson jumped in. “Oy, then Richards is the lawyer!”

      “No, Benson…” But too late. Marc heard Benson and seized the opportunity to declare their answer wrong.

      “Just a darn minute,” screamed Rix. “We weren’t done.”

      “Your bug answered for you. It’s a group effort, and you. Are. Wrong!”

      “ ‘Ang on, ‘ang on,” started Benson. “I. Am. Not. A. Bu…”

      The air became frigid, to the point ice started to form on the leaves of the surrounding trees. Winds swirled around them, just about knocking Sniv and the girls to the ground. Persy couldn’t see for her hair whipping into her eyes. Rix closed her eyes and huddled down into a ball on the forest floor.

      Whisper, though, knew exactly what they were dealing with.  Immediately, she yelled at Persephane. “Persy, Veil yourselves!”

      Persy slid her wand out of her pocket, grabbed Benson and Sniv and curled herself and them around Rix. “Tegos!” Their energy faded and the winds blew right over them, as if they didn’t exist.

      Meanwhile, Whisper rose above them and dispersed herself to form a misty wall between her friends and the malevolent spirits. She focused on becoming a stone blockade and made herself larger and firmer. Just as she reached her max, she called on the force of the element air and blew in the direction of all four spirits, not forgetting Nefertiti in the tree. They were cast away, tumbling and fading into the far distance. The winds around Persy, Rix and Sniv stopped cold.

      Whisper collected herself back to her normal ghostly form and bent down to the rest.

      “Everyone OK?” she asked.

      “Laxos,” cast Persy. “Yeah, I think so.” They slowly got up and stretched. “Let’s get the heck out of here before they return. They are going to be so peed off.”

      “Great plan,” said Sniv, his lips blue and hands trembling. “But how do we come back? Those spirits will be waiting.”

      “I know,” said Persy. “We’ll have to jump off that bridge when we come to it.”

      Sniv narrowed his eyes and looked confused. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out,” said Persy. “Just can’t tell you the how right now.”

      They ran through the rest of the forest to the outer edge near Bodesnoir. Standing in a row, behind a few bushes they stared at the castle. “Now what?” asked Rix.

      “Well, we know the cave where she sent Thaddeus through some globe is on the outside of the castle. Let me go skirt around the edge of the castle and see if I can find the caves, first. Then hopefully we can figure out which one it is,” said Whisper.

      “Great. Ok,” said Persy. “We’ll lie low here until you get back.”
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      Wolf could always hear things before others did, even from miles away. Particularly sharp changes in the energy of the Forest. The tornado sized winds immediately caught his attention while he was reading in the library, and he came outside to see if he could figure out what was going on. He slowly walked the lowest balcony, all around Bodesnoir and decided it was coming from the direction of the paths leading to the meadow. Persephane. It had to be. Then in a few minutes a slightly unusual rustling of leaves and small branches from that path toward the back of the castle. Someone or something was approaching from that direction.

      He ran quietly down the back stairs to the herb garden, through its back gate and flattened himself against the fence. From here he could see all along the forest’s edge, almost to the path to the meadow.  The rustling noises were definitely coming closer.

      He saw the spirit, hovering at the border of the forest, then as it started to slip along the ground toward the castle, trying to remain unnoticed. But it was wrong. It was noticed, alright.

      Wolf slowly withdrew his wand and a crystal orb from the interior of his cloak. He peeked around the corner of the fence and as the misty appearance of the ghost came closer, he prepared himself. Whisper was about two feet from the garden fence when Wolf jumped out, tapping the orb and calling, “Excipious!” Whisper oozed into the orb.

      Wolf looked deeply into the crystal and could see the spirit’s energy swirling around. Every few seconds a face could be seen, a girl’s face.

      “I’d love to know who you are, girlie, but not enough to let you out. Somehow you’re connected to Persy and so will be a very valuable bartering chip.” He took a black velvet bag out of his pocket, slipped the orb into it and put them both back in his cloak.

      He peered around the fence to watch the forest again. Persy had to be close, and he huddled down to wait.
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      Persy stretched her neck over the bush she sat behind. “Where is she? What’s taking so long?”

      They’d been waiting almost an hour and still no sign of Whisper.

      “Maybe she’s having a hard time finding anything,” said Rix.

      “Could she have been caught?” asked Sniv.

      Persy sighed. “I don’t know, Sniv. It’s not making sense.”

      “Maybe we should creep up closer to the castle?” suggested Rix.

      “Oy, Perse. I could fly super speedy up to the castle wifout being seen. Check it out, ya know?” said Benson.

      “Man! Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?” said Persy smacking her forehead. “Go.”

      Benson took off like a jet and was back in under a minute.

      “Perse, it’s not good,” he said breathlessly. “That weasel, Wolfgang is all scrunched down just behind that fence at the back there, wand out, waiting for us. No sign of Whisper.”

      “Crap!” said Persy. “That creep has done something to Whisper. Sniv, you’re not going to be crazy about this idea, but we have to go up there and try to find out what he’s done, take care of it and him, and find the cave. What’cha think?”

      “No problem,” Sniv said, gulping. “We go get ghost.”

      “Atta boy.”

      They skirted along the edge of the forest then over to the fence at the back, knowing Wolf was just around the corner.

      Persy withdrew her wand and jumped around the corner calling “Fixatious!” At the same time Wolf was ready, pointed his wand at her and called, “Disarm!” Their magic clashed, creating a storm of flashes in yellows, oranges, white and blues. They both fell back on their butts, when suddenly, Sniv ran in and called, “Fixatious!”, pointing his wand at Wolf, and Wolfgang froze.

      “Whoa, nice one Sniv,” said Persy, getting herself up and grabbing her wand. “Didn’t even know you had a wand, to be honest.”

      “Yes, not used much. Very scary things. But must help you.”

      “Well, I’m delighted you did.” She laughed, while Benson did backflips in the air.

      “Lovely, ol’ bean. Simply freakin’ lovely,” said Benson.

      Persy stared down at Wolf lying motionless. Her stomach clenched and she sighed softly. This guy was really hot, why did he have to be such a turd?

      She snapped out of it and looked around. There were openings to three caves. She spied into the herb garden and up to the first balcony, then around by the bushes and trees close to the caves.

      “No sign of Whisper. What the blazes did he do with her?” Benson zipped around the sides of the caves and into the trees. “Nothing ‘ere either.”

      “Wait a sec,” said Persy. “She’s a spirit. He could have her energy masked or something.” She pointed her wand in the direction of the caves. “Aperios!” she called. Sniv quickly turned his head toward Wolf. “What?” Persy asked.

      “Not sure. Point wand to Wolf and say again.” Persy did and this time she heard a muffled sound and something was jumping around in Wolf’s left side pocket. Persy bent over, shoved her hand in his pocket and withdrew the black velvet bag. It hummed in her hand. She opened it and extracted the orb. Smokey as it was, she could see Whisper’s face come into view and recede, repeatedly.

      “Guys. Look at this,” she called to them. “Somehow he’s caught her in this crystal. I’m not sure how to get her out.”

      “Must be a spell of some sort,” said Rix.

      “Must find cave. Put crystal in bag and we take to Laurel,” said Sniv.

      “Good plan.” Persy put the bagged crystal into a deep pocket of her cloak.

      They quickly ran into each cave, but it was obvious which one they were looking for. The one with the globes filled with lime smoke was it. The one closest to the garden.

      “Great,” said Persy standing close to the entrance. “How do we know which one she shipped Thad through?”

      “The Ring,” said Sniv. “That’s what it’s for. I’m sure.”

      Sniv had the ring on a chain around his neck. He reached around and took it off, handing it to Persy.

      “You’ll pick up energy of Thaddeus, much better than I as you know him well.”

      “Right. So what do I do? Put it on and wave my hand over each globe, concentrating on Thad?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Sounds good, Persy,” said Rix.

      Persy put the Ring on, clenched her fist and started walking around the cave, holding her hand up to each globe, trying to pick up Thad. There were two which caused a weak tingling in her hand, but not significant enough, she thought. Melanthios must have considered more than one globe before she finally decided.

      She continued around the cave, Sniv and Rix following her, when her hand flew back suddenly, and a strong shock-like sensation ran all the way down her arm.

      “Yikes,” Persy shouted.

      “What happened?” asked Rix.

      “I just had a huge shock run down my arm. And I get a very strong sense of Thad, like he was standing here beside us. What’s the number on that globe?”

      “Uh, 23,” said Rix.

      “Must be entrance place,” said Sniv.

      “Yup, that’s my guess, too. Now what, though? We sure could use Whisper now. Let’s look at the orb again.”

      Persy took it out of the velvet bag and looked deeply into the crystal. Whisper’s face could be seen from time to time, just like before. And now it seemed like she was calling out to Persy. “It’s like she’s caught or something. I wonder….”

      “What?..wonder what?” asked Rix.

      “Sec…,” Persy took her wand out, pointed it at the orb and said “Aperios.”

      The crystal cracked right down the middle and then fractured into hundreds of smaller pieces. Persy dropped it all on the ground, as Whisper slipped out of the fragments, into the air above them all.

      “Whew, thanks. It was really cramped in there.” Whisper’s face then fell into a deep frown. “What a crappy thing to do to someone. That guy’s SO evil.”

      Persy’s eyes flicked down to the ground. “Yeah, seems so. At one time, I kind of felt sorry for him, but obviously that was a waste of time.”

      Rix looked over at her life long friend, scowling. “Persy, you don’t…”

      Startled, Persy looked quickly up at Rix. “No,…no…Goddess, no. Not at all… Um, Ok, Whisper, here’s the globe we think Thad was tossed through. Now, Magnus believes Melanthios did it by turning Thad’s molecules to water or mist and sending him in there. Like when we enter Bellarya.”

      Whisper whisked around the cave causing currents of cool air to spin everywhere.

      Rix rubbed her upper arms, “Brrr, Whisper, slow down would you? I’m freezing here.”

      “Oh, sorry. It’s what I do when I’m thinking,” said Whisper, coming down to slowly bob vertically in front of them. “I do remember something. When I was apprenticing with Merlin he’d use this spell to turn large rocks into vapour, then move the cloud of moisture to where he wanted it and re-form into rock. It was when they were building Pendragon Castle during the Camelot times. Very handy indeed.”

      “Do you remember the spell?” asked Rix.

      “Yes, it’s….”

      An abrupt clamour, accompanied by small but bright flashes spewed from globe 23. They all jumped back, watching the fireworks slowly recede.

      “What. Was that?” screeched Rix.

      “Ah, a response? I mean I sent some sort of energy through when I checked the globe with the ring, so maybe that created a reaction on the other side and now we’re getting an answer from someone?” asked Persy, waiting for the others’ opinions.

      “Action…reaction,” said Sniv. “Most assuredly makes sense.”

      “I think you should send me through,” said Whisper. “My molecules are already kinda loosely put together, should be easy to do. ‘Hydros’, cast with ‘hydros’.”

      Persy took her wand and pointed at Whisper. “Hydros!” Whisper faded and faded, finally becoming a cloud hovering over globe 23. Persy then flicked her wand to point to the centre of the globe and the Whisper ‘cloud’ vanished.
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      Thaddeus and Darson returned to the cave nightly for three nights. The guards were getting used to ‘Sumaire’ coming and going so they were able to get in on a grunt as they passed them.

      They had slowly gone over three of the four vertical lines where the Golden Section could be and were now working on the fourth, looking for any hint of where the connection to Thad’s time could be.

      They just sat down for a break when a distinct hum came through the furthest line near the back of the cave on the left. Both Thad and Darson swiftly turned their heads, following the sound.

      “What…?” said Darson.

      Thad rushed over to the line and ran his hand along it. “Here,” he said. “It’s coming through here.”

      Darson quickly joined him and also felt it. “What do you think it is?”

      “Dunno, but it seems like someone or something is sending magical energy through the other side, unless it’s also a connection to another multiverse. Somehow I don’t think it is though, I’m getting a distinct image of Persy in my mind. I really think it’s something to do with her. And I know she’d be working night and day to find a way to get me back.”

      “What now?”

      “I’m going to try to find the strongest point and send a message back.” Thad held his hand very close to the wall, up and down the line. “Here. It’s strongest right there.” He put his finger on one point about three quarters up the line from the floor.”

      Thad backed up a couple of steps, drew his wand and cast, “Liberatum!” What looked like a lightening bolt zapped through the point in the wall and vanished in a millisecond.

      “What was that?” asked Darson.

      “It’s just a spell to release energy to open something up or free it. I’m hoping that will transfer through back to the cave where the globes are. I’m thinking that Persy must be there and praying to the Goddess that Melanthios doesn’t find her.”

      They stood and waited for a while for some sort of response.  Eventually they sat on the cave floor, staring at the point on the wall.

      Darson saw it first. “Is that a…?”

      Thad jumped up. “Yeah, vapour.”

      It seeped through the wall like a kettle beginning to boil. The mist whirled around in a tighter and tighter circle until a female image began to form. Eventually Darson and Thad could see a girl about their age, but she remained filmy; much less than solid.

      “That’s it?” asked Thad, his eyes widening. “Did half of you get stuck on the other side?”

      Whisper giggled softly. “No, silly. I’m a spirit, sent to help Persephane when you were abducted. She’s just there, you know,” Whisper said, half turning, and pointing behind herself.

      Thad’s face erupted into a full, ear to ear grin. “I knew it was her. Sweet!”

      Darson laughed, “Ahhh. Now I get it, you’re crushing on her.”

      “No, no,” said Thad. “Nothing like that. We’re just super close friends.” He glanced at Darson, who was wearing a lopsided smile as if to say, ‘Sure, sure.’

      “Seriously. Just friends.”

      Darson remained unconvinced, but let it go. “So how do we get to her?”

      “A Hydros spell,” said Whisper. “Then direct it through that point in the wall. I was a witch in my real life, so I can do it for you two. Have Persy draw me through using Hydros and then Aperios at the globe, that’ll draw me through.”

      “Gotcha!” said Thad.

      Whisper vapourized both guys, pointing each cloud to where in the wall where she’d come through. She then hovered right by the same place, and in less than a minute, was sucked through to the globe cave.

      Whisper and Sniv hung back as Darson was introduced and Thad, Rix and Persy hugged and high-fived each other.

      “C’mon,” said Persy, finally. “We need to get out of here before Wolf finds us or alerts Melanthios, if she doesn’t already know.”

      They scurried to the opening of the cave and carefully peeked out to see if Wolf was still paralyzed on the grass. He was gone.

      “Not good,” said Persy, looking from side to side at the opening of the cave.

      Thad leaned over her right shoulder. “Ok, let’s take advantage of this, you take Rix and use an Energy Veil to get to the fence, then the edge of the Forest. I’ll take Darson and Sniv and do the same.  Whisper and Benson can fly faster than we can get there, so we’ll all meet up by that tallest tree straight ahead. See it?”

      “Yup,” said Persy. Whisper and Benson nodded and took off.

      Persy and Thad cast “Tegos” on themselves and those with them and the five veiled magicals ran to the far side of the garden fence, then on to the edge of the Forest. “Laxos” released their veils and they all spinelessly slumped down on the ground.

      “Cripes,” sighed Rix. “What an energy suck.”

      “Yeah,” said Persy. “I feel boneless.” She crawled around to the back of the tree, followed by the others. As she collapsed against the base of the trunk, she closed her eyes to gather her energy and thoughts. Why did that work so well? If Wolf had awakened, surely he’d run off and get Melanthios, right? Her thoughts were interrupted by Whisper and Benson’s arrival.

      “Oy, Perse,” said Benson, bopping up and down in the air before her face. “We’ve been looking around here, waiting for you lot and there doesn’t seem to be much activity, but I’m still not sure going back fru the Forest is a good plan…”

      Thad looked to Persy. “Why’s that? The Testers have never been that much of a problem, and it is the fastest way back to Laurel.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s changed a bit,” said Persy. “We didn’t quite get the last quiz right and they tried to decimate us. If it wasn’t for Whisper, I don’t think we would have got out.”

      “Really,” said Thad.

      “Yeah, I think we should go as far as we can around the Forest, I know we have to cut through some, but we should minimize it. The Testers are out for us, because we got away.”

      “Great,” said Thad. “So what happened?”

      Persy explained it to Thad and Darson, trying to downplay Benson’s actual role.

      “Didn’t give us enuff information,” said Benson with a haughty, defensive attitude. He was perched on a branch just above Persy’s head. Persy rolled her eyes, with her back to Benson and Thad smirked, totally getting the picture.

      “C’mon then,” said Rix, getting up and starting to follow the edge of the Forest. Thad caught up with her and they led the way.

      “Hey,” said Thad.

      “Hey back,” said Rix. She felt herself flush and her stomach clench.  She hadn’t seen him since the previous summer and he was even hotter than she remembered. A little filled out, more manly. Her brain jumbled, she had no idea what to say.

      “Even with all of this going on, I can’t begin to tell you how great it is to be back here,” Thad started.

      “Oh? Yeah…that’s great,” Rix stammered. “What was it like where you were?”

      Excellent question, she thought with noticeable relief. It started a flood of explanations from Thad, her only job was to listen, and she did, enraptured.

      Meanwhile, coming up behind them, the rest were glued to Darson’s tales of his home and life in Lato. He continued on to Thad’s and his adventures, and then to getting Thad home.

      They walked for about forty-five minutes, coming to the far edge of the Forest where they’d have no choice but to cut through to get to Laurel’s meadow and safety.

      “Ok, well if we beat it through, we may outrun the Testers,” said Thad.

      “I dunno…” said Persy. “They’re pretty quick.” They took a few steps in between two trees and stopped immediately. “What’s that?”

      There was a rustling above them in several of the trees with slight hissing sounds. They squinted their eyes trying to make out what was lurking in the shadows. Three smallish forms flew from the branches and circled the trees, diving closer and closer to them.

      “What the heck…” exclaimed Darson, “What ARE those things.”

      Sniv whispered, “No.”

      “What?” asked Persy.

      “Chilong,” said Sniv. “Most evil small dragon. I don’t understand why they are here, though.”

      They all had scrunched down near bushes, trying to hide.

      “Why?” asked Rix.

      “They are Chinese, demon dragons. Breathe intense white fire and guard for evil sorcerers, but I’ve never see them out of China. Most weird,” said Sniv.

      “Yeah, well, there’s a tie between Krak Ling and Willow. I bet that’s how Melanthios has them,” said Persy.

      “Right,” said Thad. “I remember that now.”

      The dragons continued to circle over their heads.

      “They don’t see well, but hear most expertly,” said Sniv.

      “Great,” said Thad. “We need to run through the Forest. How are we going to do that quietly? We’re bound to crack small branches or whatever. They’ll hear us right away.”

      “Yeah and we’ve just done an energy Veil,” said Rix. “Don’t know if I could take another one.”

      Darson was looking around. “What if we break some of these huge fern leaves off and put them over our heads? We might be heard, but maybe, if they don’t see very well…”

      “Worth a shot,” said Persy, grabbing a couple of large ones.

      The rest followed her lead, holding a frond in each hand, covering their heads. Benson flew into Persy’s pocket and Whisper floated slightly above them.

      “Whisper,” said Thad. “Try to fly over a bit, parallel with us but over ten feet or so. That’ll throw them off, maybe.”

      “Got’cha.”

      “Ok, Let’s go,” said Thad charging forward, trying not to make much noise.

      It wasn’t that far from this point to the exit to Laurel’s meadow.  The dragons screeched as the kids started to run. They definitely could hear them, but could not actually spot them.

      The air suddenly dropped by ten degrees. “Uh-oh,” whispered Persy. “Testers!”

      “I know I heard them,” said Marc. “They’re here somewhere.”

      But the dragons heard the Testers, too. All three power-dived between the trees where the four of them were slowly materializing.

      Persy signalled to the rest to hunker down as low as they could, hiding under their fronds and keep quiet. Let the Testers irritate and divert the dragons.

      Julius poofed into view. “Why can’t we see them? And what are those cursed creatures who are diving at our heads?” he finished, batting his hands over his head.

      Just as Nefertiti and Cleo appeared, the dragons took position over the Testers in the form of a triangle, one at each corner. Cleo and Nefertiti joined the men, watching the dragons, swinging their heads back and forth. All four sets of eyes bugged when the dragons’ intentions became clear.

      With a synchronous roar, each dragon unleashed a mighty breath of white blaze, perfectly aimed at the centre of the triangle, which then branched to all three corners, covering the Testers in a roof of blinding light and heat.

      “Ahhhhhhhhhh!” the Testers simultaneously screamed and ‘popped’ out of sight.

      Persy, Thad and the rest froze. One movement could bring the dragons’ attention to them—not a good plan.

      The dragons perched on branches of a tree, just beside where the Testers has been. Each of them paced up and down their respective branches, stretching their necks, obviously trying to figure out where their targets had gone. One, which was slightly bigger than the other two, made a rough chirruping sound, looked at the other two and they all took off in flight, seemingly heading back to Bodesnoir.

      Everyone held their positions for another couple of minutes, then Persy and Thad slowly got up and the others followed suit.

      “Crikey, Perse,” screeched Benson. “Could have wound up BBQ if those bleedin’ Testers hadn’t diverted the pyrotechnics display!”

      “Indeed, Benson,” muttered Persy.

      “Chilong. Most reprehensible,” sighed Sniv.

      “Ya think?” asked Thad.

      “Um, not to break up the cheery conversation, but shouldn’t we hightail it out of here, before the Testers come back?” asked Rix.

      “Right,” said Persy.

      The five on foot took off at warp speed, running into Laurel’s Meadow in a few minutes. Whisper and Benson, were already there, waiting near a large rock.

      Winded, the group leaned against the rock, gasping and recovering their breath.

      “Geez,” said Persy. “That was close. Pray we don’t have to go through the Forest for a very long time, the Testers are going to be livid.”

      “I know,” said Thad. “They’re not the most chilled at the best of times.”

      Persy nodded. “Ok, guys, let’s get back to Gran’s. I’m starved, and she’s going to be over the moon to see you.” She gave Thad a nudge in his side with her elbow.

      “I’ll vote for that,” said Rix.

      “Nourishment would be most welcome,” stated Sniv.

      Darson gave him a sideways glance, “Where did you learn your English, from an old copy of the Oxford dictionary?”

      “Ancient, but most learned British professor.”

      “Hmmm, that explains it,” Darson said, snickering a little.

      “Darson, leave Sniv alone. I would love to speak Chinese as well as he speaks English,” said Persy, a little sharply.

      Thad leaned over and whispered to her,”Umm, you can. Remember Langue Locale?”

      “Yeah, but that’s fake. I don’t really know what I’m doing when that spell is on me.” Persy poked his ribs again.

      When they were about one hundred yards from the manor, they all looked up in response to thundering pounding on the ground. P-C flew through the air, slamming Thad to the grass, licking Thad’s face and hands.

      ‘Whoa, fella,” said Thad, giggling and play wrestling P-C to stop. “You’re gonna wipe my skin off.”

      P-C eventually got off Thad, allowing him to stand, but would not leave Thad’s side.

      Darson stood with his arms crossed and grinned at Thad. “Cool dragon.” P-C looked up at Darson, blushing a little.

      “Blimey,” said Benson from Persy’s shoulder. “‘Ere we go then, with all the dragon worship.” He snorted and turned his back on the revolting exhibit.

      Persy half grinned. “Benson, you’re such a sulk, seriously.”

      “C’mon then,” said Thad. “Let’s go see Laurel. Darson and I have a lot to tell you guys about where we think the Cauldron is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cauldron Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      They clamoured through the front door of Laurel’s manor as Laurel whipped out of the kitchen, and grabbed Thad in her arms. “Oh my dear boy! We thought we’d lost you. Are you all right?”

      Thad grinned and hugged her back. “Yeah, yeah. I’m good. Thanks to Darson here. Could never have made it back without him and his mom.”

      Laurel glanced over, realizing there was a new person in the group. She slowly let go of Thad and extended her hand.

      “Hello. I’m Laurel, Thaddeus’ guardian. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful I am for your help in bringing him home.”

      Darson took Laurel’s hand and shook it gently. “Well, wasn’t just me, Persy and her friends were pretty important, too.”

      Laurel smiled at all of them, obviously delighted that everyone was back, safely.

      She turned to the kitchen. “Come, tell you all your adventures, while I prepare some dinner.”

      They gathered around Laurel’s long kitchen table.

      “Ok, wait. Before I tell you about Lato, Darson and I have some great info on the Cauldron,” said Thad, scrounging around in the pockets of his cloak. He brought out the small book and then spelled it to its normal size.

      “Good Goddess,” said Laurel. “That’s one ancient book. Where did it come from?”

      Darson explained about his family’s migration to Lato after their surface world had been destroyed, and how magic was now strictly regulated, and that his mom, had kept her father’s books, as he was a powerful sorcerer on the surface, and she didn’t want to lose the knowledge. Then he told of how he’d found the books, studied them in private and then showed them to Thad.

      “It was one of the books that Thad picked up, when we were looking for answers on how to get him home that we found this book.”

      “In it,” Thad continued. “Is this passage.” He opened to the book to where he had read about Xibalba. “You see, where it talks about the end of the Fourth Sun and the beginning of the Fifth? It’s all about weather and planetary chaos, and boy, we sure have that in Persy’s world. Then it goes on to talk about the Nine Objects, starting with The Cimaruta, then the Cauldron. And from what I can understand, I believe it’s telling us that it’s going to be found at Stonehenge.”

      Laurel, Persy and Rix leaned over, closer to the book and read through the passage that Thad pointed out. Darson and Thad sat back, waiting for their responses.

      “Cripes,” said Persy. “None of us thought to look at Mayan readings to help figure this out, but yeah, Thad, I think you’re right. And they are referring to the Summer Solstice, which is only a couple of weeks away. But when? What time era?”

      “Your time Persephane,” said Laurel. “After the end of the Fourth Sun and that would be a few years one way or the other, but definitely early twenty-first century. We’re should to be able to find it this June, I somehow feel it.”

      “Is that why we heard nothing from Melanthios for all these months? Do you think she knew it would be this year that the Cauldron was going to be found?” asked Persy.

      “Yes, that makes perfect sense,” said Laurel. “Everyone in the Magical world was wondering why she was so still, but this explains everything. May the Goddess help us with whatever she’s planning though. Having had this time to percolate, I can only imagine what she has up her sleeve.”

      Persy looked up at her grandmother, her eyes tightened with worry. “We’re in for a battle, aren’t we?”

      Laurel sighed and slid into a chair. “Yes, I’m afraid we are.  Melanthios lost the Cimaruta, so will be very prepared to take the Cauldron. Don’t forget, it’s only the first three drops of the brew which holds the magic. The rest of the brew is a deadly poison.”

      “But,” said Thad. “It has to be brewed for a year and a day, someone in charge of stirring all the time and someone else managing the fire.  So, who is the brewmaster?”

      “Good question,” said Persy, her lips pursed in thought.

      “Great puzzle,” said Sniv. “Seems someone who knew it was to be collected this year, so who knows this information?”

      A hush came over the kitchen, all of them pondering who the mysterious guardian of the brew could be.

      Laurel broke the silence, “It would have to be someone way up in the upper echelon of Magical Folk, someone with the power and authority to be preparing items for the all out war between good and evil. This person knew, not only what the next object was, but how to get it ready, in complete secrecy.

      “One of the Magical Folk Governing Council?” asked Persy.

      “I don’t think so,” said Laurel. “I’m sure I’d know or at least have sensed it if one of them were involved. “No, I have the sense this person is right ‘off the radar’ as you would say, Persy.”

      “So where do we start?” asked Rix.

      “I think there is only one place to start. We go to Salisbury, near where Stonehenge is. It’s only about two weeks until the Solstice, we’re bound to find something there. It’s probably a good idea to have Lady Druanna, Vadoma and Angelica come along too. We’re going to need any help we can get if Melanthios is involved,” said Laurel.
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      Persy and Rix were sharing Persy’s room at Laurel’s. Benson was up in the uppermost folds of the drapes, snoring lightly.

      “Persy,” asked Rix. “What do you think we are looking at, facing down Melanthios over this magical brew? I mean, she’s not going down easily, right?”

      “Oh, for sure. This is going to be one full out battle.” Persy stood and walked to the window, trying to let her mind free-float to suss out answers. “She’ll have every evil, dirty trick in the book ready.  Losing the Cimaruta was a huge insult and she’s not going to let that happen again.”

      Rix came over, leaned against the other side of the window and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, at least we have a small army going with us. She’ll be on her own, won’t she?”

      “Who knows? It’s not like she’s the only evil-doer on the planet.  We really have no idea who her back-up could be.”

      Rix sighed, a slight lump forming in her throat. She gazed out the window, looking but not really seeing Laurel’s magical back garden. “Cripes.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.” Persy suddenly stiffened, focusing more on the back of the garden. She squinted her eyes and stuck her head forward. “Is that a raccoon..or..” She leaned further into the window, eyes latched onto a smallish dark mass under one of the fruit trees.

      “Yeah, I think so, but the tail…the rings are black and red instead of black and grey. Weird.” Rix cupped her hands around the sides of her eyes to block the light in the bedroom, trying to see through the dark better.

      Persy’s face paled, she whispered, “No.”
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      The Time-Linx exit nearest Stonehenge was in fact across a highway from Stonehenge, in the middle of a crop circle. Laurel turned a full 360, getting her bearings.

      Everyone else was surveying their location. Angelica started to walk towards the road, hooking Persy’s elbow in her own. Persy looped her other arm into Laurel’s.

      Laurel gazed across the highway to Stonehenge. “Crop circles have a strong magical energy of their own. They show up when and where needed, Persephane. They tend to portend very significant events. It only says to me that we totally on track, being here. Sort of comforting, really.” Laurel smiled slightly, looking down at Persy.

      They travelled in three small groups. Thad, Sniv and Darson were behind Persy, Laurel and Angelica, lastly followed by Lady Druanna, Vadoma and Rix. Whisper and Benson flitted along beside them.

      “So this means that the Cauldron is somewhere near by, that it’s been brewing for a year and someone’s been here watching over it?” Rix looked back and forth between the Lady and Vadoma.

      Vadoma looked into the distance, “Yup, that’s about it. Thing is, we don’t know who’s been looking after it, are they dark or white Magicals? Exact location, although we have an idea on that now.”

      Lady Druanna turned to Rix and smiled, ”I believe it must be located near the River Avon and the exact position will be revealed on sunrise of the Solstice. That’s why we came the day before, so we can be present at the exact moment the first rays of light appear in the centre of Stonehenge.”

      “Where are we going now?” Rix looked ahead and could see the others waiting.

      “We’ll be staying at a lovely little guest house in Amesbury. Very close to Stonehenge.” Vadoma threw her arm around Rix. “I think you and I are roomies. Persy wants to be with her Mom. Hope that’s Ok?”

      “Sure. Absolutely.” Rix hooked her arm through Vadoma’s.

      A small bus stopped by the roadside, just as Rix, Vadoma and the Lady arrived. The nine of them were whisked off to the guest house.  Laurel loved this place in particular for it’s unsurpassed cleanliness, great food and back gardens.

      After settling into their rooms, they met down in the breakfast room, overlooking the garden.

      Laurel stood, leaning against the glass doors, which opened to the back patio. She turned and faced the rest of them, worry drawing her mouth and forehead tight. “I’m not sure where to begin. We all know that we face the fight of our lives out there tomorrow. Melanthios will not be alone, neither, will she be taking prisoners. If anyone gets in her way, she’ll kill without a bat of an eye. And, Persy, my dear, she’ll be after your Cimaruta again. We can be sure of that.”

      Persy clapped her hand across her chest, where her amulet sat under her T-shirt. “Should I not wear it?”

      “No, not at all. If anything, you’re going to need it more tomorrow than anytime before. Keep it well hidden, but even then if she picks up its energy, she’ll come after it.”

      Vadoma turned in her chair to face Laurel. “Would it be better to mask it with a Veil? Then only Persy would know if it alerted to something.”

      “It would eventually exhaust her. She can’t keep a veil on all day.” Laurel moved to a chair and sat beside Angelica. “The best thing would be to keep Persy out of the front lines, so she’s less obvious, but we can still have the advantage of what the Cimaruta will pick up.”

      Thad stretched out in his chair, his long legs sprawled out, then he rested his feet on the edge of the table. “That’s easy, the guys can take the lead in, the ladies follow behind.”

      Laurel leaned over, smacked his boot and scowled,”Feet down. You born in a barn?”

      Thad thumped his feet back to the floor, scowled back and sat up straight. Benson flew down to this table, landing beside Thad’s elbow. “Well, might be better if I stay back, you know, make sure all the ladies keep safe, right?”

      Thad gave him a half grin, “Sure Benson, that would be just the job for you, you being the big hero and all.” Darson and Sniv chuckled.

      “Oy, don’t go getting all snotty on me! I’ll box your ears if you’re not careful.”

      Angelica got up, crossed her arms over each other and paced in front of the glass doors. “I think it may be a good start to decide which of the items you guys were given by the Governing Council we should take with us and who’s going to have what. Ideally, I don’t think my evil sister is purposely aiming to kill anyone, the ramifications of using the death spell will weigh hard on her. Although she’s definitely not above using it, it will go much better for her if she doesn’t. Soooo, she’s going to want to get in, grab the brew drops and get out. Now what do we have to best defend against that kind of approach?”

      Thad and Persy looked at each other, both opening their mouths at the same time. “I…,” Persy started. She looked at Thad again, “You go ahead,” she said to him.

      “Well, I think we should all carry our Magical Crystal Seeds if we have one. I have a red one for physical strength and Persy has a green for healing. We were also given a purple for magical enhancement, which might be good for Angelica or maybe Rix? Also Darson and I have a purple one each from his Mom. Not sure what you guys think.”

      Persephane dug into her cloak pockets and brought the Seeds out in their satin bags. “I think as Rix is new to this, enhancing her magic will help us all, sort of bring her up to the rest of us and then she can be more effective. Right?”

      Lady Druanna looked across to Laurel and gave a very slight nod. “I believe this would be a good time to do a Tarot spread for you, Persy. I’d love to know what the cards see for tomorrow, particularly for you, as it’s your quest. Do you have the cards that Magus gave you here?”

      “Yes, right here.” Persy took them from her pocket and tried to hand them to Lady Druanna.

      Lady Druanna shook her head. “No, shuffle them first, divide them into three piles, then I’ll take them.”

      When the cards were ready, Lady Druanna set the three piles out so that the top group was laid down to represent the future, the middle group, the present and the bottom group marked the past. From the ‘present’ group, she then laid out the Celtic Cross with three extra cards off to the side. “Because you’re a Leo birth sign, you’re a Fire Sign and so the Queen of Wands will mostly likely represent you if she shows up in the reading.” Persy nodded.

      Lady Druanna studied the cards which appeared as she laid the Cross.  “Hmmmm. Well, let’s see. 4 of Swords in the one position, which normally denotes a group of four, four weeks, four days or even years.”

      Persy’s eyes rounded, as she sat straighter in her chair. “We started out as four. Thad and I, Rix and Sniv. Could it be that?”

      “Yes, it probably is. Now, the second card is the Ace of Swords.  This speaks to you about intelligence, and staying on track, even using aggression. I think that’s about a message to you to not hesitate, because you can be sure Melanthios will not be shy about getting what she wants, without a single thought as to who she may have to hurt to do so.” Persy nodded, slowly, not a little frightened.

      The rest sat or stood quietly around the room, mesmerized with the reading. Lady Druanna tapped her finger on the third card. “This one now is very interesting, as it tends to stand out. Most other things refer to your upcoming face-off with Melanthios, but not this one.  It’s the Hermit, generally thought of as an Elder or Wise Person. We associate her or him with the country, forests, mountains, something of that nature. This person is going to be someone on your team, supporting you and sharing their wisdom to help.”

      Persy turned to Laurel, “Ideas?”

      Laurel glanced down at her, “Some. Let’s see what else there is.”

      Lady Druanna cleared her throat softly, continuing, “The fourth card is Judgement which speaks to changes and initiation.” Persy grinned up at Rix who blushed a little. “Yes, your friend’s initiation is part of this, but to me it’s more,” said the Lady. “To me, I think your real journey is just beginning and you and the rest of your team here is about to be initiated into a real battle for Good. The first quest for your Cimaruta was just preliminary, let’s say. Now, Melanthios and her cohorts will advance with all barrels blasting. I feel the next battles will follow one after another or even concurrently. And this Hermit, whomever they are, needs to enter the foray now.”

      Darson and Thad who were standing behind Persy’s chair, shifted their weight. Both wore slight scowls as they took in what Lady Druanna was saying. Darson’s pupils dilated; he looked fearful.  Thaddeus did not. His scowl deepened. He was just plain angry.

      “Now the fifth card is the Chariot, one which speaks of a past victory but also success in battle in general after long, hard work and effort. This is a very good card to see in your spread, considering what you lot are facing.

      The sixth card is a court card, the Page of Swords, indicating a person. This young man is very analytical and curious, gets to the bottom of things. A natural born ‘discoverer’. He’s going to be a real asset to you throughout all of this.”

      Persy looked into Lady Dru’s eyes, “Do I know him now?”

      “I’m not sure, but look at the seventh card, very similar, the King of Swords. This is an ally and one you already trust. The King is of the element, Air, which controls the mind and thinking processes. He comes up with great ideas which now must be put into action. The King’s familiar is the Crane, which speaks about bards and communication. It’s very interesting to me that that for which you search is the Cauldron, also having great magical potential of wisdom, speech and communication. These last two cards are very related as are the men they represent. I feel they will work in harmony, almost as one to be truly supportive of you.” Lady Druanna glanced around the room, her eyes settling on Thad and Darson. Yes, there was a grander reason that Thad was sent to that multiverse.

      This was not lost on Angelica, Vadoma or Laurel. They exhaled in unison.

      Lady Druanna frowned, “Now these next two, eight and nine are definitely related. Eight, being the 10 of Swords, which is about deep pain, violence and then the ninth is the Devil. That doesn’t necessarily mean the actual Devil, but can mean the death of a process or a phase, or of course could be a harbinger of evil. These both talk of the upcoming battles, no doubt.”

      She picked up the three cards to the side of the Cross. “Now, this whole reading is ‘more of the same.’ Here, I consider the overall effect of these three cards. So we have the 2 of Wands, which implies you must have the courage of your convictions. It won’t be easy, but you must be determined to overcome, no matter what comes at you. The Ace of Cups, is well, the root of the power of the element water.  Again, it would be the energy of the Cauldron and it’s potential as one of the Magical Objects to be obtained. That it’s shown in your cards, to me also indicates this whole process will bring you to a much stronger connection to the Divine, the base Powers of Magic. And then the Sun, a card of success, but no guarantee. On the overall, with concentrated work, intellectual planning and help from those around you, Persephane, you have every chance to succeed, but it will not be handed to you on a platter.”

      The room was silent, everyone considering what’s been revealed. Angelica’s face showed deep worry and matched Laurel’s. Thad, on the other hand, held his head high and puffed out his chest like a great warrior prepared for battle. Darson and Sniv stood on either side of him, not nearly as expansive. Benson was on the table, his wings gently fluttering as he walked over the cards. “Well, there’s good stuff here too, Perse. We knew it wasn’t going to be a paddle up the Thames…I like the Sun card being there.”

      “Yeah, Benson,” Persy sighed. “True. I just wish I didn’t feel like an eclipse could slide in there at any moment.”
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      They’d been standing beside the largest sarcen at the south western part of the inner circle of Stonehenge, for about twenty minutes when the first glimmer of light appeared on the eastern horizon. Thaddeus stood in the centre of the group. “Any minute now, the path to the Cauldron will be revealed, which means Melanthios is here somewhere.” They looked side to side and behind them.

      Persephane had turned and was looking down the Avenue leading out of Stonehenge. She pointed to the right, toward the River Avon. “Look! What’s that dark cloud doing down by the River?”

      Laurel stepped forward, squinting against the sunrise. “It’s her. Must be.”

      “Oy, Perse, I fink I’ll just be making sure the lining of your pocket’s in good order.” And he vanished.

      As if on cue, the sunrise illuminated the Avenue out of Stonehenge, right down to the River Avon. “That’s it,” said Darson. “Just like the book said, it’s telling us where to look and it seems like Melanthios already knows.”

      They hurried down the Avenue, suddenly, Laurel and Angelica simply vanished. “Wha..??” stammered Rix. “Tunnelling,” said Persy. “I’ll explain later.”

      Angelica and Laurel crouched behind a group of bushes, watching the cloud slowly become more dense and streaked with hues of dark red.

      There was a clearing just in front of them, with a cave off to the left side. Laurel stared at the opening of the cave, “The Cauldron must be in there.” She shifted her weight to see further into the clearing. A second cloud was forming and then a third. “Uh-oh, this doesn’t bode well.”

      Melanthios stepped out of the first cloud, followed quickly by Krak Ling from the second and from the third, purple-robed male. They swerved around, looking for attackers.

      “Not here,” stated Krak Ling. “Maybe they haven’t found the location out.”

      “Doubt that very much,” hissed Melanthios. “More likely, they’re in hiding.” She squinted her eyes, looking more closely at the surrounding bushes and forest.

      Laurel had been ready and very quickly thrown an Energy Veil in front of her and Angelica. A whisper of disturbed branches told her the rest were about to join them. Laurel put her index finger to her pursed lips to warn them not to speak and then pointed through the bushes.

      The man in the purple robe spoke. “Let’s just proceed. If we can’t detect anyone, then they’re not here, at least not yet. The sooner we’re done and gone, the better.”

      “Sumaire,” said Melanthios, turning to him, her face an obviously disgusted grimace. “I know my niece and her ‘merry band’. If they’re not here right now, they’re close or blocking their energies. Be prepared to do battle.”

      Krak Ling stepped up between them. Now, was not the time for fighting amongst themselves, they needed to focus on the Brew. He put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Let’s get this done. Melanthios, can we get into that cave?”

      She turned to face the cave entrance, pointed her wand, “Effracto!” Nothing but a series of waves through the air. “Hmmmm, I figured as much. Whoever is guarding the Cauldron has protected the cave. On to plan B.”

      Persy and Thaddeus crept up beside Laurel and Angelica. They separated the branches of the bushes in front of them, watching intently as the three Dark Magicals tried to gain entrance to the cave.

      “That’s the evil dude who jailed Darson and I,” hissed Thad. “Might of known he’d be working with her.”

      Persy blinked at him. “Great,” she muttered, then fell silent, looking over the scene.

      “We need to move when they’re not expecting us,” Persy whispered.  “Be ready,” said Laurel, pulling her wand out. Thaddeus turned and crooked his finger to others to prime them.

      “I’ve got to put this Veil down,” said Laurel, suddenly looking very pale. Angelica put her arm around her mother. “Do it. We’re ready.”

      Just as Laurel whispered “Laxos,” Melanthios raised her arms and started casting a spell. The two men were on either side of her, their arms also risen.

      

      
        
        “Elemental Beings…I claim your hire,

        Sylphs of the air,

        Nymphs of water,

        Gnomes of earth,

        And Salamanders of fire…

      

      

      

      
        
        Elemental Beings, we seek to conspire,

        Turn from Light,

        Power in the Dark,

        Elemental Beings…Fulfill my desire!”

      

      

      

      Rolling mists of green, blue, red and white started to rise from the ground. Slowly forms became discernible, of the four Elemental Beings.

      Lady Druanna’s face blanched, she fell back on her backside in shock. “She’s called the Elementals! They’re normally friends of the Good.” “Right,” added Persy. “All part of the Druidic pantheon. “She’s twisting them with that spell,” spat Laurel through her teeth. “Go! We must fight before they all gain their strength!”

      The nine stormed out from the bushes, while Whisper and Benson flew above the melee. They formed a semi-circle around Melanthios, Krak Ling and Sumaire, starting and ending at either side of the cave entrance. Melanthios was momentarily distracted, had been casting against the protection over the cave mouth. The waves of energy were slowing down, until her focus switched. “Stop them,” she screamed.

      “Join hands,” yelled Thaddeus. He pulled his wand and the stone they had received from Imhotep at the Council meeting, from his pocket and shouted, “Muniosum!” With all their hands joined, a wall formed between them and the evil Magicals.

      Spells and curses from the three bounced off and couldn’t harm any of the White team. But that didn’t mean that Melanthios and her male assistants couldn’t continue to work on getting into the cave. The waves of energy over the cave opening slowed and slowed and it was easier to see inside. All along the ground of the opening were purple stones - Magical Crystal Seeds to enhance the magical block. Someone stood before the Cauldron in a green dress and apron, while another in yellows, reds and browns stood, stirring continuously.

      Persy’s jaw dropped and she almost let go of Thad’s and Rix’s hands. “Zeemeld,” she whispered. Benson flew over to her shoulder. “Oy, Perse, you’re quite right, it’s Zeemeld. She’s got to be protecting it for White Magic.” He hovered up and down. “Why wouldn’t she have told us about the Cauldron?”

      “Don’t know, but we need to get in there first and fast.”

      Whisper was doing her best to annoy and distract the Sylphs by flying straight into their faces. Melanthios was controlling them and the Nymphs, while Krak Ling worked the Gnomes and Sumaire the Salamanders. Most evil attention was directed at the cave, while some continued trying to break through the wall the Whites had up. Vision was compromised because the Elementals kept regenerating their mists, hoping to weaken the focus of the White Magicals.

      Persy’s face was reddening with the strain of working with the others to keep the wall up. “Benson,” she grunted. “It’s the Nymphs who are the strongest, because they’re water Element, as is the Cauldron. We need help crippling them. You need to get to Rose Arbour and bring Delecta back. As head Nymph, she’ll be our biggest ally right now. Of course it means you using the Time-Linx on your own.” She gasped for breath.

      “Nooooooo,” cried Benson. He buzzed around in a huge circle around them and came back to Persy.“Really?  Really, really? I’ll be spun to a puree if I’m alone in that thing!” He dropped to Persy’s shoulder, looking sad and conflicted.

      “No. You. Won’t,” Persy sputtered between breaths. “It actually takes into account the Traveler’s size. You’ll be fine. I NEED you to do this. Delecta is the only one who has any hope of controlling these wayward Nymphs. And you can fly at the speed of light. You’ll be there and back again in no time.”

      Benson sighed. “Bleedin’ hell, Perse. Ok, I’m orf.” And he vanished in a blink.

      Thaddeus had been listening into Persy’s conversation with Benson. He turned to her, a half grin on his face. “Good call, Persy. Hope they’re quick. The block on the entrance is fading. We have to attack.  Ready?”

      “Sure, pass it along. We go on your signal,” said Persy.

      Melanthios was gearing all her power to the cave opening. “Effracto!” she screamed repeatedly. As the energy block continue to slow, Persy could see she was making headway. The purple Magical Crystal Seeds were fading and Zeemeld was more clearly seen. The magical chaos spread far beyond the clearing now. As Thad gave the signal, they Whites dropped hands and started throwing spells and enchantments. Krak Ling and Sumaire faced them, standing on either side of Melanthios, who faced the cave. Sumaire threw ‘Infernos’ spells and the Salamanders aided him by enhancing the fire which erupted from his magic. Krak Ling worked with the Gnomes, throwing ‘Disarm’ spells and uprooting clods of earth and making them fly at the White Magicals.

      Persy stopped, there was something she could try. She extracted the small black book Lady Dragetti had given them, tapped it with her wand and cast the spell she’d memorized:

      

      
        
        “With the Power of Saturn,

        And The Stones which are bound to him,

        I command the Power of the Elements,

        To return to the Light.”

      

      

      

      The whole clearing started to glow with golden light. Second by second, the Gnomes and Salamanders became more and more translucent, their green and yellow mists slipping back into the ground. Krak Ling and Sumaire dropped their wands and fell to their knees under the pressure of the light. The Sylphs’ dissipated into the air and Whisper chased their residual forms into the sky.

      Melanthios glanced over her shoulder, and realized that her backup was dropping like the leaves in fall. Still, she continued on, and the Nymphs whose Element the Cauldron was, didn’t seem to be much affected by the Power of Saturn. The block on the cave cracked and Melanthios rushed forward.

      In complete synchrony, a rush of energy jumped in front of Melanthios, and Delecta hovered there, with two other Nymphs and Randy. Their group energy tossed the Nymphs at Melanthios’ side straight up in the air, like small rockets and then let them fall back in a heap behind Melanthios. She screamed, “Terminata!” directing the death spell at Delecta, but Zeemeld had run out of the cave and re-directed the spell into the ground to the left of the cave.

      Instinctively, Rix ran to Delecta’s side, not really knowing what she could do in this level of battle. Melanthios caught this out of the corner of her eye and dropped Rix with a ‘Fixatious’ curse.  Thad’s eyes tripled in size as he ran to Rix’s defence.

      But unseen by most, except Darson, was a black hairy mass, which slipped into the side of the cave with a ‘Clomp, clomp, clomp, shuffle’ over and over. He elbowed Sniv and asked, “What the…???” Sniv turned to him and then to the cave opening where Darson was pointing, “What?”

      They turned back to the action in time to see both Persy and Thad throw a “Stopiare’ curse, almost crippling Melanthios. The evil one vanished in a wall of black and red smoke, followed by her two sidekicks. The air calmed, Persy’s Cimaruta stopped glowing, and Benson lit on her arm.

      “Good job, man,” said Persy. “Delecta got here just in time.” “Yeah, well you owe me big time for riding that cyclone on me own,” he pouted.

      “Benson. You did great. Don’t start spiralling now that it’s over. No sympathy from me, you just proved you can do it.”

      “Hmmph” And he flew off to find someone else to moan to.

      Persy went to check on Rix who was just coming to, with Thad rubbing her hands a very concerned look on his face. I thought so… smirking just a little.

      She looked around and everyone else seemed fine. All were hugging and chattering as the excitement slowly wore down. Zeemeld had joined the rest, and Persy walked over to her, wrapped her arms around her, looked up and asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you not only knew about the Cauldron, but were it’s guardian, when we were working on Lady Druanna? We could have come here earlier and been inside with you.”

      Just as Zeemeld was opening her mouth to answer, Magus Siphon walked out of the cave.

      “Magus?” asked Laurel. “I don’t understand.”

      They gathered around Magus and he explained. “You didn’t run into this in your quest for the first Magical Object. In fact, Persy and Thaddeus, you did a grand job. But the Cauldron has shown you how this all really works. We cannot clue you in. Can only give hints. The Objects must be won and claimed by either the Light or Dark and will belong to the successful champion. It’s the Balance of Magic, as we explained in that first meeting, Persephane, when you were given your gifts to help you. Lovely use of Lady Dragetti’s book and Imhotep’s stone, by the way. That’s exactly why you were given what you were.  Zeemeld could not tell you a thing. It’s Magical Law, set up by powers greater than us.”

      Thaddeus stepped up, glancing back at Rix before he moved and wiping a tear from his eye. “Yes, it all makes sense, now. I see…” he was going to continue when an ear-splitting shriek came from the cave.  The kids took off like horses out of the starting gate, Benson and Whisper flew in and the rest were close behind.

      Sandi, stood beside the Cauldron, eyes like saucers, shivering. “Th…th…there was a spider…the size of a soccer ball…sh…sh…she t…t…took the drops!”

      “What!” screeched Zeemeld. “Nooooooooo,” she put her head in her hands.

      In the back of the cave, they could hear—’Clomp, clomp, clomp, shuffle…’

      “That walk,” said Benson quietly, “I know it…”

      Delecta rushed up to Sandi putting her arm around her, “What happened? Take a big breath.”

      Sandi gulped, took a big breath in and let it out. “I was stirring, as usual and thinking that the brew would be ready later today, when I noticed one, then two, then three and four hairy legs come over the side of the Cauldron opposite from where I was. A small purple vial was dipped in and three drops stolen. Then in a flurry, the legs were gone and the spider, or whatever it was scurried away with that bizarre walk.”

      “Hah…Bumhugs! What was that thing? I’m sure I saw it go into the cave,” said Darson.

      “I dunno,” said Persy, but it’s been around before. I think it brought Benson back the time he went to Bodesnoir on his own.”

      “So do you think it’s a sidekick of Melanthios’?” asked Angelica.

      “Don’t know, Mom. It’s confusing. It would seem it helped Benson, but just took the Brew, and I would have thought, done it for Melanthios. It’s just not clear.”

      In the back of the cave, Tash was rolled into a ball, waiting for her chance to escape. That Persephane…clever witch. But not clever enough, at least not yet.
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      Thad, Darson, Rix, Lady Druanna, Magus and Laurel were with Persy and Angelica, resting in the back yard soaking up the Muskoka June sunshine. Sniv had gone with Vadoma, no longer safe or welcome at Krak Ling’s.

      Thad and Rix held hands, gazing into each other’s eyes, from time to time, like no one else existed. Their postures seemed so relaxed, with their relationship out of the box. Persy glanced at Darson, who looked up, sensing her, returning a half smile, after flicking his eyes quickly to the happy couple.

      She slumped back in her deck chair, raised her face to the sun and half closed her eyes. They were all exhausted, so the conversation didn’t go much past quiet murmurs between those sitting next to each other. Persy was a heartbeat away from dozing right off, lullabied by birdsong and bees droning in the background.

      Laurel started drumming her fingers on the armrest of her chair. “I can’t believe that ruddy spider snatched the brew. Never saw that coming.”

      Rix turned her head toward Laurel, “I saw something at the edge of the cave, I thought a shadow or something, but had no idea what it was. Should have said something,” she bowed her head, blushing a little.

      Thad reached out and stroked her hair, “How would you know, you’re so new to all of this. We, with a lifetime of experience, missed it.” Rix smiled up at Thad, grateful.

      Angelica sighed and rested her chin on her knuckles, “Thing is, where is that blasted over-grown arachnid now?” She looked up at Magus, “Bodesnoir? You think she’s a minion of Melanthios’?

      His eyes flicked at Angelica and he nodded, “I believe there was some such story of a rather bloated spider coming back from Egypt with Melanthios, quite a long time ago. That must have been the one. Quite forgot about it, actually. Haven’t a clue about what magical talents it may have, but I’ll find out, then we’ll know how to retrieve the vial of brew.”

      “Won’t be easy, no matter what,” said Lady Druanna. “Not if she’s team Melanthios.” She scowled, turned her head slightly from side to side and then waved her hands in front of her. Persy caught all the action out of the corner of her eye, “What? What are you seeing?” She squinted into the sun, where the Lady was looking. There were definitely waves of energy, not just from the sun’s heat, but larger waves in front of Angelica’s deep magenta roses. Persy pushed her head forward, trying to see more clearly. Thad and Rix followed her line of sight. “Is that…,” asked Rix, in a whisper. Translucent and half-defined, was a blonde girl, about eleven or twelve years old. She was just staring at them, eyes wide and so sad.

      Laurel jumped up and walked to the edge of the deck. “Raine,” she said. Within seconds the image of the girl was gone. Thad’s head whipped around to Laurel, “Who…?”

      Darson sat back and snickered, “Owl time again.”

      Persy leaned forward in her chair, looking directly at Laurel, “Gran, Raine? Who’s that? Why was she here and only just a shadow of herself? Is she a spirit?”

      Laurel turned around, staring at Magus, “It’s time.” “Right, you are,” He answered.

      “Time for what?” Persy demanded, her head swivelling back and forth between them.

      Magus sat up straight in his chair and perched his elbows on his knees. “There is one step in this whole epic we’ve yet to tell you.”

      Persy’s eyes widened, “And that would be..?” Laurel sat down and let Magus continue.

      “As much as you think of Melanthios as the ‘Big Kahuna’ of evil, we on the White Magic side of things also have a most esteemed and powerful leader. The major difference is that she is very young. Only twelve years old, in fact.”

      “Was that who we just saw?” asked Persy.

      Magus nodded, “Yes, she’s just recently been made aware of her destiny and is very curious about you all. You see, Persephane, you and Thaddeus were chosen as the champions of White Magic, but there was also established, some eons ago, that there would be an equal in White to Melanthios in Black Magic. That child is her. Her name is Raine. Right now she is in hiding with her father, in another dimension, actually. Melanthios has been hunting her for years, as Willow told her about Raine’s existence and that she was to become her major opposing force. She found Raine and her parents living in southwest Ireland as the mother was one of the Seelie, the good Fey and so they lived where Shaylee had grown up. Not a good plan really, as it didn’t take Melanthios long to find them once she uncovered that bit of information.

      But, find them she did. She killed Shaylee and the father and Raine vanished to another multiverse. That was when she was eleven. It was just after that you came of age and Melanthios came after your Cimaruta.”

      Persy, Thad, Darson and Rix stared at each other, their jaws dropped. Persy got up and started pacing back and forth on the deck. “So, just when were you going to tell us about this? Knowing that we’re fighting for someone, not just the whole White Magic thing makes it all more intense. I mean, she’s just a young kid. Yet, she’s supposed to eventually sit on some Magical throne and become the world’s White Magic leader? Maybe it’s just me, but it really personalizes things. Not that the challenge is any different, just it’s more like fighting for a kid sister or something.”

      Magus interrupted her. “Exactly. We felt it would de-focus you all, knowing there was a young child involved. Clever minx has obviously got away from her father and found you, although doesn’t quite yet have the power to Tunnel fully.” He couldn’t avoid letting an admiring look escape.

      “I feel more determined,” said Rix, looking up to Thad. “You?”

      Thad glanced at Rix, then Darson, “For sure. We have someone to fight for. I feel it’s a good thing, not distracting at all.” Darson just nodded.

      Angelica got up, stood by Persy and put her arm around Persy’s shoulder. “I’m glad you guys feel like this. After all, the rabbit’s out of the hat now, so not much we can do to change that. We’ve always felt that Melanthios will try to obtain as many of the objects as possible before Raine fully matured and once she killed Shaylee, that seemed to be the trigger to get her on her quest. I guess the next thing will be to arrange a get together for you all with Raine and her Dad. Your Grandmother’s the best to do that,” she finished, glancing at Laurel.

      Persy turned to Laurel. “So who is Raine’s Dad, anyway?”

      Laurel pursed her lips, looked at Angelica, then Magus. She cleared her throat, “Evander. Raine’s Dad is Evander…Melanthios’ one and true lost love.”
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      “A rose by any other name.” Not necessarily so. Some thirty feet away, one of the magenta roses had taken on a distinctly blue hue.  A deep shadow, slightly larger than the rose itself, loomed behind it.  And then - it was gone.
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