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    Audrey (she prefers Odd) and her best friend Kite are now in the magical forest of Brackwood. They have met the mysterious Keeper of the Brackwood, the Owl Witch Gardnir, who invites them into her manor. They also meet several employees of the forest: Cecil the Near-Strider, Cyan the Far-Strider, and Monty the Wild-Strider.


    Sensing great potential, Lady Gardnir administers a test revealing within Odd the latent and extremely rare powers of a Magician!


    Unlike most people who can use magic, a Magician can use her power to make permanent magical objects, or Artifacts. Early on in Lady Gardnir’s training, Odd accidentally turns Kite into an Artifact enchanted with the drive to always protect its Magician—to protect Odd! With this new power, Kite is compelled to defend Odd, yet he has never learned to fight. And so, Kite seeks training from Sir Laventine, Gardnir’s own bodyguard and the last remaining member of the mysterious ancient order of Faerie Knights.


    Meanwhile, Odd discovers that her long-lost father, Symond, is living within Brackwood. And so, the two set out with Cecil and Monty to find Odd’s dad. They find him living in a giant trash heap acting all out of sorts. Symond tells a strange tale of an evil Magician named Marlowe the Constructor and his quest for immortality that will destroy the Nightlands! The group decides that Symond is befuddled by the concentration of magic collected in his “home,” and they devise a plan to save him. Monty stays with Symond while the rest head back to Lady Gardnir.


    On the way, however, the group comes across something in the forest most peculiar . . .
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    . . . framed between two trees arched unlike any other in the forest, was a door. It was painted a vibrant white and was carved in ornate detail, a golden gilded knob sticking out from it. Kite noted that was also strange. Every other door he’d seen around here was totally without something as mundane and useful as a knob. And apart from the twisted saplings that framed it, the door was about as out of place here as an oar in the desert. It lacked the naturalistic ambiance of Gardnir’s manor and certainly was of too high quality to be something of Symond’s.


    “Cecil, what is this?” Odd asked. Her eyes widened with her gaze stuck upon the door, awestruck. “It’s magical. More magical than anything I’ve ever seen! It looks like Gardnir’s magic, but it’s different somehow.”


    “I’m not sure what that is, actually. I didn’t think there was anything out here. There shouldn’t be anything out here.” Cecil replied distantly. “I suppose it could be a portal that Lady Gardnir set up to move quickly around Brackwood.”


    “Why does she need portals? You guys can basically fly.” Kite asked wryly.


    “Hardly,” the Strider dismissed. “But it’s a big territory, so it’s not impossible. But the only new one should have been the one that led into the Wilds since the incident with that escaped pup. And that one doesn’t look anything like this.”


    “Weird,” Odd said, “but I need to talk with Lady Gardnir as soon as possible, if this is her portal then it’s no problem. And in the event she doesn’t want anyone to go through it then it just won’t work, like the door to her study.” She reached for the doorknob but stopped short at Cecil’s intervention.


    “Wait! Listen, if that Symond guy got in, then it could be anyone’s portal,” Cecil reasoned. “We can’t rule out the possibility that this is another micro-territory belonging to someone else.” Kite grinned and patted the both of them on the back heartily.


    “Even better! It’s your job to find folks who come in unwelcome, right?” Kite said with a grin. He tried to sound as enthusiastic as possible. He would try anything to get Odd and Monty’s mind off of their respective problems, and this was a godsend.


    “Your call, Cecil,” Odd said, looking to him with her hand already resting on the knob. The Strider looked between Kite and Odd’s faces and finally gave in. He nodded for her to open the door.


    They looked through the doorway, and nestled beyond it sat a small, candle-lit dining room. A lavishly polished wood floor extended beneath them and under a table, which was covered in a crisp white tablecloth. A man sat at the table, looking back at them in wide-eyed surprise. Slowly he stopped chewing his food, making eye contact with the three of them. He wore a sleek black suit, with a lavender ascot. All around he sported a well-mannered and refined appearance. It was brutally apparent that this was not Gardnir’s manor.


    “Hrm,” the man swallowed his food and cleared his throat. “Good evening, can I help you with something?”
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    Bewildered silence floated in the air for seconds that stretched like hours. Mere moments ago, Kite, with Odd and Cecil, had been walking through the forest on their way back to the manor of the Owl Witch. But on their way, they saw a peculiar doorway standing between two young trees. None of them knew of the structure and decided the only way to go about investigating was to open the lone door. In a shocking turn of events, it actually led somewhere. To Kite’s recollection, that was not a property most doors with nothing behind them could do.


    In stark contrast to the forest outside, a stately and refined dining room waited inside the doorway, with a similarly regarded man eating his dinner. Kite made the mistake of making eye contact with this person, and now felt trapped in his own head. That man surely expected him to say something, but there was nothing that he could put into words. He exchanged a few blinks as he stared hopelessly. He couldn’t just look away now, he had to say something!


    “Um . . . I—I am so sorry to barge in like this, sir,” Kite apologized, trying to give his most charming and apologetic grin. “Let’s go, we have interrupted this man’s lovely meal,” Kite told the others. He was positively mortified as he tried to pull them both back.


    Cecil brushed his hand away. “No need for an apology here, Kite,” he said as he stepped from the forest floor and into the dining room. He raised an eyebrow and scanned the large room, clearing his throat. “I am Cecil, resident Strider of the Brackwood territory, employed under its Keeper: The Owl Witch, Lady Gardnir,” he declared in his most official-sounding voice. The man stood from his chair and grinned as he straightened his ascot.


    “You use quite a lot of proper nouns, young man,” he said.


    “I am investigating a foreign portal in my territory, and I must ask that you explain yourself and the presence of your illegal portal in these lands,” the Strider demanded.


    “You’re so polite and professional, Cecil, even though I’m a stranger.” He grinned as he sipped his drink. “You know, I think that might be one of the reasons Lady Gardnir is so proud of you. I swear that some of our conversations seem like I’m talking to a doting mother who can’t stop bragging about her boy.” Cecil stayed quiet and his ears flushed red.


    “But in regard to my home and its portal, I assure you it is all very legal. Lady Gardnir and I have been friends for many years. Sadly, due to the nature of my home, that portal you found is not always in the right spot. It wanders around the Nightlands wherever it pleases, without my say or want.” The man now stood before Cecil. He was taller than the boy, and the fabric of his suit looked as slick as oil.


    “You know Ms. Gardnir?” Odd asked as she too stepped through the doorway.


    “I do, young lady,” he said, smiling at her. “In fact, I was the one who assisted her in the acquisition of Brackwood. It was originally owned by a jolly man by the name of Erick Hobbes. Sadly, when Lady Gardnir and I had readied our deal for the territory, the poor man passed away. And he had no heir to speak of,” he explained with a sigh, earning a nod of recognition from Cecil. “So, it took quite a bit of charming and no small amount of money between the both of us to ensnare these lands.”


    “I see. Yes, the late Mr. Hobbes passing caused quite a ruckus in the surrounding territories. That was when I entered Brackwood and became a Strider,” Cecil said, his voice softening. “I apologize for my tone, and I offer you my thanks for your kindness to my Mistress.” The man chuckled and walked back to the table, putting down his glass of red wine.


    “Sir?” A maid entered the room from a door on the opposite side of the room. She wore a traditional frilled black blouse and skirt as her uniform. Her voice carried through the air, cold and flat. She must hate her job, Kite thought.


    “Ah, where are my manners?” He waved the group to come in. “Would you like to join me for an early dinner? I’d love some company.”


    “We couldn’t impose,” Kite tried to decline. Odd shot an offended look at him. He guessed she was trying to go for puppy-dog eyes, but also a glare somehow. Regardless, the look definitely lost its intended effect.


    “Oh no, I insist. I haven’t had anyone to keep me company for quite a while.” He turned back to the maid and held up three fingers. The maid scuttled away. “Besides, the young lady clearly knows good food when she sees it.” Kite tried to think of something to say back, but nothing came. The smile left the man’s face and he looked directly into Kite’s eyes.


    “It isn’t an imposition. Stop worrying yourself, young man. I assure you if my cook were to find out that I let you go without tasting his food he would burn this place to the ground.” He chuckled. Three butlers bustled into the room and set up chairs, plates, and silverware for the three of them.


    Kite tried to look to the others, but Odd already sat the table and Cecil had removed his cloak and mask. He too entered the doorway and sat at the table. Noticeably, the servants did not look any of them in the eye. It made Kite feel a little uneasy, but he brushed it off as something more refined folk probably enjoyed. He too sat down and made himself comfortable. He looked back to the entrance to the Brackwood as one of the butlers gently eased it closed. For some reason he felt a little relieved by that, no longer having the empty forest staring at his back. And if he was being honest with himself, Kite was starving. Besides, he thought, it’s not like the three of them couldn’t handle themselves.


    “Uh, well, thank you, sir. It is about suppertime for us as well,” Kite said with a smile to the man sitting across from him.


    “You should never miss a meal for the sake of manners, young man. You’ll end up nothing but skin and bones!”


    “Heh, I guess you’re right. My name is Kite, by the way.” The gentleman grinned warmly back at him. It was so easy to feel comfortable here, Kite thought. Maybe that was the difference between his own antics and real charisma. Another round of butlers bustled in around them, and each gracefully slid their meal before them. Odd tore into her meal immediately, and Cecil began cutting into the meat on his own plate.


    “I guess I’ll be making our introductions then,” Kite said.


    “Wonderful. I’m sure your companions will chime in once they’ve had their fill,” he said and nodded for Kite to begin.


    “Well, you know Cecil, but this charming young specimen is Odd.”


    “That seems rude,” he replied facetiously.


    “Oh, no, I mean her nickname is Odd. Her name is Audrey, but we’ve shortened it so she’s . . . ”


    “Odd. Of course,” he finished as he stared at the girl struggling to use her utensils properly. Cecil bumped her with his elbow to show her the way he held the knife and fork.


    “So anyway, I’m her Guardian, you see. I was bound to her when . . . well, she’s a brilliant girl, but still, there was an accident . . . ” He trailed off, trying not to make it sound as if he blamed Odd.


    “Say no more. To protect your ward needs no explanation. It is noble, regardless of circumstances. Remember that.”


    “I—uh, thank you.” Kite felt reassured by the man’s words as if he needed to hear them. “But there’s been quite a lot of unexpected things happening. We’re trying to find our way out of the Nightlands. It’s kind of an adventure.”


    “Adventurers, eh? I didn’t think there were any more like that out there,” the gentleman noted. “And especially not those who are trying to get out of the lands of magic.”


    “Seriously, the adventure’s gonna be getting out of here,” Odd added, having stopped eating for the moment. “We came into the Nightlands on a flying island. There was a spider-construct that tried to kill me too. I think it’s because it turns out I’m a Magician, but I only found that out after we met Gardnir.”


    “A Magician who didn’t know she was one, her noble protector, and a Strider. Sounds like the makings of a fine adventure.”


    “Noble,” Cecil snorted. He sat up and seemed shocked to hear he had said it out loud. “Oh, no, he’s certainly her protector and all, but he’s a circus performer. I just meant that he wasn’t born into the upper-classes or was a knight. I mean, he was knighted back in Brackwood, but I uh . . . ” He trailed off, silently mouthing an apology to Kite.


    The rest of the meal became even livelier once Odd joined in, now speaking between attacks on her meal. In greater detail, they explained the ordeal to their host, and their time spent with the Forest Witch Gardnir. The man was simply fascinated with them, happy to have some company. Before they knew it, a maid came in and announced that nightfall had fallen over an hour ago, and it was soon time for their master to adjourn for the evening.


    “Oh my goodness, I hadn’t even realized the time,” their host said. “This has been a very enjoyable night, and I’m so happy you all joined me for dinner, but I would like to make a small request of you.”


    “Of course, anything you need,” Cecil offered. He had noticeably warmed up to the man. In place of his strict professionalism, he was almost as casual as he could be back at Lady Gardnir’s manor.


    “You see, there aren’t many interesting folks to talk to around here, and it’s already after nightfall. So, if you would, I’d like you all to stay here. Just for the night, I know you all have an adventure to be on.”


    “Now that would be imposing on you,” Kite said.


    “Come now, you know you want to rest in an actual bed again. And I have plenty of guest rooms,” he said, and after a moment without protest continued. “It’s decided. You can all enjoy a nice bath and a comfy bed, and tomorrow start your journey completely refreshed!”


    “That’s very generous, but . . . ” Kite said, trying to find an excuse. He was conflicted. After all, he did want to take a bath and get some decent sleep. And it’s not as if they could travel back through Brackwood, it was already too dark. So honestly, the options presented were: camp outside in the forest or take the kind stranger up on his offer. And besides, he could practically feel Odd scream at him through her eyes.


    “Kite doesn’t know what he’s talking about! We would love to stay!” Odd finally spat out.


    “Excellent!” the gentleman celebrated. He waved the servants back into the room. “Please, take my guests to the baths and prepare some spare night-clothing to sleep in.” The servants nodded and led the three out of the dining room. Odd smiled in victory at Kite, and he conceded. This day certainly had its share of surprises, he decided.
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    “Miss, your towel and nightgown are on the counter. Your clothing is being washed and mended. It should only be
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