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I'd like to dedicate this book to everyone who believes that there is more to the world than what can be seen or touched.  I hope that you never stop believing in the things you can't see, but hope in your heart to be true.  There's strength in an open mind; never forget that. 
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Inheritance

“In other news, the disappearance of the northern lights still baffles scientists, but they are considering the possibility that global warming is having more effects than we’ve previously known.  And a new study is being done in the medical field since awareness of this general depression started sweeping the globe.”

Of course the Normals are depressed.  They have no idea that Merlin is gone, but they’re feeling it.  They know that the world is missing something...something important.

I shut off the radio, which I almost never listened to because the radio waves messed with the sensation of magick around me.  But ever since Alastair had destroyed Merlin, I knew that he had to have another plan, and I was desperate for any information which might lead to him.  I didn’t think that anyone would know who Alastair was, and there wasn’t going to be any reports of magick going on.  But I wanted the tiniest hint of something strange not to go unnoticed.  And since I was the only one who knew to look, I was taking this very seriously.

I stood at my stove, stirring the hot chocolate I had going.  It was a recipe that I had perfected over the past couple of months, and it seemed to be the only thing to brighten up the moments between the darkness which had enveloped our world since December.

It had been a long couple of months.

I looked out the window over my stove and stared out at my view of Montreal just on the other side of the water.  It was a new view for me, but after everything that had happened, Neil and I had both thought that it might be safer for us to relocate from our former home at Woolverton Place.

Our new home was a little different from my old condo, and completely different from our last (which I had liked much more than my old condo).

I wished I was there now (Woolverton, not my old condo).

Woolverton Place was the vacation rental I’d spent some time in back before Christmas.  It also happened to be the place where I’d met Neil, a centuries old conjuror (how many centuries, I still couldn’t tell you) who explained an entire aspect of the world I had never known about: magick (yes, magick with a ‘k’).  Having been an orphan for my entire life, I had never really believed in magick, incantations, or fairytales...I was more reality based, verging on being a cynic.  But this winter I had been proven completely wrong about all of that, and the reality had smacked me in the face harder than a cast iron frying pan.

Shortly after Neil’s arrival (which I should mention was his just popping into existence beside me and giving me a heart attack), he had agreed to be my mentor.  This was mostly because Woolverton Place had decided to barricade us in until he took on the task of training me so that I wouldn’t wander out into the world and accidentally blow it up or something.  Apparently, the house didn’t have much faith in me (which was a pretty hard hit to my self-confidence because how many people could say that a house had no faith in them?).  But Neil had taken it as a sign and had started teaching me about magick and how to use it.

But none of that training could compare with the quest we’d had to go on.

You see, magick is a force that has existed in the world since the world began.  For the Normals, who are people who don’t know about magick and can’t use it, magick is an imaginary force written about in myths and legends.  But as it turns out, all of those myths and legends are actually true.  Don’t worry, this is still something that I struggle with, so take your time with the idea so that your mind doesn’t explode.  Most importantly, that legend about Merlin, King Arthur, and Camelot?  Totally real.  And that was a tough pill I had to swallow just a few months ago.  I promise you’ll see how that all ties into this story soon.

Something to know about Neil is that he was pretty desperate to find his mentor...wait for it...Merlin.  See, I told you it would tie into the story.  He wasn’t desperate to find him just because he was his mentor, and mentors and apprentices have strong bonds which are very difficult to tear apart.  It was because Merlin was always seen as a kind of savior.  Even if you don’t know all of the stories, I’m sure you’ve at least heard of that legendary conjuror.

In his time, back when the druids were the only people with magick, using it to heal and help the world, magick and the Normals didn’t really mix except in dire situations.  But Merlin changed all of that.  He was the one, with King Arthur’s help, who got the Normals to understand that magick wasn’t something to be afraid of.  It was something natural, which should be embraced and celebrated.  It wasn’t an easy thing to do, but he really helped erase that fear in people, making a pretty big difference in the world.

In my opinion, he was a pretty impressive guy to have as a teacher, but he cut an intimidating figure in history too.

The reason why Neil was so determined to find him was because the world is kind of in danger (at least, that’s what I’ve been told).

Once Merlin disappeared (which we eventually found out wasn’t his idea) the Normals stopped trusting in magick.  I don’t really know the whole story why, but they started shunning it, fearing it, and eventually pretending it didn’t exist...and over time, they stopped believing it was real altogether.  That’s when they started focusing on science, turning to their own ways of explaining the universe and why things are the way they are.  You couldn’t really blame them...everybody has questions they want answered and it's only natural to try to find some way to resolve them.  And the magickal community doesn’t have Google.

The Normals not believing in magick wouldn’t be so bad except for all of the technology that they started to build.  Cell towers, radio waves, satellite dishes...all of these things started pushing magick aside, herding it into tight pockets around the world, fencing it in so that there’s nothing more that it can do than either build up like steam in a kettle, or completely disappear.  And all of that equals some not very good things.  Just take a look at what we’ve done to the world...all of the environmental problems we have.  Things like the ozone depletion, the pollution in our waters, and the ice caps melting.  These were the kinds of things which wouldn’t exist if the Normals hadn’t pushed all of the magick away.

So, we had decided to find Merlin and bring him back.  It was the only real solution to the problem at hand because Merlin had been able to convince the Normals to trust magick before.  If anyone had a shot at making them understand it would be him.

So, we’d set out on our quest.

Searching for Merlin had taken us on adventures I couldn’t have dreamed of.  I’d been in the mythical city of Atlantis (which was completely real, by the way), fought a horde of angry gargoyles, faced off with a couple of my mentor’s ex-girlfriends (which sometimes was scarier than the angry gargoyles, though I’d never admit that to anyone), escaped a bloodthirsty mermaid queen, and seen the northern lights while standing on an iceberg of cursed glass before we had finally freed the legendary conjuror.

But in the end, we had been betrayed by someone Neil had considered a friend, and we’d been forced to watch Merlin die.

It was a lot to take in, and in truth, we weren’t entirely over the shock.  I knew that Neil was dealing with everything one day at a time, deciding to focus on work instead of actually grieving, because he was a man and that seemed to be how they dealt with things.  At the same time, I was just waiting for all of that to blow up in our faces.

I was trying to let him deal with it in his own way, but I wasn’t entirely sure that he wasn’t deep in a well of denial.  During our time at Woolverton, we’d learned about a magickal contraption which had been created there.  It seemed to have the ability to suck out the life force of a conjuror (which was pretty freaking scary).  When it had taken Merlin’s life, we’d watched as a glowing sphere of light had been expelled, which Neil seemed convinced was either the conjuror’s life force or their magick.  It was a theory which seemed to keep him focused as he spent day after day in his study, hunched over his desk.  He still seemed convinced that he could reverse the process, and I didn’t have it in me to argue with him...even if he was listening to me.

When I had sold my condo and moved into a few of the merged units of the iconic Habitat ’67 (which was where we were now) Neil had moved with me.  Like I said before, there was a bond between a mentor conjuror and their apprentice.  It didn’t necessarily mean that we had to live together in the same condo, but there was a kind of comfort in sticking together.  Considering how new I was to magick in general, I felt a little safer knowing that a stronger, more powerful conjuror was nearby.

Plus, we were the only two who knew what was really going on with Merlin being gone.  Sticking together after that just felt right.

But now that Neil was dealing with his grief, and focusing on his research with a kind of mania that I wanted to avoid, I was alone most of the time.  And while I was alone, I was trying to cope with my new reality, which wasn’t all that easy to wrap my head around.

For lack of better words, I am the savior.

I didn’t give myself that title, and being the kind of girl who never thought of herself as remarkable in any way, I would never think of myself as a savior.  I didn’t want to be responsible for saving the world.  I didn’t think that I’d even been on the planet long enough to have the drive to fight for it, or risk my life for it.

So many other conjurors had lived for centuries longer than I had.  They had seen how the world had been, and what it had become.  Adding that to their years of experience, I felt less than inadequate for the job.

Unfortunately, it was written in the stars or something.  Well, not exactly written in the stars, but it was prophesized by Merlin that I was supposed to be the one to save the world...or at least try.  But the worst part was that before Merlin died, he couldn’t even tell me if I would be successful or not.  I thought that was probably worse than having so much responsibility to begin with; not knowing whether or not I was going to succeed.  It also didn’t help that I didn’t exactly know what I was supposed to do.  There wasn’t exactly an instruction manual on how to save the world and avoid dying at the same time.  I’d already checked online.

I hoped that Neil was considering all of that while he was living in his office, but I figured that was probably wishful thinking.

Ever since we’d moved here, I’d been spending most of my time making sure that he didn’t die from starvation.  When we’d been at Woolverton, the house had catered to our every whim.  But neither of us had been comfortable staying there after everything that had happened.  We’d decided that it would be better to keep our location a little more secret.  It turned out that having a mortgage was the cost of having an enemy (not that I had to worry about money, since I still had most of my lottery winnings from a few years ago).

Neither Neil nor I had thought that we were living with a man who would rather see us dead.  Alastair had been Merlin’s original apprentice.  He had worked under the man day in and day out.  But then he had stabbed him in the back (metaphorically), and cursed him to spend centuries under cursed glass with nothing but his prophetic visions and the northern lights shimmering over his head.  In my opinion, it wasn’t much of an existence; but then, it had probably been better than what had happened after Neil and I had freed him.

That was when Alastair had trapped us all and killed his former mentor, right in front of us.  It had been the worst thing I had ever seen, even though it hadn’t been gruesome or violent.  But I had never seen someone die before; and even though I hadn’t known Merlin for very long, I still felt his death somewhere deep inside myself.

But it had gutted Neil.

Neil had known the man for centuries.  He had looked up to him as a mentor, and respected him for all of his work and his abilities, for centuries.  He had never given up on finding Merlin, and had looked for him for hundreds of years.  For so long, he had been convinced that Merlin would be the one who could save the world.  And even though we had found out that Merlin wouldn’t be our savior, it didn’t make his murder any easier to handle.

That was why I didn’t feel like I had any right telling Neil that he needed to snap out of whatever obsession he had surrounded himself with.  He was dealing with everything the only way he could without going into a catatonic state.  All I could do was keep him alive until he found his way out of the fog.

In the meantime, I had been focusing my efforts on making our new living arrangements work.

I’d never really cared about what my house had looked like.  Growing up as an orphan, I had never formed attachments to places, things, or even people.  It all just seemed to drift in and out of my life, so I’d never seen the point in forming bonds.  I’d never really felt like I was home until I found Woolverton; but then my life had completely changed when I was there.

My new condo couldn’t have looked more different than Woolverton.

Habitat ’67 was a mid-century modern housing complex which had been an architectural marvel when it had been built.  From the outside it looked like large concrete blocks stacked on top of each other in a random arrangement, looking out over the water at the scenic docks and cityscape of Old Montreal.  Over time, the compact living units had been merged to form larger condo units.  Ours had two bedrooms, a large kitchen, a large living room, two and a half bathrooms, and two offices (one which Neil had taken over, and one that I had set up for potioneering).

Since I hadn’t had a lot of furniture to begin with, I had been spending the last couple of months transforming the pieces I had and conjuring pieces I found in magazines and online.  Following the age of the condo, I was sticking to the mid-century modern theme.

So the house was filled with molded furniture in glossy whites with fabrics in pops of colour.  Everything looked sleek, curvy, modern and vintage at the same time.  I couldn’t say that it was exactly my style, but I couldn’t say that I ever really had a style.  It was nice, comfortable, and fit the architecture of the house, and I had been living in it well enough.

In truth, I spent the bulk of my time in the kitchen and the potioneering room.  I’d wanted to be sure that we were well stocked up on any potions we may need in the future, plus it was good that I was getting the practice.  With Neil otherwise occupied with the voices in his own head, he hadn’t been the greatest mentor, so I had taken my education into my own hands, making potions and reading the textbooks Neil had given me when we were at Woolverton, along with many others I had taken from the library there before we officially vacated the premises.

The kitchen I was standing in was very modern.  It had that orangey mid-century modern wood on all of the lower cabinets and glossy white cabinets for the wall of pantries.  The cabinets ran the length of one wall, topped with glossy white counters.  Above them it was all window, from counter to ceiling, giving me uninterrupted views of the city.  When I sat at the kitchen island, I would sometimes just stare out the window and think about how much simpler my life used to be.

But I needed to move on with my life.  Looking back wasn’t going to help me move forward.

The only thing that seemed to help was chocolate.

Even though the snow was starting to melt away, and spring was rushing up on us, the comfort I got from my hot chocolate was not something that I was willing to give up.  And I had perfected my recipe to the point where it was perfectly liquified chocolate with a hint of tart from the zing of a little bit of raspberry jam stirred in after it was off the stove.  It wasn’t as rejuvenating as the tea I drank at Woolverton, but it was my own little bit of comfort.  And c’mon, who didn’t like chocolate?  I’d made it enough times that I could smell when it was ready, so I poured it directly from the pot into my mug, which already had a layer of jam coating the bottom.

When I turned around, bright yellow eyes were staring at me expectantly.  Duck, my dusty mink coloured Scottish fold, with dandelion yellow eyes, always knew when I was cooking, so I wasn’t surprised to see him sitting on the kitchen island, his wide busy tail sweeping across the counter.  I rarely gave him people food to eat, but he never stopped hoping that it would be one of those days.

Duck was a special cat, and not just because his name was Duck (which would make perfect sense if you ever heard his honking yowl).  When I had met Neil, he had explained that all conjurors existed because of the spirit of a cat living nine lifespans, gathering magick from the people and places around them.  Then there was some sort of cosmic process which sent all of that magick through a gateway at Stonehenge, which shipped it out around the world to find a baby (not yet born) who would be strong enough to contain and control magick.  Thus, conjurors were born.

According to Neil, Duck was on his last life as a cat, and when he passed away, he would finally have a strong enough life force to become a human conjuror.  I felt a little sad when I thought about it; not just because it meant that Duck would be gone, but also because he wouldn’t have the easiest start to life.  Somehow, because of the distrust the Normals had when it came to magick, so many of them abandoned their conjuror babies.  They didn’t really know why they were doing it; it was just a primal survival instinct.  I had grown up an orphan because of this, and I was sure Duck would, too.

I just hoped that our paths might cross again, in the future.

Carrying my mug of hot chocolate, I considered the bar stool at the island.  It was molded plastic, which fit in with the rest of the house, but didn’t look particularly comfortable.  I thought for a moment and then snapped my fingers and watched as the seat exploded, blowing out like an inflatable pool toy.  With a pop, it had become a fluffy cloud hovering high in the air.  It was unconventional, and if any of the Normals saw it, they might lose their minds, but when I sat in it and floated up in the air, I almost felt like I was back at Woolverton.

Duck jumped down from the counter and settled on my lap, making it clear that if he wasn’t getting chocolate he at least expected to be stroked.  I was more than willing to oblige while I drank my hot chocolate.  I considered bringing some to Neil, but I wasn’t sure that he would touch it.  He’d been living off sandwiches and water, mostly because I didn’t want to give him anything that could go cold if he didn’t touch it for a few hours.

For as long as I’d known Neil, books had never seemed to hold much appeal for him.  Alastair had even commented that studying had never been his strongest suit.  It didn’t stop him from being amazing at using magick, and it definitely didn’t limit his knowledge on any subject.  I was pretty convinced that I had one of the best conjurors on the planet as a mentor, when he was actually teaching me.  But these days, he spent all of his waking hours (which was a lot since I wasn’t sure that he actually slept anymore) surrounded by books and papers, deciphering languages of which I couldn’t even begin to guess the origins.  It was so completely out of character for him, which was how I knew that it was so important.

From the moment Merlin had died, I knew that everything we would do following his death would be important; but I didn’t feel like I was really doing anything, never mind doing anything important.  The most that I had accomplished was strengthening my magick so that something as simple as turning the lights on didn’t leave me completely winded.  Other than that, I wasn’t sure what else I could do, but I knew that I wanted to do something.

I had drunk to the bottom of my mug before something new happened.

It seemed that I would get to do something after all.

I was just setting down my mug when a paper airplane drifted through the window.  It was weird because my windows in the kitchen were just flat glass.  They couldn’t open, and nothing should have been able to float through them.  It was also strange because getting a paper airplane up this far should have been impossible.  It was clear that magick was at work, and that instantly put me on alert because no one knew our address, for obvious safety reasons.

The paper airplane landed on the counter in front of me, rustling along the surface before it stopped.  Now that it was out of the sunlight, I could see that it was a bright sunshine yellow, and almost severely crisp in its folds.  Duck yowled his odd, honking yowl, his eyes fixed on the folded paper plane.  Duck was used to magick, so much so that it never really seemed to shock him anymore.  But even he approached new magick warily.  At the moment, his tense body in my lap was telling me that he wasn’t sure if he should run away from the plane, or pounce on it like he would a bird.  After all, he was still a cat.

I wasn’t exactly keen on him ripping the paper to shreds when it might be something important, so I leaned forward to pick it up, but sat back again when the paper started unfolding itself, smoothing out all of the folds and creases.

The writing on it was a thick, cursive scrawl which reflected the light as I picked it up from the counter.

Miss Aurora Ward,

We would like to take this time to express our sympathies for your loss, but it is our duty to inform you that an inheritance has been bequeathed to you from the great and powerful Merlin.  It would be to your benefit to visit us at your earliest convenience.

Sincerely,

The Kends of The Forest

The kends of The Forest?

Neil had told me about kends.  It had really just been a side note when he was talking about garden gnomes.  But it was enough for me to understand who they were.

A long time ago, when Camelot still existed, and Merlin was alive and revered, the kends were kind of like his secretaries.  It wasn’t necessarily a personal service.  Kends were in charge of the spell and incantation registration office.  Whenever new spells, potions, or magick was created, they were the ones who kept the records of it.  They were also the ones who updated all of the books filled with spells, incantations, and potions.  Since Merlin was constantly developing new magick, the kends had found it easier to have a team following him around all the time, recording everything he did.

They weren’t exactly a secret society.  Conjurors still needed to report any new magick they developed.  It was kind of like sending things to a patent office.  Now that I was staring at the letter they’d sent me, it was clear that they knew far more than I thought.  Neil and I had decided not to tell anyone that Merlin had died.  I wasn’t sure if the magickal community would handle it well if they knew that Merlin was dead.  Like Neil, many of them probably still saw Merlin as a bright ray of hope; they probably believed that he would be the one who could really bring the balance of magick back to the world.  I wasn’t ready to kill that hope just yet.  I was still pretty certain that dark days were ahead, and I didn’t see the need to pull the shroud around us all so soon.

I wasn’t sure that it was the same sentiment for Neil.  I was still pretty sure that he still thought that he could save Merlin somehow, and that was why he was staying locked up in his office for so long.  Merlin wasn’t destined to save the world, but that didn’t mean that Neil was ready to accept that his mentor and friend was gone.

But still, the kends knew that Merlin was dead.  And apparently, Merlin had left me something in his will.  I probably shouldn’t have been surprised by that, since Merlin had the gift to see into the future.  He would have known that I existed, and that we would meet before he died.  But it still felt odd that I would be written in his will.  I hadn’t really adjusted to all of the possibilities of magick, no matter how long I was surrounded by it.  Unlike most conjurors, I’d lived most of my life without magick...maybe in time I wouldn’t remember what it was like to do things without magick, but right now I just couldn’t imagine that.

And then there was another element of surprise. Why was I the only one who received a letter?  It was more than a little odd that if Neil was receiving a letter it wouldn’t come in the same way that mine did.  But what did I know about paper plane mail...or was it air mail?  One thing was for sure, if there was a letter for Neil, it was probably beating itself against his head without him even realizing it.

I picked up Duck and held him against my shoulder as I walked out of the kitchen and headed for Neil’s office.  I crossed through the living room and knocked on the door to his study, not bothering to wait for him to respond.  I’d learned that he barely knew that I was there, and it was better to just let myself right in, otherwise I would be standing outside that door forever.  But still, it was polite to knock.

Neil’s office was nothing like the rest of the house.  Feeling a little sorry for him, I had conjured the room to look like his library back at the brownstone he owned in Scotland.  It felt very old-world with its carved wooden desk, and dark wooden shelves all around the room.  A thick, dark green carpet with a scrolling royal blue design on it laid under the desk, taking up most of the floorspace of the room.  It was an obvious clash from the rest of the house, but I wanted him to be comfortable.  Besides, it wasn’t completely like his library at home.  When I’d seen that one, I had felt like I was in some kind of archaic scholar’s tomb; it was like something from an Indiana Jones movie.  I hadn’t gone to that extent in his study, but I’d done the best I could.

I wasn’t sure that Neil had even noticed the office.  As long as he had a place to sit and space for all of his books, he seemed content enough to keep working.

When I walked in, I looked around the room immediately, but there was nothing out of place, flying around, or skittering along the desk.  Neil was hunched over his desk, his long fingers buried deep in his thick black hair.  It had gotten longer since I’d met him.  Sometimes I wondered if him constantly running his fingers though his hair was magickally making it grow faster without him realizing it.  But his jet-black hair wasn’t his most appealing feature.  Neil looked like a movie star, not having a single feature which was odd or out of place.  There was nothing to suggest that he was different from anyone else until you saw his eyes, and that was when you knew that he was something special.  He had deep, amethyst eyes which sparkled like all of the stars of the universe were caught inside them.

That was how you could identify a conjuror.  Over time, as they used more magick, their eyes would start to sparkle more and more until they became full-blown glitter.  But the purple was all Neil.

At the moment, those eyes were turned down onto a thick book, which he was leaning over with his nose barely an inch away from the page.  His other hand picked up a chunk of clear, cloudy stone, which looked like rough, uncut quartz.  His fingers turned the stone over constantly as he continued to read the page of the thick tome in front of him.  He didn’t look up when I walked into the room.

Again, this wasn’t surprising.

“Neil?”

“Hmmm?” he muttered distractedly.

“Any progress?” I looked down at the pages on the table, still not knowing what I was looking at.

Neil started mumbling something in another language.  It sounded old and archaic, like Latin or ancient Greek.  It was possible that it was something else altogether, since I hadn’t had much luck learning ancient languages on my own.  There wasn’t really an app for that.  Plus, there were thousands of dead languages, most of which had only survived as long as they had because they were spoken, not written.  I’d suffered three headaches before I gave up on it.

Neil was still mumbling, and I couldn’t tell if he was talking to me or reading from the book in front of him.  But either way, it was all gibberish to me.

“Right”, I muttered, not really able to argue with him, and not caring enough to point out that he wasn’t speaking English, “Look, I got some mail from the kends.”

“Mmhmm”, he mumbled.

“They have something for me”, I hedged, still eyeing the window in case there was another missive which had just arrived a little bit late.  But there was still nothing there.  I didn’t want to tell him that it had to do with Merlin’s will until I knew exactly what it was.  If I gave Neil any kind of hope, I wasn’t sure he would survive whatever might come from it.  I really didn’t think that him slipping any further into his madness was a good idea.

“Probably some new literature”, Neil mumbled.

“The problem is that I don’t know how to get there”, I said, bypassing the literature comment.  I wasn’t really lying, since I didn’t really know what Merlin had left for me.  If Neil was actually paying attention to me, we might have been able to really ponder it.  Then again, if he really knew why I was going, he might have been out the door so fast that I wouldn’t have been able to catch up with him.

“They’re in The Forest”, he mumbled.  I rolled my eyes, knowing that he wasn’t watching me (not that I wouldn’t have rolled my eyes if he was watching me).

“Yes, I saw that on the summons”, I pointed out, barely able to keep the sarcasm from dripping into my voice, “Is there a specific forest?”

I didn’t know how much of the planet was covered with forest, but I knew that it had to be a lot.  And I didn’t relish wandering through thousands of forests, looking for kends.  It was like the start of a really bad fantasy horror movie, which I did not want to be a part of.

Neil started mumbling again, and the chunk of stone in his hand started to flicker, its white light peeking through his fingers.

“Neil!” I snapped.

“Hmm?” he mumbled.

“Which forest?” Neil pulled his fingers out of his hair and snapped them.  The sound of paper sliding along paper slid through the silence like a whisper, pulling my attention up to one of the shelves.  The book, which flung itself through the air straight at my head, had a thick paper cover in a bright neon green.  It didn’t look anything like the rest of the thick, leather and linen bound books embedded in the walls around us.  I was surprised that I had never noticed it before, but I hadn’t noticed the titles of most of the books in the library yet.  I was just trying to get through them as methodically as possible while trying to understand them, on my own (since Neil had been absolutely no help since Merlin had died).

The book landed with a soft thud on the corner of the desk, so I could read the title printed across the front in bright magenta text: CONJUROR COMMUNITY CONTACT GREEN PAGES.

“The Green Pages?” I asked, thumbing through the thin pages.  Being only twenty-one years old, I had never really used the yellow pages.  Phone books weren’t really necessary when you could look up any phone number on a website.  But I’d watched enough old TV shows to know how it worked.  And while I didn’t expect the magickal community to have a website with contact information (mostly because the magickal community didn’t do anything online) I didn’t expect them to have a phone book either.

“Mmm”, Neil hummed.  He had a pen in his hand and was making notes, still holding the chunk of quartz.  I was tempted to ask what he was working on, but knew that if I got an answer, it wouldn’t be as extensive as I would want it to be, so I let it go.  I had no doubt that he would be in the same place when I got back.  So, I kept one hand on Duck, who was still draped over my shoulder, picked up the Green Pages with my free hand, and left the study.

When I got back to the kitchen, I set Duck down on the island with the book and got down to business.

Flipping through the Green Pages was amusing, to say the least.  There were ad blocks for Griffin Airways (for the wild traveler) and deals at Walter’s Water Selections, through to Scum Scrapers and Pearl Hunters ‘always hiring’ ads.  After all of the trouble Neil and I had gone through when we’d picked up our current stash of pearls, I could understand why Pearl Hunters were always hiring.  Mermaids were vicious creatures, and from what I’d heard, they were butterflies compared to the sirens.  Personally, I would rather face a horde of predatory gargoyles again.

I cringed as I flipped through the pages on my way to the “K’s”.  I would have had to be blind to miss the ad for the Kends in The Forest.  It took up an entire page as a drawing which looked like a sketch of an old wooden door set into the trunk of a tree (if the bark and leaves surrounding it were anything to go by).  There were carvings of different stars and pocks etched into the wood, which shifted on the page like they were twinkling.  Printed along the top of the page, in thick block letters, was: KNOCK ON THE DOOR OF KNOWLEDGE WHEN SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS.

That was it.

No address, no phone number, and no map.  But if there was one thing which I had learned about magick, it was that it usually wasn’t as complicated as I first thought.  When I had first learned how to use magick, it had been difficult to learn how to feel the magick swirling around us.  But once I had a hold on it, it was hard to imagine not feeling that charge in the air around me.  With magick, it was just a matter of figuring it out the first time.

I reread the page and instantly felt stupid for not realizing that the answer was right in front of me.

Taking a deep breath, I closed the fingers of my hand into a fist, feeling my magick humming in the palm of my hand like I was holding a vibrating cell phone.  Then I leaned forward and knocked on the door drawn on the page.  The last thing I saw was the door opening in the book.  It was just a crack, but it was enough for me to know that I had been right, and that it had worked.

Then I was spiraling through space.  It was a basic traveling spell, sucking me through space in a whirlwind.  Light rain spattered against my skin, mixed with the heady scent of earth and grass.  It wasn’t the most comfortable way to travel, but it ended almost as quickly as it started, and when it did, I was standing in the middle of a forest, which looked like...well, a forest.

All around me, trees of hundreds of different species stretched up towards the sky.  Some were covered in moss, others were weighed down with bright flowers, or dripping with long, twisting vines.  It was like standing in the oddest jungle I could imagine.  Never in a million years did I think that I would see a pine tree next to a palm tree almost bent in half from the weight of the coconuts growing on it.

Neil had never mentioned the kends being gardeners, even though that was where the Normals had put them.  But looking around, I had a feeling that these magickal patent clerks might have green thumbs after all.

They also seemed to be insanely neat.  Considering I was standing in a forest, I would have expected the ground to be strewn with layers of fallen leaves and thick tufts of uneven patches of grass with gnarly undergrowth peeking up through the soil.  But the ground around me was more akin to a well-manicured lawn.  There were no leaves on the ground, the grass was neatly cut to a pristinely even height.  Light also seemed to filter through the trees in an idyllic fairytale way, casting pools of golden light on the gently rippling grass.  It was all just a little too perfect to not be magickal.  Even if I hadn’t felt the magick wafting around like a thick perfume hanging in the air, I would have known that this was a magickal place just by looking at it.

I was tempted to wander through the woods, seeing all of the different species of trees, but I did actually have a mission to accomplish, and wandering around aimlessly wouldn’t help.

I turned back towards the door and decided that knocking again would probably be my best bet.  Unlike the drawing, the door in front of me had a polished brass knocker in the center of it which looked like an owl clutching a brass ring in its beak.  It was exquisitely carved so that each feather looked as though they were real and had been dipped in gold, preserving it perfectly.  It looked so real that I almost didn’t want to touch it, like I might disturb it if I did.  But that was ridiculous.  This bird wasn’t real.  It didn’t ruffle in the breeze, or move as though it was breathing.  It was just an ornament.

I shook my head, hoping that I could jostle my own thoughts back in order, then reached forward and hooked my fingers in the ring, tapping it against the body of the metallic bird.

Golden metal eyes blinked at me as the owl woke up.  Their brassy orbs were devoid of any emotion, but I still felt like they were assessing me.  I didn’t know why, but I suddenly felt very stupid, like when a teacher asked a question that I didn’t know the answer to, except this time I didn’t even know what class I was in, or what language the teacher was speaking.  I wondered if I should tell the owl that I had an invitation.  Talking to magickal door decorations like they were club bouncers might have been the weirdest thing I could do in my life, but I figured that I was past the point of humiliation, particularly because I was the only one there to see me talking to nothing.

But just as I was about to open my mouth, I was actually interrupted...by the owl.

“Tell me, Aurora Ward”, the tiny bird said, “What do trees and books have in common?”

Its voice was soft and melodic, its beak clicking on the brass metal ring still dangling from its mouth.  But its words were clear, and its question plainly stated.  I, however, was still stumped by the riddle, and not only because it was being asked by a home furnishing.  What did books and trees have in common?  Technically, I knew that books were made from paper, which was made from trees; but I was pretty certain that was too technical to be the right answer.  Again, magick wasn’t usually complicated...in theory, anyway.  I was happy that Neil wasn’t with me to witness my absolute stupidity; he would have already had the answer for this one on the tip of his tongue.

“You know, if you take too long on this, I will go back to sleep”, the owl warned.  Her voice had lost its mystically melodic tone and had turned snippy, like an annoying parrot.

“Great, because your harassment is really going to help the process”, I muttered.

“I suppose that I could always pose another question after my nap.  It isn’t as though I’ve had much else to do during my days.  This isn’t a very high traffic location, as you can see.”

“Are you sure that the lack of visitors has nothing to do with your charming personality?” I snapped back.

“My word, what a sharp tongue!  It is unfortunate that you don’t have a mind to match!” the owl cackled.

The rambling owl was making it difficult for me to concentrate.  It was the annoying kind of yammering perfected by people who didn’t have enough human interaction.

“Look, could you just leave me alone while I try to figure this out?” I sighed exasperatedly.

“Leave you alone?  I was enjoying my doze, minding my own business, bothering no one.  I should be demanding that you leave me alone.  As a matter of fact, you should leave me alone.  Leave now and return to wherever it is you came from!  Go on now, leave!  Leave my presence at once!”

I would have left if I didn’t think that it was so important that I stay.

“Leave, leave, leave!  I demand that you leave at once!” the owl continued its chant in a squawking sing-song voice, breaking the peace of the glen.

But that was when it clicked for me.  Leave.  Leaves.  That was the answer.  Trees had leaves, and books had leaves.  That was what the two had in common!

“Leaves!” I exclaimed, butting through the owl’s improvised ballad (which sounded a lot like Beethoven’s Fifth) as she continued to demand that I go away.

“Finally!  If you hadn’t gotten it soon, I would have considered you a complete dullard!  A nitwit!  A simpleton!  A –”

“Oh my god!  Would you just shut up?!  I answered your riddle.  What else am I supposed to do?” I demanded, beyond frustrated.

“Hang on tight and don’t let go, or it will be a long fall that will hurt you so!” the owl warned cheerily.

I grabbed the brass ring with a little too much force, which was mostly out of annoyance.  Hopefully, tugging on the ring a little harder would shut up the annoying bird.

With more speed and strength than I would have thought possible, the bird rocketed away from the door like a shooting star.  The shock should have made me let go of the ring, but I physically couldn’t.  I could feel the magick thrumming through my fingers and sizzling down my arm, anchoring me to the tiny piece of brass.  It wasn’t painful.  In fact, it was almost pleasant, like a thrum of excitement humming through me.

The owl wove through the trees, not looking like more than a glint of light buzzing above my head, its wings moving as fast as a hummingbird’s.  I looked around, since I was confident that I wouldn’t let go of the ring and plummet to my death.  I couldn’t have said where we had started from. The owl was turning abruptly and flying fast; I couldn’t even say that we hadn’t just flown in a giant circle.  Everything around me was a blur.  The greens of the leaves, the colours of the flowers, the browns and greys of the barks were all becoming a kaleidoscopic swirl of light and hue.

The owl took a sharp turn, and my eyesight must have adjusted to the speed because I could see a branch coming right at me.  At the speed we were going, I was sure that it would slice right through my waist, cutting me in half.  At the last second, I pulled my knees up to my chest to give myself a chance to avoid dismemberment, but was surprised when we cleared it easily.

I gaped up at the owl, only to find that it had changed.  The last time I looked, the bird hadn’t been larger than a grapefruit.  But now, looking up at it, the bird was the size of a zeppelin.  I hadn’t felt a change because I had been more focused on the world spinning around me.  But something had clearly changed.

I felt us slowing down as the owl started its descent.  It surprised me when we landed on a branch.  What surprised me the most was that the branch looked small, but as we landed on it, it seemed to be as wide as a four-lane highway beneath my feet.  I looked over the side and saw that we were very high off the ground.  Somehow, it seemed that I shrank while we were zooming around the forest.  If I was judging the scale properly, I was about the size of a bumblebee, and very, very high off the ground.  Heights didn’t really scare me, but I had never been quite this small before, which made the altitude seem so much higher.

The branch beneath my feet bounced dangerously as the golden owl took off, leaving me there alone, watching the sunlight reflect off its gilded wings.  I wanted to yell at it to come back, but I knew that the owl either wouldn’t hear me or wouldn’t care.  So I didn’t see the point in it.  Instead, I looked around knowing that there had to be a reason why I had been left here.  After all, I had answered the riddle correctly.  Or maybe I hadn’t and that was why I had been left here.

So, this was how I was going to die.  I was either going to starve up here, or some bird would swoop in and swallow me whole.  So much for me saving the world.  I’d basically been bested and abandoned by a door ornament.

I felt stupid again, and this time magick wasn’t involved the way I suspected it was back at the door.

I probably shouldn’t have knocked on that door.  I probably should have kicked it right in and bypassed the sadistic owl altogether.  Now I was in a pickle that I just couldn’t see a way out of.  Or, more appropriately, I was up a tree without a ladder.
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Encyclopedia Merlin

I spent two hours walking along the branch, trying to see a way out of this problem, but I couldn’t.  I couldn’t just jump off the branch; if I did and I grew to be my real size, it would have been survivable, but at the size I was now, that just wasn’t going to work.  I tried yelling for the owl, to see if she would come back, but there had been no answer.  I’d even tried thinking big, like I could magickally make myself larger, but nothing had happened.

It was beyond frustrating, and embarrassing.

I’d been bested by a decoration.

Grudgingly admitting defeat, I threw myself down onto the branch, folding my arms over my chest and crossing my legs as I glared out at the stupid forest.  At the very least, it was a pretty place to die.  The leaves seemed to dance in the gentle breeze, creating a rustling kind of tempo, and there was just the barest hint of a humming bass threaded through.

But then the humming got louder.

It took me a second to realize that the thumping bass wasn’t coming from the trees.  It was music...real music.  If I wasn’t wrong, it sounded a lot like Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’.  It wasn’t loud, but it was enough that I twisted my neck around, trying to see where it was coming from.

I didn’t have much of a chance to look around though, because a huge hand swung up through the air and smacked against the side of the branch, making the whole thing shake so viciously that I almost rolled off the side.  I narrowly missed plummeting to my death by digging my fingers into the bark on either side of me.

The hand disappeared and patted a few other branches around me, making the leaves rustle.  Some, which had started to turn a little brown, started to fall from the tree, rustling and rattling as they fell.  I stood up to make a run for it, but the branch swung violently under my feet again, and I completely lost my footing, toppling right off the side of the branch.

I was in a freefall, plummeting towards the ground faster than I would have liked, not that I ever wanted to be plummeting to my death at all.  I knew that I had to think fast if I stood a chance at surviving this.  Just in front of me, a leaf was drifting down, falling a lot slower and softer than I was as it coasted on the wind.  It seemed like my only shot, so I threw my hands out, feeling the magick coursing through my fingertips, and aimed.  The magick that shot from my hands felt like a magnet that sucked me right to the leaf so hard and fast that I felt my neck snap back and jerk forward as I connected with the dry, frail leaf.

It felt like kneeling on paper, which was weird, but it was much better than plunging to my death, so I tried to catch my breath as I rode the leaf the rest of the way down.  If my heart wasn’t pounding at three times its normal speed, I might have had fun floating back down to the ground, but I knew that this wasn’t going to be the end of the ride.

Now that he wasn’t surrounded by leaves, I could see just who had shaken the branch and sent me flying, and he didn’t look anything like I thought he would.

When Neil had described the kends, he had said that they looked just like the gnomes the Normals put in their gardens.  That was enough of a picture for me to think of tiny, rounded, bumbling beings, kind of like mini Santa Clauses.  But that was not what I was looking at now.

The kend that I was looking at, or at least I thought he was a kend because I couldn’t imagine who else would be wandering around this forest, was a giant.  And I don’t just mean that he was big because I was the size of a grasshopper.  He literally looked like a giant, because he seemed to be able to reach the tops of the trees surrounding us (which were so high that skyscrapers looked like sand castles in comparison).

He was wearing a red flannel shirt and worn looking jeans with big, heavy hiking boots.  His sleeves were rolled up, exposing thick, muscly arms, and he had a worn leather fanny pack slung across his broad chest.  Most of the bottom of his face was covered by a bushy brown beard that he’d gathered together with an elastic to keep it somewhat kempt, but that hadn’t stopped it from getting tangled up with branches and leaves sticking out of it in odd angles.  And above that, his head was completely bald, so smooth that the sun shone off it like it was a new dime.

Other than his size, he didn’t look all that intimidating, especially since he was dancing around to the old school cassette player he had tucked into his belt.  Even from down on the ground I could hear the loud music blaring from his headphones.  But even though he didn’t look intimidating, I still wished that I had Anhora with me.

Anhora was the magickal sword given to Queen Guinevere, King Arthur’s wife, centuries ago.  Acquiring it had been one of the weird challenges I’d had to face before Christmas, and it wasn’t an experience that I was going to forget anytime soon.  I was only able to retrieve it because I am apparently pure of heart, according to the statue of Guinevere.  I’ve never thought of myself as pure of heart, mostly because I don’t think anyone really thinks of themselves that way.  But at least it’s a nice thing to be said about me.  It’s better than being considered absolutely and completely ordinary in every way, which is how I’d been living my life so far.

I didn’t know why I wished to have Anhora with me.  I hadn’t been practicing how to use a sword, mostly because I felt ridiculous just swinging it around by myself.  And it wasn’t like sword fighting was part of any of the gym classes I’d taken over the years.  So even if I had Anhora with me, it wouldn’t have done me much good other than possibly looking a little more formidable than I did in my black cargo pants and black thermal.

But since I didn’t have any kind of weapon on me, and I didn’t know any magick that could save me from a giant, I knew that the only way that I was going to survive this was to run for cover and hide until he was gone.  It might have been the sissy’s way out, but it was all I had.  All I had to do was make sure that I didn’t get crushed by one of his massive feet as I tried to get away.

I climbed to my feet quickly and made a dash for the tree I had just fallen out of, since the roots were thick and gnarly, twisting over each other and creating tons of nooks and crannies that I could hide in without worrying.

I leapt off the leaf I’d coasted down on, and started to run.  But as soon as my feet left the leaf, the whole world seemed to spin and stretch.  It wasn’t like using a traveling spell, where everything became a blur and I could feel myself spinning through space.  This was different.  It was like rocketing upwards while my feet stayed solidly on the ground.

It all happened so fast that I didn’t realize what was going on until my head cracked against a low hanging branch, making me see stars as I fell to the ground, holding my hand on my head to try to stop the throbbing.  The world in front of me was spinning and shifting in and out of focus.  When I looked up, still dazed, I realized that I had grown back to my normal size.  And even at my normal size, the kend beside me was still a giant, he just wasn’t as terrifying as he was before.

Of course, that could also be because he had stopped dancing and was staring at me like I had grown horns out of my head or something.  I understood why.  He wasn’t expecting someone to just pop into existence beside him, and I was sure that cracking my head on a branch and falling back down again was quite an entrance.  But still, I didn’t think that I was the weird one here.

“Who’re you?” his voice boomed even though he seemed more surprised than angry.  Even his voice sounded a little rough around the edges.

“I’m Rory”, I pushed myself up off the ground as gracefully as I could, considering my head was still spinning a little bit, “I’m looking for the kends.”

“I’m a kend”, he rumbled.

“Really?” I asked doubtfully.

His thick thumb hit a button on his cassette player, and he pulled his headphones out of his ears, hooking them around his neck as he looked a little bashful.  It was a strange and very endearing look on someone so big.

“I’m sorry, it’s just that you don’t look like what I was expecting”, I said quickly, but I felt stupid for saying it.

“Me dad was a kend, but me ma was a dryad”, he muttered.

“Oh”, I nodded.  As far as I knew, dryads weren’t nine feet tall, but I wasn’t going to point that out, “What’s your name?”

“Name’s Bruce.  Bruce Spruce, ‘cause me ma was a dryad of the pine.”

I had no idea what that meant.

“So, Bruce, do you work here because of your dad?”

“Like the forest like he did”, Bruce bent to pick up some of the fallen leaves, which seemed tiny in his big hands, but he did it so carefully, “Ain’t got the brain or the hands to work in the shop, so I take care o’ the trees.  I bring back the lost thoughts for ‘em to reconnect ‘em”, he held up the leaves in his hand.

“You mean all of those leaves are parts of books?” I frowned.  I was really trying to understand, but my head was throbbing.

“Yeah...the stuff tha’ gets proved wrong, or people don’ think is important no more ‘cause of new ideas.”

“Why don’t you just throw them away?”

“Kends don’ throw away good thoughts just ‘cause they’re wrong.  It’s good to know what people use ter think so that people can have new thoughts.  Ya never know what could be important.”

I thought about it for a minute.

“You’re right.  That’s very true.  I guess you never know when something can be relevant again.”

I thought about Neil and all of his research into that door back at Woolverton.  There was no doubt that he was reading very old texts about some pretty obscure magick.  If it wasn’t for someone like Bruce, those texts might not exist...or they might not be as complete.  There were times when every scrap of knowledge, either new or ancient, were important.

“The other kends must think of you as a very important person”, I smiled at Bruce, but he fidgeted a bit.

“Not sure ‘bout that.  I ain’t as smart as the others.”

“That doesn’t mean anything”, I said grumpily, “You’re smart enough to know that what you’re doing is important, even if the other kends don’t think it is.  The only way for something to be successful is if everyone works together.  So never think that you’re not as important as the others just because you don’t do the same jobs they do.”

Bruce blinked at me with wide eyes before he threw his head back and laughed.  It was a big, rumbling roar of a laugh that made some of the leaves rattle in the trees, but it really sucked him out of his funk, so I was happier.  In general, he seemed like a nice guy, and people should treat him that way.

“Yer funny, and a nice ‘un.  What’re ye doin’ ‘ere?” Bruce asked when he was finally able to tip his head back down to face me.

“Oh, well, I got a letter from the kends telling me that a friend of mine left me something in his will.  And I answered the owl, but I must have said the wrong thing because it left me up in the tree.  I just fell out of it when you hit the branch.”

“Ah, ye answered her question with ‘leaves’, didn’ ye?” he nodded understandingly.

“Was there another answer?”

“A few”, he beamed, “Books ‘ave branches of study, roots in ‘istory and language, rings o’ truth, leaves, obviously, and each ‘as a point of view, or a viewpoint”, he smiled.  His words were kind and patient, but they didn’t stop me from feeling all kinds of stupid.  I had been so sure that I had figured out the only possible answer.  If it hadn’t been for the annoying owl, I might have been able to consider other options, but I had just gone with the first answer that popped into my head.

“Okay, then what answer should I have given to get where I need to be?”

“The kends in the rings department ‘re the record keepers.  If somethin’ ‘as been left to yer, they would know what it is.”

“And how was I supposed to know that I should have told the owl that was where I wanted to go?” I huffed.

“Apprentices learn that from their mentors.  Why didn’t yers tell you where te go?”

Freaking Neil.

If he’d paid attention to half of what I’d said, I wouldn’t have ended up in the wrong place, and it would have meant that I wasn’t standing here like an idiot.  I’d been made to feel stupid enough for one day.

“Bruce, do you think there’s any way that you could get me where I need to be?” I asked, purposely avoiding his question about my mentor.  I wasn’t going to start laying out all of my problems to a friendly kend I’d known for less than an hour.

“I could, but I need to finish up this work first.”

“Well, maybe I could help you.  I’d feel kind of ridiculous just standing around while you worked so hard”, I suggested.  I didn’t mention that helping him meant that he might finish his work faster, which would really help me.  I didn’t want to rush him or anything, but I was eager to see what Merlin had left for me.

“Well, alrigh’ then”, he beamed before he started batting at the branches again.

We made good use of the time as he gave a hardy pat to each branch, making weak leaves fall to the ground.  I couldn’t reach as high as he could, so I carefully picked up everything that landed on the ground and carefully bagged them for him.  When we were done at one tree, Bruce would attach a tag on the bag so that he knew which tree it came from before we’d move on to the next one.  It felt like a nice way to pass the time, particularly because the weather was nice, and watching Bruce dance around to the music he was humming made both of us laugh.  After all of the severity and gloom that had shrouded my life recently, it felt nice to be with someone who wasn’t feeling the loss...someone who still saw the world as it had always been.  It gave me hope that one day things wouldn’t seem so dark and depressing.

I was a little sad when we were done, and Bruce held out his hand, ready to take me to the other kends.  But I at least knew that I’d avoided making another enemy, and that mattered.  Things hadn’t gone as smoothly before the holidays, with some of the other magickal factions I’d met.

Traveling with Bruce felt nicer than it usually did, probably because he was bringing me through a nice, peaceful forest and not through the fierce winter weather I’d travelled through in the past.  And when we stopped, I needed to take a second to take in where I was.

I knew that we were still in the same forest, though I couldn’t say if we were close to the tree where I’d met Bruce, or where I had arrived when I first came to The Forest.  When I got home, whenever that would be, I was going to see if there was a map to this place, out of curiosity more than anything else.  I doubted that it would actually help me navigate the place, since it wasn’t as though there were signs to follow, at least none which I had seen on my whirlwind tour.  If I could find a map, I figured that it might be one of those few things in life worth memorizing, like bank PINS or e-mail passwords.  Knowing the layout of where knowledge was immortalized was probably something worth knowing.

Plus, I would do anything to avoid that stupid freaking owl at the entrance.

But for now, since I
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