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​CHAPTER 1 SLAVERY
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Slavery is a virus of the mind, thought Tabatha as she stared out of her rolling cage at all the dejected faerie men in the cage across from her. The seven men sat in their cell as beaten as their ragged clothes. Hopeless, their variety of ages made no difference in their sickly and underfed state. She knew the five women in her rolling cage looked the same way. It didn't take much beating to get them like that. Just the horrible living conditions and being in a cage did a lot. It was a thing of the mind. She had been through his before, and it didn't affect her like the others. It was just life. This was just who she was.

Tabatha sat against the wooden wall of the cage with her knees up almost to her chin. She leaned her head back gazing out the bars of the cell with passive curiosity, wearing the same ragged tan Nomad tunic and trousers that she wore the last time she had been up for sale. Most of her masters had been Nomads, but her head was uncovered and wore no belt. She had lost those when her last master's family had her beaten before selling her to the trader. All the other women wore plan Huldra dresses from their previous rich, Huldra masters’ households. The faerie women sat around her silently staring at the ground or their hands. One sickly lady laid asleep.

Two Huldra men stood between the cages swishing their fox-tails as they talked. They were scrutinizing the women in her cell. Their eyes changed colors as they spoke. Today was Thursday which meant that it was the day the gaunt and sickly slaves would be sold. Most of them had been born in the Nomad Deserts, but they had been captured and owned by various previous masters. Slavery was illegal in Gryphendale, but the Nomad Desert was outside of the nine countries. New slaves were captured from there and sold secretly throughout the kingdom. Slaves existed in a lawless purgatory, being sold and resold until they died.

Various people in Gryphendale secretly had slaves still. The Ogres used them in their mines which had so many tunnels that the slaves could be hidden during inspections. The Huldra traditionally held all the Dryads as slaves, until they were freed thirty years ago and given back their homeland. The Huldra had replaced their freed Dryad slaves with “paid” servants. The pay was, in reality, just food and a bed with no choice to leave.

The tall, distinguished, Huldra man wore his blond hair tied back exposing his pointed ears. He sported a luxurious, red, embroidered tunic and black trousers. This lord of a large estate in the southern part of Samodivas had come to buy a maid. Tabatha could sense he was a dark magic Warlock even though he performed no spells. She hated those kinds. They were cruel masters.

The short, stocky, Huldra man with red hair and wearing a plain brown woolen tunic and trousers was the one selling the slaves. The slave-trader was one of only three slave-traders anyone knew about. If the royal guard caught him, he would be imprisoned, so he kept a team of five Nomad guards who scouted out the area. 

His customers met him in secret in the depths of the southern Samodivas forests and learned about him by word of mouth. Often, he would only see those who were regulars or who came with a familiar customer. The cages were wooden on three sides and had a wooden panel that locked down so that they looked like regular merchant wagons when mules pulled them. He often had as many as ten slaves per cage. Each slave brought an excellent price to more than pay for all his expenses. Slaves became much more expensive when they became illegal.

Tabatha knew that around dinner time an Ogre would come and buy all the male slaves remaining to take to the mines. The women often sold quickly to the Huldra as household servants. They were more valuable and less likely to rebel. Today was the third sale day Tabatha had been here. She didn't sell this time around.

Part of the reason she didn’t sell was that she was short. She wasn't as small as a Brownie or Gnome who also never sold, but she stood a head shorter than the other women in her cell. She had mixed blood, and many people thought she must have Gnome blood mixed with either Huldra, Sprite, or Dryad. When she was younger, she sold easily because she looked like a child who could be trained. Now she was womanly enough that people realized she would not get any taller. Being petite meant she wasn't as strong as the others or even as beautiful. At least, this is what the buyers said. She knew that she was probably stronger than any other woman in her wagon, but she wasn't going to say anything.

In fact, that was the other reason she didn't sell; she was mute. It wasn't that she had never spoken before, but she couldn't now. She didn't even know when she became mute. She had slowly stopped being able to talk. Now, she couldn't speak even if she wanted to.

“Lord Zedoary, here is an exotic one,” said the slave trader to the Huldra lord. He often recommended her to buyers, because he was desperate to sell her this time. “Her colorful eyes and her long silky brown hair are no lie. She might be a pleasure for someone like yourself beyond her service.”

Tabatha snarled. If he tried it, he would learn how her last master died.

The rich man frowned as his eyes turned from green to brown.

“She does have remarkably large eyes. I can't tell what color they are. They have flecks of both blue and brown. Now there is some green. Not quite Huldra eyes and not quite traditional either. She is very pale, though, and scrawny too. What race did you say she was?”

“We think she is mixed blood,” said the slave trader.

“You don't know?”

The slave trader sighed.

"She's mute. I'll give you a good deal on her. She is a real bargain.”

The Huldra man studied her, and she met his eyes with an unwavering stare.

“There is something familiar about her."

Tabatha looked away. She knew the man was a friend of her last master's son, Lord Darnell. Slaves were invisible to the nobility, but Tabatha wasn't a typical slave. She dearly hoped he didn't recognize her. It would cause her a lot of problems.

"She would be difficult," he said after a moment. "I have seen that kind before. You can't beat out that kind of stubbornness.” The Huldra man turned to the tall blond woman with tan skin next to her. “No, I can't have a servant who can't relay messages. How about this Undine woman. She would do.”

The slave-trader motioned for one of his thugs to get the blond woman with webbed hands and blue dress. She didn't put up a fight, but just obediently crawled out of the cage with the Nomad thug. That was good. The last one who fought only got a black eye for her trouble.

The Huldra lord paid the slave trader with gold coins and had his male Sprite servant take the Undine woman to a wagon in his entourage. She was placed in the back of the wagon. The Huldra lord mounted his horse, and the group departed into the woods.

The sales continued in the same way the rest of the day until Tabatha again was left alone.

“You are bad luck,” said the slave trader to her through the bars of her cell. “I can't get rid of you. Maybe, I should dress you like a boy and sell you to the Ogres the next time.”

Tabatha frowned and narrowed her eyes. He might do it too. They didn't bother feeding her that night. She wasn't surprised. That had happened the last time too. It was punishment for being unsellable. She sat where she had all day just watching them eat and celebrate their new money around a fire.

The Huldra and Nomad men drank themselves into a stupor and slept deeply by the fire. Tabatha discreetly created an invisible ball in the air and lobbed it at the Huldra on guard duty. He lounged under a tree staring out into the darkness, but he began to nod off when hit by her spell.

Once he was as deeply asleep as the others, Tabatha reached into her pocket. She had been able to steal a couple of long skinny nails. It took a lot of patience and quick hands to get them. Tonight was the first time everything was lining up just right for her. She silently crawled over to the black metal padlock on the door of her cage and worked quickly to pick the lock. It didn't take her long. The lock clicked open, and she quietly slid it off of the door.

She glanced again at the men. They were snoring deeply. She knew the door would squeak open. She took a deep breath and prayed silently to the great blue Gryphon. She had earned all the scars on her back, but she wasn’t eager for more.

She pushed the door open enough for her to slide out of the wagon prison. She squeezed through and hopped onto the ground. She glanced back at the sleeping men around the fire again. Nothing had changed. She then silently disappeared into the woods. For the first time in over ten years, she was free. It was too bad that she was dying, anyway.
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​CHAPTER 2 THYME DIES
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Timothy smoked his pipe while pacing on the patio of the palace at Vervain. His dragonfly wings twitched, and the night breeze blew by messing up his straight blond hair. He wore a fine blue tunic and gray trousers that were the signs of refinement due his princely birth. The scar on his cheek, rough hands, and messy hair contradicted the impression. He finished the odd look with a set of human glasses. He had the almond eyes and pointed ears of the faerie folk, but the stronger build of a human man in his early twenties. Timothy was tall, athletic, and the third son of the High King and Queen of Gryphendale. His oldest brother, Chevil, had been killed in the summer just two months ago. His twin brother, Nathaniel, had been married two weeks ago and was at the Undine Lake enjoying his honeymoon. Both of his brothers resembled his Huldra father, King Sage with their fox tails and changing eye color. Timothy was the only one who took after his mother, Queen Autumn's Sprite nature with his dragonfly wings and blue eyes.

Timothy was brooding as he paced impatiently across the patio. Arthur, the old two-foot tall Brownie watched him from his chair near the wall of the palace. His brown leathery skin, large pointed ears, and large nose was a stark contrast to Timothy's rugged good looks. His brown and gray hair and plethora of wrinkles showed his age. Arthur was an experienced adventurer from the days of Timothy's father, but he had formed a close friendship with Timothy during their last adventure to the underside of the world. The Brownie lounged comfortably in his chair smoking his pipe quietly. He watched Timothy wear himself out while musing over the meaning of life. It amused Arthur to observe Timothy's bottled up energy. It reminded him of himself when he was young.

Timothy stopped his pacing suddenly and glared at a dark shadow in a large oak tree near the patio. A black cat jumped from the tree onto the rail and then down to the floor next to him. Timothy turned and pointed at it.

“This is a horrible time! Don't say anything,” Timothy told the cat. “I am tired of you and your cousins’ cryptic messages.”

The cat licked his paw and stretched, ignoring Timothy's irritation.

“We like you, Truthseeker. For Lord Firebrand you were called, and so you shall be.”

Timothy growled at the cat.

“Go away!”

The cat quietly walked off into the night undisturbed by Timothy's temper.

“I am the last, but you will be the first.”

Arthur pointed at Timothy with his pipe.

“You can't stop them. When they have a message, they are determined to deliver it.”

“That is my seventh black cat message!” said Timothy. “Do I really need to hear cryptic messages seven times? I have never heard of anyone having more than one or two black cat messages in their lifetime!”

“Well then, maybe you need to listen,” said Arthur putting the pipe back into his mouth.

Timothy turned and pointed at Arthur.

“Now don't you take their side!”

Arthur lifted his hands in surrender. He still thought Timothy needed to listen, but he wasn't going to fight with the young man.

A Gnome servant girl in a blue cotton dress and white apron came out of the palace through glass double doors and curtsied to Timothy.

“He is calling for you,” she said to the prince.

Timothy rushed into the palace after the servant girl. They climbed up the grand marble stairwell to a long hall on the second floor and then past rows of people, including his parents, sitting around the hallway in oddly gathered chairs. He didn’t sit with these because he couldn’t handle people when he was distressed. He moved past them into the dark bedroom at the end of the hall to the left.

His old teacher, Thyme, the last Asri, laid on the wooden bed in the center of the room dying. The ancient Sprite lived an unnaturally long life to over three hundred years old. He had founded the Asri Monastery on a floating island and had gathered a massive library of knowledge, preserving it from Maldamien’s destructive reign. Here laid the greatest Seer Timothy had known. It seemed impossible to imagine life without this man.

Timothy slowly approached the bed and sat in the lone wooden chair that had been pulled close to the dying man.

“I'm here,” said Timothy with deep emotion in his voice.

His hands shook. There was still so much he needed to learn from his great-great-uncle. He had been an anchor to Timothy when his life had been falling apart as a teenager.

Thyme turned his head noticing Timothy sitting near him.

“My boy,” he said. “I have lived long, much longer than I should have. You have learned so much about the ancient ways, but I have two regrets.”

“Can I help?” asked Timothy scooting closer in his chair to hear him better.

Timothy was surprised to see Thyme smile at him. His gray-blue eyes were focused and clear as he studied Timothy.

“Yes, I think you can.” Thyme reached over and grabbed Timothy's hand with extraordinary strength. “Don't become an Asri.”

“What?” said Timothy, “But that is what I have been training for.”

“No,” said Thyme staring up at the roof. “You must go to the ancient temple in the desert, Farzaneh, and get the Gryphon Codex. Leave the Asri Monastery to others. Get the Codex and teach it. I never had time for that, but it is essential now. You are the right person to do it. You are what I could never be, the Truthseeker. That is my first regret.”

Thyme gazed off towards the distance.

Timothy swallowed, shaking. He had only been called Truthseeker by the black cats and the great blue Gryphon before. What did it mean? How did he become it?

“What is the second regret?” asked Timothy. He almost didn’t want to know.

Thyme watched him sadly.

“Be what I was not. There is so much more to the ancient ways, but I was afraid. I did not use my skills among the people as other Seers do. There is so much I didn't teach you.”

“But you saved so much knowledge from getting lost or destroyed!” argued Timothy tearing up. “You are a great man who found the way to destroy Maldamien's curse on our world! You are so much greater than I will ever be. The world owes you so much for all you have done. The ancient ways would have been destroyed without you.”

Thyme nodded.

“That is my biggest achievement. I preserved the past and the dead languages. I kept the scholarship alive, and my followers will have much to do. Still, so much has been lost, and I wish I could have helped the people more. I thought I had to choose one or the other. Maybe I couldn't have done more, but let the way of the Asri die with me. That time is gone. Be something different, something better.”

Thyme nodded off to sleep. Timothy sat back emotionally empty.

“What is greater than an Asri?” whispered Timothy to himself.

Everyone from the black cats to his friends was telling him not to be an Asri. Thyme had followers who cared for the floating library and monastery. They could do scholarship, but none of them did much magic. They were happier just keeping the books and studying history.

Timothy was a Seer and had been since he was six years old. His magic skills increased during his last adventure. Thyme was the last Asri, both a scholar and a Seer. All the other Seers Timothy knew were not Asri. They learned their art from a mentor and instinct. They didn’t study the ancient texts or search for the best practices. The reason Timothy wanted to be an Asri was that the Seers were not doing the kind of magic described in the ancient stories, and he wanted to know why. The Seers were all so much weaker and more limited than just a generation before them. They all were also old with almost no one following in their footsteps. There was a real danger of the practical knowledge of the Seers getting completely lost.

Timothy did not seek more power. In fact, more power scared him ever since his experiment with dark magic as a teenager. What he wanted was knowledge and truth. He had hoped to find that in his studies as an Asri. The young people he had known who were starting to have interest in magic were convinced that it was too dangerous of a path and stopped pursuing it. The Adder Warlocks were having more success in recruiting for their dark purposes. Thyme had often mentioned the Gryphon Codex with longing to help safely train the youth. It was a collection of writing that systematically covered the ancient ways. It was a text that could answer all their questions, but it was lost long ago and perhaps even destroyed. Thyme was asking him to spend his life searching for a relic that may not exist anymore.

Timothy quietly rose to his feet to leave, but then Thyme's eyes opened.

“It is so beautiful!” he whispered staring at the ceiling.

Timothy sat back down and followed Thyme’s gaze, but he saw nothing in the empty room.

Suddenly, the room changed and faded. Timothy found himself standing in a grassy field with a young athletic Sprite man with large moth wings and messy blond hair. Timothy studied the man and noticed that he had Thyme's gray-blue eyes. The similarity between Timothy and his great-great-uncle was startling. Thyme smiled at him and put his hand on Timothy’s shoulder as he had often done when they worked together.

“I am glad you are here,” Thyme said.

They both watched as the giant blue Gryphon came towards them through the grassy field. His eagle head was held high as he walked majestically on his front claws and hind lion's paws. His large feathered wings laid folded on his back. Thyme and Timothy only stood to the Gryphon's shoulders. The Gryphon sat before them studying them with his piercing eyes.

“Are you ready?” the Gryphon asked Thyme in his deep resonating voice.

Thyme released Timothy and walked over to the Gryphon. He bowed deeply.

“My Lord.”

The Gryphon tilted its head.

“Come, then.”

The massive majestic being stood to go, but then turned back to look at Timothy and paused. Timothy felt the full power of the deity's gaze and felt weak in response.

“You are the Truthseeker. Do not be afraid, Lord Firebrand. You will set this world ablaze. I have ordained it.”

Timothy frowned as tears formed in his eyes. He felt shame wash over him.

“But I failed you," said Timothy. "I used dark magic to kill an innocent man. I am the least out of all the Seers. I'm a fake.”

The verbal declaration of all he had been silently carrying for years released a flood of emotion that brought him to his knees. He bowed his head in brokenness. He couldn't bear this burden anymore.

Both Thyme and the Gryphon turned and studied Timothy. The Gryphon tilted his head.

“No, Lord Firebrand." The way the Gryphon said this name made it sound like a noble title of power rather than the derisive nickname it had been when he first acquired it. "The darkness tried to claim you, but it did not win. You will be the first because you were broken and then healed.”

Timothy raised his head with tears streaming down his cheeks. Then the blue Gryphon turned and went with Thyme off into the field until they faded away. The vision itself disappeared as well, and Timothy was back in the dark room sitting next to Thyme's lifeless body. Timothy gasped for breath, putting his hands on his knees. The world was crashing in on him. He didn't want to set the world on fire. He didn’t want to be the Truthseeker or Lord Firebrand. He had just lost one of the most important people in his life. Thyme had been like another parent.

He let the tears escape his eyes as he gritted his teeth in anger. He knew Thyme was old, but he wasn’t ready for this. The world was falling apart with the dark magic influencing the majority of the countries. His brother had died only a couple of months ago. He needed Thyme. He couldn’t be better than the oldest and most experienced Seer in the kingdom. He didn’t want to be better than Thyme.

What did everyone want from him? He was just a regular person like everyone else. No. He was less than everyone else. He was not trustworthy. He was trying to make up for his past, but he was never going to be good enough. Six years of studying to be an Asri was just wasted that quickly. What else was he good for?

Timothy's whole body shook as he wept. He hadn't even been able to mourn for his brother yet because the funeral had happened before his return home. Life hadn't slowed down enough for him to process everything or even sort through his piled up emotions. He felt so much that he hadn't been able to express, but he just couldn't hold it together anymore. It was only a minute or two, but he needed the release. The sobs shook his body, but he was soon able to rein it all in. He took a moment to get control of himself as he wiped his face on his sleeve. He had not only lost one of the most important men in his life, but it was like he had lost his whole life as he knew it, too. He was overwhelmed. He took a deep, shaky breath before going to the door and opening it.

Outside the room sat the royal family and many Seers in chairs around the hallway. He could tell by their expressions that they had heard him weeping. Queen Autumn sprang forward from her chair and went to her son. Her translucent moth wings fluttered slightly through the furniture and people. Her reddish-blond hair flowed down her shoulders. It complimented her green gown and framed her ageless face. She stood a good six inches shorter than Timothy.

“You look pale,” she said in her gentle voice for only him to hear. “Are you all right?”

He took his mother's soft feminine hand and held it between his own.

“He's gone,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear.

Tears came again to Timothy’s eyes which annoyed him. Queen Autumn rushed into the room as Timothy stepped to the side to let her pass. Thyme was her great uncle and her last living relative. She should have been the one to see him go, not Timothy. Everything was just wrong.

King Sage called to Timothy.

“Come sit.”

Then King Sage called the Gnome servant girl to fetch wine. Timothy moved in a daze to the seat next to his father as others in the hall began to weep on each other's shoulders. Sage put the wine delivered by the servant into his son's hand.

“What happened?” he asked quietly. “I know you have seen death before, but you look like you saw a ghost. Thyme lived a long and full life. I have never seen you so affected by a loss like this.”

Timothy drank the whole glass of wine and then laughed bitterly.

“That is not far from the truth.”

He leaned forward holding the glass in both hands. He had studied to be an Asri for six years. What had been the point of it all now? He had to be honest with himself, though. He had been questioning this life choice for a long time. After his last adventure, he had thought about putting his studies on hold for another trip with Arthur to get a relic in Caoineag. He wanted to put off the monastery for later, but he hadn't wanted to give it up entirely. What else was he supposed to do with his life? After a moment he spoke to his father.

“Thyme asked me not to become an Asri, but instead to go to the Nomad Desert to search for the Gryphon Codex.”

Sage nodded. His dark brown hair was speckled with the gray of experience, though it did not show the king's one hundred forty-two years of experience. He looked like he was only in his mid-fifties.

“So his last words were for you to change all of your life's plans?”

Timothy continued to stare down at the wine glass in his hands.

“I saw the Gryphon take him, and he spoke to me.” Timothy paused, thinking.

Sage leaned back.

“Oh, I see. And..?” said the king.

Timothy turned his head to look at his father.

“He called me Truthseeker like the black cats do. He told me not to be afraid. Then he called me Lord Firebrand, and said I would set the world ablaze, but that he had ordained it.”

“You were called Lord Firebrand in the city of Kalah, right?” said King Sage. His eyes had become a bright blue and then darken to a navy blue.

Timothy nodded.

“The name irritates me, but I claimed it when I dealt with their riot. It was meant to make fun of me, but Arthur believes it is prophetic. I guess Arthur is right.”

“Do not worry about these words too much,” said Sage.

Timothy stared at his father.

“How can I not? It altogether destroys everything I thought my life would be. Arthur and I were going to do one last adventure, and then I would go to the Asri Monastery and commit my life to study. Everyone keeps fighting me on that. Now even my teacher and the Gryphon has told me to abandon that path. Where does that leave me?”

Sage scratched the back of his head as his eyes turned green.

“Are you worried that you have no other skills?” asked Sage.

Timothy sighed and leaned back.

“I enjoyed my adventure," said Timothy. "I enjoyed wandering the world, but how long can I do that? I also enjoy my books and my studies. What kind of life are people asking me to lead? What kind of future is that?”

He closed his eyes. He just wanted to do the right thing. All the people he knew taught him to have a safe, planned out life. They counseled him this was the only way to build the future. Now he was told to throw everything to the wind.

Sage chuckled.

“Are you asking a man who wandered the world for nearly a hundred years as a penniless scoundrel?”

Timothy opened his eyes and looked at his father. He had forgotten about that part of his father's life. He was so used to the stable king that his father was now. Sage had been a wild adventurer in the years before Timothy was born. In fact, King Sage had lived in the Nomad Deserts fighting to survive longer than he had lived in the palace at Vervain. Suddenly, Timothy's repulsion to the idea of changing his life's plans melted away. He had been so convinced that it would mean ruining his life that he had been unwilling to think about it seriously. His father was as successful as any man Timothy had ever known.

“Tell me about it,” said Timothy. He meant it. He knew many of the stories, but he needed them again.

Sage smiled at his son as his eyes turned green.

“Life back then was hard and exciting. Ambassador Toble was like a father to me, and my closest friend who taught me how to survive. Because of Maldamien's takeover of the throne and the murder of my parents, we were constantly afraid of being found and killed. At the same time, I saw the world.” Sage gazed off with fond remembrance. “I saw every country and made many good friends. This world is my home, and I know every part of it well because of those years. I know the people, and they know me, not as a king, but as one of them. I fought, stole, and broke the law constantly to survive. I was challenged, and I continually pushed myself to do more than I ever thought I could. I was hungry and beaten, but the victories were sweet.” Sage focused back on his son. “By the end, I was done with travel and dreamed of a home and family. I do not wish to return to those days, but I do not regret them either. They made me who I am, and I learned more about the world than you can in a book. Take each day at a time. If this is what is before you, then do it. Your life will not be the same thing from beginning to end. It will change and develop.”

Timothy nodded, studying his father as though he was seeing him for the first time.

“Out of all of my sons, you are the one who took both your mother and my wanderlust," said Sage as he sat back and folded his arms. "While your brothers were happy to beat each other at sports and games, you were exploring some hidden forbidden place and asking questions. From the time you were a small child, you wanted to go on every diplomatic trip. I was surprised when you asked to be an Asri. I wanted you to be happy and find your way, but how do you put a fire in a bottle without snuffing it out? I have noticed how restless you have been in the palace since you have been back from your adventure. You are my son and share the same deep urge to go out there and experience the world as I had as a youth. I think perhaps you need time to search your heart for what will make you happy. I know you wrestle with the past. Don't let that define you. If you aren't careful, you will take yourself out of the game before it has even started.”

King Sage patted Timothy's shoulders as he stood up to comfort his wife. Timothy watched his parents embrace. Queen Autumn cried on King Sage's shoulder as he kissed the top of her head. The storytellers across the kingdom still told the tale of their life of adventure and love. They overthrew a powerful evil dictator and saved the world from destruction at the same time. He admired his parents as much as any child could, but he didn't want their life. He couldn’t be the center of attention and admiration as they were. He hated being a prince with every movement of his life on public display. Going to royal dinners and being watched under the scrutiny of the entire nobility sometimes caused him anxiety attacks. He needed the space to be unseen and the privacy of his thoughts. He observed all the movement of people around him in the hallway as they gathered around the king and queen with their condolences. Suddenly, Timothy desperately sought escape out in the garden before anyone remembered he was there. He fled from the hall and down the stairs as fast as he could.
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​CHAPTER 3 A PLAN
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Timothy had never been comfortable around people for very long. He exited the palace through the double doors that led back outside to the patio and gardens. All the people in the palace choked him. Being an Asri had been one way to escape all of this, but now that was gone. His father pretty much gave him permission to run away from home. It wasn't like he needed permission. He had come back from a life-threatening adventure just a month ago. Still, that permission opened a door of possibilities that he had lacked for a long time.

“Arthur!” called Timothy as he passed the patio. Arthur had been sitting silently and smoking his pipe where Timothy had left him. He was startled as Timothy rushed by. “Come, let us talk. I have got to get away from all these people!”

Arthur jumped out of his chair and hurried to follow Timothy down the garden path. They trekked to the far edge of the estate where existed a tall hedge around a quaint pond with benches on the sides for sitting and thinking. Even as a child, Timothy escaped here often to get away from the palace. He paced next to the pond as Arthur took a seat on one of the benches and waited. The Brownie had become a mentor for Timothy in the last few months. They had been planning on another adventure together, but now Timothy wanted to seek his opinion.

“Thyme is dead,” said Timothy as he paced. “He wants me not to become an Asri, but instead search for the Gryphon Codex in the Nomad Desert.”

Arthur stopped smoking his pipe.

“Do you know where to look? That isn't a place to stumble around in,” said the Brownie.

The desert was vast and stretched along the entire southern edge of Gryphendale. The High King and Queen ruled a unity of nine self-governing countries that covered most of Gryphendale, but the Nomad Desert remained outside of this rule. They had no king, and criminals often fled there to escape capture. It was a harsh land of odd creatures, traveling villages, sandstorms, and little to sustain life.

Timothy stopped pacing and focused on Arthur.

“No. Thyme and I had searched for clues in old writings for the location of the Codex, but all we could find were mentions of a temple in the desert, a secluded school dedicated to the study of the Gryphon and magic called Farzaneh," explained Timothy. "No one knows where this was. The location of this temple was lost about a hundred years ago when the priests and priestesses were hunted down and killed by Maldamien. The Asri Monastery was created to mimic the model of Farzaneh. We would have to travel to the Nomad Desert and ask questions or explore on foot. It would be a mission that could last for years.”

Arthur glanced down at his pipe and then back at Timothy.

“Why does he want you to do this?”

Timothy sat down next to his friend on the bench.

“This Codex could answer all our questions about the ancient ways," said the prince. "It is the only manuscript ever created that has a systematic description of all that had been taught about the Way of the Gryphon. Thyme was only able to save twenty little books about the history of the Gryphon that are incomplete and translations of each other. We know so little compared to what we knew just a couple of generations ago. Tomorrow, Mother has orchestrated a gathering of all the Seers in the nine countries to talk about the problem of the Adder Warlocks. I might be able to see if anyone else knows anything.”

The Adder Warlocks were dark magic wizards who were committed to destroying the royal family and taking over the kingdom, but they worked subtly through politics and espionage. The Seers had been gathering information for about ten years trying to find out who the Adder Warlocks were, but very little could be verified. The Warlocks used their non-magic supporters as their public face. They would want to destroy the Codex as Maldamien did. Timothy's mother was a powerful Seer, and she was trying to do all she could to protect the kingdom. Soldiers were not going to be enough against dark magic. She needed those who followed the ancient ways to fight them in their own countries, and to do that, they needed knowledge.

Arthur studied Timothy.

“This will be very dangerous. There is no guarantee that it still exists,” said Arthur.

“The Gryphon and the black cats want me to do something important,” said Timothy. “This must be it. If they think it exists, then we should have a chance. I am not asking you to go if you don't want to, but I can't do our previous plans. I wanted to let you know why.”

Arthur snorted.

“Do you think you could leave me behind?" said the old Brownie. "At some point, I may move on and go on my own adventures, but I think you are going to need me for this one.”

“Thank you, old man,” said Timothy with a smile.

“Blah!” said Arthur. “I have nothing better to do with my time. We are going to have to talk to your father and Ambassador Toble. No one else in the palace who would know the Nomad Deserts better than them. I have never been there, but I can start planning out our trip. You may want to go by a different name for safety's sake. Everyone here is going to be worried about you repeating... a...well, your brother's death. It is a dangerous time. If you go by a fake name, then that might help you not be a target.”

“I guess I am going to have to become Lord Firebrand,” said Timothy running his hand through his messy blond hair. “Both the black cats and the Gryphon have already been calling me that.”

“That would work," said Arthur with a nod. "Timothy, make sure this is what you really want to do. I think adventuring suits you, but you need to be true to yourself. Don't do something just because everyone wants you to.”

Timothy sighed and leaned back on the bench.

“I had been fighting the black cats and everyone else about giving up being an Asri because I thought it meant I wasted six years of my life training for it," said Timothy. "Ever since we came back from the Shadow of the Gryphon, I wanted to put off the monastery to go on another adventure. I need to be out there doing something. Then my father told me about his adventures just a few minutes ago. I have heard them my whole life, but tonight I saw some of what my life could be. I don't mean fighting to survive the way he did, but going around doing good and helping people. I have two sides of me warring over all of this. I struggle to feel qualified to do anything important with magic because of my past, and yet that is what I long to do more than anything. I don't trust myself when the lure for more power is so strong. Have you ever made a huge mistake in your past that you just can't get over?”

Arthur smirked slightly.

“You mean like one that cost people their lives, and it was all your fault?" said Arthur. "I seem to remember doing something like that.”

Timothy stared at Arthur and blinked stupidly. He had forgotten about Arthur's youthful mistake, sailing over the edge of the world, and causing his friends to die. The Brownie had told Timothy and Nathaniel his story not long after meeting them.

“How did you move on from that?” asked Timothy.

“I sailed over the edge of the world again,” said Arthur putting his pipe back in his mouth.

Timothy sat up, astonished.

“You carried it your whole life until just two months ago?”

Arthur nodded.

“The reason I have been traveling with you is to keep you from making my mistakes," said Arthur. "You aren't your failures. I wish I could have believed that when I was younger. You can't live like it never happened, but you have to forgive yourself and move on. There were many times my guilt almost destroyed me. It also kept me from being close to my family. Learn from the mistakes, and become stronger because of it. Don't let it dictate your life as I did.”

Timothy stood up.

“I think I need to take a walk.”

“We'll plan the trip in the morning,” said Arthur, jumping down from the bench and heading back to the patio.

Timothy nodded as he walked off deep into the dark gardens. Meandering through the acres of royal property, Timothy eventually wandered late that night into the royal cemetery. The cloudless sky allowed the massive moon to shine brightly in the darkness so that Timothy could easily see his way. The cemetery was a morbid place to go at night, but it seemed right for Timothy’s melancholy, restless thoughts. He first walked down the path through the gravestones to the white marble mausoleum that held his brother Chervil's body.

The stately monument was a beautiful circular structure with a dome and fluted columns. Many kings and queens of the past were buried there. This monument embodied Timothy’s legacy and his family history, at least on his mother’s side. He found the plaque for his oldest brother and knelt down to put his hand on it. He missed his charismatic brother deeply. In many ways, it was still hard to process that he was gone. It seemed like at any moment he would show up again at the palace with humorous tales of his adventures on the latest diplomatic trip.

Chevil would have made a good king. He knew no strangers and had incredible skills doing everything. Timothy made fists with both his hands and gritted his teeth as his eyes watered up. Chevil had not yet turned twenty-five. He had not married yet. He was still in his prime and loved by the people. His death demonstrated how the Adder Warlocks wouldn't stop until everyone in his family laid under this monument. The government had suspected their dangerous intentions for years, but now it was certain.

After a while, Timothy left the mausoleum and slowly strolled down the path to the tomb of a teenaged boy named Jay. The horror of Jay's death still felt fresh to Timothy. He had accidentally killed Jay when a whole group of his teenager friends had come together to do a dark magic spell. Timothy had been too powerful already at that point, and the spell sucked the life magic out of the weakest member. They had to tell everyone what they had been trying to do. The expressions on Jay's parents' faces and the sorrow of his own parents were made worse by everyone agreeing that it was an accident. For Timothy, it would have been easier had he been whipped bloody for his crime. He had nearly fallen apart, but Thyme helped him seek answers rather than isolation and despair. Perhaps that was part of the problem with being an Asri. He was still trying to isolate himself so that he didn't hurt anyone else. He found himself wondering if he was any different than the Adder Warlocks who had killed his brother.

“Does it matter,” he told the gravestone. “Even if I was as bad as them, the true problem is the dark magic. I know what it is to want power so much that you don't care how you get it, but in the end, the dark magic kills everyone, even the user. In some ways, it would be easier not to do magic at all. I’ve tried that, but I can’t hold it back. Perhaps that is why so few are willing to become Seers.”

Timothy wandered along the gravestones thinking about the various conversations he had that evening. Who was he? What was he supposed to do? Why do anything?

“It's late to look at gravestones.”

The airy masculine voice of Apollo, the legendary white unicorn, broke the stillness of the night as he blocked Timothy’s path. Apollo's timeless eyes studied Timothy with emotionless otherness. Timothy stared wide-eyed at the magnificent, magical creature. He had never met him before, but he had read about this ancient being many times. Apollo had helped his parents when they were young and various others in centuries past. Why would he come here now?

Why not?

Timothy shook his head. He was dealing with every other kind of magical creature tonight. Did they have some sort of conspiracy to cause him a nervous breakdown?

“I had a lot to think about,” said Timothy, not sure if he should bow with respect or just answer the remark.

Apollo tilted his head and stared directly into Timothy’s eyes.

“Do you want to talk about it?” the unicorn asked.

Timothy sighed. He already felt like his emotions were too raw to touch. Did he now want to put them all out there for an unfamiliar, super powerful unicorn to analyze? 

“Perhaps, you might be able to help,” blurted Timothy considering the opportunity to dialogue with someone who could actually answer some hard questions. “I know that you are very ancient and that you serve the Gryphon. Why would he have allowed me to start learning magic before I was six years old when I didn't have the maturity not to hurt people? I have never known anyone else who started learning magic that young.”

Apollo nodded his massive head.

“I must assume, then, you asked him to teach you at that young age," said the unicorn. "He never teaches without being asked first. What made you ask him?”

Timothy scratched his head.

“It just seemed the right thing to do at the time. I had read stories of heroes who had been Seers, and I wanted to be like them.”

Apollo tilted his head.

"Were these heroes perfect?"Apollo asked. "Did they never hurt anyone?”

“They made plenty of mistakes,” said Timothy. He glanced back at Jay's tombstone. “They just grew from their mistakes. So, then, what makes a hero?”

Apollo shook his head.

“Perhaps, the better question is what kind of hero do you want to be?”

Timothy turned back to look at the unicorn, to study Apollo's ageless eyes.

“But I'm not a hero," said Timothy. "I could easily become as evil as any Adder Warlock. That kind of power is addictive and thrilling. I want to be powerful more than anything, and therefore I should avoid it, so it doesn't corrupt me. It easily pulls my focus from the good in the world to all the things I can do. I would end up walking down the same path as even the wizard dictator, Maldamien.”

Apollo blew air out his nostrils.

“That is not true," said Apollo. "You cannot corrupt the Gryphon. If you become corrupt, you would lose his power and have to gain power from something else as the Adder Warlocks do. This is what happened with your experiment in dark magic. You already knew how to use a lot of magic, but the Gryphon would not give you the power to do evil. Instead, you had to get the magic from something else, like Jay's limited potential. You are in less danger of following that path than you realize. You have already helped many people, and the desire to help people made you endure days of torture without fighting back in Kalah. You have spent years committed to learning the skills you need to help even more people without seeking how to gain power for yourself. Your greatest mistake is the lies you keep telling yourself.”

Timothy's mouth fell open, and Apollo nodded.

“I will leave you. I think you might finally be ready to embrace the task before you,” said Apollo.

“To rediscover the full scope of the Way of the Gryphon?” said Timothy. “To be the first who uses all the magic that he wants the Seers to use?”

Apollo nodded.

“Yes. Safe travels, Truthseeker.”

Apollo turned and galloped off into the darkness, making a great leap over the palace walls. It was almost as though he was flying. It was no leap any mortal horse could accomplish.

Timothy sighed. It took seven black cats, three old men, the Gryphon, and an ancient unicorn for him to figure out what he had already known from the time he was six. Timothy headed slowly back to the palace. He would find the Gryphon Codex so he could fight the dark magic that was killing so many. He would redeem Jay's death, avenge Chervil's death, and make Thyme proud. Most of all, he would be who he had always wanted to be and follow the Way of the Gryphon without looking back at his mistakes.

The walk back to the palace was a more relaxed trip. It had felt like he had left a very old and heavy burden in the graveyard. He was still grieving, but he also felt the rebirth of a dream and hope from his childhood. He remembered vividly the specific picture of a hero that had inspired him to seek magic. He entered the palace, climbed up the main stairs to his apartment on the third floor, and went into his office. He lit a lamp and pulled the old book of children's stories from the bottom of his bookshelf. He opened it to the illustration of the Seer, Lord Alexander. The Nomad Sprite stood tall with fire shooting from his hands against a giant Troll. The hero was attempting to save the children behind the Troll from a horrible death. It had been one of Timothy's favorite stories for as long as he could remember.

What kind of hero did he want to be?

This kind.

It had always been this in the back of his mind even after all these years. In seeking dark magic as a teenager, he had lost his way. Lord Alexander had been a virtuous Seer dedicated to helping the hurting. If he could keep this image in his mind and not the fear that had plagued him, what could he accomplish? It was like a mental door was opening, and he was peeking at treasures he had longed for with every part of his being.
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The foundations of the Vervain palace was hundreds of years old which made it one of the oldest palaces in the kingdom. After it had lain in ruins for a century, the current structure was remodeled just before Chevil had been born. The solarium was an addition that gave the royal family a comfortable living room and private space. The plants that filled the glass-enclosed area were ones that had been gathered from both the human world and the Nomad Dessert to accommodate his parent’s tastes as reminders of their past. Timothy shared a love for this eclectic room of small tables and odd chairs with the rest of his family.

Timothy arranged a meeting with Arthur and his father about his plans to find the Gryphon Codex for lunch in this very room. King Sage regularly packed his schedule with appointments, but he always made room for his family.

“Is this about the Gryphon's Codex?” asked King Sage after they were all settled at a round, black iron table surrounded by four black iron chairs.

They ate a warm beef stew in common clay bowls on the tiled table top. It was as close to a non-royal dining room as Timothy ever experienced in his childhood. Still, he knew most families in Gryphendale would not have such a luxurious setting to even their most exceptional meals.

Timothy nodded in response to his father's question.

“I have decided to search for Farzaneh, and Arthur has offered to come with me. I want to go soon, but we haven't decided on a date yet.”

“Do you know where to look?” said King Sage. “That is a vast desert. How many soldiers do you need? How long do you think it will take?”

"We will travel in plain clothes, and Timothy will go by the name Lord Firebrand," answered Arthur after sipping some stew. "It would be best to keep it a secret since the Adder Warlock would be interested in the Codex as well. Troops would bring attention. It might be a pretty long trip since we will be trying to gather as much information as we can from the villagers.”

Timothy stirred his soup without eating it. He didn’t feel hungry.

“Thyme didn't have any idea where this temple was," said Timothy. "Maldamien had killed everyone who knew of it when he took over. We are just going to have to wander and search on foot. If Thyme could have found a record of it, he would have.”

King Sage studied Timothy and Arthur with concern.

“I had encouraged you to go on adventures, but the Adder Warlocks are dangerous and have sworn to kill us. We don't even know for sure how their supporters keep finding out things. They have killed three Seers, and some of the other Seers have narrowly escaped assassination attempts. Is the Codex worth this risk? Couldn't you try a safer adventure in Caoineag?”

“The Codex is well worth every sacrifice,” said Timothy dropping his spoon and putting his elbows on the table. “I think we could defeat the Adder Warlocks with the Codex. The Seers are weak. We don't know what we are doing with the magic we have. The Codex will teach us all the skills Seers in the past knew. I want to find the Codex, translate it, and then give copies to Seers all over the kingdom. The more of us who can fight them, the better. Then we need to recruit and teach new, younger Seers. It isn't a battle we will win overnight.”

Sage leaned back and rubbed his face with his hand as his eyes changed colors from purple to brown and back again.

“We need to do something soon," said Sage. "The Adder Warlocks continue to get more powerful. They are influencing the politics in Caoineag, Cuelebre, Rokurokubi, and the Undine Lake. They are trying to get those countries to leave us and make laws that are friendly to dark magic. I plan on traveling to Samodivas to talk to King Paton about Chervil's death. The largest group of Adder Warlocks have gathered there. I hate to let you do this on your own, but if what you say is true, this Codex could do more than any sword. We can't kill or arrest them when we don't even know who they are! I suppose I had encouraged you to pursue this last night, but I hate the idea of you risking so much after your brother... I suppose that is just part of it all. I should be dead ten times over from my own adventures. Drat!”

“We could travel with you to Samodivas, and then continue south to the desert on our own. That would have us being safe through some of the most dangerous parts of the trip,” said Arthur.

“Traveling in the desert in disguise is pretty much what half the people there are doing," said Sage with a thoughtful nod. "You will hopefully just be dealing with common thugs once you're there, but their is no law, and I have reports of slave traders capturing people. It is rough and dangerous, but about as dangerous as anything, I suppose.” He sighed and then stood up. “All right, let me think over some of this. Work out the details of what you need, and we will see where it leads.”

Timothy and Arthur stood as King Sage left.

“It's going to be tough on him,” said Arthur, sitting back down and getting his pipe out of the pocket of his trousers.

Timothy pushed his still-full soup bowl away.

“I know. Chervil's death hangs over all of us like a thick fog, but it is the best thing to do,” said Timothy.

He was the only one who requested wine with lunch, and he drained his glass. His emotions were still too raw. 

“Well, let me check on some maps and plan out our supplies,” said Arthur. “How do you intend to get people to talk to us? It might not be wise just to walk around asking where Farzaneh is.”

Timothy rubbed his chin. He had a point. It would be like a huge beacon to all around that they were searching for the Codex.

“We need a service that people need," said Timothy. "Perhaps, we can be mapmakers. People can buy maps from us, and we can try to make a map of the desert. Then, it would be natural to ask about the structures around us.”

“Do you know how to make maps?” asked Arthur. “I have never been a good artist. I would do better as your servant and care for the horses.”

“I love maps and could do a decent job at drawing, but I should visit Kala, the mapmaker, and get some pointers.” Timothy stood up. “I have an official dinner tonight with Mother. I’ll meet up with you tomorrow.”

Arthur lit his pipe as Timothy strolled out of the solarium and then out of the palace to the stables. Timothy found the Stable Master and had him open the tack room. Between the two of them, a horse was saddled and ready to go.

Timothy rode out of the black iron gates that interrupted the brick wall around the palace complex. He nodded with a smile at the friendly greeting of the two soldiers guarding the entrance. His brown mare trotted down the main stone road through the city of Vervain. New half-timber buildings lined the wide, busy streets. The fortified town had sprouted up soon after his parents were made the high rulers thirty years ago. The town surged to life when the palace had been renovated for their use. The ambassadors and nobles lived closest to the palace in their luxurious three-story townhouses and the refined shops and services that they needed surrounding them. The rest of the city grew up quickly from there. Even the bad parts of town were newish from the remodeled ruins of the ancient city that had been here before Maldamien's dictatorship.

Timothy turned right onto a smaller street. He stopped his horse at a small two-story building and tied the mare out front before walking in. The tight, cluttered shop full of old dusty books and buckets of rolled up scrolls smelled like leather, paint, and parchment. A couple of large maps that hung on the wall beckoned for Timothy's attention with their bright colors and fine details, but he did not stop to study them this time. A middle-aged Undine woman sat at a table in the back of the shop bent over a map working by the light of an oil lamp. Her brown hair was pulled back in a bun so Timothy could observe her intense concentration as she worked. She carefully manipulated a brush with black paint to trace a light line made from a writing stick.

Timothy knitted his eyebrows and crossed his arms as he waited. Map-making looked harder than he originally had thought. He wasn't good with a paintbrush and he wasn't sure how well ink would travel. The woman glanced up at him with her intelligent brown eyes and smiled.

“Good afternoon, Prince Timothy. How can I help you?”

Timothy pulled over a chair that was near one of the crowded bookshelves, then sat at the table.

“Kala, I need to go on a mission disguised as a mapmaker," said Timothy. "I need your help, so I don't embarrass myself.”

Kala smirked at Timothy.

“How long do you have?”

Timothy frowned and ran his hand through his hair.

“Not long enough," he answered. "I know this is a trade that takes years to learn, but can I learn something that might make me believable? I can sell some cheap, simple maps from your shop to keep up the disguise, but I will need to be able to make some maps for my own use, too.”

Kala laid her brush down and rose to her feet.

“Let me see,” she said as she walked through a doorway at the back of her shop.

Timothy heard her rummaging around as he glanced out the front window at his horse. He had been to this shop many times over the years. A love for maps had been a natural extension of his passion for travel. Often, he marked up some of Kala's more straightforward maps with notes and details for his personal use. He had even drawn some simple outlines and traced some of the routes, but he never really tried to make a sellable map before. He realized how difficult this disguise might end up being.

Kala returned with an armload of scrolls and laid them in her chair. She went back into the hidden room again. The scrolls Kala had brought were roughly drawn on sheet paper, not on the expensive parchment displayed in her shop. She came back with a canvas bag filled with some more cheap scrolls.

“I almost never sell these,” said Kala. “These are my sketches, rough drafts, and mistakes. I hate wasting paper, so I end up gathering a pile of them.”

She unrolled some with her webbed hands to show Timothy. They were all drawn with a writing stick. Some were smudged, but her skill still showed through in the fine details.

“You could try to sell these as yours, and you can practice by tracing them," Kala explained. "That is how I start most apprentices. Study these and try to mimic the symbols in your own maps. Here is a cheat sheet.”

She pulled out a flat page with a list of symbols from the pile.

“I tried out an apprentice a month ago and made this for him," She handed the sheet to Timothy. "He didn't work out, though. He couldn't sit still for ten minutes.” She started to place all the scrolls in the canvas bag. “Most traveling mapmakers don't advance far from this level of skill. If they were better, they would join a guild. Coal charts are fine for most people's needs, though. If you have time to improve your skill, bring some of your traces back to me, and I will give you advice. How long are you going to be a mapmaker? I expect this is for getting information for the King?”

Timothy held the canvas bag as Kala shoved the last of the maps into it.

“Kind of," said Timothy. "I am not sure how long I'll be doing this. Right now, so many things still needing to be worked out. I would appreciate if you don't tell anyone. This isn't going to be an easy trip.”

She nodded.

“If it were, you wouldn't be in disguise," Kala answered. "If you were anyone else, I would tell them not to try this, but I have sold you many maps and seen how you study them. If you weren't a prince, I would take you as an apprentice in a second.”

“Thanks!”

Timothy put the bag over his shoulders and paid what he thought would be fair. She didn’t even look at the money and just put it in her apron. 

“Hopefully I'll be back with some sketches. If not, you'll know I am out there hoping your maps will open some doors,” said Timothy.

“Safe travels.” Kala walked with him to the door.

He left the shop and climbed onto his horse. It was time for him to get ready for his mother's dinner
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