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Prologue
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	In legends past sat ten lords, all kings, upon ten thrones wearing ten golden crowns upon their heads, with ten robes trimmed in ermine, mink, and precious furs, which lay upon their shoulders. Each finger on their hands was clad with luxurious rings beyond compare, and in one hand, untainted by common labor, they held a scepter befitting their royal command. No commoner dared think to wear the clothes that graced their flesh, as the cost of their raiment was beyond their meager fortunes.

	In a perfect circle across from each other, their thrones were placed so that they might confer upon a most urgent matter. A solemn yearly ritual they were about to undertake, wherein one lord would be given the right to reign above the rest and preserve and guard the peace among them all. They sat in order, according to age, from oldest first, then clockwise to the youngest last.

	In the center of the ring of thrones stood a pedestal upon which sat a sundial. When the gnomon’s shadow fell upon the dial at precisely high noon, an elderly lord rose, and with the help of a cane he shakily held in one hand, and an aide of twelve years steadying him on the other, he slowly shuffled to the center. Once there, he called another forth to join him. He was bent with age and frail at best, with wrinkled flesh and whitened hair.

	“Lord Penance,” said he with a shaken voice, “step forth and assume the duty of guardian over and above all the rest.”

	There was a moment of silence before a portly lord of middle age rose and knelt before the elder there.

	Said the first, “Do thou, Lord Penance, faithfully swear to uphold the duties of Guardian of the Flame that maintains our peace?”

	He bowed his head and affirmed, “I faithfully swear.”

	The youthful aide first took the crown from off the elderly lord’s head, which was pure white with a single, common white stone inset in it, and placed it on Penance’s head. From thence, around his lord’s neck, he took a pendant of the same metal and stone and placed it around the stout lord’s neck. Lastly, he removed a sword with its sheath and belt and fastened it around Lord Penance’s waist, and when that was done, all the lords rose and bowed the knee.

	After they had all seated themselves back on their thrones, the youngest of them, who was barely two years past twenty, spoke up. “I intend no disrespect, but do you not all tire of this ritual?” The young lord, who was dressed in regal purple trimmed in ermine, scowled fiercely as his eyes fell upon the other lords one by one.

	One of the others laughed as he derided the young lord with, “You have not been a lord long enough to tire of it, nor has it once been passed to you yet.” He was joined by all the rest with muted sniggers as they glared back at the fledgling lord.

	“Nay, but my father had tired of it before he passed, and I tired of it with him. After all, who in his right mind would challenge us?” bantered the newest of their peers with a proud and confident grin.

	The hall grew silent as they stared at one another and dared not say a word. They were tense, so much so that they all feared one might offend the other.

	“Aye,” said another with a half-hearted smile, “It would be like cutting off my right arm, it would.”

	A third interjected with intended wit, “Nay, in my case, it would be my left.”

	“Or...throwing away one’s wealth,” said a fourth as he merrily laughed.

	Yet another added most seriously, “Who could surmount an effective assault on our walls so formidable, unending, and impenetrable?” and all the lords in agreement clapped.

	The young lord grew emboldened and asked, “Do we really need to keep the flame?” to which they all stood and applauded once more.

	Lord Penance slowly rose and apprehensively asked, “Well...if everyone agrees, should we put out the flame?” But, secretly, in silence, he dreaded what might come next. His dread was magnified even more as, out of the corner of one eye, he spied the youthful lord smirking gleefully while tapping the fingertips of both hands against one another.



	
Chapter 1

	Storm Clouds
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	As time marched on, generations came and went, and elves gathered in tight-knit cloisters, but Thalanar left his cloister in order to be closer to nature. Along with his wife, Thalanar had twin daughters, Castelia and Esmerelda, who were nine years old. Though both adored their father, Castelia favored him most, while Esmerelda adored her mother and tried to do everything she did. In fact, she was becoming quite a homemaker.

	Castelia would side with her father and defend him, which made it more difficult to talk him out of his intentions. So, Esmerelda and her mother begrudgingly gave in to her father’s wishes.

	Though they gravitated toward different parents, they still acted like normal twins, spent time together, dressed alike, and at times fought. When they did fight, it was usually over matters their parents disagreed on, such as the house brownie.

	Their mother didn’t believe in them and said that even if there was such a thing as a house brownie, there was no way it would pick a house out in the middle of nowhere. Thalanar swore up and down they had one and even had a name for it, Snodgrass. He always put a bowl of cream out at night, and if it didn’t get eaten and went sour, which was most of the time, he wanted to know which of them had offended it. Castelia would swear that she had even seen Snodgrass, while Esmerelda would contend that Castelia was having “hab•loosen•a•sions”, a new word she had picked up from her father while she worked to expand her vocabulary. That was something she excelled at over her sister. Her pronunciation was a little loose, but it came close, sort of.

	Another point of disagreement was the towel, of which there was only one. As far as Thalanar was concerned, the towel could have become as black as midnight, but Rosewood, his wife, would wash it every day and sometimes twice. He swore she was going to wear out the towel trying to keep it clean. Esmerelda would scrunch up her nose and question why anyone would want to dry their hands in the dirt, while Castelia would reprimand her for being overly particular.

	Yet again, Rosewood would become angry at Thalanar for leaving his tools around the house. It was because he would simply leave them anywhere that was convenient. He would briefly apologize and move them, but then forget again not an hour later. Esmerelda would help her mother out by pointing out Thalanar’s forgetfulness to him, but Castelia would brush it off by saying that it was no big deal.

	Many other minor grievances erupted sporadically, which seemed to arise during the heat of the day when everyone was grumpy and out of sorts. They often claimed it was a miracle that they could tolerate one another.

	When such arguments arose, each defended the other parent; however, they wouldn’t stay mad long, and their spats were mostly mild. Castelia was the oldest by a few minutes and was inclined to be a bit bossy, which tested Esmerelda’s patience. Though Esmerelda tended to be subservient, she also had an independent streak that occasionally brought out her fiery and assertive side.

	Esmerelda, like her mother, would have preferred to be back in the safety of the cloister, but they resigned themselves to supporting her father after they had failed to dissuade him from his ambition. He wanted to provide a sanctuary for all the unique creatures he could find, which he claimed was his appointed mission in life. He called it “Absolution of the Rare” which really was a dubious usage of those words, but that was what he called it anyway. His home was a farm situated alone at the foot of a waterfall fed by a stream larger than a brook but smaller than a river. This rivulet flowed into a major river that separated the kingdom of Coventry from its neighbor to the east. He picked this spot, in part, because it had some natural caves in the side of the cliff, which made wonderful animal shelters. It was also less than half a day’s journey from their cloister, which allowed them to occasionally break the monotony of lonely farm life and visit family and friends.

	The animals, along with the usual pigs, chickens, and cows, included a bizarre mixture of the unusual. Her father’s defense was that he was making sure that they did not go extinct. Among them were the Al-Mi'raj, a rabbit with a unicorn horn, and the Wolpertinger, a hare with wings, antlers, a tail, and fangs. He also had a pure black monkey he claimed could read minds, which he called a Satori. Among the pigs were those with wings, although no one had seen any of them fly. Esmerelda thought their wings were too small and that they were too lazy and fat. There were also some huge black rats, which Thalanar didn’t seem to mind having around, although he had not tried to domesticate them. They showed up uninvited and hung around like rats do, but they more than made his family uneasy, which was one thing the women agreed on. Someone once asked, sarcastically, if he was preparing to build an ark. But none could deny that he had a way with animals.

	One unwanted creature that Thalanar’s farm had attracted was a very large hawk that visited often. It was larger than a raven but smaller than a goose, with a red tail, a pale underbelly, and a rich brown on top. Its wings were broad and rounded.

	It soon became clear that it had found his animals easy prey, especially the chickens. The bird was very wary, ever on the move, giving him the worst possible target and watching every unguarded moment. They had tried making traps to catch it, but the raptor was so intelligent that it found a way around the snare and often escaped with the bait.

	Esmerelda finally found the solution, which started her on her path toward the arcane. She had learned a spell from her grandmother in the cloister, which she regularly practiced at home. It was not commonly known and was not easy to learn, which is why she wanted to learn it. On one occasion, she camouflaged herself with brush in the shade of a boulder some distance from one of the traps and waited, hoping that the bird would take the bait. Anyway, it was a long, hot wait that caused her to feel drowsy. She almost missed the opportunity but awoke to find the avian thief about to escape with the bait once more.

	As it was about to take wing, she stretched out her hand with her fingers tightly held together, uttered the magic cant, “flamma ad accipiter,” and fired one of her best fireballs at the bird, which forced it to drop the bait and fly away with a smoking tail. With that success, she took pride in mastering one of the most prestigious arcane spells. The cutpurse never returned to harass them again.

	The most unbearable feature of their location was the heat. The hot and muggy weather drained their energy on most days. Back in the cloister, the higher elevation and forest provided some relief. But here, the blazing sun was unforgiving. Even the rare breeze was hot. Their mother almost decided to return to the cloister with the children several times. They sometimes had to take shelter in the caves with the animals to cool off. Though he would never admit it, Thalanar seemed ready to give up and leave. Though the children loved the animals, they would lose patience, complain, and ask to return to the cloister.
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	Then came that fateful day when the weather was not sweltering. It started like any other day, with their father joining them for their morning meal. Rosewood had just sat down to eat after serving her family bowls of porridge. After dipping a piece of bread in the soft, mushy porridge and taking a bite, Rosewood shivered.

	“Thalanar, a cold draft of air just came through the door,” she complained, but he barely took notice and grunted as he spooned another mouthful of food into his mouth.

	“Oh,” Castelia chimed in, “that would be such a relief.” Hardly had Castelia spoken when it grew dark outside, and they heard raindrops tapping on the roof. This was followed by the frightened reactions of the animals in the yard.

	That got Thalanar’s attention, and he tipped his bowl to his mouth as he wolfed down the last of his meal. He then leaped from his chair, which fell to the floor in his haste to get out the door. “Sorry,” he apologized, “I had better check on the livestock.” As he opened the door, he gulped when he saw rolling black clouds filling the sky with a loud thunderclap right above him. The house even shook as if there had been an earthquake.

	Thalanar tried to round up the animals and herd them into their shelters, but the animals panicked, which made his efforts all the harder. Even though the girls had been frightened by the thunder, Castelia ran out to help her father, pleading, “Don’t leave without me, Papa!”

	“I want to help, too,” Esmerelda quipped and pushed past her mother, who was, by then, standing in the doorway and looking out at the escalating storm.

	They had never seen a storm of this intensity, so it frightened Rosewood, and she tried to call her daughters back inside. “Castelia, Esmerelda, get back in—” A clap of thunder overhead was so loud that she was cut off and drowned out. Rain pelted down in sheets. Lightning crashed down, knocking them to the ground, followed by a deafening roar, and the lazy stream was turning into a torrent as it began to overflow its banks.

	After picking herself up, Castelia rushed into the arms of her father, who was just picking himself up off the ground, and she clung tightly to him. Esmerelda was only slightly calmer, and she ran to her mother’s side, but her mother was unresponsive with an empty stare that horrified her. “Mama, mama, get up. Don’t lay there. Get up!” she pled with tears rolling down her cheeks and mingling with the rain on her face.

	When her mother’s limp body did not answer her pleas, she looked back at her father hoping for assistance. He was picking himself up with a dazed look on his face. That’s when another roar from the top of the cliffs caught everyone’s attention. Looking up, they saw the waterfall swell and burst upon them in a flash flood.

	Esmerelda panicked as she almost instantly found herself knee-deep in water, and her mother began floating away in the current. She first thought of getting her mother to safety by pulling her into the house. But she changed her mind when she saw the water pouring through the open doorway. She looked back at her father once more, who was trying to get her sister to let go of the fence post she was clinging to. His efforts were made more difficult by the water that was swirling around them. She was mortified and confused, with no idea of what she should do next.

	Something even more dreadful happened, if that could be so.

	She noticed that she was feeling a sensation of being in a dreamlike, half-awake state.

	That was when she was almost knocked off her feet again by their boat as it smashed into her. She barely caught it as it started to float away. Putting aside her concerns, she forced the dreamlike feeling to the back of her mind. It was a struggle to get her mother into the boat, which she almost swamped in the effort. She finally managed to get her mother’s limp form into the boat after she first climbed in herself.

	She took a deep breath and started to paddle to her father. He was trying to make it to the boat as well, but he was losing the struggle with Castelia. The distance was widening between her and them as the boat floated with the current.

	Esmerelda paddled with all her might, but the current was too strong. She was quickly exhausted by her efforts and forced to helplessly watch them become overwhelmed by the rising water. They vainly clung to a fence post while they reached out to her. She gasped, cried out, and tried to force a few more strokes, but the raging torrent swirled around and over them. Her heart sunk, as her tired arms were overwhelmed with the futility of it.

	She panicked as the water began spinning and sucking her down into a whirlpool. As she felt herself falling, she swung her arms wildly, attempting to grasp anything solid while that dreamlike sensation increased until she felt her back hit something solid, and she heard a chittering noise in her ears.
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	Esmerelda opened her eyes and found herself looking up into the face of a weasel looking down at her from a bed. His coat was light brown except for white on his underbelly, chest, and lower jaw. Like all weasels, he had a long body and neck with a short snout and small, round ears. He chattered as he looked down at her as if to say; “Why are you down there?”

	When she had fully come to her senses, she realized she had just relived her past during the night. The morning light now streamed through her window. She discovered that she was tangled up in and gripping her blanket tightly. Her present reality revealed an adult with silver hair wearing a faded yellow nightgown that was very plain and worn. She was inside a one-room, thatched-roof cottage with a fireplace and rustic furniture, including cupboards, a table, and a bed. Adjacent to the only door was a single window.

	There was also an armoire, which was anything but provincial. It looked as if it had come from a palace and was ornately carved from the most precious wood. It was also adorned with symbols that resembled archaic runes.

	Esmerelda rubbed the back of her head as she picked herself up after untangling from the blanket. She sat down beside the weasel, who curled up in her lap, where she softly caressed him. She consoled, “I’ll be all right, Slinky. It was just an awfully bad nightmare.” She shivered and emphasized, “Extremely bad.”

	As she stroked his fur, she relaxed. Regardless of her rude awakening, she had not fully recovered from her sleepy state. She was not fully in control, so as she relaxed, she slipped from reality again and stared off into space. This time, she half-intentionally lost herself in a daydream as she stepped into the past.
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	From deep within her conscious memory, she saw herself drifting along in the boat and sobbing uncontrollably as she hugged the lifeless body of her mother. The storm had abated, and the sun was even shining through the parting clouds, though she could not remember feeling any warmth. It was then that she remembered feeling the coldness of her mother’s flesh and realized that her mother was no longer with her in the land of the living. The terror of that discovery was palpable, and though she felt like crying, her tear ducts were empty. Yet, she was also too afraid to let go of her mother and hugged her even tighter. The vision of her father and sister being swallowed up in the flood waters also continued to haunt her. How long she lay in that state as the boat moved with the current, she did not know, but it seemed like an eternity.

	As time passed, it seemed like all emotion was gone. It was as if her wellspring of emotions had dried up. She began to seriously think about ending her misery when another voice jerked her out of her fixation on self. At first, she was frozen and dared not move while she listened intently, but she could not understand what was being said. At the same time, the boat took an abrupt change of course, which caused her heart to skip a beat as she sat up to see what was going on.

	What she saw startled her even more. A rope was tied to one end of the boat, but it was no flaxen rope fastened there. She could see through it as if it were glass. Ghost rope flashed through her mind. As it pulled the boat toward shore, she backed up to the other end of the boat. Then, she noticed a little old woman pulling on the rope. Esmerelda was frozen in place and dared not move. She huddled down and began to whimper as the boat was gently pulled ashore. When the boat slid up on solid ground, the rope vanished, which did not make her feel any more secure.

	“What’s the matter, sweety?” the old woman asked. As she looked in, she gasped. “Oh – you poor child. You poor, poor child.”

	Esmerelda hunkered down further as the older woman beckoned her to come. Still, the woman’s calm demeanor and voice were so reassuring that Esmerelda slowly climbed out and timidly approached her would-be benefactor.

	“There, there, I mean you no harm. My name is Meebe. What’s yours?”

	“Esmerelda,” she timidly replied. Inside, she trembled and secretly wanted to run, but the woman’s calm demeanor was so soothing that it bound her to the odd little spinster.

	Elves are short, especially by human standards, but even a dwarf was taller than Meebe. Esmerelda could look a grown dwarf in the eye, but she had to look down to meet Meebe’s gaze; however, that gaze was very warm and affectionate.
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	Esmerelda snapped out of her reminiscent composure as her stomach rumbled. She had a fondness for the old gnome and many treasured memories of her. A tear trickled down her cheek before she looked over at the fireplace. What she saw was the cold ashes of the previous night’s fire.

	She snapped her fingers, and a wand appeared in her hand. It was a very plain object that appeared to have been fashioned out of a simple stick. It was not even straight but crooked, as if it had been cut from a branch, but it did have a copper tip and a plainly carved ivory handle. When she waved it, wooden logs danced from a corner of the room into the firebox. She gestured with the other hand, and a small fireball was hurled at the pile of kindling, which ignited into a hearty blaze.

	“Guess we had better get something to eat before we starve to death,” she said. She waved her wand again, and a pot appeared over the fire, and dishes instantly appeared on the table. They were not made of fine china but plain and common tableware. Her eating utensils were a wooden spoon and a knife carved from bone.
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	Esmerelda was dressed in dingy green attire as she slurped the last of her porridge from her bowl and daintily wiped her mouth with a coarse napkin. “Time to clean up,” she said as she waved her wand. A large, plain copper bowl, dented in several places, appeared on the table, and steaming water jumped from the kettle over the fireplace into it. The dishes leaped into the water and swished themselves around in the bowl before they hopped into the air, where a coarse towel appeared and dried them off. The kettle over the fire, along with the copper bowl on the table, disappeared, and the dishes stacked themselves on the cupboard shelf.

	Looking at Slinky, she sighed wistfully as the solitude of the moor overwhelmed her for the thousandth and one time. Only fear of running into the king’s men had kept her from leaving. For some reason, he did not like magic in his kingdom, and she did not know why. “You know what I wish, Slinky?” she asked. “I wish I didn’t have to hide anymore. Barely staying alive is not living. I have to get out of here.” Her head nodded in deliberation as she thought, Whatever I have to do, I’ve got to get out of this moor and find some friends and maybe even a handsome suitor. Even as she thought it, a part of her felt a twinge of guilt because this was all she had known since she was a child. The two people closest to her lay in the cold earth behind the bare hut she dwelled in. She so longed to be free but, at the same time, feared the unknown beyond.

	Slinky headed to the door and looked back at her as if to say, “Let’s go then.”

	Esmerelda chuckled, “It’s not quite that easy. But then, you know, I think I would like some mushroom soup for dinner.” With that, she got up and went to her armoire. Besides being the only refined piece of furniture in the cottage, the armoire was a little unusual because it had three locks on it. The locks were lined up vertically, with a key in the top lock. Before opening it, she did something strange. She took the key out of the top lock and turned it in the bottom one first. Then she repeated it with the top and then the middle.

	She paused, turned to Slinky, and wistfully commented, “Every time I do this, I remember when Meebe first showed me how.” As she began to open the doors, she faded into a euphoric memory. In the memory that had invaded her waking hours, she was in her early teens as she ran to the armoire.
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	 “I can do this. I really can,” she blurted out in a pleading tone. Meebe yelled sharply, “No, no, no! Mind me!”

	“Oh, please! Please!” she begged and clasped her hands tightly.

	Meebe thought momentarily before relenting. “All right, but you must follow my instructions explicitly.”

	“Why?” she asked as she could not understand Meebe’s being so stubborn and picayunish about a simple thing like turning a key in a lock. After all, she was a big girl now. Not some child.

	“Please believe me, child,” Meebe sternly admonished her. “You never, never, ever want to find out. If you do not do as I say, you may never live to regret it.” Meebe looked Esmerelda sternly in the eye. “Those are magical locks. There are five different ways to unlock it, but only one right way.”

	“Oh!” Esmerelda replied with a hazy acceptance when Meebe paused. She knew that meant Meebe wanted an answer, so she acted as if she understood when it was still as foggy as a chilly night on the moor. In her adolescent mind, it didn’t make any sense.

	Meebe raised an eyebrow as she understood the situation, so she continued her explanation. “I cannot tell you what might happen if you don’t because I have never tried to do it any other way. Do you understand now?”

	Esmerelda looked at her quizzically. “All right.” Though she acquiesced to Meebe’s demands, she wondered to herself, Why is she being so picky? What’s so special about a simple lock? It really bugged Esmerelda because she had never seen Meebe act that way before. It was unusual. It was strange. And she never forgot it. Meebe was, at all other times, a kind and gracious person, except with the armoire. She was full of praise whenever Esmerelda would learn new magic and constantly encouraged her pupil until she had learned a new spell. She had seen Meebe open the lock many times over the years she lived with her, and she didn’t understand the sudden change in attitude.
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	Slinky uttered a sharp bark and pawed at her leg. This interrupted her trip down memory lane. Esmerelda looked down at Slinky and scolded, “You impatient little scoundrel.”

	She sighed dreamily as she remarked, “All these years, I have kept wondering what might have happened if I had. It took quite a while before she would let me do it without her supervision, so I have not done otherwise.” She thought to herself, If I could figure out how to find out without suffering any bad consequences. She took out a dingy brown bag from the armoire and shut the doors. The armoire emitted three clicking sounds, and the key reappeared in the top lock. She nodded to Slinky and opened the cottage door a crack. “Scout it out,” she instructed while looking back over her shoulder at the armoire.

	Slinky slipped through the door and sneaked through the grass and underbrush as he peered from under bushes and behind rocks. He took several minutes as he examined the area in every direction before looking back and barking a weaselly yip.
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	Esmerelda held a plain wooden staff that was as tall as she was. She followed Slinky as he sniffed out mushrooms. In turn, Slinky stood watch while she harvested the mushrooms and put them in the brown bag slung over her shoulder. Eventually, they came to a meadow where a bunch of mushrooms formed a nearly perfect circle, but she stopped upon sight of them. She shook her head no and backed away, to Slinky’s surprise. “Not those,” she said reluctantly. “That’s a fairy circle. We can’t pick them.” She beckoned Slinky to come to her, which he hesitantly did. “It’s been a long time since I have seen one,” she said, her gaze softening as she sank into a thoughtful trance. Oddly, the mushrooms had brought another memory of her past to the forefront. Slinky grew concerned as her eyes glossed over.

	[image: divider]

	This time, she was in her late teens. She and Meebe gathered mushrooms in a secluded grove where they came upon a mushroom circle. Esmerelda gleefully skipped toward them, and Meebe had to do a bit of quick sprinting to catch her before she could pluck one. Amid huffing and puffing, she exclaimed, “Not them, dearie, not them. That’s a fairy ring. Leave them be.”

	“What is a fairy ring, and why should we leave them alone?” Esmerelda asked quizzically. There was a slight bit of irritation in her reply as she wondered, What’s the difference between these mushrooms and any other mushroom? She glanced back at Meebe with a dubious scowl on her face.

	“That, my dear, is what is left after the fairies do their dancing at night. Those were evil, wicked fairies that did this. It’s a trap, it is. They like to dance and lure unwary mortals into it, and when they do, the poor sots whirl and twirl to the faerie’s wicked delight until they are senseless. When that happens, they are caught there forever and cannot get out.”

	Esmerelda stared at the circle incredulously and then remarked, “I don’t see anyone in there now.”

	“Nay, you cannot see them because you are a mortal. Unless you have a familiar, you will not be seeing what may be there.” Having seen that Esmerelda was still not convinced, she added, “Don’t make me worry about you, lass. If ye got yourself caught in there, I could never get you out.”

	She scrunched up her nose and furrowed her brow. I can see, and there is nothing there, raced through her mind as she scrutinized the scene. She looked back up at Meebe with doubt etched on her face. Finally, she looked back at the mushrooms and asked, “What’s a familiar?”

	“Ah!” Meebe exclaimed, “That’s a special animal friend. When you get one, you can see what they see and sense what they sense. They have special abilities to share with you.” Esmerelda’s eyes widened with a twinkle that sparkled in them. She loved animals. It was because of her early upbringing on the farm. She had always inundated their conversations with reminiscent memories of all the animals and their names. It was her favorite subject and practically the only subject she talked about. If asked about her family, she would clam up. Meebe could see – Yeah! Written all over her.

	“Did you ever have one?” Esmerelda inquired.

	“Oh yes, but when she died, I couldn’t bear replacing her, and it takes some special magic to find one, so I think it’s about time you learned how yourself.”

	[image: divider]

	Esmerelda found herself kneeling in front of Slinky, who nuzzled her chin. She realized that she had drifted off again into memory lane. Gawking at the circle, she thought for a minute. Slowly, a broad grin spread across her face. “Now that I have you, let’s see if there is anyone caught inside that circle, shall we?” They looked into each other’s eyes and cuddled nose to nose as the world around them quietly faded. Her hair and Slinky's fur bristled with static. “What do you see, Slinky?” she kept her eyes closed while Slinky looked in the direction of the circle.

	She tried to concentrate on what Slinky was seeing and feeling because she could not get distracted in the least, or the link between her and her familiar would be broken. They would then have to start all over again. His feelings were swallowed up in a state of wonderment, or what a human, or in her case, an elf, might describe as such. What she saw through his eyes was a small fellow about the size of Meebe, which brought her a jolt of excitement. Her excitement broke her concentration, and she opened her eyes.

	When she opened her eyes, for reasons unknown, she continued to see the curious little man with her own eyes. She wondered, “Did I break the fairy spell?” He would try to ram the barrier only to be knocked down again. So, she realized that only the invisibility had been overcome as she gazed upon a strange little fellow. He wore green britches that went below the knees. His stockings were striped in colors of yellow, brown, and gold that covered his calves up to the knee. He wore a cap that matched his stockings. His shirt was gold with long sleeves and trimmed in green.

	It was obvious that he could see her because he was looking right at her and pounding on an invisible barrier. She could tell he was frantically calling to her to assist him. The sound was muffled, but she could hear his distraught pleas as he knelt with clasped hands.

	“How did you get in there?” Esmerelda asked. Though she remembered Meebe’s explanation of the mushroom circles, she longed to know if it was true. After all, what she was seeing seemed to confirm the story, but she had to hear it for herself.

	“The fairies were so pretty and had such fun,” began the little man. “So, I joined them, and the next thing I knew, it was morning, and I was lying here surrounded by mushrooms. Can you please help me? Every time I try to leave, I keep bumping into something invisible.”

	“That is going to be a bit tricky,” confided Esmerelda. “If you do anything to the mushrooms, it may mean bad luck at best, and even worse, you could die. That’s what I’ve been told, anyway.” She thought, Of course, he’s liable to die anyway unless he does get out.

	Distraught, the little guy flopped on his back and sighed as if he were dying. Actually, he was dying, as Esmerelda realized, or would die unless something changed his fortune.

	“What were you doing way out here, might I ask?” That was the next question that was bothering Esmerelda. She did want to help the little guy, but she also was not sure that what she was seeing, or thought she was seeing, was really what she was seeing. She worried that it might be a trick, too. It was bad enough being stuck out in the Black Moor without being trapped in some sort of fey magic.

	“It would be best if you did not know,” he said, still lying prone. “If I am to be a prisoner here, then I will do it in secrecy. It’s bad enough I have to explain to my wife. If I ever get the chance.”

	Esmerelda thought as she looked at her staff. Well, maybe there might be a way. She got the gnome’s attention and then tapped the ground with her staff, and a black disk formed underneath her and lifted her up. The gnome stared in amazement as Slinky jumped on, and she stepped down. Slinky looked puzzled but jumped down beside her, watching as she sent the disk above the mushrooms and into the circle. Nothing exploded or seemed to go awry, so she took a deep breath, crossed her fingers, and thought to herself, So far, so good. Then, she motioned for the gnome to get on.

	He looked at the disc with amazement and was obviously unsure about its safety because he could see it was wispy and appeared flimsy. But he tested it thoroughly before cautiously stepping onto it. As the disk retreated out of the mushroom circle, he knelt with his eyes closed and his hands clasped. As he passed through the barrier, she nervously chewed on her fingernails. While he was passing through, he was enveloped in an electrical-like aura that caused his hair to stand on end. She felt so electrified that she thought her hair was about to stand on end as well. His eyes popped wide open, and he collapsed prone on the disk. She was mortified as it felt like her heart nearly jumped out of her chest. Once outside the circle, the disk disappeared and dropped him on the ground.

	Esmerelda grabbed him and shook him, but he lay on the ground limp. No response. “I’ve killed him,” Esmerelda bawled and buried her head in her hands. Slinky carefully sniffed at the little man as he personally inspected every inch of him. After his curiosity was satisfied, he nuzzled Esmerelda, trying to comfort her.

	As she was sobbing, the gnome sat bolt upright, eyes wide open, and then collapsed again. She was so shocked that she did not know how to respond. Slinky leaped into the air with a shrill bark and started a second examination. With one hand on her chest, she leaned over him, hoping to see some sign of life. He lay flat on his back with his head to one side. She began to weep again.

	Unnoticed by Esmerelda, the grass began to move in rhythm around his nose, which caught Slinky’s attention. Then, he noticed the gnome’s chest as it rose and fell in rhythm. His color changed from deathly gray to pink. His eyes popped open. He looked up at Esmerelda and suddenly grabbed her in a tight hug. “Am I alive?” he jubilantly asked. Slinky leaped into the air and dashed away.

	She was shocked at first, but amid her tears, she sighed with relief. “I think so.” The relief was so ecstatic that she felt as if her heart was going to burst. In fact, she was so emboldened that she caught herself thinking, even boasting to herself, I have cheated death. I wonder if those evil imps saw what I have done? She put her hand to her mouth and chuckled aloud as the gnome wallowed happily in the grass. Slinky cautiously rejoined them but kept a wary eye on the unpredictable gnome.

	As the gnome started to leave, he knelt before her with clasped hands in profound gratitude. “I owe you my life, but I have nothing to give you in return.”

	She started to say, “Don’t worry about...” then stopped and inquired, “You are a gnome, aren’t you?”

	“Why, yes,” he replied with a puzzled expression. His raised eyebrow seemed to say, Isn’t that obvious? He did not get an immediate resolution to his implied question because she was engrossed in another memory invoked by…who knows what. Nevertheless, something had been pried from the back of her mind.
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	Meebe’s hut lay hidden in a grove of trees situated in the Black Moor. The moor was composed of a watery grassland dotted with such groves. The water from the moor drained into a swamp. Her hut was strategically placed to avoid detection from prying eyes. Specifically, those of the king. To say the least, he was not happy with practitioners of magic like Meebe who had fled into the moor. Her neighbors reported her to the Conjurer Constabulary. They were the arms of the King’s troops that were assigned to seek out practitioners of magic.

	Behind the hut was a small garden that encompassed a small graveyard just big enough to hold two or three graves where Esmerelda’s mother was buried. A large, plain, smooth stone, a boulder, with the inscription “ROSEWOOD,” lay at the head of one grave. Esmerelda knelt, weeping at the feet of a second grave with another stone, like the first, inscribed with “MEEBE.” Each of the markers was surrounded by wildflowers in every color of the rainbow. The whole garden, with its graves, had been meticulously weeded. Meebe’s voice resounded in her head: You need more than I can give. Seek out Finkle, the Wizard of Wizards.

	[image: divider]

	Esmerelda snapped back to the present and addressed the gnome kneeling before her. “Have you heard of a gnome by the name of Finkle, the Wizard of Wizards?”

	“Well,” he drawled, “I wouldn’t put it that way, but yes.” His face was contorted in an expression of profound disbelief and skepticism; however, Esmerelda paid no attention.

	“How utterly amazing that I should find you. Perhaps the winds of fate have sent you my way, or maybe a guardian is watching over me? Hmm...anyway, I need to get a message to him, so...you can return the favor,” Esmerelda assured him. “I need you to take him a message. By the way, how would you put it?”

	“He calls himself the Wizard of Wizards,” replied the gnome, still looking at her with a skeptical frown. “The rest of us do not quite know what to think because he keeps to himself up in that deep, dark cave of his, tinkering with magic. We do not actually know what he is doing. A real odd one he is.”

	Esmerelda looked at him with huge suspicion. “I have been instructed, on good advice, to seek his expertise on magic. So, I implore you to please take this to him.”

	The gnome marveled as she snapped her fingers and her wand appeared in her hands. She waved it, and a quill and paper replaced her wand, and she began to write. She ignored the gnome’s comment as he asked, “Are you sure you need his help?”



	




	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	The Wager
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	Streams of sunlight banished the night as the sun crested above a small mountain hamlet many leagues from the Black Moor. It rose on a picturesque village filled with meticulously kept homes that flanked a lone, winding dirt lane. A street sign read: “BOULDER MOUNTAIN BOULEVARD.”

	Two roads led out of town. One went north to Middleburg while the other, a less-traveled one, went in a southwesterly direction to the forest. Trees were few in Boulder Mountain because most had been harvested to build their homes. Consequently, few new homes were built, and the existing real estate was at a premium. Each house also tended to serve multiple families.

	Because few new homes or establishments were built, the last one being a mercantile, they tended to be laid out around the same floor plan, and most were at least two stories, with a few three-story buildings. When more rooms were needed, as families grew, they added on both out and up as they were able to obtain the building materials. There was no end of stone to build with, but lumber was a scarce commodity unless they traveled long distances to procure it.

	At precisely an hour after dawn, dwarf men in mining attire left their homes and traveled up the road toward the sole industry in that humble bourg, a mine. The ore pulled out of the mine contained mostly silver, with small amounts of gold, copper, and traces of other minerals and a few gems. The most common gems were azurite, black tourmaline, and amethyst, but most were few and far between and small. The largest gem mined there was a zirconia about the size of an egg. The miners threw a party the night of the find, but nothing like it has since been found.

	The ore was not processed there and had to be shipped by horse-drawn cart down a treacherous mountain pass to the town of Middleburg. Not only that, but they also did not even own a horse or a wagon. That was supplied by the refinery in Middleburg.

	Though Boulder Mountain produced the lion’s share of silver ore in the kingdom, few in the kingdom knew of its existence. Everyone in the kingdom associated silver with Middleburg. While few cared about the source of the ore except the refinery, those at the refinery never publicly disclosed their source. In most people’s minds, including the aristocracy, Boulder Mountain did not exist. The inhabitants of Boulder Mountain paid little attention to their lack of notoriety because that meant they could proceed with life as they pleased and not have to answer to anyone. Most of the time, anyway. Their remote location also played a great part in their anonymity. While there was a roof over their heads, clothes on their backs, food on the table, and mead in the inn, they were satisfied. But that did not mean they were stuck in the mud. On the contrary, they knew how to throw a party and celebrated often, as they were prone to find reasons to celebrate every cause under the sun.

	Kandar was one of those miners, but he was being delayed by his wife, Parcella who held him by the arm, pulled him to her, and planted a big kiss on his lips.
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