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​​Chapter 1 Lord Mao

[image: ]


"No one knows what they really want. Only the few who have power and education can rule competently and fairly," Lord Mao stated to the young Undine woman walking next to him. The older man with almond eyes and dark black hair had the chiseled features of a general and the mannerisms of a king. His chin held a pointed go-tee, popular among the Hiru people. His silk robes and manicured appearance would be the perfect ideal for his people, even with the gray streaks in his hair. The only thing that marred this perfection was the grotesque red burn scar covering half his face and neck. The injury was new, only a month old, and still hurt, which did little for his mood.

The Undine woman was young, tall, and athletic. Her brown curly hair was cut short and looked almost wild. Her clothes were made from a type of black salamander leather perfect for swimming. She looked almost human except for her webbed hands and feet. 

The two companions were nearly opposites in every way. She was stealthy and could easily be overlooked, perfect for the invisible movements of espionage. He was impressive and bold, perfect for demanding attention and obedience as soon as he walked into a room.

"The Goliad family is weak, a bunch of ignorant commoners who were placed on the throne because of a romantic populist rhetoric," Lord Mao continued.

The dark figures walked down the halls of the echoing, abandoned fortress, Odemience, left over from the days of Maldamien, less than fifty years earlier. Odemience had been ransacked and pillaged but was preserved structurally as it had always been. The unlikely couple used the dim light from a candle held in the woman's shaky right hand to illuminate their way down the dark, stone passage.

"Only a strong government can truly take care of the ignorant populace," said Lord Mao. "The common people can't rule themselves. They don't have the experience, power, and breeding that the old families, like ours, possess. Left on their own, the world devolves into chaos and laziness. One would think this would be self-evident by now."

"Yes, but why take open action now?" Arnica replied. Her brown eyes searched the darkness as they walked, expecting creatures of the night to slither out of hiding at any moment. She shivered as they passed a massive spider web, hoping the spider was nowhere near her. "Our work in controlling governments from the shadows has produced such great results. It was open action that caused Maldamien's fall. The people like the appearance of democracy."

"After what happened to Turrent in the shadow-side of Gryphendale, and what happened to Zedoary, Arum, and Darnel in Samodivas, we can't continue as we have," said Lord Mao. "Prince Timothy has the Codex. I'm sure of it. That means the royal family is going to take an aggressive move against us by revealing the ancient secrets of the Seers. We can't wait for that. They are weaker than they have ever been at this moment. We need to move first before the Codex can be used. Maldamien's rule lasted a hundred years with just his power. With all of us working together and in the right places to overthrow most of the world powers, we can destroy any advantage the Codex could give them in this short time and end the Seers for good." 

He stopped at a metal door blocking their path and turned to look at his companion. "Prince Timothy started this war when he interfered with our affairs and exposed our members. We have to finish it. We will call on every ally, every rogue group fighting for independence or anarchy, and every assassin for hire. We will persuade the weak-minded and the poor of the benefits a powerful government can bring them. We have been working on this infrastructure for years. It is now that we pull all our resources together. If we fight on multiple fronts, the royal guard can only help so many. Many of the armies in each country have a percentage that is allied to us. We have the advantage of both numbers and sheer power."

Lord Mao unlocked and opened a metal door leading to a stone staircase that sunk down into the darkness. Even without light, he stepped forward to lead the way. Arnica followed with the silent stealth of an assassin, but held her head high like a noblewoman born to the wealthiest family in the river near Caongoe.

"The Codex shouldn't change anything," she replied as the metal door slammed closed behind her. "It's just an old book. It's probably not even readable."

The Hiru stopped suddenly on the steps below her and turned to her. The flickering candle in her hand created menacing shadows on his face. "The Codex changes everything. For years we have been planning subtle moves to control governments and manipulate the world's events. We were successful because the Seers were old and passive. They weren't like the ancient ones, the Seers in the legends. The knowledge that the Codex holds will bring back the ways of the old Seers who knew All-magic. We have run out of time. We must kill the prince, his old Brownie guide, and the slave girl. They are the only ones who could have read it so far. Call on our contacts to raise their armies to take control of the world and stop this nonsense. The Seers just need to die and let those who will rule do so. The time for secrets is at an end."

"But we still outnumber the Seers," said the Undine woman. "This seems drastic. You're talking about a world war in every country! We were trying to avoid that to give us time to stockpile our resources so that we could have an unbreakable government. We didn't want the people to pick sides or get riled up."

"And how many of our people did Prince Timothy defeat by himself?" asked the Hiru with fury. "His brother, Prince Nathaniel, is almost as bad in leading armies all over the place. Imagine what Prince Nathaniel will be like when he is king after his father. King Sage was born a rogue; Nathaniel has trained his whole life to lead battles." He turned and continued down the stairs without an answer. "Prince Timothy has discovered the secrets of All-magic and is only beginning to learn what it can do. It won't be three against him the next time. When he learns its full use, he will be able to defeat any army of ours by himself. None of us have been able to unlock All-magic with all of our research, experiments, and hoarded magic. We can't let Prince Timothy's knowledge spread to the other Seers."

"But the Adder Warlocks have darkness and shadows," Arnica replied as she glanced down at a small stone gryphon cradled in her left arm. The carved statue glowed just slightly with a green tinge. "And with the use of the great stone gryphon, nothing can stop us. Maldamien used All-magic. It's only a matter of time before we get it too."

The Hiru nodded as he unlocked another iron door at the base of the stairs. "War will give us that time. The royal family will be stretched thin, and we can lure Prince Timothy away from the palace."

"What about the slave girl and the old brownie who were with him?" asked Arnica.

"The brownie is uneducated and not a magic user," said the powerful leader. "The Codex means nothing to him without a teacher and translator. The girl... well, she is just a mute."

"A mute who can do Dryad magic and knows our secrets," replied Arnica.

He only grunted as the two of them entered the damp darkness of the dungeons of Odemience. Lord Mao and Arnica stopped suddenly at a lump in the middle of their path. Arnica moved her candle down to reveal the body of a dead Ogre, a nine-foot, pig-faced soldier.

The soldier was in full silver armor, and his sword was not even drawn. He had only been guarding the room for an hour. His face was frozen in an expression of terror.

Lord Mao's reptilian eyes shifted from the massive cold corpse to the greenish glow before him. Then a smirk formed in the corner of his mouth.

"Yes," replied Lord Mao. "The mute girl will die too. The stone gryphon changes everything."
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​​Chapter 2 The Adder Warlocks
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Weeks later and many countries west of Odemience, in the forest north of the Undine River, in the brush of those woods, off the main road, crouched an old Brownie with his knives drawn. Arthur was brown from head to toe, as gnarled as the log he sat near, and dressed in a tunic and trousers nearly the same color as his skin. His long pointed ears stuck out from his head from under a driver's cap. His tweed coat hid even more throwing knives in his belt. He watched and waited. 

"You aren't strong enough to kill me," shouted Timothy, a young Sprite man flying with his dragonfly wings as he dodged a sphere of solid ice.

Timothy shot a fireball from his two hands at the female figure dressed in black Salamander leather clothes standing firm on the ground. He landed and rolled out of the way of the ice picks flying through the air back at him. The spreading projectiles ripped through the sleeve of his navy Nomad tunic. He again sprung into the air with his large dragonfly wings extending from his back. Ice daggers followed him through the air. The masked woman continued running and shooting, giving her opponent no time to shoot back. Only her webbed hands and her water magic revealed she was an Undine. Timothy weaved through the forest branches obscuring the path in which ice could be shot at him.

The Undine Adder Warlock growled in frustration when a branch of an animated tree ripped off her mask. She circled her webbed hands into fists. "He will break you," she shouted. "Nothing can stop us now. Not even you, Truthseeker. You'll wish we killed you if he ever gets ahold of you."

The Undine's curly brown hair and tan skin were burned into Timothy's memory. She disappeared behind a tree out of view. Timothy swore under his breath. There seemed to be new Adder Warlocks everywhere he went. His damaged Nomad clothes flapped in the wind revealing the cuts and bruises from previous fights. He turned his attention to the nine-foot Ogre that Tabatha was fighting.

Tabatha, the petite Nomad woman in blue-green clothes, dodged the small boulder the Ogre launched in her direction. She moved quickly and silently, low to the ground, out of the way of the projectile. The Ogre tried to keep her in view, but she never stopped moving. She weaved through the trees just out of reach of the lumbering giant. As she moved, she waved her arms commanding trees to move, sway, and attack her opponent. 

Arthur, at two feet tall, launched his daggers at the massive foe's neck. This was the only way he would be able to contribute to the fight. The Ogre's movements as he tried to pursue Tabatha caused the daggers merely to lodge in his shoulders.

The Ogre screamed out in pain. Tabatha took the opportunity to wave her arms, causing vines to swing out of the ground and wrap themselves around the Ogre's legs. They were the tentacles of a plant monster only Tabatha controlled. The Ogre pulled away, snapping the vines, and ran into the woods after the Undine woman.

Timothy landed next to Tabatha.

"We're going to have to camp off the roads," he stated. "It looks like they were tracking us, and next time, they will send more."

Tabatha nodded as she walked over to where her translucent head covering had fallen off. Their camp was in shambles. The goat-haired tent they had bought four days ago had been burned. Their supplies were sprawled all over the ground.

She said, "If he ever gets ahold of you." Who was she talking about? Tabatha signed with her hands.

"I don't know," said Timothy. "I supposed she must have meant their leader, the one you said runs the Adder Warlocks from Cuelebre."

Tabatha nodded even though she didn't seem completely satisfied with the answer.

"Where did Stormbreaker go?" asked Arthur as he joined them.

"He went to catch Tabatha's mare," said Timothy. "The horse ran off as soon as the fighting happened."

Tabatha picked up some of their belongings and piled them by the damaged tent. She paused with a sigh.

Do you want lunch before we go? she signed with her hands.

"I suppose we have time," said Timothy. Arthur noticed Timothy adjusting his green keffiyeh to hide his blond hair. So far, no one had noticed he was a prince on their journey home, and it seemed like he wanted to keep it that way.

A massive gray stallion, holding in his teeth the reins to a smaller brown mare, emerged from the woods. He trotted over to Arthur and dropped the reins on the Brownie's head.

"The poor girl was scared out of her mind," said the great gray horse. "I was almost out of Dwende before I caught up with her."

"Thanks, Stormbreaker," Timothy said as he started picking up their scattered food with Tabatha. "We're going to eat and then take off. Tomorrow night, we need to make our camp in the woods off the road."

"That might not be good enough," said Stormbreaker.

"Why?" asked Arthur as he tied the brown mare to a tree near some grass.

"When I finally caught up to Cally, we were on a hill overlooking a massive battle. It looks like the Adder Warlocks have given up their secrecy. Gnomes fought each other, riding magically tamed animals like giant foxes and bucks."

"A civil war?" asked Timothy as he handed his finds to Tabatha. "We just stopped one in Samodivas two weeks ago."

"It wasn't that big," said Stormbreaker. "But it does look like a force heading to the capital of Dwende was being stopped by royal troops. It looked like an attempted coupe."

"Maybe we should go help them?" said Arthur rubbing his chin. "We can't afford to let a single kingdom fall."

Tabatha walked over, shaking her head. Her loose brown hair fell past her waist since she hadn't put it back up under her head covering.

We must get the Gryphon's Codex to safety and then translate it, she signed. The battle is probably over by now. We cannot be everywhere at the same time.

"She's right," said Timothy. "If this is happening in the Gnome kingdom, then it will be happening all over. My parents at the palace in Vervain had been preparing for this for almost a year. They will send soldiers out to help each of the countries."

"Look," said Arthur. He pointed down the wide dirt road they were camped nearby. Formations of soldiers were marching down the road towards them.

Timothy backed into the shadows of the woods and covered his face with his keffiyeh. Arthur noticed and nodded to himself. As a high prince, Timothy would immediately be pulled into whatever issue the soldiers were dealing with.

The group watched as hundreds of royal soldiers from the central government passed by them, heading towards Aberdour, the Brownie kingdom, and in the opposite direction from the battle in Dwende.

"Where are you going?" shouted Arthur at the passing soldiers.

"Rokurokubi," answered a soldier as he continued to march by.

"The only way to get to Rokurokubi from Dwende was to march through Aberdour," Arthur explained to Tabatha. "Soldiers hadn't done that in over thirty years, ever since the evil days in which Maldamien ruled the world from his mountain fortress, Odemience."

"Problems in the Ogre kingdom?" said Stormbreaker shaking his mane. "This is bad."

The small group of travelers waited until the soldiers passed before going back to their tasks of packing their things and eating lunch. Tabatha cleaned off the fruits and vegetables with a rag, then handed them to Timothy and Arthur to eat.

"It looks like war has broken out everywhere," Arthur said as he finished his apple and pulled out his old pipe. "Are we too late?" He muttered as he began to fill the pipe and light it.

It's never too late until we are dead, signed Tabatha.

Timothy smirked at her as Arthur gave Timothy a sample smoke from his pipe. Arthur knew that Timothy loved her feisty nature. He loved everything about her and still had not managed to tell her. Running for your lives, fighting to survive, and sleeping on the hard ground never seem to lend itself to the right moment. Yet, his love only grew. Arthur frowned a little. He felt a fatherly affection towards these young people, but could a former slave and a prince make life work in a palace?

They packed up their things in their individual bags and loaded the remaining supplies in the saddle bags on Cally and Stormbreaker, leaving their tent behind. They rode south, off the roads, towards the palace at Vervain. Arthur sat in front of Timothy on Stormbreaker, and Tabatha rode on Cally. All three of them could easily have ridden on Stormbreaker... as they had done in Samodivas, but Tabatha wanted her own horse for the trip home. 

Arthur hated riding horses. He would rather have walked, but it would have been much slower. Stormbreaker had wanted to come with them anyway and was almost disappointed that Tabatha wouldn't ride him. He got over it when she fed him apples, though. Their little group had been through much in only four months. When Arthur and Timothy had left the palace, they had only been there a short time from their previous adventure on the other side of the world. Was it only six months ago that Arthur had been sitting in front of the fire at the inn in his homeland, wondering if his life was functionally over? He had thought he was destined just to sit and rot for the rest of his old days.

Arthur shook his head. The Great Blue Gryphon, who created all things, had not really been part of his mental world for a while, but that didn't mean that the creator had forgotten Arthur. When Arthur had met the Blue Gryphon on the shadow side of the world and had been told that there was more for him to do, he had discovered gifts he never knew he had. The precious Codex that they had discovered in the desert had called Arthur a "guide." Timothy was a "Truthseeker," and Tabatha was a "Handmaiden." These titles were contracts with the Blue Gryphon that allowed the creator to pour himself through them with magical abilities. 

Even though the trip back to the palace was not the end of the war, Arthur wondered if it was the end of his mission. What would great kingdoms, armies, magic users, and politicians need with an old, tiny guide anyway?
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​​​Chapter 3 The Nomad Prince
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The sun was setting on the rose-walled city of Vervain as two horses with riders trotted down the cobblestone road to the palace gates. The walls of Vervain were made of a pale pink marble native to that region and were built thick, two stories tall, so that soldiers could patrol the tops. The oak gates were almost always open for travelers and traders. The buildings of Vervain varied in design by what era they were built. Some of the oldest buildings dotting the city were built in grey stone. They were dated to the original town over a thousand years ago. Many of the buildings that were half pink marble and half wood were from Vervain's golden age before the dictatorship of Maldamien. Most of the taller and newer buildings were fancy wooden buildings with ornate trim and pastel-colored paint. The gray brick roads were wide enough for the shops to have their wares in front of their buildings. Pedestrians walked casually without worries about being in the way of a cart, horses, or other giant load-bearing animals such as dogs, rabbits, moles, salamanders, and more. 

A few people in the city stared at the travelers as they passed, but mostly they were ignored as just common wanderers. The multicultural city people only saw a handful of exotic strangers when they looked at them. There was nothing to get excited about. No royal fanfare or ticker tape parades. 

On the larger gray stallion rode the dusty Sprite Nomad, owning a full blond beard, piercing blue eyes, and wire-framed glasses. Timothy had managed to repair his clothes with yet another set of patches. Nothing princely about rags. In front of him on the saddle sat the two-foot-tall, weathered Brownie. Nothing noble in grumbling about being too old for such riding. The chestnut mare following the stallion carried the equally dusty Nomad woman whose large eyes took in everything around her with intense curiosity—an obvious newcomer who had never been in a big city.

The palace of Vervain was extensive, with a rose marble wall surrounding the complex of matching marble buildings. The nine-foot wall was topped with pointed iron adornments. Every 100 yards was a tower with a guard to watch for flying visitors. Only the various entrances with gates of wrought iron allowed a view inside. The guards, one at either side of the palace gates, stood tall in pressed blue coats. One was an Undine with webbed hands and gills. The other guard was a Huldra with a foxtail and constantly changing eye color. The Undine guard held out his spear, pointing it at the visitors and stopping them in front of the locked black iron gate.

"Halt! Who are you?" asked the young guard with authority earned by his own recent conflict with the Adder Warlocks. Arthur observed that even the youngest of the royal guards had shed the innocence of youth in what he suspected were constant skirmishes. These weren't the carefree men he had left behind.

Timothy laughed.

"You can't recognize me? I'm Prince Timothy, and this is Arthur!" said the blond Sprite from atop of his stallion.

"I told you that you should have taken a bath first," said the stallion.

"Oh hush," said Timothy. "This is my own family!"

Arthur smirked in amusement. The guard's face flinched in confusion, but he didn't move. First, he glanced at the Huldra soldier next to him, who just shrugged, and then he studied the Nomad up and down, trying to process the information and decide what to do next. The loose tunic and trousers of the Nomads were unusual compared to the fitted clothes of the other faerie peoples. Timothy wore knee-high soft leather boots, a cloth belt that held a dagger tucked into the front, and a keffiyeh that covered his head. To the soldier, the tan man with the scar on his cheek didn't look much like the fair-skinned academic Sprite prince of just three months ago.

"What's going on?" asked the regal brown-and-gray-haired Huldra approaching from the inside of the closed gate. The high king of Gryphendale had been walking the garden just at that moment. He looked through the gate, swishing his foxtail with a flash of recognition. His eyes turned colors from yellow to green. "Arthur?"

Arthur opened his mouth to answer.

"Dad! Don't you recognize me?" exclaimed Timothy dismounting from Stormbreaker.

"See," said the horse. "Even your own father doesn't know you. You should have taken a bath!"

"Stormbreaker, stop making trouble!" said Timothy. "Dad, it's me, Timothy!"

"Timothy?" asked King Sage, blinking as his eyes changed through a dozen colors. He turned to the Undine soldier. "Open this blasted gate!"

The guards quickly obeyed, relieved that the decision was made for them. The king and the young Nomad embraced.

"By the Gryphon!" said the king, "I must be getting old. I most certainly didn't know you at all, but I couldn't mistake your voice for anyone else's. Lieutenant, go get the queen!"

He brought his son inside the gate as the Huldra soldier ran to obey the order. The stallion with Arthur on him followed, as well as the mare with the Nomad woman sitting on top.

"Who is this?" said King Sage. He turned to look at the petite woman in a flowing blue-green veil as she rode behind the walking men. She also wore the same style of Nomad clothes as the prince, but in a softer fabric with a longer, silkier feminine head covering rather than the shorter and rougher cotton keffiyeh that Timothy wore. Both coverings wrapped around the top of their heads and over the front of their mouths to protect them from dust. Tabatha wore hers loose, so the extra material draped down, covering her long brown hair. In contrast, Timothy wore his tighter and shorter in the masculine style so that it draped onto his shoulders but not much lower.

Timothy smiled broadly.

That smile looked good on the prince, thought Arthur. When was the last time he smiled like that?

"This is the woman who has made a habit of saving my life in the desert. What was it three times?" said Timothy.

"At least five," said Arthur from the back of Stormbreaker, "and she saved mine at least three times. Her name is Tabatha."

The woman blushed.

The king fully turned around and walked to her horse.

"That's quite a task," said the graying monarch as his eyes turned green. "I'm more used to hearing about Timothy doing the saving."

Tabatha put her hand to her mouth and signed thank you.

"She's mute, but she thanks you," said Timothy. His smile didn't diminish at all. "Isn't she amazing?"

King Sage turned to his son and studied him. That was the first time he had ever heard his son call any woman amazing. His eye color changed from green to blue, and he raised an eyebrow.

"She must be," the king answered mostly to himself.

Then he turned back to study the Nomad woman again. Arthur watched the king's expression as he studied the woman Timothy had brought home. She had pale skin, which was unusual for those living in the desert. She moved her veil nervously as though to hide the green script permanently embedded across her forehead. They were the markings of a slave. Instead of hiding the marks, her nervous jester revealed another set of green script tattooed around her wrist. Most people would recognize that this was a sign that she had had multiple dark magic masters. The king would notice this better than most. One of his first laws as a monarch was to forbid slavery in his kingdom. She was obviously mixed blood, but it was hard to tell what races. Since she couldn't be more than five feet tall, she probably had some Gnome blood, but she was thin, like one of the taller races. Her large eyes were a mix of colors, a blue with green at the edges and flecks of brown in the center. She studied the king back with a piercing gaze that seemed like she could see through him.

King Sage smirked and nodded, "Quiet, yet bold. You will get along well with the queen, I think."

Timothy's grin grew larger. The king valued daring personalities. That was why Arthur and King Sage had been good friends long before when Sage was just a rogue fighting for survival. Arthur was sure the king and the girl would get along.

"You're welcome to the palace," said the king after a moment. "You will be our honored guest."

Timothy sighed with relief, not that he had expected anything less from his father, but Tabatha was unusual. Any casual observer could see that she had a complicated past for a woman of nineteen.

"Timothy?" called a Sprite woman in an emerald green gown. She rushed down the palace garden path. Her bright red hair had just a streak of gray in the front. Queen Autumn flicked her translucent moth wings as she pushed past the king to embrace her son.

Arthur saw the queen's tears as she hugged him.

"I missed you too, Mom," Timothy told her.

They were soon surrounded by a stylish Huldra couple who had only been a couple of yards behind the queen.

"By the Gryphon! What did you do to yourself!" cried a younger brown-haired Huldra. Nathaniel was Timothy's twin brother, but they looked like two different races. Nathaniel came and greeted Timothy with a firm handshake. Timothy glanced down and was startled. Nathaniel's right leg from the knee down was missing and replaced by a wooden leg.

"You aren't the only one who had adventures in the last three months," said Nathaniel in a low voice. "The world is at war. The Adder Warlocks have come out of hiding and are trying to take over the kingdom."

Arthur's mouth dropped open in shock. How much had he missed while he was gone? Would the world ever slow down? He was getting too old for this!

"He brought a girl!" squealed Peony, Nathaniel's wife. She had pushed through the king and queen to be beside him. "She's adorable!" The fashionable Huldra woman in a taffeta gown and wide-brimmed hat brought her hands near her face. "Oh, I have to hear this story! You both are just brimming with mystery!"

The whole royal family exclaimed and chatted and asked questions down the gravel entry, all the way to the pink marble steps of the palace. Tabatha dismounted among the clamor, and Timothy helped Arthur down from Stormbreaker's back.

"Stormbreaker, will you be happy in our stable?" asked Timothy to the massive stallion.

The horse nodded.

"You wouldn't want me in your house," he said. "I have horrible table manners."

"A great one like yourself will have the freedom to explore the property," said King Sage. "We have quite a few gardens, and feel free to ask for anything you like."

"Thank you," replied the horse with a bow of his head.

King Sage instructed the Stable Master, who had come to collect the horses. The family entered the tall double doors of the palace held open by white-gloved servants, also dressed in blue. Timothy glanced behind him towards the iron gates to the palace courtyard as they closed, and he frowned. 

Arthur, again, noticed. He had thought that this last adventure would be his final one with the prince, but in his heart, he knew he would continue to be needed, at least for a little longer.
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​​Chapter 4 The Family
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The palace complex was scattered with stately buildings no more than two floors tall. As they walked down the driveway paver in white bricks, a gravel path diverted left to the military barracks and small prison used only for immediate need. Another gravel path led to the right to servants' quarters, though many household servants stayed in the palace. The brick driveway led to a circular drive with a raised pond in the center. It had an offshoot to the left to the stables and a nicer brick path to the right to an older gray building everyone called "the cottage." The Cottage was the renovated remains of the ancient palace. It only held the ancient great hall and a couple of side rooms. It was primarily used for smaller social gatherings such as the Ladies' Auxiliary meetings. The white and gold u-shaped palace itself stretched before them like a giant about to hug them, the driveway, and everything. It had three floors, with a pillared porch of pink marble across the front. Arthur had stayed here once before, but Tabatha gawked. The beautiful mix of faerie architecture and Undine materials greeted them as they were ushered into the grand entrance through massive double doors. The entry was lavishly tiled with pink marble and lined with ornately carved furniture of Gnome design. A wide staircase curved before them, but the entry alone was more extensive than any house they had encountered in the desert. Arthur wondered if Tabatha had ever seen anything close to this as she took everything in with wide, fearful eyes. 

The queen immediately ordered food for the weary arrivals before more questions were asked. Servants of various faerie races: a Gnome maid, Sprite butler, and Undine Stewart, all dressed in pressed blue uniforms, quickly rushed around to fulfill the requests of the king and queen.

The whole royal family made their way across the entry to their left and entered the formal dining room, an even more massive room. Windows lined the long far side of the pale room to overlook the gardens in the back of the palace. Tables had been pushed against the walls, with only one long table in the center of the room for the royal family. Fine white linen and gold-trimmed porcelain china were set out. 

Arthur felt dirty in his stained and ripped clothes. He could see that Tabatha felt the same way. She had been a slave only a few months ago. She probably felt out of place as she sat next to Timothy on the spotless padded dining chair of early Sprite design, a copy of the furniture during the Sprite golden age of architecture and craftsmanship nearly a thousand years ago. Arthur hopped up into the chair next to her, hoping to give her comfort. 

Questions poured out of the royal family, and so the story of Timothy's trip was described from the beginning to answer them all. The conversation moved at a rapid pace. Timothy and Arthur had left the palace three months ago for their mission to find the Gryphon's Codex in the Nomad Desert. They had met Tabatha in Samodivas on the way there. Timothy and Arthur took turns recounting their adventures. They recalled trying to figure out who Tabatha was while she mysteriously followed them for a month without allowing herself to be seen. 

Servants entered the dining room carrying silver platters of food as they talked. Tabatha gasped at the amount of food placed into the table's center. Platter after platter of fruits, vegetables, roast, bread, and every good thing was set before them. The royal family served themselves, and Timothy urged Tabatha to get as much as she wanted.

As they ate, Timothy and Aurthur continued their tale. They told of how Tabatha had saved their lives from a Troll and left clues in the sand to help them find the nearest villages. Timothy then rescued her from a mob who wanted to kill her for her slave markings to the Adder Warlocks. After that, she traveled with them and helped them survive. They had wandered the desert until they fought Adder Warlocks at an abandoned temple. It was the temple where they found the Codex, but they were separated in their escape. Tabatha had rescued Arthur and Timothy from near death in the desert. They had endured a sandstorm from which, again, Tabatha had saved them. Finally, they traveled with a Nomad lord who was a Phoenix in disguise. They then fought in the Huldra Civil War as they made their way back through Samodivas towards home. Tabatha made sure Timothy mentioned how he had broken a curse placed on her by the Adder Warlocks that was slowly killing her. He complied, but then he described how she was a Seer and became the Gryphon's Handmaiden to save his and Arthur's lives in the desert when they were both mortally wounded.

King Sage sighed at the end of Timothy's tale. "If I had known what you would encounter, I would have taught you much more."

Timothy laughed. "No, Dad, you taught me everything I needed to survive and succeed."

"It's like a storybook; I can hardly believe it," said Peony. "It sounds like a whole different lifetime."

"In some ways, it was," said Timothy. "I don't think I can ever return to who I was. I lived a lot of life in the last three months."

Timothy then described how they had taken nearly a week to ride their horses to Vervain from Samodivas with the precious Gryphon Codex. The royal family listened, captivated by every detail. Timothy explained that they were attacked on the way. They had just camped on the side of the road in the afternoons instead of staying at inns and buying food from the villages on the way.

"Were you hiding from the Adder Warlocks?" asked Nathaniel. "You know you have credit in every country. You could have used it to have a more comfortable trip home."

Arthur snorted. Tabatha made a sour face that everyone noticed. Timothy smirked as his blue eyes sparkled.

"We were free spirits who raced the horses and enjoyed the wildness of sleeping out in the open," said Timothy. "Why ruin it? Arthur complained about being too old for such hard travel on horseback, but don't be deceived by his grumpy words. He enjoyed it too."

Arthur growled and muttered under his breath, but the sparkle in his eyes told the listeners he would make the trip again in an instant.

Timothy took his bag from the ground next to him and pulled out a carefully wrapped bundle. He gently unfolded the goat skin from a sizeable leather-bound Codex. The whole royal family gasped. With both hands, he stood to hand it to his mother, who was a Seer like himself.

"What is it?" asked Peony.

"The Codex is the only systematic collection of teachings about the Way of the Gryphon," said Queen Autumn in awe as she reverently took the massive volume. She could not have held a newborn baby any gentler. She moved to an empty place at the end of the table, laid the book down, and opened the book. "It will help the Seers defeat the last of the Adder Warlocks who threaten the nine countries of Gryphendale. It was the full purpose of the mission, to begin with."

"With its help, we defeated three of the Adder Warlocks in the Huldra civil war in Samodivas," said Timothy. "It is in the old language of the Seers."

The queen wiped tears from her eyes as she examined the massive book. She motioned to a passed Huldra maid and whispered, "Please bring the palace librarian and the treasurer to me." 

The maid curtsied and left.

"So did you go by the name Firebrand as you had planned?" asked Nathaniel. His eyes shone bright green.

Timothy nodded as he glanced at Tabatha with a frown. She stared down at her food. Arthur pulled out his pipe and began to fill it. Timothy had only told Tabatha of his real identity a little over a week ago.

Nathaniel laughed at Timothy. "I'm sure this can't be my brother any longer! Yet, I do believe Lord Firebrand had always been inside of you trying to get out. Are we going to be able to keep you here for very long, or will you be off again in a month?"

"I hope he stays for a little while!" exclaimed Queen Autumn looking up from the Codex.

"What about Tabatha?" asked King Sage. "What are your plans?"

Arthur nodded as he began to puff and light his pipe. The King was well loved by his people because he always noticed the quiet and weak in the group and gave them a voice. Arthur had followed Sage in and out of danger when they were young because he knew that, as small as he was, he would not be forgotten by Sage.

Tabatha widened her eyes and glanced at Timothy. She shrugged. Timothy looked a bit bewildered.

Nathaniel laughed again.

"So you dragged this poor girl here with no thought to the future," said Nathaniel. "Somehow, I'm not surprised. She will be welcome here. We are at war, and another Seer will be a big help!"

"Oh, that isn't a problem," said Peony. "She and I will become good friends. She's so petite and cute! You didn't bring a bit of luggage. We will just have to go shopping!"

Wide-eyed, Tabatha glanced around like a trapped animal. Arthur noticed her expression of fear. She looked more frightened of the idea of shopping than she did standing in front of a group of Adder Warlocks. Actually, she looked fearless with the Adder Warlocks; she was terrified now.

"Don't be anxious," said Timothy. "I intend to spoil you. It's the least I can do to keep me alive."

Tabatha tilted her head and signed, You saved my life a few times too!

"Well, so what," said Timothy. "I still want to spoil you, and my family makes a hobby of that sort of thing. It isn't any trouble."

"If Timothy wants you spoiled, then that is what we will set out to do," said the queen as she closed the Codex. "It isn't like he brings a girl home every day. I think it's about time."

"Mother!" said Timothy. "It isn't like that!"

Tabatha glanced at him.

Arthur wanted to smack his head but puffed his pipe instead. He had to let young love figure out its own way.

"So, Tabatha, tell us about yourself," said King Sage as his eyes turned green. "And Arthur, tell us what she says. I want to hear from Tabatha herself."

Tabatha sighed. She was about to sign when more food on silver platters was being brought in by servants. The table platters weren't completely empty, but they were taken. A servant leaned down next to Tabatha and whispered, "The cook is so excited Prince Timothy is back that there may even be a third course. Eat your fill, my dear. Nothing is wasted here. We are all celebrating the return of the prince."

Tabatha gawked at the older Gnome serving woman who had said this to her. She would have been flogged for such familiarity with her masters when she had been a slave.

An aged Hiru woman with gray hair and oriental features and a tall Ogre gentleman with thick elephant skin and a face like a lion arrived in the dining room. They walked over to the queen and bowed. Queen Autumn placed her hand on the Codex as she addressed them.

"Dr. Chi and Mr. Nettle, I have the greatest treasure our nation has ever possessed here. I need it to remain secret and secure. Still, I also need it accessible to Prince Timothy and Seer Tabatha for translation work. Do you have suggestions?"

"May I?" asked the Hiru woman as she put on white gloves and stepped forward to the book. Queen Autumn moved her head and nodded for the woman to continue. "Should we have the royal scholars copy the text for translation first? This is very old and has been through a lot of abuse."

"No, Dr. Chi," said Timothy. "I am already halfway through my translation, and we don't have time to spare."

Dr. Chi scowled but nodded. "The translation work can be done in the royal library, but keeping the manuscripts secure... What do you think, Mr. Nettle?"

The massive Ogre rubbed his chin with his hand. "We have a safe, invented by Ambassador Toble years ago, that looks like a normal cabinet. It was a brilliant design, but I had not used it since the royal treasury holds the most valuable objects and is quite secure. This cabinet can be moved to the library and bolted in place. No one would be able to tell that it has multiple safety mechanisms. I can give Prince Timothy the key, the biometric access, and the musical spell to open it."

Queen Autumn nodded. "This will do. Please set this up immediately. Thank you."

Dr. Chi closed the book and picked it up with both hands. She and Mr. Nettle bowed and left the dining room. Queen Autumn then returned to her seat.

"All three of you look half-starved," said Queen Autumn, glancing at Timothy, Tabatha, and Arthur. "Don't hesitate to ask for more or even something different."

"A mother's love knows no bounds to fill an empty stomach," said Nathaniel. "You should have seen the mounds of food she fed me when I was recovering from my leg wound."

"Well, I have no problem gorging to make her happy at this moment," replied Timothy as he began to fill up his plate for the third time. "I'm sure I've never been hungrier."

"You only call it gorging when you don't need the food," said Arthur. "I call this sensible back payment on a food deficiency."

"I'm sure the queen will have you eat double your fill," said King Sage. "Then we will roll you upstairs to your old rooms to rest."

"Oh, and I will sleep for days!" said Arthur. "Don't wake me until I start growing moss."

"Ha! You lie!" said Timothy. "You will be up before sunrise banging on my door to get up."

"Tabatha is the poor sleeper," said Arthur. "She was the one making everything happen."

"A dictator with lovely lashes?" asked Nathaniel with a knowing glance at his wife.

Tabatha blinked, looking at each person at the table, uncertain how to interpret the humor.

"Most certainly," said Timothy. "I can't say enough about how she converted two vagabond bachelors into civilized Nomads."

"I wouldn't call your appearance civilized," said Peony, "but I'm sure she had her hands full."

"Oh, she had us well cared for," said Arthur, "but Timothy is a magnet for trouble."

"I'm sure that Adder Warlocks didn't make you grow that beard," said Nathaniel.

"You'll like it when I trim it properly," said Timothy as he rubbed it with his hand. "It's been a week of neglect."

"So you aren't going to shave it?" asked Peony.

"Tabatha likes it," said Timothy, meeting eyes with her. She gave a smile and nodded. "Plus, a helpful Gnome taught me the secrets of making it look civilized."

"I'll believe it when I see it," said Nathaniel. "The tan and muscles are new too. What did you do in the desert? Lift weights naked?"

Arthur snorted. "Not far from the truth. He carried rocks for money," said Arthur.

"Rocks?" said King Sage. "What for? To throw them at the Adder Warlocks?"

"I did some of that," admitted Timothy. "But mostly, I built houses to pay our bills."

"What bills?" said Queen Autumn. "You were in a tent."

"We have this unfortunate addiction to eating," said Arthur. "Food costs money."

Nathaniel laughed. "You must have been an awful stone carrier because all of you look starved."

"You try carrying rocks all day and see how much food you eat!" said Timothy. "I felt like I burned off my lunch as soon as it settled in my stomach."

"I vaguely remember those days," said King Sage. "I never could get enough to eat in the desert."

"When you were that age, there wasn't enough to eat," said Queen Autumn to her husband. "But all of you need to get second helpings of the food. Here!"

She started piling more food on Timothy, Tabatha, and Arthur's plates. Timothy, Tabatha, and Arthur all smiled and ate contentedly.

Timothy paused as he ate to watch Tabatha. "I'm glad you agreed to come with me," Timothy said softly for just her to hear.

She put down her fork and signed, You did more for me than you realized. I couldn't refuse you. You say I saved your life, but you broke my curse. I was dying; you were not. I owe you much more than you owe me.

"Then let us say we are even in that respect," said Timothy. "I couldn't just leave you... I mean, where would you go? I depend on you now."

She tilted her head. I wonder, Timothy. I won't be here long. I must go with the wind as all Nomads do, but I wanted to see your home and family.

Timothy swallowed as his heart jumped into his throat. He put his hand over hers as though to keep her from disappearing before him.

"Don't be in a hurry to leave," he said. "We at least need to translate the Codex. And I... Just don't go."

Tabatha looked down at his hand as the rest of the table became silent to hear their conversation.

"Well, Timothy," said King Sage. "I do agree with your earlier statement. She is quite amazing. A true Nomad woman."

"And a Seer too," said Queen Autumn as she stood. "I think after hearing everything, the three of you must be exhausted. Tabatha, I think I will give you Nathaniel's old room next to Timothy."

"Where is Nathaniel now?" asked Timothy as he stood with Tabatha.

"I moved to a bigger apartment on the second floor," said Nathaniel.

Timothy's eyes widened as he turned to look at Peony. She laughed.

"No, no baby yet. Just preparing for the inevitable," Peony replied.

The three very muddy friends followed the queen up the steps. Arthur turned to his typical room on the second floor but then changed his mind. Timothy and Tabatha followed the queen to the third floor. She showed Tabatha around, pointing out the library, royal apartments, studies, and washrooms.

When the queen showed Tabatha the apartment she was to have, Tabatha's eyes widened again in amazement. Arthur glanced around, trying to imagine what she might be thinking. It had a bedroom, study, washroom, and sitting room. It was bigger than most houses in the desert. All the furniture was ornate and well-crafted. The curtains and linens were silk and embroidered. The walls were covered with expensive paper. The chairs were upholstered and filled with throw cushions. As Tabatha stood stone still staring at everything, stunned, Arthur, Timothy, and his mother left her apartment to talk in the hall. They quietly closed the door on the awe-struck woman.

"She's a bit nervous, isn't she," whispered Queen Autumn.

"She's been a slave her whole life," said Timothy. "She only learned a week ago that I was a prince. It really upset her."

"Upset?" said Queen Autumn. "Most girls would love to know a prince."

Timothy frowned and glanced at Tabatha's door.

"She isn't like most girls," he answered. "She's as wild and untamed as the desert wind. She loves freedom more than the money and power of a crown. I asked. No, I begged her to come. It might be hard for her to adjust to the palace."

Queen Autumn put her hand on Timothy's arm as he looked back at his mother.

"She suits you," said Queen Autumn. "Fire and wind start forest fires. I hope we can keep you both here for a little while. We will do everything we can to make her comfortable."

"Thanks, Mom."

"We are at war, Timothy, Arthur," said Queen Autumn. "You all came just in time. We need a forest fire, and we need that Codex. Our army is fighting in the south and in the northwest at the same time. The Adder Warlocks are raising armies everywhere. Nathaniel was hurt badly a couple of months ago and is just now well enough to go back out to battle. Your father has been out fighting on and off again. I worry that one day, they will bring only his charred remains home. I will not let this kingdom fall, though." Tears began to form in Queen Autumn's eyes. "If you could see what this world was like under Maldamien and the dark magic users. The poverty, despair, and death..." She swallowed. "We all must fight until we can't fight anymore."

Timothy embraced his mother. "I learned so much in the desert, Mother. We will win this. I promise."

Arthur quietly returned to his room. He did remember those days. The queen was right. This war would cost them everything, but he believed the great Blue Gryphon had chosen and prepared this younger generation. He would quietly be there when they needed him, as always.
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​​Chapter 5 Arthur
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Arthur laid his bag on the Brownie-sized bed in his apartment. It was not the same bag he had taken to the Shadow of the Gryphon, the reverse side of their disc-shaped world. It was not even the bag that had been with him in the Nomad desert. It was a new bag because adventures seemed to have the unfortunate effect of making one lose things when running for your life. He had stayed in this room months ago when he had first arrived at the palace with Timothy and Nathaniel. The king and queen's hospitality was just the same, though. Had Sage forgotten him after all these years, he would have been disappointed yet understood. The king didn't forget, and Arthur was treated like one of the family.

It seemed like another lifetime ago when he had first met the princes. Arthur's old house had burned down in a freak accident, and he had moved into the only inn within miles. His wife had died years ago, and his grown sons were married and living on their own farms. He had not wanted to be a burden on them. Instead, he had planned on living off his life savings at the inn until the day he died. He was old, tired, and done with life. 

Arthur pulled out his pipe from his bag as he remembered the past. This pipe did travel with him on all his adventures. He began to fill it again to have a second smoke that day before bed. Smoking the pipe reminded him of meeting the princes too.

The two princes had walked into the inn needing directions to the Rokurokubi Mountains while Arthur had been smoking his pipe by the fire before bedtime, just like tonight. Few Brownies had ever traveled anywhere, but Arthur had been almost everywhere in his younger years. Little did he know that he would be joining them on an adventure to the same place that had started his wild wanderings as a teenager. The underside of their world was rarely visited by the land fairies. Still, Arthur had come there by accident as a teenager and had been the only survivor among his friends. His adventure with the princes started a new chapter in his life by healing an old chapter. He then followed up that adventure by accepting an invitation from Timothy for this latest adventure in the Nomad desert.

Arthur emptied the meager supplies from his bag and put his throwing knives into his nightstand drawer. He then placed his bag into the wardrobe at the foot of his bed and sat down by the fire to finish smoking. 

Fire.

Timothy was a Fire Seer, the first Seer Arthur had really gotten to know well. Though Timothy looked more like his Sprite mother and had her Seer tendencies, he had the daring of his Huldra father. 

Arthur had known Sage long ago when they were both fighting in the underground rebellion against Maldamien. This was soon after Arthur's accidental trip to the world's underside as a teenager. Sage was not even nobility back then. He was just the orphaned son of the murdered royal captain of the guard for the true monarch. He was a rogue and a scoundrel running for his life, away from his revengeful cousin, Turmeric, a pawn of Maldamien. Sage would save people's lives, do random good deeds, get into even more trouble, and somehow survive without plans or thought for the future. People loved him and followed his example. Arthur could only keep up with Sage at times. It was Arthur's wife who helped Arthur calm down to build a farm and live a more normal Brownie life, even under the constant threat of Maldamien's Ogre thugs raiding villages.

It was the arrival of Autumn from the human world and Sage's love for her that changed Sage into someone who wanted to live and build a better world, as well. He was still Sage, but an army sprung up around him from the seeds of selfless acts performed over nearly 50 years of wandering. Arthur had left his wife and kids to be one of the ones who fought at his side during that final battle. It was then that the fall of the evil wizard broke the curse on the world, a curse of never aging. Immediately, the world voted for Sage and Autumn to be king and queen, to rebuild the world so that each kingdom could be free to self-rule under the international guidance of the central monarchs. The new monarchs were not perfect. They had no political training, but the world has been a better place because of them.

A knock at the door interrupted Arthur's musings. 

"Come in!" shouted Arthur, too sore and tired to bother with the door himself.

King Sage entered, and Arthur stood and bowed.

"Oh, stop that!" said Sage. He sat in a tiny chair by the fire. The chair looked child-sized with Sage in it, and Arthur smirked at how Sage probably would still sit on the floor even though he had been King for twenty-five years.

"What brings your majesty to my humble abode at this hour?" asked Arthur as he sat down himself.

"You are a father, Arthur. Tell me about this adventure as a father to a father. Was my son ready for it? How does he feel about this young woman? Is there anything you haven't told me that I should know?"

Arthur leaned back in his chair and nodded. "As a father to a father... Yes. Well, you remember our conversation after returning from the Shadow of the Gryphon. I told you that you had every reason to be proud of Nathaniel and Timothy. I will say the same with this adventure. You have every reason to be proud of Timothy."

"Why did he run out of money?" asked Sage, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. "What happened?"

Arthur chuckled. "That wasn't entirely his fault. Timothy was raised as a prince and carries himself like nobility. As soon as the merchants saw him, they raised their prices, and Timothy didn't realize it at first. He eventually handed his money bag to me to do the negotiations, but by that point, we were already low. Working for a living was good for him. He didn't spend his money on wild living, if that is what you are worried about. Nor was he robbed. He might have been too generous, but that is a flaw he developed from his parents, especially his father, if I remember correctly."

Sage smirked as his eyes changed colors a few times. He then shifted his body out of the tiny chair to sit on the floor in the manner of the Nomads, as he used to do as a young man. "What about the young woman? What do you think their feelings are for each other? Timothy seems to think highly of her, but I did not hear any romantic talk."

"Ah..." Arthur put his pipe in his mouth and puffed on it before he spoke. "You are perceptive as usual, and I have been pondering this, as well. Timothy adores Tabatha. I know that fire in his eyes. I am certain that he would follow her to the end of the world and beyond if she would let him."

"If she would let him?" said Sage as his eyes turned a green color. "Does she not return his feelings then?"

"I do not know," replied Arthur. "She followed him here on his request, but she has been helping him translate the Codex. She cared about us enough to save our lives, but I don't know if she would be willing to marry him. Many women want to marry. For them, it is a safe, romantic partnership leading to children and a home. Some women see marriage as slavery in which they lose their freedom to have a say in their own lives. Tabatha has been a slave her whole life, with men controlling all aspects of herself, including her womanhood. I don't know how she feels about this. As far as I know, they have not expressed their feelings to each other. I have never seen them kiss or even hold hands."

"But you think Timothy is thinking of marrying her?" asked Sage.

"He would marry her in an instant. I am certain of it," said Arthur. "I am not sure why he hasn't said anything."

"You speak as though you approve of the match," said Sage rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "She seems clever, but her disability and past are quite a burden for one who would be in public life."

Arthur raised his eyebrows and pointed his pipe at Sage. "Nathaniel is heir to the throne, and his wife will make a good queen, but Timothy is a Seer with no obligation to the throne. Who is a better match for a Seer than a Seer."

Sage nodded as he stood up. "That does give me much to think about. It seems to me that your life of being a guide is not over."

Arthur shook slightly in surprise. "A guide? It is interesting you call me that."

"It's what you have always been," said Sage with a smirk. "You seem fond of Tabatha. I suspect you will be guiding her next."

"Mmm..." Arthur put his pipe back into his mouth thoughtfully as the king walked towards the door. 

"Thank you, old man," said the King as he walked away.

As he opened the door, Arthur called out, "I'm younger than you are, old man!"

King Sage turned with a smirk. "Don't I know it."

He closed the door, and Arthur turned back to stare at the fire. The great Blue Gryphon had called him a guide, and apparently, everyone had perceived his calling except him. Yes, Tabatha did need a guide. She was alone in the world, a very different world than she had ever been in before, but how could he ever help her. He had never had a daughter and knew nothing about royal life. Well, as always, the Creator would have to guide him as he guided others.
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​​​Chapter 6 New Things
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A Gnome maid waited on Tabatha in her room. That was the first odd thing that Tabatha had never experienced in her life. She had always been the servant and slave. Tabatha quickly bathed in her apartment's massive washroom and dressed in a frilly white nightgown provided by her maid. The nightgown was the second odd new thing for Tabatha. She had always slept in her clothes. 

The maid asked questions, but Tabatha only nodded and shook her head in answer. The maid didn't seem bothered. She did her job well and left Tabatha for the night with a warm fire in the fireplace and a glass of milk on her nightstand. This was also odd and new. Tabatha had slept in the stables or a tent most of her life without a warm fire and certainly no milk.

Tabatha then lay in the enormous wood-framed bed so soft that she sunk into it. She had felt overwhelmed from the moment they had entered the city, and her nerves felt raw. She had never slept in a bed.

Why did she follow Prince Timothy here? A slave girl was meeting the High King and Queen of all of Gryphendale as though they were ordinary people. She didn't even know how to act like an average person. For the first time in her life, she was lying in a bed, like a normal person, but she wasn't a normal person. It was amazing at first, but she couldn't go to sleep after a couple of hours of trying.

She had seen beds in Samodivas and cleaned them. She had even longed to one day sleep in one, but her body rebelled against the softness. She longed to enjoy the luxuries around her, but she was used to sleeping on the ground. It was what her body wanted. She was a wild creature mucking up all the beauty around her.

Finally, Tabatha climbed out of the fluffy bed with great effort. She then pulled all the bedding and pillows off the bed. She laid everything out neatly on the plush rug in the center of the room and lay down on the bed she had created on the floor with the thick duvet. It was still luxurious but firmer and lower. Immediately, she fell asleep and slept hard through the whole night. At least she could enjoy small bits of luxury.

The following day, Tabatha woke up hearing Timothy and his mother talking in the hallway.

"None of your clothes fit?" said the queen.

"That's what I'm trying to explain," said Timothy. "I can't get the coats over my shoulders without ripping them, and the waist of my trousers are ridiculously big."

Tabatha dressed in her old clothes and opened the door of her room. Timothy was standing there, bare-chested with just his Nomad trousers, talking to his mother, who had a paper on a board and a writing stick. A manservant was returning up the stairs with a cloth laundry bag. 

"Thank you, Charles," said Timothy. "I should have waited for you this morning."

Timothy's well-shaped muscles were marred by massive scars all over his back. The fewer newer scars were crisscrossed with older ones. Tabatha had seen him like that a couple of times when she had to repair his clothes. A pile of clothing lay in the hallway outside Timothy's room. The manservant began to place all the clothes in the bag he carried. Tabatha had never seen so many clothes for one person in all her life. Was that all Timothy's?

The queen spotted Tabatha peeking out into the hallway.

"Oh, good morning!" Queen Autumn said. "I have to have you measured for clothes too. Daisy! Could you escort Tabatha to the main bath and help her with all her needs. Now, Tabatha, according to Timothy and Arthur, you were treated quite poorly as a slave, but here you will be treated as well as any other noblewoman. Use every luxury I have: oils, perfumes, cosmetics, or whatever. Daisy can counsel you on what is available and what might suit you.

"Before you bathe, she will measure you for clothes, and I will see what our seamstress has for you to wear. Both you and Timothy are dressed in rags. That might have worked well as a disguise, but the nobility won't take you seriously in those. I hate to say it, but politics is a shallow and judgmental ordeal. I want you prepared for it. You are a Seer. I want them to treat you with the respect you deserve as a Seer. 

"I will have to see what I can come up with as soon as possible. What kind of clothing would you prefer? Dresses? Riding clothes? Gnome designs? Or perhaps Sprite? I'm not sure what race you are, so you will have to give me a clue."

Tabatha looked down at the dirty, ripped Nomad clothing she had put back on. The queen was right that it had been ruined by the battles and arduous travel, but she had no idea what to ask for. She then signed to Timothy.

Nomad clothes.

Timothy nodded with a smirk. His eyes sparkled with amusement.

"She wants Nomad clothes," he told his mother. "I don't blame her. I was going to ask for the same thing. They are much more comfortable than anything else."

Queen Autumn frowned slightly and then wrote on her paper.

"That's fine," she said. "Tonight is a government dinner, so I must request both of you to present yourselves as formally as possible. I know some of the Huldra, Hiru, and Dryads from the southern parts of their countries tend toward formal Nomad clothes themselves. Still, they don't wear head coverings and choose more formal boots. I suggest you both do the same. Tabatha, I will send the hairdresser to help you. Would you like some jewelry?"

Tabatha shook her head no. She had never worn jewelry before.

"You could put the glass star
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