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Exposition


I was the seventh son in a family of infamous
sorcerers, known for their ruthlessness and malevolent powers. On my world,
wizards only used light magic and sorcerers only used dark magic. To my
family’s disdain, no matter how hard I tried to cause chaos and destruction, I
could only do light magic. 


When I left home to prove that I could be a powerful
sorcerer, I ended up releasing Merlin from a magical prison. Merlin was a very
powerful wizard from another world who had been cursed. Along with losing his magic
and immortality, he was changed into a wolf. With his help, I learned to accept
that I had both wizardry and sorcery and joined Magnus, one of the most
powerful wizards of Caldaca. The three of us banished five of my evil brothers
to another world. The youngest of my brothers, Thaddeus, was the least terrible
and thus I felt he deserved a chance to live in peace. 


There was a phenomenon in which the seventh son of
the seventh son and the seventh daughter of the seventh daughter had great
power. Even on worlds without magic, these people had special abilities. On
Caldaca, where almost everyone had magic, these people had an even greater
advantage. 


They were called Sjau, and they could potentially do
any type of magic. I was one of them, which was why I could do both light and
dark magic. I used this advantage and became a curse breaker. People traveled
great distances to have their curses broken.


Magic-users on Caldaca were limited. Aside from
wizards and sorcerers, there were also mages, who were healers, magicians, who
did illusion magic, necromancers, who controlled the dead, seers, who saw the
future, and rare elementalists, who could control the elements. 


My aunt, Livia, was also a Sjau with both wizardry
and sorcery, but when her first daughter, Veronica, tried to kill her, she
locked her own dark power into a small crystal, which she then gave to Magnus.
Magnus was the father of her second daughter, Sonya, who was born with only
light magic. Veronica heartlessly killed Sonya, but the young witch persevered
as a ghost. 


When we went to Merlin’s world to figure out how to
break his curse, we discovered that I was the only one who could break it, and
doing so would require my death. Unfortunately, we didn’t learn how to actually
do it.


After defeating Veronica to free Livia, we returned
to Magnus’s castle to find that my mother, Ilvera Dracre, had attacked him and
taken Livia’s dark power. My mother hadn’t taken anything else, so I knew she
was after that in particular. 


A few months later, I heard that my mother was trying
to kill the other Sjau. There were fourteen of us altogether, including myself
and my aunt. Merlin and I made the journey to try to save them. Some of them
appreciated the warning, some of them went to Magnus’s castle for protection,
and some of them joined my mother. 


Although the Sjau were supposedly capable of any type
of magic, it seemed we could only do magic that didn’t clash with our
personalities. Thus, to my knowledge, we naturally only did one to three types.
Nevertheless, being able to do more than one type was unheard of on our world
and could get us in deep trouble if the wrong people found out.


My mother also tried to manipulate me by turning my
heart dark with a very powerful curse. She succeeded in that temporarily, but
Merlin stopped me from playing into her trap. Little did we know, it was only
my mother’s backup plan. She actually wanted me to get all of us together so
that she could syphon their magic through me. However, because one of the Sjau
misled her, we were able to thwart her as well as learn of her plan.
Surprisingly, Thaddeus turned up in order to help. Although we weren’t able to
defeat her, she wasn’t able to beat us, either. 


Along with Merlin, Magnus, Thaddeus, and myself, the
rest of the allied Sjau stayed at Magnus’s castle to prepare for my mother’s
next attack. Mason was predominately a wizard/mage and knew more about the Sjau
than the rest of us. He was very close to his wizard family, so they chose to
stay with us at the castle as well. Gideon was a mage who grew up in a family
of warriors, none of which had any magic. Jeb was a sorcerer, but since his
family members were warlocks and only pretended to have magic, Jeb grew up
using his magic in secret by enchanting objects. Houda was a magician and
elementalist who left a comfortable position as a king’s magician when she got
pregnant by the crown prince. Her son, Ryker, was the only baby in the house.
Evelyn was a witch and magician, a princess, and married to a werewolf who was
also staying with us. 


Finally, a witch and sorceress named Blue was
restrained in one of Magnus’s magic rooms. My mother had gotten to her before I
could, burned down her village, and made it look like I was responsible. Worst
of all, Ilvera convinced Blue that she was Blue’s mother. 


Livia was living on her island with Sonya. Currently,
the youngest Sjau, a four-year-old named Mist, and Mist’s parents were also
living there. They wanted protection from my mother, but they didn’t want to
live in the same place as sorcerers. 


The oldest Sjau, a mage and seer named Koufax, was
also living on his own, for he didn’t want to pick sides in fear of angering my
father.


Aside from Blue, four of the Sjau were against the
rest of us. They found out that my mother planned to betray them, but that
didn’t mean they were on our side. Kalyn was a shapeshifter and elementalist,
which was probably the strangest out of all of us. Sotis was a necromancer.
Sven was a sorcerer and elementalist who tricked me into thinking he was on our
side. Finally, there was Zelli, who was a sorceress and seer. Although she
joined my mother’s side after I saved her from bandits, she gave my mother
incorrect information that enabled us to escape. 


Blue had mortally wounded Merlin and I made a promise
to the dragon, Cennuth, to save him. In exchange for his life, I had to promise
to save a dragon egg, which Merlin and I didn’t know the location of. The only
thing we knew was that we would see a sign when the black star was about to
happen and it was time to find the egg. 


Merlin had told me that Baltezore, the same man who
had killed his mother, trapped him in a cave, and made him immortal, was after
a special dragon egg. The reason this egg was so valuable was that it
supposedly contained a female dragon, and as far as we knew, no female dragon
had hatched on any world for at least a thousand years. 


When Merlin was entrusted with the egg, he hid it on
Caldaca and erased his own memory of its hiding spot. Only one other person
knew where it was— a ghost named Vactarus who lived not far from my mother. It
was imperative that we save the dragon egg before the black star arrived, but
we didn’t know why or even what the black star really was. 


Long, long ago, only dragons had magic, so they ruled
over the people of Caldaca. Then, one day, a blinding light appeared in the sky
like a second sun and within two days, almost every person on Caldaca had
magic. Dragons were hunted nearly to extinction, and since there were no more
female dragons on Caldaca, there would be no more eggs. 


The light that brought magic to our people was called
the white star, but some believed there was an end coming. If the black star
brought about the end of magic, few if any people would survive the collapse of
our society. People were already losing magic. For the time being, the Sjau
were not losing power, but even if we kept our magic after the black star,
Caldaca was doomed. Although I didn’t know how the dragon egg could help, I had
to believe it would.









Chapter 1


“Like this?” Thaddeus asked. 


Merlin nodded. “What about mine?” I asked. He nodded
again. 


Thaddeus, Merlin, and I were in the field behind
Magnus’s castle. Merlin was teaching us to make very special bows and arrows.
It started when Thaddeus found some half-carved bows and arrows in a spare
room. I was against it at first, because I hated bows, but Merlin explained
they weren’t only used in hunting. 


Merlin taught us to infuse the bow with magic. We
refined the shape and carved designs into the bow just like I had when making
my wand. Because Merlin could only talk to me and send images of the designs
into my head, Thaddeus had to replicate mine. For some reason, I liked that he
was copying me. 


When we were done, I aimed my bow at the target. Thad
had painted a small circle on a wooden shield and stuck it on a pile of rocks.
“You have to put the arrow in!” Thaddeus said impatiently. 


“Oh, right.” I picked up one of the arrows and
notched it like Thaddeus had shown me when I was little. 


“Wait,” Merlin said. “Focus your mind on
the mark, focus your magic on it.”


“I can’t use magic without my wand or staff. You
know that.”


“The bow is going to be your wand for this moment.
The bow is no different than a wand; you even carved it yourself. You can
always hit your target with magic, even if your target is moving.” 


I nodded, focused my magic on striking the target,
and released the string. The arrow struck the target dead center. I resisted my
first reaction, which was to jump up and down with excitement, because I didn’t
want to give my brother any more reasons to tease me. 


“Have you been practicing?” Thad asked.


“No.” I told him what Merlin suggested. 


Thaddeus considered this for a while, then aimed his
arrow at the target, hesitated, and turned. When he released the string, the
arrow shot on a curve and struck the target right in the center, next to mine.
He gaped. “I can’t… wow. Merlin, you’re amazing. I never knew we could do magic
through anything except a wand or staff.”


I grinned. I knew he was only complimenting Merlin,
but Merlin was my teacher and my friend, so I was happy Thaddeus saw that
Merlin was really as powerful as I’d said. 


“How do you know so much about magic here when you’re
from another world?”


“Magic here is magic everywhere. Your limits are
inside you, not magic.”


I told Thaddeus his answer. 


“Has Magnus come up with anything else on breaking
Merlin’s curse?” Thad asked. 


I shook my head. “He’s starting to think it’s impossible.
He said something about achieving immortality being impossible.”


“He believes it is impossible to take immortality,
not to give it,” Merlin reminded me. 


I still didn’t understand, but I didn’t want to ask
him to explain it again. I opened my mouth to say something… probably
ridiculous to change the subject, when the sky darkened. We all looked up to
see the larger moon halfway blocking the sun. “That’s weird.”


“Whoever is doing that has to be the most powerful
sorcerer on Caldaca,” Thaddeus said. “I’m sure that can’t last.” 


“It is called a solar eclipse, and it is not magic,”
Merlin said. 


“Not magic? How can that not be magic?”


“What else would it be?” Thaddeus asked. 


“Okay, maybe it’s not magic, but it’s definitely not
natural. This has to be the sign. The black star is coming.”


 


*          *          *


 


Dinner that night was an awkward affair. The castle
was full for the first time since Merlin and I joined Magnus and it had become
rather difficult to find quiet time to read or space when someone came to have
a curse broken. Although Mason’s mother and nine siblings were able to lighten
my burden by breaking the weaker curses, I still had to break at least one a
day. As a wizard and sorcerer who grew up being cursed by my brothers, it was
what I did best. 


A lot of people came from all over the world because
they were losing their magic. Unfortunately, I had to turn them away, because
it wasn’t a curse. The world and the people on it were simply losing magic, and
the only ones immune were the Sjau and possibly dragons. It occurred worldwide
with no pattern, for some people lost magic quickly and others lost it slowly,
yet it seemed to advance faster in the north. 


“So, because it got dark early, you and Merlin want
to go find a dragon egg?” Gideon asked. The warrior had been increasingly
irritable after we faced my mother. It wasn’t because of a curse, though. (I
checked.) It was because warriors did not like laying low; he wanted to find
and fight her. Conversely, his mage nature was wise and he knew he wasn’t ready
to face her. 


Although I had told the other Sjau about the egg
possibly being the last female dragon and about the black star, the only thing
I told them about Baltezore was that he was a dark wizard who was after the
egg, since I felt like the rest was too personal to Merlin. 


“What he means is that we should go with you,” Mason
said. 


“There’s not a lot of point in everyone rallying
together if our leader goes off on his own,” Masy said. Masy was Mason’s twin
sister. Had she been born first, he wouldn’t have been a Sjau. 


I could feel the blood drain from my face. “I’m not
the leader, Merlin is,” I insisted. 


Merlin grumbled in protest. 


“He may be your mentor, but we don’t listen to him,”
Gideon said. 


“Well, I don’t give anyone orders.”


“It’s not about orders; it’s about who can get us all
out alive. Your mother is threatening us, and the black star is threatening all
magic. No one knows your mother like you---” 


“Hey,” Thaddeus interrupted. “I’ve known our mother
for a year longer than he has.”


“And you know more about the black star,” Gideon
continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted. 


“Actually, that’s the dragons,” I pointed out. 


“You’re the one they talk to.”


“You are not going to be able to talk your way out
of this,” Merlin said. “Furthermore, I advise you not to try. Knowledge
is power and because you have the knowledge, they will not question your
judgment.”


“They question my judgment all the time,”
I argued in his mind. 


“Only when you are uncertain. They can sense that.
They will always offer their advice because you are young, but when you are
resolute, they will look to you for guidance.”


“I don’t want them to.”


“That is irrelevant. It is not for your benefit
but for theirs. They do not know your mother or her methods. They do not know
how to save magic. They need you. In exchange, when they get information, they
will share it with you so that you can protect them better. When you need more
information, they will do what they can to get it for you. That is how
leadership works. By leaving them to find the egg, you are saying that you do
not need or trust them.”


“That’s why I don’t want to be a leader! I
don’t want the responsibility.”


“That is irrelevant,” he repeated. “You
have it. You accepted the responsibility when you began warning them that your
mother was out to kill them.”


“You have got to find a better way to do that,” Jeb
said. “We can all tell you two are talking behind our backs.”


“Quiet,” Mason said. “It’s way worse when he talks
out loud to Merlin. I was trying to talk to him last night and he started
answering Merlin. Merlin wasn’t even in the room.”


Rita, Mason’s mother, patted Mason on the hand
comfortingly. She was extremely supportive of her children and tried to mother
the other Sjau, especially Gideon since he was a warrior like her husband. “We
were discussing the egg.”


I jumped at the opportunity to get away from the
subject of leadership. “Merlin’s friend knows where it is, so we can hopefully
get it quickly, bring it back here, and find out how to save magic.”


“What about your mother?” Gideon asked.


We had discussed protecting the castle every night at
dinner, so I knew my mother couldn’t break in. Thaddeus and I had a pretty good
idea how to stop her. We had multiple wards around the castle so that it could not
be seen even with a magic mirror and no one could use magic to transport in or
out. Actually, we couldn’t do much magic inside the castle grounds due to the
wards Magnus had in place, but that meant an outsider couldn’t, either. 


“If my mother is losing power, she’s getting
desperate. The best thing to do is stay out of her way so that she can’t steal
our magic.” Magic came from inside us and if we depleted it, we made more.
However, magic that was taken by force couldn’t be replenished. 


There was some disagreement over how my mother could
steal our magic. She could only use sorcery, and less than half of us had any
sorcery at all. Our hope was that if we could figure out what spell she would
use, we could come up with a defense. The only thing we knew for certain was
that all fourteen Sjau had to be together for her to take our magic. We asked
Magnus to look into it, but he had so far come up with nothing. 


“She can just steal other people’s magic,” Houda
said. 


“Which she’ll lose when the black star comes. That’s
why she wants our magic,” Jeb said. “What we don’t know is how she discovered
that we aren’t losing magic.”


“Or how she knows the black star is coming,” Gideon
added. 


“Or how she plans to steal our magic,” Roulis,
Evelyn’s husband, added. 


Despite a month of discussion, we couldn’t agree on
what to do beyond protecting the castle. “Yesterday, I agreed that stopping her
from gaining power was priority,” I said. “Today, it’s saving magic.”


“If she loses all her magic, she’s not much of a
threat,” Jeb said. “I say we let the black star come. The fourteen of us and
the dragons will be the only ones with magic.”


Mason’s two youngest sisters hugged each other.
Mason’s brothers would not let their worry show. Thaddeus pulled out his wand,
but I grabbed his arm and forced it down. “I will not sit around and lose
magic,” he argued. “I would rather die fighting my mother at full power.”


“If magic disappears, people will turn on each
other,” Rita said. 


“There will be wars across the world,” Evelyn agreed.
“People will not be able to hunt or do their jobs without magic. Without mages,
there will be sickness.”


“She has a point. Because of your mages, I doubt
your immune systems know how to fight a major disease,” Merlin said. 


“Our what?”


Everyone fell quiet for Merlin. 


“On other worlds, a person’s body learns to fight
sickness and some worlds even have medical science that can prevent sickness.
People of Caldaca can fight small colds, but if there is anything serious, you
go to a mage and take a healing potion. Without magic, I think the first plague
will devastate your world.”


I relayed his worry to the others. 


“Fight sickness?” Thaddeus asked. “Is that like
fighting a curse?”


“How can you fight something you can’t see?” Gideon
asked. 


“We kill everyone who is sick,” Jeb answered.


“By then, you will be too late,” Merlin said. 


“We can still make healing potions,” Mason pointed
out. 


“There are only three of us Sjau who have mage
magic,” Gideon argued. 


“What if we make up enough healing potions before
people lose their magic?”


“Impossible,” Rita said. “Why are we even talking
about this? Without sorcerers to create sickness, we wouldn’t have to worry
about it.”


Most everyone around the table nodded that she had a
point, but Merlin groaned and put his paws over his eyes. “Do you seriously
think disease is caused by sorcerers?”


“What else would cause it?” I asked. 


“We are going to have a very long and complicated
discussion later tonight.”


“Great.” I made a mental note to take a
healing potion before the conversation gave me a headache. Typically, when
Merlin tried to teach me something he knew I wouldn’t easily understand, he
sent images directly to my mind. “When Merlin and I get the egg, it will likely
show us how to save magic. We’re going to go see Vactarus.”


 


*          *          *


 


“You should take at least one of us with you,” Mason
said.


I was in my room, packing my bag. Merlin was sitting
on my bed, waiting patiently. Since the castle was full of people who often
asked him questions despite him being unable to speak aloud, he rarely left my
side. His presence never bothered me, but I was really looking forward to some
time away from the castle. “It’s too dangerous.”


“Gideon can fight and heal your injuries. Your
brother can fight and he knows how to protect you from your mother.”


Two good points. Thaddeus had tattooed
protection symbols on my arms and chest to prevent my mother from finding me,
but they had to be redone regularly, since he wasn’t very good at them. It was
more wizard magic, so the magic didn’t last like it would if a professional did
them. Even with the protection spell, I had to avoid transporting myself or
being transported because my mother could still pull me to her if I did. “Should
we take someone with us, Merlin?”


“If you think it is best, we will, but you must
accept the risks.”


Even though I knew it was safer for us, I didn’t want
to risk them getting hurt. Furthermore, Merlin’s advice about being a leader
was still weighing on me. He said it would indicate mistrust if we left without
them, but the fact was, I didn’t trust all of them completely. If anything
happened, I knew how Merlin would react and I trusted him to be level-headed.
The rest of them, including my brother, were unpredictable to me. “Merlin and I
can handle it.”


“At the very least, take the mirror,” Merlin
said. 


Mason had a large magic mirror, which he had
retrieved from his home after we fought my mother. We could use it to spy on
certain events and even talk to other people who had magic mirrors. Since I had
gotten a small, portable magic mirror from my aunt, Mason and I could
communicate as long as I had mine on me and Mason was in his room. 


“If we need help, you can contact him and he can
transport anyone to us.”


That sounded like the best option to me. “We’ll go
alone, but stay close to your mirror in case we need help.” I grabbed the small
mirror from the nightstand. I had tried several times to find the egg with it,
but it had merely turned black until it was left alone. Either it wasn’t strong
enough to find the egg, or the egg was in a place with no light. 


“Something could go wrong.”


I strapped my bow to my bag and stuffed a few arrows
into the bag. 


“There is no perfect option. Something can go wrong
no matter what we do.” Before tying my bag, I pulled out the magic black ball,
which I’d gotten from a discount magic shop. I shook it and asked, “Should
Merlin and I bring Gideon to help us find the egg?”


Words appeared on the black surface. That’s a
silly question.









Chapter 2


Merlin and I left and started
traveling south. I knew Merlin was dreading the ship ride we were going to take
once we got to the shore, but there was no other way across without magic.
Fortunately, I had thought ahead; I got Mason to make up some potions for
Merlin that would help prevent him from getting seasick. 


We traveled well into the night until Merlin suddenly
stopped. His ears perked. “There is trouble ahead.”


“Can you tell what kind?” 


He listened for a moment before nodding. “It
sounds like bandits.”


“Oh. I think we can handle this.” I closed my
eyes and focused my magic into my staff. Make us invisible. I felt my
skin tingle as my body slowly faded. When I blinked, I could see through my
eyelids. 


“I will never get used to this sensation,”
Merlin said, also invisible.


“I can transport you to Red Rock if it’s too much.
My mother can’t get you.”


“We are stronger together. I am not too bothered.
Furthermore, such quick thinking will save your life and mine many times over.”


Nobody in my life had ever complimented me, believed
in me, or trusted me until Merlin. Although I thought my father cared about me,
he showed it by being tough on me. He made me stronger by teaching me to read,
not sheltering me from my brothers, and making me try again and again when I
failed at something. Merlin made me wiser by teaching me that magic and life
wasn’t black and white, failure was an opportunity to learn, and kindness
wasn’t weakness. 


Merlin and I continued on the path, soon coming upon
a group of five bandits, who were gathered along the right side of the road. They
were dressed in dirty clothes, but they were not malnourished. In fact,
although the clothes were covered in mud, they weren’t torn or worn thin. 


“They’re using their clothes to hide,” I told
Merlin in his mind. 


“Astute observation, young sorcerer. Let us
proceed with haste.”


I nodded, which was pretty useless, and started
walking. When the men spoke, it was too quiet to make out, so I ignored them…
and tripped over Merlin. “Why’d you stop?” I asked, climbing back to my
feet. The bandits all looked up, having heard me trip, but they couldn’t see
us. 


“I stopped because of what they said. They are
looking to infiltrate Magnus’s castle. I highly doubt they could find it in the
first place, but that is a dangerous assumption. We should warn Magnus.”


“We’ll use the mirror as soon as we get out of
here.” I pushed him gently and we cautiously continued on the path… until
Merlin froze again. 


“There is a---”


He was interrupted as I stepped forward and
encountered an invisible ward. My invisibility spell fell away, exposing me to
the bandits. 


“… a magic wall in front of you,” he finished
dryly. 


“Thanks for the warning.”


“Halt, wizard,” one of the bandits demanded. I had
already stopped, and the five bandits scrambled to their feet. 


“You shall not pass!” one of them shouted. 


The man next to him smacked him in the head. “Ignore
him, he’s overly enthusiastic. You’re being robbed, but don’t fear, because
we’re not going to hurt you as long as you cooperate.”


“Well, I appreciate that, but I’m afraid I can’t let
you have my money.”


The man frowned and considered me. “You don’t strike
me as poor. Surely your gold isn’t worth dying for.”


“I’m neither poor nor wealthy. I don’t actually get
compensated for what I do, but I---” 


“You work for nothing?” Several of the men scowled. 


“I live at a wizard’s castle, so I don’t need much.
What I do have on me, I need for ship fare.”


“Don’t you know to carry extra in case you get
robbed?”


I shrugged. “I’ve never run into bandits on this road
before. I’ve been on it many times.”


“We always guard this road,” one of the other men
insisted.


“Why haven’t I seen you before?”


A few of them looked shy. “Well, it was probably
because of the new guild rules.”


“Guild rules?”


“All thieves guilds now have rotational vacations. We
each get a week off each month. It might be that you only passed on our week
off.”


“I’m almost certain you made that up.” 


“What are they considering a week?” Merlin asked.



“We have five small moons for every large moon.
The large moon is a month and the small moon is a week.” 


“How many days are in your week?”


“Five.”


“I had not realized your calendar system was so…
decent.”


I focused my mind, inhaled, and exhaled. As I
exhaled, I released my magic openly. When I drew my magic back into me, I was
able to sense everything my magic had encountered. “The two on the right and
the one on the left are sorcerers, but they’re not strong, and the one in the
middle is a magician. The one in the back doesn’t have magic.”


This was one of the first spells Merlin had taught me
and I used it pretty much daily. It enabled me to search my surroundings for
foreign magic, which was magic belonging to anyone other than me. This was
invaluable in breaking curses, detecting cursed objects, and summing up my
opponents. 


I considered my options quickly. While I didn’t want
to hurt anyone, Merlin had taught me that denying my sorcery was not the
answer. Instead, Merlin was teaching me to control it. In this case, however, I
felt like it would be a waste of energy. 


“I can give you something better than money. I’ll
tell you a story.”


“A story? We can’t buy food with a story.”


“It’ll be worth it. If you’re not completely
satisfied by the end of the story, I will give you my money.”


They looked at each other and shrugged. “Alright
then. I guess it can’t hurt.”


“Good, then everyone sit and get comfortable.” Merlin
and I sat with the bandits in a circle.


“I hope you have a great story in mind,” Merlin
said. 


“Oh, I do. You know that story you told me
the other day about the man and the whale?” 


“Yes.”


“Excellent. Tell it all over again, but pause
after each sentence. I’ll relay the story as you tell me.”


As Merlin began the story, I didn’t even listen; I
just repeated what he said word for word. Before I was fully rested from our
long walk, all five bandits had fallen asleep. When Merlin realized this had
been my intention all along, he was not amused.  


 


*          *          *


 


After our ordeal, we decided to rest for the night.
Well, I wanted to rest. Merlin apparently wanted to emotionally scar me for
life and ensure I had plenty of nightmares, because he described what a disease
was with great detail. 


“… and that is why you produce mucus.”


“Please stop. I can’t take any more. I don’t want to
drink water, eat anything, or be near anyone else again.”


Merlin laughed. “Very well. Get some sleep. As
long as we save the egg, you should never have to worry about sickness.”


“That is not as encouraging as you may think.” I fell
asleep wrapped tightly in my robe. It was the coldest part of the year and I
had never bothered to buy clothes warm enough for the winters of Mokora. On
Akadema, the weather never got cold enough to freeze water, so it was only
through books that I learned of ice and snow.


When I woke in the morning, surrounded by frost, I
automatically thought we were attacked by an elementalist or some kind of
monster with the power to freeze things. Merlin taught me about dew. 


 


*          *          *


 


The next day, we met a number of travelers, some of
who seemed strangely skittish. Fortunately, no one tried to rob us again. It
was actually pretty surprising to me, since we normally ran into trouble at
every turn whenever we left the castle. With the black star coming, I expected the
strange and dangerous occurrences to increase.


Merlin had been teaching me dragon magic since I
first accidentally used it against my mother. The main difference between
Merlin’s magic and mine was that I needed a wand or staff to direct my magic,
whereas his was directed by the mind. Without a tool of magic like my wand or
staff (or apparently a bow) wizardry or sorcery was likely to explode. 


Although I had to focus and imagine what I wanted,
that only assisted my wand or staff in interpreting my command. For example, I
could tell my staff to turn my skin impenetrable and it could turn me to stone.
Thus, I tried not to insult my staff. From my understanding, Caldaca was the
only world where people had to have a tool to focus their magic, and the only world
where they were limited on the type of magic they could do.


In order to do magic Merlin’s way, I had to control
my magic in a way I never had to before. Dragon magic was different. It was
stronger than regular magic, but it required special words, and not everyone
could do it. Between Merlin and my galaxy stone, I had managed it several
times, yet it was unstable and undependable. 


Infused in the crystal of my staff was a galaxy stone
(also called a dragon’s eye) which gave me special powers over dragons. All
galaxy stones were different, as they bonded with the magic of the wizard or
sorcerer who owned it. Mine gave me the ability to make a dragon save me or
stop attacking, but as it further bonded to me, those powers could change. I
was also able to conjure a dragon, although that drained my magic too quickly.


Since we knew it was possible for my mother to strike
at any moment, Merlin focused on teaching me anything he thought would help me
against her. The hard part was being able to cast a spell on her before she
could counter it. Dragon magic required the most emotional commitment.
Other-world magic was usually the slowest, but most reliable once I figured out
how to do it. My magic was the fastest, but I had to rely on my tool to
interpret my orders.


“I am going to teach you a spell to transform
metal into wood,” Merlin said when we stopped for some water. 


“But I can already do that.”


“Without your wand or staff.”


“Oh. Why?”


“Because you may someday be shackled or locked in
a cage without a magic tool, and wood is easier to break free of than metal.”


“I don’t have any metal.”


“Then you shall first practice changing wood to
metal.”


We found a thick, short stick. Merlin had me use my
dagger to carve a symbol into it. As he sent the mental image of it to me, he
said it was the sigil of transformation. Then I focused my mind and visualized
it transforming to metal. My magic stirred, looking for a wand or staff. I
focused harder, demanded that my magic obey. 


And then the stick exploded in my hand. 


Merlin sighed. 


“I’m sorry.”


“It is not your fault; you were never taught to
control your magic because your wand does it for you. We will work on
visualization at our next stop. I have an idea.”


 


*          *          *


 


We arrived at a small town at sunset and discussed
stopping for the night. We decided to get a meal at the inn, since we knew the
innkeeper, and then continue traveling through the night in order to reach Red
Rock by sunrise. It wasn’t the safest plan, but most people wouldn’t mess with
us because Merlin was a large wolf.


Of course, a werewolf would probably mess with us. 


“Is it me, or does everyone seem… tense?”


“I notice it as well,” Merlin agreed. 


It was a well-built town with stone buildings in the
center and wooden houses surrounding it. Mysteriously, people were quiet or
whispered to each other, and as we passed, some of them shut their doors. I
didn’t think it was specifically directed at us. 


We made it to the inn and found the innkeeper behind
the bar, as usual. Sebsan was a large, hairy man who made good food and had no
patience for troublemakers. There was nothing fancy or sleazy about his inn. He
had plenty of business because of his good food and clean rooms, not because of
cheap entertainment. “Hello, Ayden, Merlin,” Sebsan said. 


“Good evening.”


“Do you two need a room for the night?”


“No, just food. We’re going to try to get to Red Rock
by sunrise.”


He leaned on the bar until it creaked and frowned at
Merlin. “Did you agree to that plan?”


Merlin nodded. “We have few options, unfortunately.”


He regularly answered people, even though I was the
only one who could hear him. “We’re in a hurry.”


“Young people these days are always in a hurry. It’s
not my place to tell you what to do, but be careful. There is something strange
out there.”


“Is it a troll? Not all trolls eat people, you know.”


“I do know that, but that’s not what I’m talking
about.” Before he could say more, two boys approached us. 


“Are you the curse breaker?” one of them asked. They
were about nine and identical in appearance with long, dirty brown hair and
gray eyes. The quiet one had a scroll in his hand, no doubt one of the flyers
with my face on it. 


“I am. Do you need a curse broken?”


“Our mother is sick.”


“I’m afraid you need a mage for that. I can’t heal
people.”


“It’s a curse, though. She’s losing her magic.”


“Oh.” I glanced at Merlin and he nodded. “I’m sorry,
but she’s not the only one. A lot of people are losing magic. It’s not a curse,
but I’m working on fixing it.”


“But she can’t defend herself against other
sorcerers! She has a lot of enemies.”


“I sense no magic in these two,” Merlin said. 


“It could be that their father doesn’t have magic
and they didn’t inherit it.” As the twins started to turn away, I asked,
“How did you know I was the curse breaker?” Several people had recognized me
even when I was away from the castle. 


The one with the scroll handed it to me. “Well,
you’re on Mokora, so we had a pretty good idea, and I don’t know anyone else
who has a wolf familiar.”


Merlin growled. He hated being called a familiar.
Even Magnus called Fluffy, a winged, black kitten, his minion rather than his
familiar. It was fairly common for people to create a strong bond with a
particular creature of magic, which would become their familiar. The familiar
performed tasks and protected the person in exchange for use of the person’s
magic. Although Merlin was acting as my familiar in some ways, he was not just
an animal. Merlin was a wizard far more powerful and wise than I would ever
become. He was teaching me magic and I was using it to protect us both, but it
was more than that; we were friends. 


The drawing of me on the scroll was very well-done,
but it could easily have been half the wizards on Caldaca. It wasn’t my face
that made me so recognizable; it was Merlin. I was described as a wizard in
appearance with blond hair, blue eyes, and a little…


“Scrawny? That’s rude!”


“If you would not forget to eat breakfast, maybe
you would not be so scrawny,” Merlin advised. 


According to the scroll, I was identifiable by my
dark green robe with gold stitches and my wolf companion. I probably should
have left my Dracre robe behind, but it was part of who I was— the sign of my
blood. I was raised to respect it. 


As for Merlin, there wasn’t much I could do about it.
I could disguise him with magic, but the spell would be broken the moment he
spoke to me telepathically. A magician, on the other hand, could disguise him
as a man and it would not fade. 


Then again, I didn’t necessarily want to be hidden.
Yes, breaking curses could slow me down, but helping people usually paid off
for me. More importantly, the more curses I broke, the better I became at it,
and the closer I was to breaking Merlin’s curse. Of course, the same could be
said for cursing people. The reason I was better at it than wizards or sorcerers
was because I could do both light and dark magic.


The children took their scroll and left, somewhat
disheartened. I was not responsible for the black star coming or its effects.
However, I was one of the few people who knew about it and as one of fourteen
people who (probably) wouldn’t lose their magic from it, I had to try to stop
it. 


By then, Sebsan had two plates of food on the bar for
us. I paid him and took the plates to a table. Merlin had no problem hopping
into a wooden seat, drawing attention from the other patrons. We ignored it and
ate our roast, bread, and cheese. 


 


*          *          *


 


Traveling at night was spooky. There were many
strange caws, screeches, and howls emanating from the forest. Merlin repeatedly
had to remind me to stay on the path, because it was next to the forest and I
kept trying to veer away from the unnerving sounds. 


I was too tired to continue practicing magic. By the
time we reached Red Rock, the southernmost city of Mokora, I was a grumpy mess.
I wanted to stay at the inn, but that made no sense; the plan was to sleep on
the ship. Of course, in my exhausted state, I didn’t really care about the
plan.


Red Rock was a good sized city where most people who
wanted to buy, sell, or trade came. In fact, every time we visited it, it
seemed a little larger. This time, it was packed. “There must be a tournament
of some kind.” I noticed a cluster of people standing around a pot of
something, trying what looked like brown soup. Curious, I joined the crowd. 


“We have no time for this,” Merlin insisted. 


The woman serving the brown concoction held out a mug
for me. “Try our new bean juice.” 


“Bean juice? That doesn’t sound very good. What kind
of beans?” 


“They were imported by my nephew from another world.
They grow well in our soil.”


I sniffed the bean juice, cringed, and held it out
for Merlin to smell. The pungent stench was kind of revolting, kind of
intriguing, like I knew I would hate it, but I wanted it anyway.


“It is coffee,” Merlin said dryly.


“Is it safe to drink?”


“For you, no.”


I handed it to the person beside me and we made our
way to the docks. There were some tents set up along the way, but I couldn’t
figure out what kind of tournament it was, and Merlin didn’t want to take the
time to ask questions. 


“Detours rarely work out well for us,” he
reminded me.


The bay was full of ships, which told me something
was definitely going on. 


“We may have to wait a few days for passage.” If I
were a malicious sorcerer, I could have demanded priority. As a curse breaker,
I didn’t hold that level of respect. Most people this far north of Akadema
didn’t recognize my Dracre robe. 


“Good evening,” I said to get the attention of three
men who were arguing. “Can you point me to a captain who can take us to
Akadema?”


All three men spotted Merlin and grimaced. “Do you
plan to take the wolf?”


“Merlin has been on ships before.”


“We’re all captains, but it’s not a good time to be
traveling.”


“Why is that?”


He frowned. “Have you been living in the mud? The
inventors! They’re everywhere!”


“What kind of inventors?”


“The usual kind. A lot of people are saying there’s
something wrong with magic, so they’re trying to invent ways to do things
without magic.” 


“Other people think we’re using magic up and they’re
trying to find ways to conserve it,” one of the other men said. 


The third man elbowed the second one in the arm and
said, “But of course, that’s ridiculous. You can’t use up magic, because you
produce it.”


I really didn’t want to get into that again. Even
Merlin, who had studied magic for hundreds of years and was trained by a
dragon, wasn’t sure how it worked. For me, magic was just a fact. It was like
air; it was there, I needed it, and I didn’t care how it was made. 


“Well, despite the inventors, Merlin and I need to
get to Akadema as soon as possible.”


“I can take you, but we have to make a few stops,
because there are other passengers,” the first captain offered.


“I can take you straight there, but it’ll cost more,”
the second captain said. 


“I can take you to Cargaf, south of here, and then
you could take another ship the rest of the way to Akadema.” 


“Oh, is Akadema south of here?” the first captain
asked.


“Okay, I’m definitely not choosing you.” I looked at
the second captain. “You know where Akadema is, right?”


“Of course.” 


“How long would it take to get there?”


“Weather permitting, five days.”


We had enough seasickness potion to get there,
although it wouldn’t leave much to spare. “Then we’ll hire you.”


He studied my thin, raggedy clothes and my lavish
robe. “Are you sure you can afford it?”


“I’m certain, because you’re not going to cheat me.”


“Cheat you? I would never!”


“I know. I just said you wouldn’t. Besides the fact
that you’re an honest man, no one is foolish enough to try to deceive the son
of the most powerful sorceress of Akadema.”


“You are getting pretty good at embracing your
dark side without actually being devious,” Merlin praised. 


The captain offered us a fair price and when we
agreed, the other two captains departed. 


“I’m Ayden.”


“I’m Snagen, the captain of the Midnight Ghost.”


“Why are you snogging the captain?” Merlin
asked.


“What?”


“No, ‘why’.”


“Who?”


“Closer.”


“Merlin, what are you talking about?”


“Never mind, young sorcerer, I am merely being
facetious.” 


We boarded the ship and I gave Merlin his first
potion. Before setting sail, I met our shipmates. There were six crewmembers
and four other passengers. I could see from Merlin’s expression the moment the
potion kicked in. 


There were two rooms below deck; one for the
passengers and one for the crewmembers. In the passenger quarters, there were
ten beds, so Merlin and I picked two in the corner. I leaned my staff against
the wall between our beds, cradled my bag against my chest, and fell asleep
almost the moment my head touched the pillow.









Chapter 3


I woke to Merlin pulling off
the covers. “If you sleep any longer, you will be up all night,” Merlin
explained. 


I moaned. “I don’t want to get up. I need sleep.”


“Get up for a few hours and then you can sleep at
night.”


I put my hood up and ignored him. A moment later,
Merlin wiggled the tip of my staff under me and pushed down, lifting me up. I
rolled off the bed, sighed, and climbed to my feet. “Fine, but don’t expect me
to be nice to people.”


“You might have passed for a sorcerer if your
mother had kept you sleep-deprived.”


I stopped. “I’m not that bad, am I?”


Merlin laughed. “No. You are one of the most
polite people I know. On the rare times when you are grouchy, you avoid people.
It is a refreshing change. In fact, that is why I stopped teaching royalty. You
would not believe how many princes took their petty issues out on their entire
kingdom.” Merlin told me about one such prince’s infamous wrath, but I
wasn’t paying much attention. 


Because Merlin wasn’t sick, he kept me busy with
lessons. I couldn’t do magic without my wand or staff, so he came up with an
idea that I wasn’t convinced would work. Since we first joined Magnus, Merlin
had been teaching me meditation and extreme visualization, which were difficult
lessons for me. His idea was for me to visualize my wand so strongly that I
could feel it and actually use magic through it.


After he explained the idea, I tried to meditate as
Merlin instructed, but I ended up falling asleep, so I had to stop and continue
later. No matter how much I practiced meditation, I still had a few stray
thoughts, but Merlin had explained to me that this was fine. He had told me
when I first started that quieting my mind would take practice. Merlin always
seemed to know what state of mind I was in. 


I practiced every day on the ship, and although I
wasn’t able to do magic through an imaginary wand, I could visualize it pretty
strongly. When I wasn’t practicing magic, I was enjoying the benefits of being
on a passenger ship rather than a pirate or merchant ship. 


One of the crewmembers was a magician who put on a
show for the passengers. Colorful creatures made of cold fire danced around the
ship. Merlin wasn’t amused by a fire-wolf that followed him around.
Fortunately, food was provided, so I didn’t need to use up our supply of edible
clay. 


On the second day, the captain taught me about the
parts of the ship, as well as how to sail it. I didn’t think I’d ever need the
knowledge, but it was interesting nonetheless.


Two of the passengers were a sorcerer couple
traveling from the far north trying to escape the fading magic. As they
described the chaos it caused, I decided not to tell them that the loss of
magic was worldwide. If Merlin and I succeed in saving the egg, that should
stop the black star and return magic to everyone.


If I failed, there probably wouldn’t be anyone left
to be disappointed in me.


“I don’t see many wizards traveling,” the quietest of
passengers commented during dinner. He was about twenty-five with dark brown
hair and silver eyes. Merlin had warned me the moment we met him that he was a
werewolf. We didn’t plan on confronting him unless he threatened us. 


“Merlin says that no great quest is complete without
a wizard,” I said. 


“Who’s Merlin?”


I pointed to Merlin. “He is. He can talk, but only I
can hear him.”


“Oh… that’s weird. I like weird. Most wizards are so
boring.”


“You’re not from Mokora, are you?”


“No, I’m from Tetaryn.”


Tetaryn was north of Mokora. If he didn’t know I was
the curse breaker, word of Merlin and me may not have reached his land. With my
mother on my trail, it wasn’t a good thing for everyone to know who I was,
because there were many who were loyal to my mother or who would capture me for
ransom. 


On the third day, the sun brought sweltering heat
that made it difficult for the crew to navigate and nearly burned holes through
the sails. The crew thought it was a curse, but the sorcerer couple said the
weather had done this very thing where they lived right before people started
losing magic.


On the fourth day, the sun rose on a sea of ice. It
was so cold that ice had formed on the wheel and glazed the deck, making it
nearly impossible to navigate through the icebergs that had either formed
overnight or migrated from the north.


Fortunately, on the fifth day, the temperature was
pleasant and there weren’t any icebergs in our path. I would have preferred to
have been attacked by a water monster than deal with severe weather. Then
Merlin assured me that it was still possible to be attacked by a monster. 


 


*          *          *


 


We docked at Akadema and departed the ship. It was a
normal winter day, about as cold as it ever got on my homeland. There weren’t
any mountains or scenic canyons, only small villages, hills, forests, and
grassy plains. We had no cities as large as Red Rock and while there were a few
small kingdoms, they weren’t famous. If there were any wizards on Akadema, they
were discreet, because the Dracre reputation was widely known in these parts. 


In fact, I had to be careful in the central part of
the land because some people there knew me as the misfit son of the Dracre
family. Just in case my mother ordered anyone to capture me, I put my hood up
over my hair. I doubted my reputation as a curse breaker had reached this far.


We reached a small village built around a castle
ruins that was first destroyed by dragons… and second destroyed by me and my
monkey monster. Soon after meeting Merlin, he taught me to conjure a minion.
What I meant to create was a monkey, but between my lack of focus and Merlin’s
excessive detail, I ended up creating a flying monkey with tentacles, which
immediately escaped my control and wreaked havoc on the village. Feeling
guilty, I saved them and accidentally showered the village with dragon
treasure. 


Merlin stopped in the very center of town. “What’s
wrong?” I asked. The sun was getting low and I wasn’t opposed to stopping for
the night, because the closest shelter outside the town was the Dark Forest,
where we were once attacked by elves.


Instead of answering, Merlin ventured through a smaller
walkway between two huts. I followed cautiously. When I caught up to him, he
was sitting in front of two crying girls, grumbling. I knew he was only trying
to speak, but it sounded like he was scolding them. 


They both had curly black hair and black eyes.
Although they looked like necromancers, I couldn’t sense any power from them.
One of them was around seven and the other a year or two older. They wore
elegant black robes with silver emblems, although I didn’t recognize the
family’s mark. “Why are you crying?” I asked the girls. 


Merlin cleared his throat and tried again, this time
imitating my concerned tone instead of forming words. 


“Our father was turned into a goat by a traveling
sorcerer,” the younger girl said. “We don’t have the money to get someone to
help us.”


“Where is your father?”


Before the younger girl could answer, the older girl
gasped. “Be quiet, Lemar, he’s a Dracre.”


“He doesn’t look like a Dracre,” Lemar argued.


The older girl was staring a hole through the Dracre
emblem on my robe. I sighed and lowered my hood. “I am a Dracre, but not a
sorcerer. I’m a curse breaker.”


“I’ve never heard of your kind.”


“We’re rarer than elementalists. Where is your
father?” She pointed to a black goat that was eating a bush that lined a small
stream. “He doesn’t… bite, does he? I mean, he still remembers that he’s your
father, right?”


“Yes, but our father has always acted… kind of like a
mad goat.”


“So, he does bite?”


“Yes.”


“Lovely.” I aimed my staff at the goat. I could break
the curse from a distance, as long as he was fairly still. The goat raised his
head at that moment, saw me, bleated, and took off running. I groaned. “I don’t
like goats.” 


“You can hardly blame him,” Merlin said. “However,
this particular goat is---”


When the goat crashed into a hut, I dropped my bag
and staff and chased after him. Unfortunately, the hut collapsed on top of the
startled animal. I pulled my wand out of my pocket and pointed it at the house.
“Levitate.”


Magic shot through me, out of the wand, and into the
roof of the hut, which rose into the air. The goat kicked away the door he was
buried under and took off again. “Really? I don’t have time for this.”


Once again, I chased after him. Instead of running on
the cleared path, he ran through the shops, bounding through windows and doors,
onto rooftops, and under awnings. He destroyed everything in his path. People
screamed in panic. At that point, I realized that the rooftop of the hut that I
levitated was following us. I set it down… and it landed on some decorative pots.



“My pots! Those were ancient relics!”


“I’m sorry!” Then again, they shouldn’t have been
outside if they were that irreplaceable. I suspected she was lying in order to
sell them at a high cost. “Someone catch that goat!” I shouted as he reached
the end of the line of shops and turned. He went straight for the shop across
the road and continued his destruction on that row. I aimed my wand as well as
I could. “Stop the goat!”


Magic shot wildly, struck a barrel, and exploded,
spilling wine across the road. A man who had been moving the barrels outside
dropped to his knees and dramatically cried, “My barrel! No! That was my
favorite barrel!”


“I’m sorry!” I shouted as I passed. I shot again at
the goat, and this time I hit a crate sitting out in front of another shop. It
popped open and unleashed a few dozen rabbits, which immediately attacked
people’s feet. People screamed in terror and tried to get off the ground. 


“Why did you have a crate of rabbits?” someone
shouted.


“There were only two when I trapped them in there
last night!” another villager responded.


I knocked a few rabbits out of my way as I ran. As I
passed Merlin and the girls, I snatched up my bag, hoping to use the rope I
kept in it to catch the goat. The goat disappeared into the castle ruins, and
by the time I made it to the closest hole in the wall, he was gone. I paused at
the gaping hole in order to catch my breath. 


He bleated again, but the sound vibrated off all the
walls, so I couldn’t tell where it originated. 


“You might want to catch the goat before it jumps
off the roof,” Merlin said in my mind.


I groaned with irritation and started up the stairs.
It was worse than it had been the previous time I’d been there. Most of the
roof had fallen through the stairs, and the steps between the third and fourth
floor were completely destroyed. 


After detaching my bow from the bag, I pulled out an
arrow and the rope, then tied the rope to the arrow and shot it at a beam in
the ceiling of the fourth floor. Sweat ran into my eyes, but with my magic guiding
it, the arrow bit into my target with precision. 


I flung my bag up and climbed up the rope. Working
the arrow loose once I was on the fourth floor was actually the hardest part. I
had to do this again to get to the last floor, which was nothing more than
rubble. Broken furniture, molded clothing, and rusted armor hinted at the
lavish lives of the people who had once lived there. 


The goat bleated again, alerting me of his location.
“How did you get up here?” I asked, panting. The goat was on the edge of the
roof. Although I didn’t think his intention was to jump, the last thing I
wanted to do was scare him. I knelt and took off my robe slowly. “It’s okay.
I’m not going to hurt you. Come here, goat, come away from the ledge.” It
wasn’t easy to speak soothingly after running and climbing. 


He bleated and took a step backwards, towards the
edge. 


“No, no, don’t back up. Your daughters told me about
your curse and I can help you. I really don’t want to tell them you fell off a
castle. Please come here. I won’t hurt you. I’m nice to animals. I don’t even
eat meat except for sometimes. I can help you, just come away from the edge.” 


The goat took a single step towards me and bleated
nervously. 


“Yes, that’s it. Come on.” He didn’t, so I held out
my robe. “Do you want a snack?” He took a few steps forward. “Good goat.” He
was far enough away from the ledge that he wasn’t at risk of falling. I slowly
reached into my bag and pulled out the first piece of clothing I touched— a
sock. “Do you want this?” I held it out to him and wiggled it. Hesitantly, the
goat approached while I spoke soothingly. When he was close enough to get the
sock, I pulled it closer. As he chewed on my sock, I tied a knot in the rope
and looped it around the goat’s neck as a weak leash. He happily followed me
until we reached the steps. “What’s wrong?” 


He bleated and pulled away. Curious, I followed him
to the other side of the roof… where a set of steps led to the ground behind
the castle. They were in perfect condition.


“I’m… okay, you might be smarter than me.” He
bleated. “Please don’t tell Merlin about this.” I stepped down and the goat
pulled away. I groaned. “Are you joking? You can climb up to the fifth level of
a castle, but you’re afraid to go down?”


He strained against the leash. 


With a sigh, I went to him and picked him up.
Fortunately, he didn’t fight me, because he was heavy. “Dumb goat,” I grumbled,
carefully descending the steps. “I hate you, goat.” 


By the time I made it to the bottom, I was cursing
him, his family, his species, and everything else I could come up with. When I
set the goat down and led him to his daughters, he followed me happily, still
chewing on my sock. “I’ve got him,” I said, joining Merlin and the girls.
“Someone hold him so I can break the curse.”


“You look like you spent a day doing hard labor,”
Merlin commented. 


“I hate goats.”


The goat bleated indignantly. 


“Yes, I mean you, too.”


The goat bleated sadly and nudged my hand. 


I immediately felt guilty. No one should feel hated.
“I’m sorry. I don’t hate you, I’m just tired.”


The older girl petted the goat and frowned. “Oh,
wait, this isn’t our father.” 


“What?” I screeched. 


“Our goat father has black eyes. This one has blue
eyes.” The goat tried and failed to nip her hand.


“If that’s not your father, who is?”


She glanced around. “He’s that one,” she said,
pointing to a shop in front of the stream, where another black goat was tied to
a post. 


I sighed, dropped my bag, picked up my staff, and
approached the black-eyed goat. The blue-eyed goat, much to my frustration,
followed me. Once I was just out of reach of the cursed goat, I aimed my staff
at him and focused my magic. Magic flowed into him and encountered the curse.
This curse was done well; the sorcerer that had inflicted it was smart. He had
taken his time.


But he wasn’t any more powerful than my brothers, and
I had been breaking their curses my entire life. I focused on the details of
the curse, which was usually its weak point. That wasn’t the case this time.
Instead, I encountered magic of a different type; magic of death. The girls’
father was a necromancer. 


Fortunately, the curse hadn’t bonded with his magic,
or it would have been a lot more dangerous to remove. It was supposed to make
him act like a goat, and by not doing so, the man was fighting it. This made my
job easier. First, I used my magic to further separate the necromancy and
sorcery in him. 


The goat bleated with irritation, which I ignored. I
imagined the goat changing back into a man and shredded the curse from the
behavior element. As long as the goat loved his daughters, the curse couldn’t
completely control his behavior, and that was a subjective weakness. The curse
tried to resist my magic.


I had learned to break curses because my father never
helped me when my brothers cursed me. It wasn’t until I learned to accept all
aspects of my magic that I understood why I was so good at it. Wizardry
couldn’t be used to hurt people, while sorcery was pretty useless in
protection. I had both, so my magic could fight the other sorcerer’s power and
protect the necromancer simultaneously.


I opened my eyes when I sensed the foreign sorcery
dissolve. The goat transformed into a tall, thin man with long black hair,
black eyes, and a robe that matched his daughters’. He patted his clothes and
arms. “You broke the curse! Thank you, wizard.”


“He’s a curse breaker, Father,” Lemar said.


“There’s no such thing. Wizards break curses.”


“Wizards, sorcerers, and mages all make potions,” I
pointed out. 


“Well, that’s true. Can you only break curses?”


“No; I can also curse people, among other things. My
kind is rare.”


“Yet you wear the Dracre robe.”


“I’m a Dracre on my mother’s side and a curse breaker
because of my father. Anyway, I should be going.”


“Please stay for the night. I’m in your debt.”


“I didn’t save your life, I only broke your curse.”
If a necromancer’s life was saved, they were bound by their own rules to repay
that debt with their lives. 


“We have more than life debts. This warrants at least
giving you a warm meal and a safe place to rest for the night.”


“We should sleep somewhere safe tonight so that
you can be of sound mind tomorrow. If you stir all night and jump at every
sound in fear of your mother, you will be useless in finding the egg when
Vactarus reveals its location.” 


I nodded. “Okay,” I said to the necromancer. “Merlin
and I appreciate your hospitality.”


The necromancer introduced himself as Lidor Denzo. I
didn’t take comfort in the fact that I recognized his family name, but he made
no indication of knowing my mother personally. I really hoped it wasn’t a trap.



We decided to help repair the damage done to the
town, but the dumb blue-eyed goat wouldn’t stop following me. “Why won’t he
leave me alone?” The goat was still chewing on my sock, which he’d had to fight
Lidor for. Apparently, Lidor hadn’t resisted all of the goat behaviors, and
some of them stuck.


“It seems your goat is a nanny, and your efforts
to sooth her were all too effective.”


“No…” I rubbed my temple. “You knew she wasn’t the
girls’ father, didn’t you?”


Merlin grinned. “You should have listened to me.”


“I don’t want a goat following me around.”


The nanny goat bleated and tugged on my robe sleeve.


I turned to yell at her, but she looked at me with
her huge blue eyes and I hesitated. I was certain those eyes weren’t that large
or sad before. “Stop following me,” I said gently. I turned my back on her and
she rammed me in the leg, pushing me into a barrel of wine. 


“My second favorite barrel!” 


“I am so sorry. The goat made me do it!”


“That’s what everyone says.”


 


*          *          *


 


Although I volunteered to help repair the village,
Merlin insisted I do it by hand in order to conserve my magic, so I tired
quickly. Alas, when I complained, Merlin just laughed at me and told “when I
was your age” stories.


It wore me out so much that when it was time for bed,
I slept deeply on blankets on the necromancer’s floor. The hut was not as fancy
as my mother’s home, but it wasn’t the worst place I had stayed and it was
clean. 


I woke feeling warmth against my back and assumed
Merlin had moved sometime in the night. Then a distinctive stench reached my
nose and I jumped up. “How did you get in here?” I asked the blue-eyed goat. 


She bleated and closed her eyes. 


“She was crying all night. She was so lonely
without her hero,” Merlin said, standing in the doorway.


“You’re not helping!”


He laughed. 


We left and returned to the main road leading south.
Not surprisingly, the goat followed us. 


 


*          *          *


 


“It’s a bad idea,” I said.


“I agree.” Nevertheless, we headed into the
Dark Forest. Despite the fact that the forest was dangerous, we didn’t have
extra time to go around. 


After a while of traveling without running into
anything, we stopped when we came to a woman sleeping on a bed in the middle of
the forest. She had braided, red-blonde hair and wore a sparkly purple dress.
She was breathing, so I knew she wasn’t dead. Beside her was a sign. 


 


 


 


The princess is under a sleeping curse until her true
love finds her.


 If you’re not her true love, please leave her alone.


 


 


 


“That is way too vague. Should I break the curse so
that she can find her true love herself?”


“You already have a goat infatuated with you. Let
the princess have her nap. Princesses are worse than dragons when you wake them.”


We continued on our way. When the sun was high in the
sky, I asked, “Are you sure we’re going the right way?”


Merlin just sighed. 


 


*          *          *


 


“That looks ominous.” A long band of dead trees
stretched from the east to the west. Even the brush was gray and covered in
sharp thorns. 


“I believe this is what it looks like for the
plants to have lost their magic.”


“But plants don’t have magic.”


“They cannot cast spells, but the world is full of
magic, and just like in people, it is fading from the world.”


“I wish we knew what the dragon egg has to do with
the black star.”


“I wish we knew why there were no female dragons
hatched in a long time.” Fortunately, nothing attacked, and although there
wasn’t a single sound, we didn’t run across any animal corpses. 


When we stopped to rest, the goat stuck her head in
my bag and I assumed she was looking for another sock. To my dismay, she
confused my socks with transformation clay and ate the entire batch before I
could stop her. Then again, I should have expected it; transformation clay
smelled and tasted like socks.


We had to pick up the pace in order to get through
the forest before nightfall. While we did run into some creepy animals, they
wanted to be left alone as much as we did. After we got back on the main road,
I turned my robe inside out so that no one would see my Dracre emblem and other
than meeting a few quirky travelers, our trip was uneventful.









Chapter 4


Vactarus’s mansion was
exactly as I remembered it— spooky. Vactarus had an illusion spell over it so
that it could not be seen from a distance, but he also purposefully made it
appear haunted in order to deter bandits. Since it actually was haunted, I
didn’t see the point. 


I raised my hand to knock, but before I could, it
opened and I was hugged tightly. I recognized the arms around me and waited
patiently to be released. Merlin growled until Mira let me go. The thief was a
beautiful woman with large, azure eyes, full lips, and high cheekbones. Her
shiny hair was a blend of reds and golds, curled in loose waves around her face
and shoulders. Her short, peach-colored dress was silk. 


At that point, the goat tried to ram her, but she
dodged easily, and the goat ended up inside. Mira ignored her. “Who is this big
guy?” she asked, reaching for Merlin. He stepped out of her range.


“He’s Merlin, a very powerful---”


“Wizard from another world,” she interrupted.
“Vactarus told me about him.”


Vactarus and Merlin had been friends since before I
was even born. “We’re here to see Vactarus.”


“Then come in.”


“Who is she?” Merlin asked, not moving.


“A friend of Vactarus. This is Mira, a thief who
lives here sometimes.” Merlin reluctantly entered the mansion while the goat
tried to ram Mira again. I scolded the goat and finally gave her another sock
to calm her. 


“What is Mira’s magic?”


“She doesn’t have any. At least, not that she
knows of. She was an orphan and never met her parents, so it could be that she
just doesn’t know what her power is, especially if her magic is weak.”


Mira took us to the dining room and left, saying she
would find Vactarus for us. The table, like the rest of the mansion, was
covered in dust and cobwebs, yet there was no food or clutter that could rot or
grow mold. 


Vactarus appeared and the goat immediately tried to
ram him, only to go right through him. I was concerned for the ghost’s
wellbeing, not because of the goat but because he was a little paler than
usual. 


Vactarus was a head taller than me with long, black
hair, a trimmed goatee, and stone gray eyes. His black robe with a silver crow
clasp at the nape never changed, although it was faded this time. 


“Ask him if his age is catching up to him,”
Merlin said. Although it was a rude way to ask if Vactarus was unwell, I could
tell that Merlin was concerned for his friend. 


“How have you been?” I asked. 


“Very well, Ayden, thank you for asking.” He was
lying. “What have you two been up to?”


“Hoping to stop the end of the world and training to
defeat my mother.”


“That’s nice. However, I know you never come just for
a visit. What do you need? And also, why do you have a goat?”


“I talked her off a ledge and now she won’t leave me
alone.”


Vactarus nodded. “Oh, that explains it. Many goats
have fallen in love with me for saving them.”


“We’ll get right to it then. Merlin and I are looking
for the dragon egg he hid. You’re the only one who knows where it is.”


Vactarus’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Let’s take this
somewhere private.” 


We went to the study. From Vactarus’s travels, he had
an impressive collection of books. Even though most of them were not in my
language, I enjoyed the atmosphere of the room. 


“How did you defeat Baltezore?” Vactarus asked. 


“Um… well… we haven’t yet.”


He frowned. “In that case, I’m afraid I can’t help
you. Merlin made me swear not to tell anyone where the egg is until Baltezore
is defeated.”


“But we have to save the egg before the black star
comes or magic will die!”


“I understand the severity of the situation. The
entire world will crumble into chaos if magic is lost. I also believe you if
you say finding the egg will stop the black star. However, I will not break my
promise.”


“But Merlin needs to know.”


“Then I suggest you defeat Baltezore or find the egg
on your own.”


“That’s ridiculous! We need---”


“Ayden,” Merlin interrupted quietly. I shut
up. “If I believed for an instant that he would break his promise, I would
never have trusted him to begin with. We do not know the extent of Baltezore’s
power.”


“Then what do we do?”


“We will find the egg ourselves.”


“There has to be a clue. Is there anything you
remember about it that you haven’t told me?” He shook his head. “Okay.
Vactarus, you can’t tell me where it is, but can you tell me about it?”


He considered it. “I think I can. I don’t see how
that will help you, though.”


“What does it look like?”


“I haven’t seen the egg itself, only the chest it was
in, which was kind of ordinary. It is incrusted with jewels, about this wide,”
he said, gesturing at the size of the chest. 


“That’s odd. It sounds familiar. I can’t remember
where, but I know I’ve seen a jewel-encrusted chest.”


“Such chests are not so rare here, are they?”
Merlin asked. “If they are, I should not have hidden it in its original case.”


“Maybe you didn’t,” I said in his mind.
“Vactarus, did Merlin arrive on Caldaca with a hiding place in mind, or did he
decide afterwards?” They both gaped at me. “What?”


“That is an excellent question,” Merlin
praised. 


I blushed. 


“He had a place in mind, but he wasn’t able to hide
it there, so he had to find a new place.”


“It’s not with the Rynorm family then.”


“Why do you think I would hide it with the Rynorm
family?” Merlin asked. 


“Because you would put the egg’s safety above all
else and who knows how to protect a dragon’s egg better than dragon trainers? I
bet you couldn’t hide the egg with them because that was when my mother met my
father and it wasn’t safe there anymore. Maybe they told you about another
family who could protect it.” Of course, there may not have been another
family of dragon trainers, let alone one he could trust. “How long did it take
him to find another place?” I asked Vactarus.


“A month.”


“Oh,” Merlin and I said simultaneously. That was a
lot longer than we’d thought. 


“How much of that was spent finding a hiding place,
and how much was spent traveling?”


“Your questions are clever, but the answer to that
one will lead you astray.”


I thought hard about my next question. When I first
met Merlin, I said things that popped into my head without thinking. Merlin was
teaching me to focus my mind and that helped me ask better questions.


“Where is the Rynorm family?”


“In a land northeast of here called Kalika, in the
Moaning Mountains.”


“How long will it take by ship?”


“Twenty days or so.”


“I don’t think we have that much time to spare. How
can we get there faster?”


“You can fly.”


“Um… no we can’t. I don’t have wings. Merlin, do you
have wings?”


Vactarus sighed. “It astounds me how you can be
brilliant and foolish at the same time. You can summon a creature to fly you
across the ocean.”


“But that’s sorcery… oh, right, I can do that now.”
Ships really didn’t bother me, but if we could avoid it, I was willing to try
for Merlin’s sake. We could have traveled to Akadema by air instead of ship. “I
can try summoning my monkey monster.”


“It might be too exhausting,” Merlin warned. 


“As long as we don’t have to fight anyone as soon as
we get there, it should be fine.”


“Very well, but save your energy until we reach
the beach.”


“There is also the matter of your face,” Vactarus
said.


“What’s wrong with my face?”


“Your stealth enchantments may prevent your mother
from finding you through magic, but it’s not going to stop people from
recognizing your face and turning you in.” He took off his hat. “Since I have
my power back, I will disguise you.” Whereas wizards and sorcerers had wands or
staffs, magicians needed hats to do magic.


He waved his hat in a sweeping gesture and a plume of
black smoke flowed from it. The smoke swirled around me, gaining speed and
thickness until I couldn’t see beyond the cyclone of magic. As the magic was
absorbed into my skin, it itched like scratchy wool. After a moment, the energy
dispersed. “Did it work?”


“Definitely,” Merlin said, sounding somewhat
disturbed. 


I studied myself as best as I could without a mirror.
My hands were larger, my hair was long, and my robe was black. He had even
disguised my staff, which appeared to be made of ebony wood and curved like a
natural branch. At the top of the staff was a bloodstone.


I felt Merlin’s mind intrude into my thoughts and the
image of a man appeared. He had bushy, arched black eyebrows over narrowed,
garnet-red eyes. His oval face was wrinkled from age and weather. His long
nose, thin lips, and choppy stubble gave the impression that he was irritable.
His shoulder-length, oily hair was as black as a raven’s feather. Height was
difficult to determine, for Merlin had to look up at most people, but I could
tell even through his thick black robe that he was thin. As old as the stranger
was, his posture was that of a much younger man. 


The image cleared from my mind and I realized what it
was. 


“That’s not me!”


“It is a flawless disguise,” Merlin said, confirming
my fear. 


“I look old!” Neither of them was amused. It was a
bad idea to anger a powerful magician and my best friend over a disguise. “What
I mean is… I can’t pull it off. I don’t know how to move or talk like a… I
mean…”


Merlin rolled his eyes. “Your mother might expect
you to disguise your hair and eyes, but you are completely unrecognizable like
this.”


“Did you at least make me taller?” I asked Vactarus.


“If I had, it would cause problems if anyone bumped
into you.”


“How do I break it when I get off Akadema?”


“You have to say, ‘Ohwha tahjer kyam’ in a loud
voice.”


Merlin snickered. I frowned. “Really? Does that mean
something in another language?”


“All of my illusions are designed to be broken only
with that phrase. I learned it from a very powerful wizard of another world.”


“Okay. I just have one more question. Will you please
take my goat?”


 


*          *          *


 


After a fair amount of begging, Mira agreed to keep
the goat, although she made me promise to return for the animal after we
stopped the black star. I really didn’t want the goat, but I figured I could
find a home for her later.


Vactarus offered to let us stay the night, but Merlin
and I agreed that we should travel more before it was too dark. Before we left,
however, the housekeeper entered the study. Merlin stiffened, preparing to
fight. Despite having met the housekeeper before, I was just as cautious as
Merlin. 


The housekeeper was a stone gargoyle. 


He had a muscular frame and large head. Although he
stood on two legs, his arms were longer than a person’s in proportion. He had a
short, smashed snout and sharp teeth protruding from between his dark gray
lips.


With great difficulty, I kept my mouth shut. 


The gargoyle stopped in the middle of the room and
held out a bundle wrapped in cloth. “Don’t be afraid of the housekeeper. He’s
shy, but he wouldn’t harm a bat,” Vactarus said.


I took the bundle hesitantly and the gargoyle left. I
regretted not thanking him when I unwrapped the bundle to find it was cheese,
fruit, and several loaves of bread. “Please thank him for me. The dumb goat ate
our food.”


 


*          *          *


 


We left soon afterwards and traveled northeast. The
roads were not as frequented as those to the west, because the trade routes
usually followed the west coast. When we did see people on the road, I slowed
my steps and leaned on my staff in a fashion befitting my disguise. 


Every time we stopped to eat, drink, or sleep, Merlin
made me visualize my wand. I really wanted to move on to another lesson. It
rained the entire second day, but it was warm and didn’t slow us down. On the
third day, we came upon a town that was bustling with activity.


There were tents set up like in tournaments. Under
one tent, five tables displayed everything from candles to strange glass
sculptures full of sand. Stranger still was that everyone was arguing over
these devices. “What’s going on?” I asked a man who was studying a candle
thoughtfully.


“You are supposed to be in disguise,” Merlin
reminded me.


I cleared my throat awkwardly.


The man wasn’t bothered. “We’re trying to decide on
the best way to measure the day length.”


I tried to make my voice sound older, but I’m pretty
sure I sounded like an old woman. “The day length? Isn’t the length of a day… a
day?”


“Well, suppose you want to meet someone in the
morning, but you don’t want to wait for them all morning. There is a lot
of time between dawn and midday.”


I decided to leave my voice normal, since trying to
change it was more suspicious. “That makes sense.”


Just like before, it didn’t bother him. “Well, if we
break the day up, we can be much more exact.”


“That would be helpful in making potions,” I added. 


“Exactly!” a woman behind me interrupted. She grabbed
my arm, turned me to another table, and pointed to one of the glass sculptures.
“My invention measures short intervals of time, which is perfect for making
potions or cooking.”


“Or leaving someone in a pit to suffer, but when you
don’t want them in there so long they’ll die?” I asked. Not that I wanted to
throw anyone in a pit, I could just see the advantage for sorcerers.


“Actually, for that, my invention is best,” the first
man said, grabbing my arm and pulling me back to the candle. He pointed at
marked notches in the candle. “See, there are ten notches in a day, so you can
light the candle at sunrise, put your victim in the pit, and decide how many
notches you want to leave him in for.”


“You haven’t been an inventor long, have you?” 


Merlin groaned and walked out of the tent. With a
little bit of shoving, I was able to follow him. Before we could get far,
however, I found myself drawn to another tent, where strange metal torches were
on display. 


“What are these?” I asked a woman who was cleaning
one. It was only as long as my arm and was attached to a wall that was placed
in the middle of the tent. 


She smiled brightly. “These are gas lanterns!” 


“What’s the point in them?”


“They don’t melt like candles.”


“Neither do torches, and I can carry those around.”


“Leave it, young sorcerer,” Merlin said. “You
should not hinder the progression of inventions, no matter how slow they may be.”


I followed him out. “I don’t understand.”


“I have seen these inventions on other worlds.
Although they may seem silly, you cannot run before you learn to walk. This is
the beginning of technology on your world and you must let it take its natural
course.”


“But you can show them things that are way beyond
this,” I said, pausing to watch a boy strap two wooden wings to his back. They
were covered in bird feathers, though, so I could definitely see it working. 


“It would be wrong for me to interfere with the
technological development of Caldaca.”


“But I can, right? I can share my ideas?”


“Absolutely. However, I suggest you not introduce
inventions you may see on other worlds.”


“Didn’t you do that?”


“I did. Whether I was right or wrong, it is better
to heed caution when it comes to soothsaying.” I nodded. Merlin hated
divination because he believed it caused his mother’s death. 


At the end of the city was a cliff drop overlooking
the northeast shore, so we had to find a safe passage down. We traveled
downhill until we reached a set of stone steps, which were barely large enough
for Merlin to use. 


Once we reached the shore, I held out my staff,
closed my eyes, focused my mind on the presence of my monster, and pulled on
that sensation until he felt me calling him. My staff created blue magic that
flowed upward into the air. Out of that, my monkey monster formed.


He had the general body of a monkey about Merlin’s
size, with two arms and two legs. He was dark brown, furry, and slender,
although he had much more strength than a person. He also had two large, black
bat wings suspending him in the air and a row of four black tentacles down each
of his sides. He landed and glared at me. 


“Hello, Monkey. I need you to---” The monkey flapped
his wings and I had to jump away to avoid being struck by them. “Stop it,
Monkey, I need you to…” I stopped talking as the monkey took to the air and
tried to fly away. I pointed my staff at him. “Get back here!” Magic shot from
me, through the staff, and into the monkey, who crashed into the ground with a
startled screech of pain. 


“Ayden, be gentle,” Merlin warned. 


“I’m sorry,” I said to the monkey. “I need your help
and I can’t let you go until we get to Kalika, in the Moaning Mountains.”


The monkey pounced on me, slamming me to the ground
and landing on top of me. One of his tentacles tore my staff from my hand as he
screeched in my face. Merlin attacked him and they both rolled in a snarling,
biting, clawing frenzy. 


I pulled my wand out of my pocket. “Stop! Both of
you!” The monkey froze, but Merlin didn’t stop. “Merlin!” I grabbed the staff
off the ground where the monkey had dropped it and pointed it at him. “Let him
go!” The crystal flashed blue and Merlin leapt back, snarling. After a moment,
he shook himself and turned his back on the monkey. 


“I apologize for losing my temper,” he said,
shame all over his face. 


“You’re the most level-headed person I know.”


“He attacked you and the wolf took over.”


“He’s upset because he doesn’t like being
controlled.” 


“Trust me, young sorcerer, I know. It was not my
intention to attack him.”


“Maybe you’re under a curse, like I was.” 


“I am afraid it might be worse than that.”
Before he could explain his concerns, the monkey shook himself out of his
stupor and flapped his wings. 


I pointed my wand at him. “Please don’t make me make
you, Monkey. I promise I don’t like controlling you. Merlin and I have to save
magic and we need you to do it. We need you to take us to Kalika quick.
Please.”


The monkey’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t try to fly
away. After a moment, he reached out with his tentacles to take my wand and
staff. 


I held them against my chest. “If I give these to
you, will you take us to Kalika?”


He screeched, which sounded like an agreement to me. 


“If you do, and then give them back to me when we
land, I’ll set you free,” I promised. “I can do that, right?” I asked
Merlin in his mind.


“Yes. Ask him if he knows where Kalika is.”


I did, and the monkey made a deeper hooting sound
than normal. “I guess that’s a no.” I pulled the magic mirror out of my bag,
pressed my wand tip to the surface of the mirror, and said, “Show me how to
find the Rynorm family at Kalika, in the Moaning Mountains.”


My magic flowed into the mirror and it fogged over.
When it cleared a moment later, it displayed a map with a red line from Akadema
to a cluster of islands to the far northeast. I showed it to the monkey. “Take
us there, and I’ll free you.”


When he screeched in a higher pitch again, I put the
mirror away. The monkey took my wand, staff, and bag with his tentacles. Then
he easily picked me up with one hand and Merlin with his other. Without a
moment of hesitation, he took flight. His wings almost struck me with every
flap, but it quickly became my secondary concern. He flew so much faster than a
ship that the water was a dizzying blur beneath us.


“Close your eyes,” Merlin suggested. 


I did. Although the wind was cold, the nausea went
away. “That worked. Thanks.” It wasn’t long before my face was numb from
the cold.









Chapter 5


I sensed Merlin’s alarm,
opened my eyes, and groaned. A dark shape followed us beneath the water’s
surface. “Monkey, can you fly us higher?” I asked. The monkey ignored me. I
couldn’t reach my wand or staff, so I couldn’t command him. We were lucky he
didn’t drop us. “What should we do?” I asked Merlin.


“Unfortunately, young sorcerer, I have no idea.
Try not to look like food.”


“Isn’t there a spell you can teach me?”


“Not in the feeble grasp of your monkey. If your
magic explodes, it may spook him, and we do not want to be dropped in the
middle of the ocean.”


A row of leathery black spikes broke the surface of
the choppy water. It was merely a portion of the creature’s massive body.
“Okay, I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it,” I said. 


Merlin said something in another language, which I
ignored.


“Monkey, expect an explosion. Don’t drop us. Do you
hear me? Don’t drop us!” He didn’t make any indication that he heard me, but we
didn’t have many choices. I focused my mind and magic on turning the monster
into stone. I had never tried to transform such a large creature but it was my
best skill aside from breaking curses. 


Magic stirred inside me, gaining strength but not
finding an outlet. I couldn’t channel it through my wand or staff, so I forced
it out. Not surprisingly, it exploded wildly, burning my hands. 


The blast struck the monster and it dived. “Merlin,
are you okay?” I asked when the dark shape was gone. 


“Yes, I am unscathed.”


I sighed with relief. Merlin, on the other hand,
didn’t relax. I reached for my staff, but the monkey wasn’t giving it up. 


“Ayden, it is coming back.”


Although I didn’t see it, I trusted him. I focused my
magic again, this time on a spell I had never mastered. Merlin said that the
elements were the easiest of dragon magic to master. Moving rocks or water
wasn’t useful, so that left wind and fire. Since I had created fire before, it
was what I decided to go with. 


I focused with all my might, imagined fire streaming
down into the ocean below. “Vaka hyrr.”


“Brenna is more accurate in this case, young
sorcerer, and be confident,” Merlin said. 


Only Merlin would correct me and tell me to be
confident in the same sentence. I tried again, this time shouting the command
at the top of my lungs. Magic burst out, half forming fire, half exploding in
colorful light. Unfortunately, my timing was off. Just as the flames and light
died, the massive sea monster erupted out of the water. Its jaws snapped closed
around us before I could even take a deep breath. I felt the creature’s descent
as its tongue pinned me against the roof of its mouth. 


I heard Merlin snarling and biting to defend himself
until it was drowned out by the monkey creature’s strange wailing. I opened my
mouth to tell the monkey to give me my staff, only to choke on the thick, hot,
wet air. I couldn’t breathe. 


I tried to remain calm, but this was definitely the
closest I had ever come to being eaten and I had plenty to be frightened of. 


Its tongue moved, probably in effort to avoid
Merlin’s claws and teeth, and my staff smacked me in the chest. I firmly
gripped my staff and focused on fire. Power shot into it and changed it into a
flaming sword. Not only was the blade sharp and long enough to do harm, but it
was also on fire. I didn’t hesitate for a second; I stabbed the sword as deep
into the tongue as I could. 


The creature’s mouth opened as it roared in pain. The
opening of its jaws created a suction that pulled me towards the creature’s
throat, so I braced myself on the hilt of my sword and held on with all my
strength. My monkey grabbed Merlin and wrapped his tentacles securely around
the monster’s teeth. 


The instant the suction stopped, the creature shook
its head and thrashed its tongue, roaring. Between the volume, the movement,
and the lack of air, I was disoriented. The next thing I knew, the sword and I
were slung out into the water. I saw the light of the surface impossibly far up
and turned back, looking for Merlin. 


The sea monster had an eel body shape with a spiky
turtle face. Its head was layered in horns. When its jaw started to close, I
panicked, but right before the jagged teeth snapped together, the monkey surged
through, Merlin in tow. I started swimming to the surface, but I had gone too
long without air and my vision was starting to fade. 


Then, the monkey’s arm wrapped around my chest and he
shot upward with a speed I could never manage. The moment we broke the surface,
all the fear, anger, and relief I’d pushed away since we were attacked flooded
me. 


Waves crashed over us in a last ditch effort to drown
us. My robe wasn’t making it any easier to stay afloat. The monkey flapped his wings
urgently, but they smacked water and couldn’t get any lift. He screeched with
growing frustration. I broke his hold on me and swam towards my staff, which
had reverted to its true form and was floating. When my hand closed around it,
my magic welcomed the staff’s power like an old friend. I aimed it at the
monkey. 


“Levitate.” Blue magic shot out of my staff and into
the monkey, who floated into the air. He shook off the water, jerking Merlin
rudely, and flapped his wings. Once he was flying sufficiently and
independently, I turned in a circle, looking for my wand. I finally saw it and
started swimming towards it, but the monkey dived and grabbed me. “I need my
wand!” While I could have lived without it, it would have been like losing my
arm.


“Ayden, stop struggling,” Merlin warned
urgently. 


I did. Below us, the dorsal fin of a shark broke the
surface. I wasn’t going to risk Merlin’s life for my wand. “Fly us higher!” I
said to the monkey. Once again, he ignored me. Instead, he dived, provoking a
startled growl from Merlin and a shout of terror from me. Faster than the
marine predator could strike, the tentacle snatched the wand out of the water. 


A moment later, we were flying high enough to avoid
most marine threats. Eventually, the shark gave up and left to find an easier
meal. Blood dripped into the water.


 


*          *          *


 


The rest of the trip was bearable. The rushing air
dried out my clothes and Merlin’s fur, although it was uncomfortably cold. As
night loomed, it became clear that my monkey was tiring. The further the sun
sank in the sky, the further he sank in the air, so by the time I saw a
tropical island, Merlin’s paws were skimming the water. I doubted we would make
it. I grabbed my staff, which the monkey was holding within my reach. Help
him, I thought to it. Power rushed from me, through the staff, and into the
monkey. The wind changed subtly and the monkey gained height. 


Fortunately, it was enough to get us to dry land. Unfortunately,
that was all he could handle; he dropped us in the sand, barely missing the
water. Groaning, I shook my head and tried to get my bearings. I finally
climbed to my feet, intent on scolding the monkey, only to find him wrapped
around a tree. He had dropped us for our own good. 


“Are you okay?” I asked Merlin. 


He stood unsteadily and shook off sand before
nodding. “I am reasonably uninjured. Attend to your monkey.”


I grabbed my staff and wand on the way to the monkey,
who was unconscious. Although I doubted we were on Kalika, I felt he deserved
at least some freedom for saving our lives. I pointed my staff at him. “Set him
free.” I imagined the invisible bands around him and felt them dissolve. He
wasn’t free, though; there was one more around his neck, which was attached to
my wand.


“You are going to have to heal him,” Merlin
said, joining me beside the monkey.


“I’m not a mage. I can’t heal.” 


“Then we must find healing herbs, because he will
not make it on his own.” 


There was blood dripping from the leaves of the tree,
not because of the crash but the sea monster’s attack. Merlin was right; I
needed to help the monkey fast. “Let’s go. I hope we---”


“Keep him warm,” Merlin interrupted. “Assuming
he is a mammal, he needs to stay warm, so build a fire and stop him from
leaving if he wakes. I will be back with the right plants.”


“It’s not safe in the jungle.”


“We have no other choice.”


“Yes, we do.” Before he could argue, I held up my
staff, focused my mind, and let my power wrap around me. The world disappeared
and when it returned, I was in Magnus’s castle. I also felt like I had been
kicked in the stomach by a horse. I gasped for breath and wiped sweat from my
forehead. I had transported myself a number of times, but never this far. Had I
tried to transport Merlin as well, I would have failed.


I was in the library, because that was the room I
could visualize best in my mind. I wasn’t surprised to see Mason reading on the
window seat, since he enjoyed reading as much as I did. Fortunately, he was the
person I was looking for. 


“I need…” I panted. “I need a healing potion.”


He stared at me, frozen with shock. “Who are you?” he
finally asked. 


It took me a moment to understand; I still had a
disguise over me. 


“He’s Ayden,” Thaddeus said, entering the room with
two plates of food. 


At that point, I’d caught my breath. “My monkey
monster is injured. I need a healing potion. And how did you know it’s me?” I
asked Thad.


“You’re my brother.”


“But I’m in disguise.”


“You have my tattoos to help you hide from our
mother, but she can still find you when you transport yourself,” he warned
instead of explaining.  


“You shouldn’t have done that,” Mason added.


“It doesn’t matter right now. I need a healing potion
for my monkey monster!”


“It’s just a familiar, and not a very useful one at
that,” Thad argued. 


“You don’t know him! He wasn’t something I
transformed or a friend I rescued. I created him, so he’s my
responsibility. He also has a mind of his own; he’s not expendable.”


“I’ll grab one from my room. I think I have one that
will work on a magic creature like him.” Mason left the room nervously.


“I always thought sorcerers were the most powerful
people by far, until I escaped Mother’s control. Now I see that everyone is
powerful in one way or another.”


“I don’t know what your point is,” I said. This was
why I didn’t want to be alone with my brother; it was awkward at best. He
wasn’t as terrible as my other brothers, which was why I let him escape when I
sent the others to another world, but he never did anything to help me. 


“It wasn’t easy for me, either, you know,” Thaddeus
said, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. 


“You’re a sorcerer.”


“So? Once you were born, my life meant nothing.
Mother always said we could torture you as much as we wanted, but we were not
allowed to kill you. Our brothers had permission to kill me. I had to do
what they wanted. Even then, I did what I could to protect you.”


He was right. “When you all had me trapped at Red
Rock, back when I was still on your side, you whispered something to Zeus. It
looked like whatever you said had changed his mind, but it didn’t, so I thought
it was a trick. Then, when you and Mikron confronted me at Magnus’s castle, you
made Mikron back down. How?”


“Over the years, I have done things for each of them,
so they owed me.”


At that point, Mason returned with a potion bottle. “You
shouldn’t transport---”


I ignored his warning and took the bottle. “Do I have
him drink this or rub it on his wound?”


“Have him drink it, but you’re not going to be much
help to him if your mother---”


I transported myself back to Merlin and the monkey.
The world spun around me, but at least I’d made it. Although Merlin immediately
started scolding me, I wasn’t paying attention. With great difficulty, I
stumbled towards the monkey, opened his mouth, uncapped the bottle, and poured
the potion down his throat. The monkey’s mouth snapped shut, nearly crushing my
fingers. He lashed out, one of his tentacles struck me in the chest, and I was
thrown back. 


Merlin growled and stood between the monkey and me.
“He’s just afraid and injured,” I said. 


“And that makes him more of a danger to you than
he normally is.”


The monkey thrashed for a while before finally
settling down. Merlin let me go to him. I tossed my robe over him to help keep
him warm, but my robe hadn’t made it out of the sea monster’s attack unscathed,
either. It was fire-resistant, not magic-proof. The black fabric was charred in
several patches. 


“Should we still start a fire?” I asked. 


“Yes. It should deter more creatures than it
attracts. I will collect wood.” 


“What about shelter? I don’t know anything about what
threats might be here.”


“It would be more dangerous to try to move the
monkey. He could have broken bones.” He left and I sat next to the monkey.
I was thankful he had grabbed my wand, despite knowing he hadn’t done it for
me. He couldn’t have been freed from its power without it.  


“Thank you for helping Merlin and me escape the sea
monster,” I said quietly, knowing the unconscious monkey wouldn’t hear me. 


Soon, Merlin returned with his jaws full of
driftwood. Once he set it in a pile beside me, I waved my wand at it and
focused on fire. Sparkly orange magic flowed from my wand into the wood and set
it on fire.


“Healing potions on your world are stronger than
those on mine. How long will it take for the potion to fully heal him?”
Merlin asked. 


“I don’t know. It depends on how injured the monkey
is, how susceptible to magic he is, how well Mason made it, and what he made it
with. It’ll probably take all night, and he’s going to feel worse before he
feels better.”


“In that case, you should try to get some sleep.”


“You don’t want to tell me how foolish I was for
transporting myself?” 


“In order to be wise, you must first be foolish.
In order to be brave, you must first be afraid. You chose to risk your life to
save your monkey. I have no right to dissuade you.”


“So… you’re not mad?” 


“I am.”


“But you just said…”


“I am frustrated because you risked your life
without hesitating. I am frustrated because I was absolutely no help to you in
the face of real danger. And most of all, I am frustrated because I cannot be
mad at you. I already knew how devoted you are to your friends.”


“But that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”


“For the most part, yes. I suspect that your heart
is your greatest strength, as well as your greatest weakness.”


“My mother always said love was a weakness.”


“It can be, and it can also be a strength. Your
enemies will try to use it against you. That is not to say you are wrong to
follow your heart. There have been many times in my life when I have
been disappointed by people who took my friendship for granted or outright
betrayed me. I know you will never do either one, but that does not mean others
will show you the same loyalty.”


“I understand that, but why are you upset? The monkey
can’t betray me because I don’t expect anything from him.”


“I am being selfish.”


“Selfish? You? How?”


“I would prefer that you did not put your life in
jeopardy so easily. I do not want you to get hurt.”


I pulled out the wineskin and groaned. Something,
either a sea monster’s fang or one of the monkey’s claws, had pierced it and
drained our water. “Do you think there might be a river here?”


“I highly doubt it. We will have to get water
another way. If you can wait, it would be better to look for water in the
morning.” 


“I can wait.”


“Good. Check on the mirror.”


I nodded and checked my bag. “We’ll need more food,
too,” I said, tossing the bread and cheese out. The small amount of bread we’d
saved had been reduced to a salty ball of slime. When I took the mirror out of
my bag, I was relieved to see that it was undamaged. “Show me how to find the
Rynorm family at Kalika, in the Moaning Mountains,” I said, pointing my wand at
it. Once again, the map formed and showed me that we had traveled most of the
way. “I think I should free the monkey,” I said, putting the mirror away. “Even
if he can fly after just one night, I doubt he would be able to carry us.”


“I agree. In that case, we must find a ship across
the ocean.”


Shivering without my robe, I fell asleep uneasily.









Chapter 6


I woke to a ghastly creature
with glowing green eyes, standing on my chest and leaning over to stick his
face right in front of my eyes. I did the only reasonable thing; I screamed. I
also tried to push him off me without touching him. In turn, the creature
screamed hysterically in my face, his sharp teeth glinting in the dim
moonlight, and he waved his hands out to his side mockingly. 


“What are you?!”


“You!” he shouted in a shrill voice. I screamed. He
shouted, “Scream!” 


I screamed. He screamed. “What do you want?!”


“You!” 


I screamed. He screamed. “Help!” I shouted for
Merlin. 


“Help!” he screamed. 


“Merlin!” 


“Merlin!” the creature echoed in an even more
hysterical tone. 


“Are you going to eat me?!”


“Eat!”


“I’m so confused! I don’t know if you’re here to kill
me or if you’re trying to learn to speak!”


“Speak!”


“Stop screaming!”


He screamed. 


I screamed. 


A dark blur crashed into the creepy creature and sent
him flying off me. I leapt up and realized the monkey had whacked the creature
with his wings. I rolled out of the way before his front paw landed in the spot
my head had been resting. The creature was gone by the time I got to my feet.
“Where’s Merlin?”


The monkey raised his head and made a monkey howl. A
moment later, Merlin’s howl answered back. Merlin appeared from over a hill. He
had been searching the beach. 


“What happened? I heard you screaming.”


“A creature attacked… or something. I’m not sure.”


“What?”


I explained what happened, although that didn’t clear
much up.


“If he had meant to harm you, he probably would
have while you were asleep. It might have been a creature that was unfamiliar
with people and was simply curious.” 


“Have you slept?”


“Some. I had another dream.”


Meaning that he had a vision of something in the past
or future. “About the egg?”


“No, I think not. I dreamt of drowning. We need to
get off this island.”


I opened my mouth to suggest that we try to leave
immediately, then hesitated. I’d read as many books as I could get my hands on
since I learned to read, and my favorite ones were the tales of warriors and
adventurers who traveled the lands, defeating monsters and discovering new
sights. If this island really was unexplored, it could be my chance to be in
their shoes for once.


Merlin either heard my thought or read it on my face.
“There will be time enough for that later. The black star draws near whether
we make progress or not.”


“I know.” I picked my robe up, put it on, and stroked
the monkey’s head. To my surprise, he let me. “Do you think you can fly yet?”


In answer, he flapped his wings and took to the air,
only to cry out in pain and crash, showering me in sand. I couldn’t take more
than a single step towards him before Merlin sunk his fangs in my robe and
pulled me back. “He is a dangerous creature in pain; he could hurt
you.”


“Maybe there are more people here. If we can find a
ship, he can rest on the way.”


“I concur. However, we should search the beach
before venturing into the jungle.” 


Since Merlin had already started searching eastward,
we headed west. The plan was to let the monkey rest and come back for him, but
he scrambled after us before we got very far. I didn’t argue, because I wasn’t
sure he was safe on his own. 


 


*          *          *


 


We travelled for the rest of the night until the sun
was starting to rise. The sand was difficult to walk in and I had to stop
frequently to dump out my boots. As soon as the sun heated the air, the
situation got worse. Akadema was warm for most of the year, but it was drier
and didn’t have much loose sand. I hadn’t completely recovered from
transporting myself across such a great distance, and the island wasn’t making
it easy. 


When the endless sand was broken up by some large
rocks, the monkey slumped against one and whimpered. I patted his neck gently.
“We need to find some food and water.”


Merlin nodded. “It seems we have no other choice
but to risk exploring the jungle.”


“Stay here, Monkey. You need rest. We’ll bring back
some food… but what do you eat? Meat?”


“He probably eats fruit if he eats at all.”


“Are we sure he eats? I don’t think he eats when I…”


“When you banish him,” he said when I
wouldn’t. “It does not hurt him any more than it hurts you to sleep.”
When Merlin had taught me to conjure my monkey, I was supposed to create
nothing more than a temporary manifestation of my magic— a mindless creature
that obeyed my every word. My staff, which at that time wasn’t bonded to me,
created an actual living creature instead. Thus, I hated banishing him, which
was dispersing his body temporarily and absorbing his presence in my mind. 


It was pretty creepy when I thought about it. 


“When he is not called, he does not use up energy
or require food. Now that he is free, we should find some bananas.”


“What are bananas?”


“Never mind.”


“We need water.”


We entered the jungle, where thick vines hung from
trees at perfect strangulation level. When I wasn’t slipping on wet leaves,
tripping over roots, and getting tangled in vines, I was trying to walk
backwards, because I was certain someone was watching us.


“Ayden,” Merlin warned an instant before I
tripped over a root. At least, I thought it was a root, until said root reared
up and tried to bite me. It was a sand-brown snake with a head large enough to
swallow me. The snake’s scales changed color, adapting to the dark brown and
green color of the tree behind it. It hissed menacingly. Merlin growled. 


At the same moment I raised my wand and released my
power, Merlin got in the way, trying to protect me. 


Sparkly white magic dodged Merlin, struck the
serpent, and turned it to stone. I slumped against the ground with a sigh of
relief. 


“That was impressive,” Merlin said.


“I almost hit you.”


“You reacted quickly and decisively in order to
stop the threat. A year ago, you would have shrieked and covered your face.”


“But I almost hit you.” 


“And I was almost bitten by the snake. You did
your best and it was the right call.” He perked his ears, raised his head,
and growled. “We are not alone. I hear someone whispering.” He sniffed
the air and cringed. “Whoever it is reeks.”


“What do we do?”


“Continue as we are. We still need food and water.
Stay alert, however, in case we need to defend ourselves. It may be that they
are non-threatening.”


As we continued searching for food, he was extra
cautious and wouldn’t let me near anything that he wasn’t familiar with or that
he didn’t like the smell of. Since I didn’t know what most of the plants were,
I trusted his judgment.


Finally, Merlin stopped and pointed with his paw at a
towering tree. “We are in luck. Those are coconuts.”


“That sounds gross.”


“It will take care of food and water, so stop
complaining and start climbing.” 


I groaned. “Now you sound like my father.” He
laughed. “Can’t I just shoot them down with my arrows?”


“No. If you pierce the shell, the juice will be
wasted.”


I emptied my bag, climbed the tree, and picked as
many coconuts as I could, filling my pockets and bag. When I finally returned
to Merlin’s side, he explained how to open it. I made a small hole with my
knife and held it up so that he could drink the translucent liquid. It looked
pretty unappetizing, like dirty water. 


When he had finished the juice, I used a rock to
split the coconut in half and gave it to him before cutting a hole in a second
one to drink from. I didn’t particularly like it, but it was better than water,
and I didn’t drop dead, so I figured it was safe.


Merlin chewed the white interior of his, so after I
opened mine the rest of the way, I took my knife out of my boot, wiped the
blade on my shirt, and used it to peel off bits of the white stuff to eat. I
thought it would taste a lot better if it were sweet. 


Merlin groaned and tossed his aside, unfinished. “I
need meat.”


 


*          *          *


 


We decided to head back to the beach so I could give
the monkey a coconut while Merlin went hunting. However, Merlin hesitated at
the edge of the tree line. “What’s wrong?”


“I sense magic. Sven and two others are close.”


“How did they find us? Why are they here?”


“You will have to ask them that yourself.”


“Maybe they’re here to help us.”


“I would not count on that.”


“Come out, Ayden, we know you’re there,” Sven called.
His voice sounded like it was coming from directly in front of us. 


“They’re invisible, which means he probably has Kalyn
with him,” I whispered. We walked out into the open and I faced straight ahead.
“It’s rude to be invisible when you can see us just fine.”


“No ruder than being in disguise in the presence of
friends.”


I had completely forgotten about my disguise. “We’re
not friends, Sven.”


He appeared, flanked by Sotis and Kalyn. “That’s not
a nice thing to say,” he said mockingly. He was about nineteen with stark
white-blond hair and light brown eyes. He didn’t look any more like a sorcerer
than I did, which was why I had trusted him in the first place. His clothes
were high quality, unlike the first time I met him, and fitting for cold
weather. He also wasn’t wearing a family robe.


Kalyn was a pretty young woman with dark red, curly
hair and eyes the color of sand. Sotis was a middle-aged man with short black
hair and dark green eyes.


“How did you find me? And how did you know it was
me?”


“You were not easy to find.” Sven held up a small
vial that was glowing blue. 


I couldn’t see what was inside, but I knew it was
blood, hair, or some other part of my body. “You’re still working for my
mother?” I had seen her use that spell before to find my brothers when one of
them was missing. 


He laughed. “No, I got this while you were asleep.”


“Um… that’s creepy. That shouldn’t have been enough
to find me, though.” If it was, then my mother would have already found me.


He grinned. “I’m cleverer than your mother. I wasn’t
looking for you; I knew you would figure out a way to hide yourself.”


There were only a few things I never left behind.
“You got a fiber of my robe.”


“It was easy.” 


“Why are you here?” 


Instead of answering, he motioned to Kalyn, who
grabbed my bag. The monkey didn’t move.


Sven pointed his wand at me. It was the wand I’d
given him— a special wand that was unable to hurt anyone, but it could make
someone tell him the truth. 


I tried to distract him from using it on me. “We
should be on the same side. Magic is dying and we have to stop it.”


“Oh, I know it’s dying and I don’t want to stop it.”


“You don’t?” 


“Of course not. We’re the only ones not losing magic.
Imagine the fourteen of us being the only ones with power. We are forming a
council. When everyone else has magic, we will rule. Your mother will be no
threat to anyone.”


“She’ll come after you. Whatever you’re planning,
she’s two steps ahead of you.”


“As long as the fourteen of us aren’t together at the
same time, she can’t win, so I don’t care what her plan is.”


“You’re underestimating her.”


“I don’t underestimate anyone. Where is Blue?” He was
still pointing his wand at me, so I had to answer any question he asked. 


“She’s in the dungeon of Magnus’s castle.”


“I’m surprised you didn’t let her go and beg her to
be your friend.” He was mocking me, and it wasn’t a question, yet I was still
compelled to explain. 


“She hurt Merlin. I know she was brainwashed by my
mother, but she nearly killed him and she might try again, so I don’t want her
freed. Where is Zelli?”


“She didn’t join us,” Sotis said. “Once she sees that
we are superior to other magic users, she’ll join the council.”


“We might be persuaded to let you into the council,
despite your utterly ridiculous friendliness. It depends on what you offer.”


“I won’t join you. I’ll save magic.”


“How do you plan to do that?” 


I tried with every fiber of my being to keep my mouth
shut, but it was no use. “I have to save a dragon egg.”


“A dragon egg? What does that have to do with magic?”


Although I couldn’t stop myself from speaking, I
could make it harder for Sven to understand me. “I don’t know.” I spoke as quickly
as I possibly could so that my words were jumbled together. “I owe a dragon my
life for saving Merlin from Blue’s attack and he told me I have to save the egg
from one of Merlin’s old enemies before the black star comes. I don’t even know
if it can stop Caldaca from losing magic or how to find it.”


Everyone stared, slack-jawed. 


Unfortunately, it didn’t work. “Does your mother know
anything about the egg?”


“No.”


“Good,” he said, lowering the wand. With an evil
smirk, Sotis whispered into Sven’s ear. Sven laughed and pointed the wand at me
again. “What do you hope Merlin never finds out?”


“I’m considering betraying the dragons and making a
deal with Baltezore.”


“What?” Merlin asked. 


“Why did you make me say that?”


“Because it’s fun. I don’t know who Baltezore is, but
why do you want to make a deal with him?”


“He made Merlin immortal and might be the only one
who can break the curse I put on him.”


“Tell me, what would it take for you to leave
Merlin?”


“Nothing. He needs me to break the curse.”


“Why?”


“I was the one who cursed him and I’m the only one
who can remove it.”


He lowered the wand, frowning with irritation. “I was
expecting something more interesting.”


“I don’t like lying to my friends,” I said. I
couldn’t look at Merlin. 


“Sotis, grab the wolf.” 


“Don’t touch him.” I waved my wand at Merlin and
formed a ward around him. It couldn’t stop someone from walking up to him and
grabbing him, but I figured his teeth and claws would do that. Unless Sven was
powerful enough to break the ward, it would stop his magic from incapacitating
Merlin. 


“Kalyn, you know what to do,” Sven said.


First she turned into a bear, and then all three of
them vanished. I aimed my staff at them, but I wasn’t able to cast anything
before Kalyn’s massive fist struck me in the chest, throwing me back. 


Instead of staying in the ward where he was safe,
Merlin attacked the invisible bear. It was a weird sight. Merlin clawed and bit
her as if he could see her easily, and when she wasn’t able to land a single
shot, she dropped her invisibility illusion. 


I raised my wand to attack Kalyn, but she and Merlin
were moving too fast and I couldn’t get a clear shot without the risk of
hurting Merlin. 


Sven suddenly had his real wand, which was pointed at
me. I rolled out of the way an instant before red magic struck the ground and
showered sand over us. My staff was on the ground by the tree line, having been
dropped the moment they had appeared. I pointed my wand at Sven again.
“Attack!” 


Merlin had told me many times that I needed to
control my magic, not let it control me. The more general my order was, the
more likely it would go wrong. Furthermore, my wand and staff learned from the
magic I did. 


The power that burst from the wand was deep red. Sven
was about to attack simultaneously, but at that moment, the monkey flicked his
wing and struck Sven in the head. My curse hit him. It didn’t turn him to stone
or transform him into something else. Although I didn’t see what effect it had
on him, he dropped to his hands and knees, crying out with pain. Sotis
immediately went to him and grabbed his arm. 


“What did you do?” Merlin asked. 


“I don’t know.”


At that point, Sven vomited blood. “I need to heal
you before it becomes irreversible,” Sotis said. 


“You’re a mage?” I asked, shocked. It was strange
enough for me to be a wizard and sorcerer. Sotis being both a necromancer and
mage was almost too strange to believe.


Kalyn shifted back into her normal form and ran to
help Sven stand. “What did you do to him?”


“I don’t know! He shouldn’t have attacked us!” I
refused to feel guilty. 


Sven was gushing blood from his nose and mouth. I
still refused to feel guilty.


“Sven, get us out of here!” Kalyn said, sounding
terrified. I didn’t know if she was afraid of me or scared for his life. 


Alright, I felt a little guilty. He deserved whatever
it was that I did to him, but it looked like he was dying, and I didn’t want to
kill anyone. I didn’t even want to kill my mother. Banishing them to a world
without magic was severe enough. Death was too final. 


They faded slowly instead of vanishing, leaving a
disturbing amount of blood on the sand. I stared in shock and sat in the dry
sand. “I don’t know what I did, but I might have killed him.”


“You should not let your wand or staff control
your magic. Nevertheless, you saved our lives. Sven would have killed us or
worse.”


“I know. If I do kill someone, though, I want it to
be painless.” We sat in silence for a while before I aimed my wand at the
monkey. “Free him.” The final invisible rope broke and set the monkey free of
my control. He didn’t immediately fly away. “I’m sorry, Merlin.” 


“You have done nothing wrong.”


“I told him our plan.” Fortunately, Sven had dropped
my bag when I cursed him.


“I hardly call it a plan. Would you really want to
side with Baltezore, though?”


“He made you immortal.”


“He killed my mother.” 


“I didn’t say I was going to do it, I was just
considering it.”


“I truly understand your reasoning, young
sorcerer, but Baltezore will always be my enemy.”


 


*          *          *


 


I encouraged the monkey to eat and drink several
coconuts. Once he had, we resumed searching for any way off the island. The
monkey had enough strength to walk by then, but not fly. “I don’t like how
poorly the potion worked on him. You know what plants we can use to heal him,
right?”


“I know plants that are common to multiple worlds,
but how they will affect him is unpredictable.”


“I wonder what would happen if a person from your
world used a wand or staff like mine.”


“They are not uncommon; they enhance focus and are
often used in ritual magic. However, people from other worlds cannot use them
like you can, because our magic isn’t reliant on them. Furthermore, magical
tools like that do not have personalities and quirks like they do on Caldaca.
Then again, in all of my long history, I have encountered more magical beasts
and sea monsters here than I have on every other world I have ever been to,
combined.”


“I’m sorry.”


He sighed. “That is not your fault. You apologize
too much.”


“I’m sorry… I mean…” I didn’t know what I was
apologizing for, only that I still felt guilty for telling Sven our secrets,
trusting Sven in the first place, and for the fact that it was my mother who
was after us. “I’m sorry.”


Merlin rolled his eyes. 


I saw something beyond the tree line. “Is that a
ship?” I asked. It was half hidden in the jungle greenery, and what was left
was in pretty shoddy condition, but it was definitely made by people. 


“In the very loosest sense, perhaps.”


“What?”


“If it is, it cannot float.”


“Maybe we can fix it. I’ve never built anything, but
you should know how.”


“Not everything is fixable. It may be easier to
start building a ship from scratch, and that is not an easy feat.”


“Well, let’s take a look at it before we condemn it.”
I only took two steps towards it before Merlin growled. It was his warning
growl.


“Someone is there.”


I pointed my wand at the wooden mess. “Reveal whoever
is watching.” Merlin was teaching me a lot of magic, but in this case, I let my
wand choose. Violet energy streamed from my wand to someone hiding behind the
ship remains. A moment later, a boy shouted as he was lifted into the air. 


He was about fourteen with short, light red hair and
dark blue eyes. He was covered in dirt and his green tunic had obviously not
been cared for, as it was worn through in several spots and torn in others. His
brown pants, boots, and coconut hat were no better. My magic encountered his as
he transformed into a troll. 


He would have towered over any man, but wasn’t as
massive as a giant, with a relatively small, bald head. His eyes were small and
his nose was large. The threads of his shirt and pants threatened to tear under
his excessive girth. 


I laughed, sounding disturbingly like a sorcerer.
“You can’t scare me, magician; I know it’s an illusion.” He dropped his spell
and I set him down in front of the ship. “Why are you spying on us?”


“Why are you here? Old men never come here!”


“I’m not old!” Merlin cleared his throat, which was a
strange sound for a wolf to make. Oh, right. I had forgotten I was
disguised. “I mean… I’m younger than I look.”


“Can magicians sense other magicians the way
wizards and sorcerers can?” Merlin asked. 


“No.” The boy stood, not bothering to wipe
himself off. Magicians treasured their hats like a sorcerer did his wand, so
the fact that all he had was a coconut hat told me a lot about his character.
“Why are you spying on us?” I asked him again. 


“It’s my job. I’m supposed to watch for newcomers and
report to Berry.”


“Berry?”


“He runs this island.”


“So… it’s not undiscovered? That’s a shame.”


“Why?”


“No reason. Anyway, we mean you no harm; we just want
to get off this island. My monkey crashed and---”


“It’s not that easy,” he interrupted. “You think I’d
be here if we could just leave?”


Please don’t say it’s a monster.


“There’s a monster.”


Please don’t say it’s cursed.


“And a curse, too.”


“Of course there is.”


“But no one has ever come here on accident.” 


“I have a bad feeling about this,” Merlin said.



“Where are we?” I asked. “How did you get here?”


“Namahage brought me here. Me, and the rest of us.”


I groaned and explained it to Merlin in his mind. “Namahage
is a gruesome creature who roams from door to door, gathering up misbehaving
children.”


“Every culture on every world I have visited has a
legend of a creature that punishes wayward children. They are spread in order
to keep children in line. I am not surprised it is true here.”


“I thought he only came on the first double-moon of
the winter,” I said aloud.


“He does,” the boy said. “I was brought here many
winters ago. I don’t remember what I’d done wrong.”


“He lets you go when you grow up, though, so at least
there’s that.”


“We don’t age. Like I said; there’s a curse. Until we
learn responsibility, we can’t leave or grow up.”


“We’re definitely going to find a way out of here,
but should we take them with us or leave them?” I asked Merlin. “There
must be a reason Namahage took them.”


“How does that work when sorcerer children are
encouraged to steal and cause mayhem?”


“We’re not supposed to disobey our parents. Also,
stealing is encouraged, but getting caught is unacceptable. Either way, their
parents were unwilling to take care of them. They may be worse off out there.”


“There is no right answer, because you cannot know
all of the possible outcomes or variables. What does your heart tell you?”


“To offer to take them with us, but not force them
if they don’t want to leave.”


“Then that is what you should do. It is dangerous,
but the easiest path is not always the best one.”


“When you’ve learned responsibility and Namahage
deems you ready to leave, how does he take you back to your land?”


“He arrives in a small boat.”


“Has anyone tried to leave?”


“How would we leave? Ride on the back of a seahorse?”


“Of course not. Seahorses don’t come this close to
land. I see your point, but what about this ship? Someone must have crashed
here.”


“A man had once crashed here, but he was eaten.”


“We might be able to repair the ship and leave.”


“I doubt there is enough useable wood left,”
Merlin said. “Ask him if he has a cabin built of wood. We might be able to
use it.” 


“Do you have a cabin?” I asked. 


“Yes. Why?”


“We may need to use some of the wood from it.”


“Berry isn’t going to be happy about that.”









Chapter 7


The magician, who we learned
was named Shae, helped us to clear the debris away from the ship. It was not a
massive ship; it was probably meant for a dozen people at the most. There was a
compartment for cargo beneath the deck, but it wasn’t large enough for someone
to stand upright in. On the side of the ship was its name. 


 


 


 


Happy Ranger


 


 


 


To our surprise, its condition wasn’t as bad as we
had first assumed, although it did have a few holes in it. Fortunately, the
sail was safe inside the cargo space and only had a few tears. “We can patch
this.”


“With what?” Shae asked. 


“Sap and bark. We’ll have to kill a few trees,
though.”


“If it means getting off this island, I don’t care if
we kill every single one. We just have to do it before nightfall.”


“Why?”


“The monster comes out at night.”


“What kind of monster is it? Merlin, my monkey, and I
all slept here last night and we weren’t attacked. Well, I was… visited by…
something. It was about Merlin’s height, very skinny, with black, leathery
skin, short wings, and glowing green eyes.”


“Oh, that was just a sherky. Aside from being
extremely annoying, they’re harmless. As long as we’re inside by nightfall,
we’re fine.”


“It might be the fire that protected us from the
monster,” Merlin suggested. 


“But you went off on your own.”


“What?” Shae asked. 


“Nothing. I was talking to Merlin. He’s a wizard from
another world and I can hear him in my head.”


“Oh. That’s creepy.”


“Then perhaps there is no monster. It could be
that they have overactive imaginations.” 


“Maybe on your world. This is Caldaca; it’s never
that simple.”


“You have a good point.” As he spoke, he
stared at the sky.


“What are you looking at?” I asked. The sky
looked normal to me.


“A storm is coming.”


“Are you sure?”


“Absolutely.”


“Well, that shouldn’t be a problem.”


We got to work fixing the ship. Shae and I peeled
strips of bark off two trees and used the sap to seal the holes in the boat.
When the bark was in place, I used magic to harden the sap and waterproof it.
Merlin had to keep redirecting my focus because everything from exotic flowers
to amusing displays of the native wildlife distracted me from fixing the ship. 


“By the way, what is the name of this island?” I
asked offhandedly while we worked. 


“Well, since we can never grow up here, we call it Foreverland.”


“That sounds about right,” Merlin said dryly. 



After we were done, I returned to check on the
monkey, who wasn’t doing any better. “I already gave him a healing potion. I
don’t know what else to do,” I said. 


“His wounds have scabbed, which is a good sign.
Unfortunately, there could be many problems under his skin, such as an
infection, which the healing potion was unable to cure due to his natural
resistance to magic.” 


“I know some plants that can help,” Shae said.


“How? You’re not a mage, you’re a magician.”


He frowned at me as if I had said something very
silly. “I have no healing magic, but I still learned what plants help when
we’re injured.”


“Really? That’s a good idea.”


“I have explained that to you numerous times,
young sorcerer,” Merlin reminded me. 


“Oh, right.” Shae had already disappeared into
the forest. 


“Follow him,” Merlin suggested. 


We did, although I didn’t see the point. By the time
we caught up to him, he had taken off his shirt and wrapped it around his
hands. We watched as he plucked a plant with thick green petals, each as large
as my head. I reached out to help him pick more.


“No!” Shae shouted, smacking my hand out of the way.
“The leaves are covered with tiny hairs that sting and they stay in your skin
for days.”


Merlin and I stepped back. “How is it supposed to
heal my monkey?”


“We have to peel off the outside layer. The liquid
inside is what helps you heal.”


“Why not just get a mage?”


“We don’t have a mage on the island. Well, we do, but
he’s seven and hasn’t been taught to use his magic right.”


“Speaking of which… you have a coconut on your head.”


“That is rude, young sorcerer,” Merlin warned.


Shae pouted. “There’s not a hatter on the island and
it’s not like I can sew one out of cloth. It still works.”


“How many people are here?” 


“There are eight of us right now. Sometimes there are
more, sometimes there are less. Some children Namahage brought learned
responsibility in a few days, while others took months or years. Berry and I
have been here the longest. Rusty is the newest.” 


We followed him back to the monkey, where he stopped,
pulled out a knife, and cut open the petal. Using his knife, he carefully
peeled away the outside, revealing a clear substance that was shaped like a
tongue. I thought it was gelatinous until he set it down, dropped his
shirt-mittens, and picked up the clear part. He held it out for the monkey, who
lifted his head just enough to open his mouth. Without any hesitation, Shae fed
it to him. 


“He should be better by nightfall, but we need to get
out of here before then or we’ll have to wait until morning.”


The sun was getting low in the sky and angry clouds
had moved in. A little rain wouldn’t slow us down, but an electrical storm
could. “If the others are coming with us, we need to tell them now. Merlin and
I don’t have time to spare.”


“Stay here and get the ship in the water. I’ll go and
get the others. If I’m not back by sunset, leave without me.” 


When he left, I levitated the ship and pushed it into
the water, far enough that it would be easy to push it the rest of the way, yet
not far enough that it could sail away on its own. Afterwards, I left my wand
and staff with the monkey and collected more coconuts while Merlin hunted for
something he could eat. By the time I returned to unload the coconuts, the
monkey was on his feet, stretching his wings. “Are you feeling better?” I
asked. 


He screeched and wagged his tentacles.


Merlin emerged from the forest. “I hope we can
find better food on Kalika.” Thunder roared, not from the sky but from the
trees. “What is that?” Merlin asked, growling.


“Thunder birds. They’re warning us that lightning is
forming in the sky.”


“We need to leave.”


Although I couldn’t see the sun’s position through
the clouds, it was getting dark and Shae should have been back by then. “Do you
think something has gone wrong?”


At that moment, two boys emerged from the forest with
bows aimed at Merlin and me. “Yes, Ayden, I do.”


“You’re not welcome here!” the older boy said. He was
about fourteen, while the other boy was around eight, and they were both
covered in dirt. 


I reached for my staff, but an arrow struck the sand
next to it. “Don’t try it, sorcerer. I can shoot you in your face before you
can reach it.” The younger boy kept his bow on me while his older comrade
reloaded. 


“I’m really starting to regret this disguise.”


“I regret not teaching you to turn someone into a
frog.”


“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said. “We crashed
here.”


“Yes, we know. You crashed here and now you made Shae
betray us.”


“Betray you? In what way? I wanted to help you. Shae
was supposed to tell you that we have a way off the island.”


“No one is leaving the island!” the boy yelled,
stomping his foot. The younger boy flinched, which suggested the older boy had
a temper.


“Are you Berry?” I asked. 


“Yes, and you’re not leaving this island.”


“I really don’t have time to play games. Merlin and I
have a quest to complete.”


“You’re only making it harder on yourself if you
anger Berry,” the younger boy warned. 


“What do we do?” I asked Merlin.


“Whatever we have to that does not result in
getting shot.”


“Grab his staff,” Berry said. The younger boy did.
Thinking quickly, the monkey put his paw over the wand, hiding it from view.
Neither boy had seen it. 


“Are you a sorcerer?” I asked him. If he tried to
attack me with it, it would rebound, since it was bonded to me. 


“No, I’m a seer.”


“Ask him if he knows what is going to happen
tonight.”


“Tonight?” 


“Just ask him.”


“Do you know what’s going to happen tonight?” I
asked. 


He blushed. 


“What? What’s going to happen?” Berry asked,
immediately suspicious of the younger boy.


The seer shook his head frantically. “Nothing!
Nothing’s going to happen; he’s just trying to trick us. He’s not a seer.”


“Neither is he,” Merlin told me. “Either he
was a seer who lost his magic, or he is lying about it altogether.”


“Move,” Berry said, indicating with his bow where he
wanted me. I started for the forest, followed closely by Merlin. “The… monkey
thing, too.”


“He doesn’t listen to me.”


“Then I’ll kill him and---” He turned his bow on my
monkey and I slapped him.


For a moment, both he and the seer were frozen in
shock. “You need to stop making enemies of stronger people.”


“You hit me!”


“You were asking for it.” 


He aimed the arrow at my throat. “Take it back!”


“If I’m ever going to learn to do magic without a
wand, now is the time,” I said in Merlin’s mind.


“You have the power of words.”


“He can’t be reasoned with.” There were many
ways I had expected to be killed, almost all of which involved my mother. It
never occurred to me that I would be killed by a child with a bow, a few steps
away from my own weapon and staff. “My monkey has been injured. Merlin and I
will go with you without fighting, but if you try to hurt the monkey, you’re
not going to get what you want.” I had to keep my words nonthreatening.
Considering he was making me mad and I was raised by a famously vindictive
family, that was not easy. Explaining to him that he couldn’t shoot all three
of us at the same time wasn’t going to work on him. 


“Fine! But you’d better not try anything.”


We ventured through the forest until it was so dark I
started tripping over things. Berry and the seer whispered on the way. It
sounded like they were afraid of the monster. 


We finally reached a cabin… built in the trees. Obviously,
none of the children were trained carpenters, because the cabin looked like it
was going to collapse any moment. It was one cabin built between four trees
with several rope bridges that led to three very small rooms. A ladder made of
rope and pieces of boards led up to the cabin. There was a clearing between us
and the cabin with a large fire crackling in a pit in the center. I wasn’t too
worried because I expected Shae to explain the situation to Berry and leave
with us immediately.


At least, that was until I saw Shae tied to a tree at
the edge of the clearing. “I don’t think your plan worked,” I said to him as
Berry pointed his arrow at a tree next to Shae. I stepped up to it and allowed
the seer to tie me up. Compared to my brother, he was an amateur, but that
might have been due in part to his age. 


“I’m sorry,” Shae said. “We should have left when we
had the chance. I had no idea Berry would turn on me like this.”


Five other children, three boys and two girls, came
out of the cabin to see what was going on. Two of the boys aimed bows at Merlin
and me, so when Berry and the seer tied Merlin’s paws together, he didn’t fight
them.


“We can’t leave them out here,” one of the girls
said.


“Yes, we can,” Berry said. “They want to separate us,
and then the monster will get us. I bet they’re working with Namahage.”


“That’s ridiculous,” I argued. 


The boy looking down at us who didn’t have a bow
pointed a sorry excuse of a wand at me. He was about ten. Purple magic shot at
me. Since I wasn’t able to dodge or block it, it struck me dead on. My mouth
sealed. Even though he was young, he was strong and well-trained.


Silencing curses were very common in sorcerer
families; it was usually one of the very first curses a sorcerer learned. My
mother used it on me since the moment I was born until I learned to keep my
mouth shut on my own. Because of that, it was one of the first curses I learned
to break. 


“If we leave them out here, the monster will kill
them. Even if they’re working with Namahage, I don’t want to be part of their
death,” the other girl said.


“No one has to die!” Shae insisted. “Just let
everyone go and we can leave first thing in the morning. All of us can get out
of here.”


“I think… if we can leave, we should,” the seer said.



“Be quiet, Cyril. You know we’re not allowed to
leave.”


“The monster doesn’t come out during the day,” Shae
argued. 


“We are running out of time,” Merlin said.


“I don’t know what to do about it.”


“If you cannot convince them to let us go, you
will need to use the magic I taught you without your tools.”


“You know what happens when I try to do magic
without my wand or staff. Please say you have a plan.”


“As soon as they leave us alone, I will howl. The
monkey may come or he may not. If anyone can talk them into letting us go, it
is you.”


“What monster is it?” I asked. 


All eyes turned to me. “I put a silencing curse on
you! How can you talk?” the sorcerer asked.


I resisted my first response on account of it being
rude. “I broke it.”


“Without your staff? Impossible.”


I could break small curses in myself without my wand
or staff, but I was better with them. It was when I had to use magic on other
things and people that I was reliant on tools. “What monster?” I asked again. 


“He looks like a man in all black,” Berry said. 


“With a tall black hat and sharp claws for nails,”
Shae added. 


“And he has glowing red eyes,” Cyril said.


“He has a terrible roar,” one of the girls said.


“No, he doesn’t,” the other girl argued. “He’s
silent; that’s why he’s so scary. You never know he’s there until it’s too
late.”


Personally, I thought a monster I could hear but not
see was the scariest. 


“He punishes us when we don’t follow his rules,” the
sorcerer explained. 


“What rules?”


“We have to be inside by nightfall, we have to obey
Berry, and we can’t leave the island unless Namahage comes for us.”


“You have to obey Berry?” I asked. 


“He’s the leader. He keeps us safe,” Cyril said.


“If he protects you, why are you afraid of the
monster?”


“We don’t have to worry about him,” Berry said. “You
do. You broke his rules by trying to leave; if we give you to him, we’re
showing him that we’re still good. He will let us live.”


That made sense to me; Berry would have made an
excellent sorcerer. “What type of magic user are you?” I asked. 


He blushed. “I don’t need magic.”


“Oh, you don’t have magic? I’m sorry.” That explained
why he was so attached to the others; he needed them. “How long have you been
here?”


“Stop asking me questions! We’re not friends!”


“We can’t just give them to the monster,” said one of
the boys with an arrow aimed at me.


“It’s the only way to be sure he won’t punish us for
them trying to leave.”


“Then at least let Shae go! He’s one of us,” the
older girl said. 


“Go back inside, Sky, you don’t understand.”


“I hope you choke on your rules, Berry. Come on,
Endra.” She and the younger girl went back inside. 


“If anyone else has a problem with sacrificing these
three to the monster, tell me now.”


“If we have a problem with it, are you going to tie
us up, too?” the sorcerer asked. 


“Yes.”


“Then I don’t.”


“Neither do I.”


An eerie howl echoed through the trees, birds took
flight, and lightning crackled in the sky. The children ran for the cabin. “You
can’t leave us out here!” Shae cried. The others ignored him and Merlin howled,
calling for the monkey. “Don’t do that! The monster will hear you!”


The fire flickered dangerously as stormy winds grew.
“How do we fight the monster?” I asked Shae. “What are his weaknesses?”


“He has none.”


“Everyone has a weakness. Where is the monkey?”


The forest around us suddenly fell silent, as if all
the animals had fled. Not even the leaves rustled, although the fire continued
to flicker. The wind was only in the clearing. 


“Merlin, what do we… Merlin?” He wasn’t
moving and I couldn’t see if his eyes were open. “Merlin!”


Still no response. 


I started panicking until I felt Merlin’s calmness in
my mind. It wasn’t as strong as usual, but I quickly realized why; he was
having a vision. 


I tried to wiggle out of my ropes, at least enough to
free my arm. Then I froze when something moved behind me. I heard a stick snap,
followed by footsteps in the leaves. “Shae, can you see what’s behind me?”


“No. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want him to see
me.”


“Can you distract him with an illusion?”


“No.”


Well, that was useless. I tried again to reach for my
knife, but I could hear breathing at that point. Fire wasn’t going to stop it
this time.


“Close your eyes,” Merlin said. He was awake.


“What did you see in your vision?”


“Never mind that. I know what monster it is. Trust
me. Close your eyes and take a deep breath.” I did. “Now stop being
afraid.”


“What? It’s not that easy.”


“Nevertheless, you must. Trust me.”


I did. Merlin was hundreds of years old, had traveled
many worlds, and was trained in magic by a dragon. If he said he knew what
monster it was, I believed him. Despite taking many deep breaths and trying to
clear my mind, I was keenly aware that the monster was in front of me. A cold
breath brushed my face. My heart pounded out of control.


“Don’t eat me.”


“Do not open your eyes. Stay calm.” 


“I am calm. I’m calmly asking the monster not to eat
my face. I sound calm, don’t I? Is this calm enough? I don’t think I could be
any calmer. I don’t know for sure, though, because I’ve never had to calmly ask
a monster not to eat my face. And if he doesn’t stop breathing in my face I’m
going to break my record of not screaming in terror. I’m completely calm,
though. I’m so calm I’m about to need new underwear.”


Instead of interrupting my rant with instructions,
Merlin pushed the image of a flowering tree into my mind. I recognized the tree
from some of his memories, as it grew in front of the cabin that he had lived
in with Caedmon when he was a child. 


Caedmon, who taught him wisdom and life skills, was
very strict with Merlin without being cruel, so he reminded me a lot of my
father. Sitting under the tree was Merlin’s most peaceful memory, which I felt
through the connection as strongly as his words. 


His vision was so effective that I momentarily forgot
I was in danger. Thus, I jumped, shrieked, and started thrashing when someone
grabbed me. 


“Be quiet!” Shae whispered. 


I opened my eyes to see him cutting the rope. “What…?
How did you get loose?”


“I wasn’t tied up at all. When I explained to Berry
that you had fixed the ship and we could leave, he said I betrayed him. I made
an illusion of myself and that’s what they tied up.”


Once I was loose, I pulled my dagger out of my boot
and started cutting Merlin free. I was surprised the children hadn’t searched my
pockets. “What happened to the monster?” I asked. 


“He just disappeared.”


“I will explain when we are safe,” Merlin
promised. 


“I need to get my staff.”


“Did you kill the monster?” We turned around to see
Sky and one of the boys. Sky, who had asked the question, was pointing my staff
at me. Although its magic couldn’t be used against me, it made for an
exceptional blunt weapon. 


“No, but he’s gone for now.”


Sky and the boy glanced at each other worriedly, no
doubt afraid the monster would reappear any moment. “Will you take us with
you?” 


“We were willing to take all of you before you
attacked us.”


“Berry doesn’t like to listen to anyone else,” the
boy said.


“You don’t know him like the rest of us, Rusty. He
was only trying to protect us,” Sky argued. 


“Then you can stay with him. I want to leave.”
He took my staff from her and held it out for me to take. I grabbed it before
he could change his mind. “I’m Rusty, a mage, and this is Sky, a witch. Berry
is being unreasonable. Please take us with you.”


I patted his arm. “I’m not going to hold his
stubbornness against you. Let’s go.”


Despite defending Berry, Sky didn’t need any
convincing. Using my staff to provide light, we made it to the beach pretty
easily, only to find the monkey fighting six sherkies. At first, I had no idea
what was going on. In fact, it looked like the sherkies were trying to escape
the island on the ship.


“They are trying to eat the sap!” Merlin said.
The monkey was guarding the ship. 


At that moment, one of the sherkies got past the
monkey, hopped on the ship, and tore off one of the bark panels. I pointed my
staff at him. “Stop him!” Magic shot through me and struck the creature,
turning him into a wooden statue. “That’s new…” I said, confused. My staff must
have been tired of turning foes into stone. 


“The monkey needs help,” Merlin reminded me. 


“Right. Rusty and Shae, get another piece of bark and
more sap to replace the one the sherky broke. Sky, defend the ship, and---”


“I don’t have a wand,” Sky interrupted. 


The monkey was holding my wand in one of his
tentacles. I held out my hand. “Monkey!” He flung it to me and I caught it
easily. “Here, see if this works, but be gentle with it.”


She took it hesitantly. “You’re a sorcerer. Why do
you have a wizard’s wand?”


“I’ll explain later. Defend the ship or we’re not
going anywhere.”


She pointed the wand at it and sparkly white magic
flowed out. The energy coated the wooden ship with snow-like dust. When a
second sherky got past the monkey and tried to tear off a piece of bark, it
couldn’t. Meanwhile, I attacked the sherky that had gotten on the monkey’s
back. In effort to avoid hitting my monkey, my magic shot too high and missed.
Merlin jumped right into the fight, leaping over the monkey and crashing into
the sherky. Before the creature hit the ground, it was dead. 


I felt bad for it, but at the same time, I knew
Merlin needed to eat. 


I turned two more sherkies into wooden statues while
Merlin and the monkey took care of the remaining two. 


By then, Rusty and Shae had returned and started to
patch the ship. I helped them by hardening the sap. “Let’s go.” 


“Can you wipe the blood off your wolf, please? It’s
making me a little sick,” Shae said. 


Merlin’s face, chest, and front paws were covered in
blood. It was gross, but I wasn’t foolish enough to tell him so. 


“You are the last person who should be lecturing
me on hygiene, young magician. Are you allergic to water?”


“Both of you, stop. We need to get out of here
before---”


“Don’t move, any of you!” 


“… before that happens.” We turned to face Berry and
the remaining four children. Berry and Cyril pointed their bows at us. “I’m
getting really tired of people trying to stop me from saving everyone.”


“I told you that you couldn’t leave!” Berry said,
sounding whiny rather than commanding. 


“Oh, stick a cork in it and grow up,” Merlin
growled. 


Merlin was the most patient person (or wolf) I’d ever
met, so when he lost his temper, I knew the situation was serious. “We don’t
have time to waste arguing with you. Either come with us or go away.” I pointed
my staff at him in warning. “Sky, keep protecting the ship.”


“I’ve got it,” she said. 


“Just because you’re old doesn’t mean we’ll listen to
you!” Berry said. 


I rolled my eyes. “I’m not old.” 


“Focus,” Merlin reminded me.


“You’re not leaving and you’re not taking anyone with
you!”


“We are out of time.”


“Fine. If you want to stop us, Berry, you’ll have to
fight me.”


“I’m not fighting you! It’s not fair!”


“Because of my magic? Fine. You drop your bow and
I’ll drop my staff. Hurry, though, or we’re just going to leave.”


Berry handed his bow and arrow to Cyril. “You
shouldn’t have challenged me. I’m a warrior!” 


“That actually explains a lot.” I was surprised more
of the children on the island weren’t. Since honor was so important to
warriors, those who learned responsibility too slowly were often expelled from
their guilds. 


I handed my staff to the monkey right as Berry
charged me. I considered dodging him at the last moment, but he would have went
flying into the ocean, so instead, I put one foot back to brace myself. When he
crashed into me, I pushed down, not back, and his feet slid between mine. He
held still, stunned and confused as to why he was suddenly on the ground. 


“How…? You’re so scrawny!” 


“Size isn’t most important in a fight. I’m fighting
because I can’t afford to lose. You have nothing to win. You won’t win the
fight every time. I’ve learned that the hard way. However, if you learn from
your mistakes, and the mistakes of others, and if your heart is in it, you’ll
win the important fights.”


“I will beat you!” he yelled. 


“Not today.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him to his
feet. 


He tried to punch me in the face, but I caught his
fist, jerked his arm behind his back, and shoved him away. After several more
failed attempts to hit me, he collapsed in the sand and started crying. “You
can’t take them.”


“You don’t have the right to keep them here against
their will.”


“They’re all I have. I don’t want to be alone.”


I grabbed his arm and pulled him back up. “I’m not
trying to separate you from your friends! We can take all of you!”


“But as soon as we leave, we’ll be separated.”


“Why?”


“Because we have different magic and families.”


“So? I’m living at a wizard’s castle with a bunch of
different magic-users who aren’t related to me or each other. In fact, a number
of them are warriors.”


“You talk like a warrior. That doesn’t mean the
others will stay with me.”


“Why wouldn’t we?” Sky asked. “You’re bossy and you
don’t listen to anyone else, but we know you’re only trying to protect us. We
may not like you, but we’ve needed you. I think most of us would rather stay
with you after we got out of here.”


“I don’t want to stay here,” Cyril said hesitantly. 


“But I don’t want things to change,” Berry said,
sniffling. As he wiped his tears on his dirty sleeves, it left dark streaks of
mud. 


“If you want your friends to be happy, you sometimes
have to sacrifice your own happiness.”


“They don’t understand! The world is full of rules
and punishments.” 


“I know.”


“Ayden, we need to leave now!” Merlin insisted
urgently.


“This is your last chance. Merlin, me, and anyone who
wants to go with us is leaving now, and we’re not coming back for anyone.” I
headed for the boat. It was small enough for me to climb into. The monkey
grabbed Merlin and set him in the boat next to my bag. Sky helped Rusty into
the ship and then we both pulled her and Shae up.


Berry bit his lip, undecided, and the other children
watched him. Eagerness and hope was all over their faces. “We need to stick
together either way,” the sorcerer said, “but I really want to go.”


“Merlin has a lot of wisdom he likes to share, and
one I think applies here is that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of
the few.” I looked at Merlin, who dipped his head in a nod. 


“You’re right. Everyone, get on the ship.”


“My necklace is on my pillow,” Endra said. 


“We don’t have time to go back for a necklace,” I
argued.


“It’s the only thing she has left of her mother,”
Berry said. “I’ll get it.” 


Before he could even turn, the monkey charged into
the forest. “The monkey will get it. Hurry.”


The rest of the children got on the ship and I
levitated us, causing several of the children to gasp with shock. It was
actually more difficult to move the ship with magic than to float it. However,
as the wind stirred, it gave me an idea. I turned the wheel. “Berry and Cyril,
raise that sail thing.”


“Sail thing?” Berry asked. 


“I pretty much know how to sail it, but I don’t know
what everything is called. Just do it.”


He did and the ship drifted away from land. An
elementalist would have been especially helpful. When we were far enough from
the beach that the boat was free, I set it down and continued navigating.


As we cruised further out to sea, Endra grew more and
more anxious. “What if he can’t find it?” she asked. 


“He will.”


“Um… something’s wrong with your wolf,” Rusty said. 


Merlin was lying on his back with his front paws over
his eyes and his hind legs sticking straight up. “He does that sometimes.
There’re a few motion sickness potions in my bag. Please get one for him.”


He got one out and helped Merlin drink it. I was
surprised the bottles hadn’t gotten smashed during the sea monster’s attack. I
told Berry to man the wheel and patted Merlin’s back while waiting for the
potion to take effect.


“I’m proud of you, young sorcerer.” 


“Why?”


“You learned to be a leader today. Leading is not
about forcing someone to do what you believe is right; it is about fighting for
those who trust you to protect them, guiding those who ask for guidance, and
being a role model for those who need one.”


“We lost time we needed to save the egg.”


“Saving someone’s life is never a waste of time.”


“We didn’t really save them, we just didn’t leave
them.”


Before he could say another word, I heard a strange
rumbling sound. Merlin flipped over to his feet and howled. Thunder birds
unleashed their impressively ominous warnings. We all covered our ears. 


“What’s going on?” I asked, having to yell to be
heard over them.


“The island!” Sky shrieked. I looked up just in time…
to see the island collapse in on itself. Endra screamed hysterically. Sky
grabbed her in a hug as Endra shook, seemingly unable to breathe over her
shock. 


“Something is eating the island!” Cyril said. Rusty
and Shae watched in silence, too traumatized to move or speak. 


“Our home…” Berry said, despondent. 


Instead of jaws closing over the island or a monster
emerging, a massive hole formed where the island had been, and water was
quickly being sucked into it. This time, I didn’t need Merlin to remind me to
focus. 


I stomped my staff and silently commanded it to
levitate. My magic shot through the ship and levitated it above the water, but
that didn’t mean we were out of danger. “Everyone, hold on!” I took over the
wheel and steered the ship away from the hole. 


“What do we do to help?” the sorcerer asked. 


“I need to focus. Just stay calm.” A moment later, my
monkey flew out of the hole and over the ship, then grabbed the bulwark and
started pulling us. I let him take over and slumped against the wheel with a
sigh. However, before the relief could fully settle, my stomach churned and I
had to rush to the side of the ship to throw up.









Chapter 8


“What was that?” I asked
Merlin, still too nauseous to stand without bracing myself on the bulwark. The
more distance we put between us and the hole, the more incredible it seemed to
me. 


“A sinkhole.”


“Have you seen this curse before?”


“It is not a curse. Like the solar eclipse, it is
a natural phenomenon, which is not uncommon on other worlds. I believe it is
merely the latest side effect of the black star, as well as what my vision had
been trying to warn me of. Sinkholes of any size can appear anywhere, without
warning.”


I couldn’t continue flying the ship for long, because
I quickly ran out of things to forcefully eject from my guts. When we were far
enough away from the hole, I settled the ship down without any issues. Then I
ate a coconut and passed out. I needed to let my body adapt and my energy
recover. 


 


*          *          *


 


Over the next two days, I got to know the children
better. Although Berry wasn’t the oldest in appearance, he had been there for
at least ten years. Merlin decided that the curse must have prevented Berry
from developing emotionally in addition to physically. Berry wasn’t irresponsible
so much as he refused to fight when his guild ordered him to conquer a
neighboring village. He had become friends with the children of that village
and knew that they didn’t have any way to defend themselves. 


Cyril had been a seer, but he lost his magic
recently. I explained that a lot of people were losing magic and that Merlin
and I were trying to stop it. I even revealed that I was a curse breaker, not a
sorcerer. 


Sky was an orphan who had refused to work because she
was unloved. She returned my wand willingly, but asked me to help her make one
because she liked how well mine worked. “This isn’t the way I designed it. I
made it to be a sorcerer’s wand, and then it transformed into this when I first
used magic with it.”


The young sorcerer’s name was Ueme, a ten-year-old
who was taken by the Namahage because he refused to let his younger brother be
sold by his family. The other boy, Denor, was a twelve-year-old warlock who
didn’t want to learn his family’s trickster ways. Rusty, only seven, and Endra,
who was six, had no idea why they were taken.


“How did you defeat the monster?” Berry asked on our
second day at sea. 


“I don’t know. Merlin, you never told me what the
monster was.”


“Fear, young sorcerer. The monster was nothing
more than fear.”


“What do you mean? How can fear attack everyone?”


“Caldaca is a world of magic, flooded with raw
power, which is why there are so many magical and mythical creatures here. On
any world, if enough people share a strong emotion or belief, it can imprint on
items, such as a weapon or charm. For example, if thousands of people believe
that one certain talisman will protect them, magic could infuse it and make it
effective. For Caldaca, this phenomenon is accelerated. In this case, the
shared fear of the children combined with excessive magic and manifested as a
monster. That is why it was different for each of them. The only way you could
defeat it was to not fear it.”


The potion was still working well on him, but we had
used up our supply. That night, when he started to feel sick, I tried to fly
the ship… and again, I threw up. When I nearly fell out while emptying my guts
into the sea, I had to give in and land the ship in the water. Merlin agreed it
was best, even though he was lying on his back with his paws over his eyes.


The further north we traveled, the colder the weather
became. I was hoping to see snow again, but at the same time, I didn’t want to
encounter any icebergs. 


 


*          *          *


 


Using my mirror to guide us, we finally arrived.
Kalika was the name of the cluster of islands. At the center was a tight knot
of massive snow-covered mountains. Even before we delved into the islands, I
sensed great power. 


As we sailed towards the central land, we passed many
extravagant ships. One of them, a black ship with golden sails, slowed to a
stop beside us. When the men on the deck waved their hands in gesture, I
directed my wand to stop the ship. Fortunately, it was in an agreeable mood,
and we halted easily. I didn’t want to anger the natives if they were peaceful.



“Good evening!” I said, speaking only loud enough for
them to hear me. I didn’t want to encourage them to come any closer until I
knew what their intentions were. “Is this Kalika?”


“Good evening,” one man answered. He was a large,
hairy man with a dark tan from being out in the sun for too long. “Yes, this is
Kalika. It appears your ship consists of children.”


“Yes, but it’s not weird or anything. I found them on
an island. Do you have any room for some new residents?”


“As long as they’re hardworking, responsible, and
follow rules.” 


I glanced at Berry. “Never mind, then. Can they stay
until they find new homes? I’m looking for the Rynorm family.”


He frowned with suspicion. “Are you a rival or
friend?”


“I’m a… friend… of Kille Rynorm.”


“You’re not a Dracre, are you?”


“Of course not.” I indicated my disguised robe. As
important as my robe was to me, there was no doubt that I was sometimes better
off without it. “The Dracre robe is green and has a gold emblem.”


He pointed to the mountainous island. “The Rynorm family
is at the northern shore of the Moaning Mountains, but you should be careful,
because the dragons are angry.”


“Angry? All of them?”


He shrugged. “The Rynorms say nothing is wrong, but
we can feel the mountains shaking, hear its roar, and see smoke rising from the
farthest island.”


“Oh, this will not end well.”


“Has anyone lost magic?” I asked. 


“Lost magic? Do you mean tools of magic?”


“No, I’m asking if any magic users are losing the
ability to do magic.”


“Are you ill? People don’t lose magic.”


“That’s strange. Why are people in other parts of
the world losing magic, but not here? What does Kalika have that the
rest of the world doesn’t?”


“Dragons,” Merlin answered weakly, trying not
to vomit. Rusty tried to help Merlin, but he didn’t know enough about his own
magic. 


“I don’t want to go near the dragons,” Berry said.
The other boys agreed quickly.


I turned back to the strangers. “Can you take the
children?” 


“Sure.” They laid a plank across the railing,
connecting his ship and mine. The children didn’t hesitate before going to the
other ship. 


Once he was across, Berry said, “Thank you for your
help, Ayden. If you need anything, let us know.”


“You’re welcome. You know where to find me if you
need a curse broken.”


“At a wizard’s castle on Mokora.” He looked at the
other children and scoffed. “That’s never going to happen.”


“Good luck with the Rynorm family,” the captain of
the other ship said.


“Thank you.” They retracted their plank and we
parted. Merlin, the monkey, and I made the rest of the trip in silence. We soon
reached the northern shore, but there was no way to dock. The towering
mountains were covered in snow and caves that expelled smoke. 


“Merlin, I think we’re going to have to---”


“No,” Merlin interrupted. 


“But we have to---”


“No.”


“You don’t want to get off the ship, then?”


“Just throw me over and I will figure it out.”


The monkey picked him up carefully. Merlin was limp.
My magic guided the ship forward until it hit sand gently. Fortunately, the
monkey set Merlin on the beach and returned for me before I had to get out and
swim. 


As soon as he set me down, he flew away. I sat beside
Merlin to wait for his stomach to settle. When I heard a rustle in the bushes
behind us, I jumped up and aimed my wand at it. “Is there anyone there?”


He didn’t look. “There is too much magic here. I
can sense dragons near and nothing else.” I figured it was more than that;
his seasickness was getting worse every time he got on a ship. 


I focused my mind and magic, but before I could
unleash it, bright red light filled the air and I felt like I was punched in
the chest. I tried to break my fall, but my body was paralyzed. I couldn’t even
turn my head. “Merlin! It’s a sorcerer!” I would have warned him
aloud if I could open my mouth. 


“I know. Try to break the curse.” I saw from
the corner of my eye that he was standing between me and our foe. He wasn’t as
steady as usual. 


I focused on my power until Merlin growled. “Run,
Merlin! If they capture us both, you can’t save the egg!”


“Run away, wolf,” the sorcerer said. “You don’t need
to die with the trespasser.”


Merlin stopped growling, but he didn’t run away. “Malaki?”
He sounded more confused than worried. “Ayden, break the disguise.”


“I can’t speak!” This curse was a lot stronger
than the ones I normally faced. Merlin backed up, kicking my staff towards me.
“I can’t even move my fingers.”


He ducked an attack and kicked it right into my hand.
Obviously, the crystal was aware of the danger I was in, because it pulsed blue
and filled me with strength, confidence, and serenity. I had only felt this a
few times and I still didn’t understand it. Merlin’s theory was that I was
summoning the power of a dragon. Although it enhanced my magic, the impact on
my energy was greater. The strangest part, however, was that I felt removed
from myself, as if I was in a different body.


It also shredded the powerful sorcerer’s curse
instantly. I stood. The man I faced was nearly identical to my father. He
wasn’t burly like a warrior, yet everything about his posture warned of danger.
His rust-colored eyes were a stark contrast to his short black hair. Although
his deep blue tunic was dirty and sweaty, it was high-quality.


He pointed his wand at me. “How did you break my
curse? What family are you from?”


“I’m a Dracre.”


“That’s not the Dracre robe.”


Says the man not wearing a lineage robe.
“Ohwha tahjer kyam.”


Despite the seriousness of the situation, Merlin
laughed. “You must say it faster in order to break the disguise.”


“Are you sure?”


“I am quite certain.”


“Ohwhatahjerkyam!”


Black smoke flowed out of me and into the air.
Startled, the sorcerer struck again with his magic. The dragon power inside me,
however, was ready. Energy shot out of me, through the staff, and formed a ward
around Merlin and me. The sorcerer’s power reflected off of it and hit a tree.
Instead of striking again, he gaped at me. “You’re a wizard!”


I aimed my staff at him. 


“Wait,” Merlin warned. “He is only
protecting his family. He is Malaki Rynorm, eldest son of Shaerl Rynorm.”


I lowered my staff. Dragon power made me confident,
not cruel. “It’s nice to meet you, Malaki. Take me to your mother.”


He gaped. “How do you…” His eyes widened. “You must
be Livia’s son!”


A woman appeared behind him and put her hand on his
shoulder. He froze. She had the same rust-colored eyes, but her facial
structure was softer. Her long, braided black hair was draped over her
shoulder, accented with a ruby necklace that was no doubt as dangerous as my
mother’s rings. She wore the brilliant red Rynorm robe, which I had always
admired. She even had the same aura of strength and power as my father.


“Is that any way to speak to your nephew?” she asked.



He blanched. “You’re the Sjau?” he asked me, both in
awe and disbelief. He obviously wasn’t expecting a person of my stature to be a
Sjau. “How did you come from my brother?”


The woman smacked him in the back of his head. “Shame
on you. All Sjau deserve our respect.”


He nodded. “I’m sorry. Your name is Ayden, right?”


“You know about me?”


“Of course we know about you,” the woman said. She
stepped around Malaki and approached me casually. Merlin didn’t growl. She
patted his head. “It’s good to see you again, Merlin. You were a little taller
last time.”


“You haven’t aged a day, Shaerl.”


She hadn’t heard him, but before I could tell her, I
recognized the name. “You’re Shaerl Rynorm? You’re my grandmother!”


She smiled warmly. “Yes. I’m glad to finally meet
you, Ayden Dracre. Come with us. I’m sure you could use a rest.” 


“Actually, Merlin and I are in a hurry.”


“You’re looking for the dragon egg.”


“You have it?”


“Come with me, and I will explain. Humor me, Ayden; I
have looked forward to meeting you for years.”


“Ayden, this woman is far more dangerous than your
mother and you need to be extra polite to her.”


“In that case, Merlin and I appreciate your
hospitality. I have always wanted to meet you, too.”


She laughed. “You only wanted to meet our dragons.”


“Well… I can meet them, right?”


“Of course. I’m sure you have many questions.” She
led us towards the trees at the base of the mountains.


The closer we got to the dragons, the more the
dragon’s spell faded. Because of that, I lost confidence and grew tired with
every step. “Are you sure the others are going to be as… accepting as you?” I
asked. 


She frowned. “They will do as I say. Besides, the
Rynorm family respects the Sjau, no matter what you look like.” 


“Ask them if the volcano is active,” Merlin
said.


“What’s a volcano?”


He stopped. “How do you not know what a volcano is?
The primary mountain is a volcano, and the rumbling and smoke means it is
active. Someday, maybe today, maybe in the distant future, it will explode and
molten rock will flood this valley. The atmosphere will fill with ash, killing
most if not all of the population of Kalika.”


“What?!” I shouted out loud. Shaerl stopped and
turned to me, surprised. “Merlin says the mountain will explode and ash will
fill the air.”


She laughed, a surprisingly warm sound. “Don’t worry.
A volcano has never erupted in a populated area of Caldaca because dragons
protect us.”


“But dragons are almost extinct, aren’t they?”


“Their numbers are nowhere near as great as they once
were, but they will continue to protect the people of this world until the last
one dies.”


“Ask her if she knows about the black star.”


I did, and she answered easily. “Yes, but that will
be explained later.” We reached a small cabin in a valley between two
mountains. It was of comparable size to my mother’s, but that was where the
similarities ended. There were no dead trees around it, only massive rocks. It
was made of thick logs and had a large, covered front porch. Windows on either
side of the door were completely black, telling me the cabin was larger on the
inside, as that was a common effect of such magic. 


I was surprised when Malaki opened the door. Inside,
the Rynorm home was larger than Vactarus’s mansion. We entered into a massive
living area with arched ceilings and heavy wooden support beams. Everything was
made of sturdy wood and metal. A candle candelabrum hung high, but it was
covered in dust from neglect. Instead, a fireplace that was taller than I was
crackled on the east wall. Above the fireplace were rows of paintings, each
with one or more members of the Rynorm family. That was a lot of red robes. 


I’d always liked the red Rynorm robes more than the
green Dracre ones. 


Two large couches and three chairs, all built for
durability, faced each other around the fireplace. On the northern wall was a
door and a massive table. A staircase to the right of the front door lead to a
balcony and more doors. Four men were sitting around the fire, chatting. When
Shaerl stepped inside, the four men stood and turned to us. They clearly wanted
to ask who I was, but they remained silent. Like my brothers, they were all
very similar, only differing in their hair length, build, and scars. 


“This is your nephew, the Sjau,” Shaerl said. “Ayden,
this is Lodeki, Kaemon, Kador, and Krain.”


“Do all of your sons except for my father live here?”
I asked. I had heard of wizards staying with their mothers, but I’d never heard
of sorcerers doing it. The mother was the center of the family, so when the son
got married, he normally moved in with his wife’s family until they were ready
to have children and move off on their own. Since my father was the youngest of
his family and already had seven sons of his own, it was strange that the other
Rynorm sons were single.


“Dragon trainers are different than other families.
We have a responsibility to protect dragons and their secrets. Your father was
sent away from the family because Ilvera was harmful to us. My other sons all
have wives and children living on the outlying islands so that the Rynorm sons
can take care of the dragons and still fulfill their family duties.”


“I’m surprised you don’t have any daughters.”


“That is rude, young sorcerer,” Merlin said.


“Sorry.”


The Rynorm sons gaped. “Are you sure he’s Kille’s
son?” Kaemon asked. 


Kador elbowed him. “Don’t insult the Sjau. You
remember how Livia looked.”


“They probably have a lot of stories about my
father,” I told Merlin.


“Now is not the time. We can return after we save
the egg.”


“Right. Many years ago, Merlin came to Caldaca and
asked questions about a dragon egg. Later, he returned to hide the egg. Do you
know where he hid it? It’s extremely important that we find it.”


“What does Merlin have to do with the Sjau?” Lodeki
asked. 


“Merlin is teaching me magic.”


“Is Kille not a good father?” Krain asked, angrily.
Merlin growled and Krain made a gesture of peace. “I’m not angry with the Sjau,
wolf, I just want to make sure my brother is fulfilling his responsibilities.”


“My father taught me to read, work hard, and respect
dragons. Merlin taught me to be true to myself and be confident. He’s also
teaching me the magic of other worlds. Please tell me you know where the egg
is.”


Shaerl gestured to one of the couches and I sat
hesitantly. She sat beside me and Merlin climbed onto the couch on my other
side. The sorcerers sat in the other seats. “Merlin, you came to me with the
egg and told me that you were going to hide it and use a spell to forget it,”
she said. “Did you defeat your enemy?”


Merlin shook his head. 


“How did you know he’s Merlin?” I asked. 


“I would recognize his magic anywhere.”


Krain stood. “He’s Merlin? What happened?”


I felt a furious blush bloom on my face. “I… cursed
him… I mean… it was to save…”


Krain sat. “You cursed him? Wow! I’m
impressed.”


“Anyway, I’m afraid I don’t know where it is,” Shaerl
said. “Merlin came here for advice, but he met Ilvera and decided to hide the
egg somewhere far away from us.”


“Did he leave a clue?”


“Actually, he made sure to confuse his trail. He
asked us about all of the other dragon trainers on Caldaca.”


I looked at Merlin. “Is this helping you remember
anything?”


He shook his head. “I came to Caldaca to hide it,
but that was the last thing I remember until I had already erased my memory.
Ask her if she can return my memory.”


I did, but Shaerl shook her head. “There are too many
different kinds of amnesia spells and the wrong one could hurt him.”


“We were told if we didn’t find the egg before the
black star comes and protect it, Caldaca will die. Can you tell us what the
black star has to do with the egg?”


“I’m afraid I don’t know. I know that the black star
is the death of magic just like the white star brought magic to the people of
Caldaca. I also know that dragons and Sjau will retain their magic. And last, I
know that the Sjau are the only ones who can stop it.”


“Why us? Why can’t dragons stop it?”


“Why would they? When the people of Caldaca lose
magic, they will rule once more.”


Merlin tried to speak aloud, but as always, it came
out grumbled. “He says that we can’t survive without magic, and I think he’s
right. We rely on magic for food, water, good health, and---”


“I know,” Shaerl interrupted. “However, dragons took
care of us before and they will again.”


Merlin said something in another language, which I
suspected I didn’t want to understand. “Your society should not have to rely
on dragons to save you.”


Although part of me agreed with him, my father raised
me to respect dragons.


“What are you doing to protect yourself from your
mother?” Malaki asked. 


I took off my robe and pulled up my sleeves.
“Thaddeus, the only one of my brothers who’s on my side, used some tattoos that
hide me. They need to be redone often, though, and I’m not sure how well
they’re working.”


Without a word, my grandmother and eldest uncle stood
and switched places. Malaki made a flicking motion with his hand and his wand
appeared. It was wooden, but it was stained red as if with blood. A curved fang
was secured to the tip like the crystal was to my staff. “I will renew them,”
Malaki said, pressing his wand to my skin. 


“I don’t know that it’s really necessary.” He ignored
me and traced his wand over Thad’s design. He was doing it without ink. I felt
his magic stain my skin and shuddered. It was all I could do not to fight it. 


Despite the fact that they had never done anything to
me, each Rynorm sorcerer was much more imposing than all six of my brothers. My
grandmother was the one I didn’t understand, though; she seemed so accepting
despite being a dangerously powerful sorceress. 


When Malaki’s wand vanished, I frowned. “You forgot
to burn it in,” I said as politely as I could. 


He laughed. “That is for children. This will last
longer and work better.”


“Oh. Thank you. Can we go talk to the dragons now?” 


“I will take you to Nasku, one of the oldest dragons
here.”









Chapter 9


We followed Malaki outside,
around the cabin, and through the woods. “So… I heard my father wasn’t great at
paying attention,” I said. 


“Smooth,” Merlin said sarcastically.


Malaki laughed easily and patted my shoulder. “He was
a proper sorcerer, but he was the dreamer of the family… at least, he was until
he was forced to marry Ilvera.”


“Forced? How was he forced?”


“I don’t know. He hated her, but he married her
without any explanation. Kille always had his head or hand in a book. He wrote
books on history and read stories of adventure.”


“So did I!” I shouted excitedly. When he gave me a
knowing look, I blushed. “I mean… adventure stories and history books were
always my favorites. Until I left home, I never knew I had anything in common
with my father, who I always thought was the perfect sorcerer.”


“Perfect, you say? He did inherit some of the Rynorm
charm, I guess. Anyway, he wasn’t as interested in his chores and he preferred
to read about history than learn about it from the dragons. When we were
children, I tried to make him shape up. I told him that wasn’t how a Rynorm
behaved. Despite that, we put up with it because although he made more work for
the rest of us, his love of books and the appreciation he showed when we did
his chores made the job easier. Then, when he married Ilvera, he became
responsible and rarely read for pleasure. I missed how he was before. I know it
makes no sense.”


“It makes perfect sense,” Merlin said. “The
Rynorms are sorcerers, but they’re a family. The Dracres are more like an
unwilling alliance.”


We arrived at the huge mouth of a cave. “Here we are,
at the den of Nasku. Has your father taught you the proper way to greet a
dragon?”


“No, but Merlin has.”


The wolf in question sighed. “Do not shout.”


I transformed my staff into a sword, sunk the blade
into the ground, took three steps away, knelt, and bowed, facing the cave.
Malaki disappeared. “Good evening, Nasku,” I called, loudly but without
yelling. “My name is Ayden, son of Kille Rynorm and… well, my mother doesn’t
really matter,” I muttered.


“Ayden,” Merlin warned. “Dragons know when
you are lying or withholding information.”


I sighed. “I am the son of Kille Rynorm and… Ilvera
Dracre,” I whispered.    


Smoke billowed out of the cave. “Are you ashamed of
your mother, Ayden Dracre?” a deep voice asked. 


I sat up. “Not really. I just don’t like that she
wronged dragons. On the other hand, I am who I am because she is my mother.”


“Merlin has taught you well. Ask your questions,
Sjau; we can feel them burning inside you.”


“How can I break the curse I inflicted on Merlin?”


“Do not waste your questions on me, young
sorcerer. You do not know how long he will be in a helpful mood.”


I ignored him.


“Use the exact same ingredients you used in the
original potion, but change the incantation,” the dragon said. 


“I can’t get all the ingredients here.”


“No, you cannot. You can, however, create a portal to
a world that has everything you need. Returning his magic and former body
requires a steep price; one you will not survive. Furthermore, even that will
not return his immortality.”


“Why won’t it return his immortality?”


“That is not something you have the ability to give
him.”


“Ask him about my visions.”


“Merlin has started having visions.”


“His blood is more powerful than the curse, so his
magic is slowly overcoming it.”


“He’s fighting it? We don’t need to recreate the
potion in order to break it?”


“Eventually, he will gain his magic and true form,
but it will take decades, and his mortal wolf body will not live that long.”


“He was able to use magic through me and we’ve shared
dreams before. I understand that we can hear each other in our minds because I
released him from the syrus, but why are we able to do the other stuff?”


“That, you must learn on your own.”


“Ask him about the egg,” Merlin said. 


“Merlin and I have to find the egg of Vokirex before
the black star comes and protect it from Baltezore. Do you know where it is?”


“We do not; no dragon does.”


“Why is the egg so important?”


“The fate of Caldaca depends on it. No female dragon
has hatched in thousands of years. Vokirex’s egg contains a female who will
save magic. She is the only one who can.”


“Why?” 


“That, even we do not know.” I heard movement in the
cave. 


“Wait! Please, I mean. I have one more question.”
Well, I had numerous questions, but it was enough to make him stop. 


“Very well. Ask your last question.”


“How can I give Merlin the ability to speak aloud?
When the same curse was used on another wizard, he was able to speak. Merlin
needs to be able to as well.”


“You have wasted your last question,” Merlin
warned. 


“I disagree.” 


The dragon laughed. “On a large boulder of mica or
pumice, carve the dragon word for speech and the runes of air. Then---”


“What’s that?” I asked. 


“Ayden!” Merlin admonished. 


“You are more like your father than you realize,
young sorcerer.”


It was a nice change from being told I had my
mother’s stubbornness. “I’m sorry. I know Merlin will tell me later, I’m just
not good at listening. Merlin’s trying to help me with that, too. Please
continue.”


“At dawn, Merlin will stand on the boulder facing
east. Whatever you do, you two must not face north. Avoid even glancing to the
north, for doing so could risk his ability to speak to you at all.”


“What about summoning dragon magic? Would that help?
And how does that work? Am I taking the magic of dragons around me?”


“We said we would answer one more question.”


“I told you; I’m a bad listener.”


He laughed. “Once Merlin is in place, speak the
incantation. ‘Spirits of fire, water, moons, air, and every other power that
be, let your child of nature now speak aloud to me.’ You should know
immediately if it worked.”


“Oh. I don’t need my wand or staff?”


“This is otherworld magic, young sorcerer.”


 


*          *          *


 


We immediately got to work setting up the spell so
that we would be ready in the morning. Merlin picked out a large, light gray,
pumice boulder and told me to lift it without magic. “Why are you punishing
me?”


“I am not punishing you, young sorcerer. Trust me
and do as I say.”


I made a half-hearted effort to push it and collapsed
on the cold ground when it moved easily. “What magic is this?” I climbed to my
feet and attempted to pick it up, certain it was a trick. Although it wasn’t
weightless, it was definitely not as heavy as it should have been; I lifted it
easily.


“It is not magic but the formation of rock that
makes it so lightweight. It is extremely porous, volcanic rock, formed when super-heated,
highly pressurized rock is violently ejected from a volcano. The reason for its
lightness is its porous formation, which is caused by the combination of swift
cooling and depressurization.”


“What’s depressurization? Is this caused by the black
star? Is it magic? What’s a volcano? Should I be writing this down?”


“Just get to work.” He pushed the symbols I
needed into my mind and I sketched them on the rock. That was all we could do
for the night. 


 


*          *          *


 


Shaerl invited us to stay the night and we accepted
because I really didn’t want to ask Merlin to get back in the boat. I asked her
if there was a way to hide myself from my mother when I transported somewhere.
There wasn’t, but I could learn to stop her from summoning me when I did.
Unfortunately, that required being stronger than her, which wasn’t likely.


Everyone in the family ate together. I met Shaerl’s
husband, the rest of my uncles, and my uncles’ wives. I had more than forty
cousins, but many of them had already grown up and had their own families, so I
only met the fifteen youngest ones. I was astounded by the size of a dining
room that could seat more than thirty people. 


It was awkward at first, as all of my cousins and
some of my uncles’ wives stared at me in suspicion. Merlin growled at a few
people who whispered to each other, no doubt discussing whether or not I was a
spy. I wondered if they were more worried about my wizardly appearance or my
Dracre robe.


Unless someone was talking about me, Merlin wasn’t
bothered; there was every kind of meat on the table except dragon, and I didn’t
see a hint of green anywhere. 


“How are you related to us?” the girl next to me
asked when everyone else was engaged in their own conversations. She was about
fifteen. Although she looked like every sorceress, her eyes were more purple
than Shaerl’s and her robe was deep burgundy. 


“I’m the youngest son of Kille Rynorm. And you?”


“I’m Kador’s second youngest daughter. I don’t sense
a disguise over you. Are you sick or… is your mother a witch?”


“No, my mother is a sorceress.”


“He is a Sjau,” Shaerl said. Everyone at the table
fell silent. 


“What’s a Sjau?” the youngest boy asked. 


His mother put her hand over his mouth. “I’ll explain
later,” she said quietly. 


“What do you do?” Malaki asked me. 


“I’m a curse breaker.”


“A curse… breaker? Isn’t that like a wizard?” one of
my cousins asked. 


“No, Merla. Ayden is fighting to save magic,” Shaerl
said.


“That’s like a wizard, though,” I said. 


“Wizards hide behind their white magic,” Shaerl said.


“They protect people.”


“They are protective only when they have nothing to
lose for it. Sorcerers will fight their enemies, and anyone who is our family’s
enemy is our enemy. We stand united with our family. Wizards are weak; their
power is too limited, they have no ambition, and they do not stand up for what
they believe in.”


“I’m part wizard.”


She stood, approached me, and put her hands on my
shoulders. “You’re not just a wizard, and you’re not just a Dracre. No matter
what your name is, you are a Rynorm, and you have a home here. You have a
family here. If anyone kills you, we will avenge you.”


That was the sweetest thing I had ever heard a
sorceress say. 


 


*          *          *


 


After dinner, we were led to a room for the night. It
was similar to my old room at my mother’s cabin, except it was larger. Children
ran up and down the halls, playing and arguing while the adults chatted on the
main floor. Merlin and I were glad to have some time to relax. At Magnus’s
castle, people often entered my room to talk about a curse or stopping my mother.



Nevertheless, the burden of our quest made it
difficult to sleep, not to mention my anxiety over the impending spell. “What
are we going to do now? We can’t search the entire world for the egg. You must
have left clues.”


“I am afraid the only clue is Vactarus. I was
adamant that I not find it until Baltezore was killed, because he was so
certain I would hand it over to him. I would have hidden it somewhere neither
of us would ever think to look.” 


“Then we should look in the most ridiculous place. We
should search my mother’s cabin.”


“My shame will know no bounds if it turns out to
be hidden in her cabin.”


“We could ask Dessa where to find the egg,” I
suggested cautiously. 


He frowned. “As much as I despise divination, I
was forewarned of the sinkhole, and if I had not been…”


“We would be dead.”


“I agree that asking Dessa where to find the egg
is the best option. However, be prepared for disappointment, since she has
already lost some magic.”


“I know, but we have to try, because if we have to go
from land to land, looking for the other dragon trainers, there’s no way we’ll
make it on time.” A thought hit me like a jolt and I stood suddenly. “I think I
know where it is!” 


“How could---”


“When you first came here, Vactarus showed you the
portal to Caldaca, but all portals only open to a specific place, right?”


“Yes.”


“So, the portal he showed you was to Kalika, right?
Because you said you never traveled on a boat before we met Bloodbath.”


“That is true.”


“After we fought Gmork, you taught me the portal to
Akadema. How did you know the portal?”


He was silent as he considered, and then surprise
filled his eyes. “I have no memory of learning the code for Akadema. I
cannot believe I never thought about that.”


“You know so much that you’ve forgotten where you
learned it all.”


“Nevertheless, I am extremely impressed, young
sorcerer.”


I blushed. “Thank you.” I grabbed my bag from beside
my bed and pulled out the mirror. When I poured my magic into it and requested
that it show me where Dessa was, the reflective surface clouded over. After a
moment, it showed me Dessa. 


She had long, pale blond hair and medium blue eyes.
Her face was kind, and on Caldaca, people’s appearances were very rarely
deceptive. 


I rolled my eyes. “I need to know where to find her.”
The image changed again, this time showing a map. A red dot marked her location
and a blue dot marked mine. 


“This isn’t far! Finally, some good news. She’s on an
island north of here called Delkim.”


“It still requires traveling by ship,” Merlin
pointed out.


“I’ll think of something on the way.” If I was strong
enough to protect myself against my mother, I could have transported us
magically. “If I can give you the ability to speak to others, I can transport
you there to talk to her, watch over you with the mirror, and then bring you
back to me when you know where the egg is.”


“A clever plan, young sorcerer, but you ask too
much of yourself. Put it out of your mind for now and sleep.”


Just as I started to drift off, the candle on the
table lit. Merlin and I sat up as Shaerl entered the room. “I hope I didn’t
offend you at dinner,” she said, sitting next to me on my bed.


“I know how sorcerers feel about wizards. You aren’t
like other sorcerers I know, though. I’ve never known a sorceress to worry
about offending someone.”


She smirked. “I wasn’t apologizing. And to be honest,
I feel about the Sjau the way you feel about dragons. Furthermore, whether you
want to be or not, I consider you a Rynorm. We may hate wizards and cast
horrible curses on our enemies, but we protect our own, unlike the Dracre
family.”


I wasn’t sure what to say, so I let the simple pause
turn into an awkward silence. 


“Let me see your staff.”


“No.”


“You don’t trust me?”


“I don’t know you well enough.”


“Every dragon trainer has a dragon’s eye, because---”


“Is it like a rite of passage? Does having it make me
a dragon trainer?”


“If you would stop interrupting, maybe you can
learn something,” Merlin said. 


“You are not a dragon trainer. The dragon’s eyes are
rare and powerful, and so you must use it responsibly. Only when it is
completely bonded to you will it reach its full power. At that point, anyone
else who uses magic through it will poison it.”


“There are too many rules to this dragon stuff.”


She smirked. “Don’t worry; it will come naturally to
you when you’re ready.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to a pressure on my chest, but I didn’t panic
because I sensed Merlin close. If he wasn’t growling, it couldn’t have been a
threat. I tentatively cracked my eyelids, then stared in awe. A baby dragon, no
bigger than Magnus’s kitten minion, perched on my chest. His scales were as
green as emeralds and sparkled like polished gold. His wings were slim,
possibly underdeveloped. Two little nubs on his head told me he would someday
have horns. 


I restrained a high-pitched, embarrassing squeal of
excitement… barely. 


“Hello,” I whispered. “What’s your name?”


The dragon didn’t answer.


“I have never met a hatchling dragon, but I doubt
he is capable of speech yet,” Merlin said calmly. 


I didn’t want to move enough to spot my friend in
case it scared the dragon away. “Do you think he might---”


“We do not need a hatchling assisting us. He is a
liability at this age. It is time to head outside for the spell.”


I gently pushed the dragon aside so that I could sit
up. The dragon wasn’t having it, though; he hopped onto my shoulder and curled
himself around my head so he could rest comfortably. 


I restrained another squeal of excitement… barely. 


I carefully stood and we headed outside, leaving my
wand, staff, and bag behind. The house was quiet because all my cousins and
their mothers had left the night before. I froze the moment I opened the front
door. “Is that snow?! That’s snow! Merlin! It snowed!” Irritated, the dragon
smacked me in the head with his wing.


Merlin laughed. “I give it ten minutes before you
are sick of it.”


I stepped out and bent over to touch the snow. It was
so cold and white. The dragon chirped with irritation. “I don’t think the
hatchling likes it.”


“Reptiles are coldblooded creatures; their bodies
cannot retain heat. Dragons might be different considering that they can create
fire, but it could explain the hatchling’s response. Leave him inside.”


I reluctantly went back inside, pulled him off my shoulder,
and set him on the couch. “Wait for me, please. I want to talk to you later.” I
hurried back outside. I didn’t have time to play in the snow, because it was
just moments from dawn. 


Merlin brushed snow off the boulder and leapt onto
it, facing east. I took my place across from him. 


“Are you ready?” I asked. 


He dipped his head in a nod. “Do it now.”


“Spirits of fire, water, moons, air, and every other
power that be, let your child of nature now speak aloud to me.”


I felt magic course through me. Strangely, it wasn’t
searching for an outlet. The sigil and runes on the boulder began glowing. My
magic flowed out of me into the rock and Merlin, which was so strange. I felt
Merlin’s presence in my mind as a gentle reminder to focus. 


Then the symbols stopped glowing and my magic
settled. Nothing looked any different. “Did it work?” Merlin cleared his throat
before trying to speak.


It came out as a grumble. “It appears not,” he
said solemnly in my mind.


“I’m---”


“Do not apologize.”


I sat in the snow. The shocking cold tried to
distract me from drowning in depression. “Why can’t I do it? I believe in
myself, Nasku explained it well, and I should be powerful enough. I’m a Sjau,
and a Dracre. Why did I fail?”


“You have not failed until you give up. Continue
to try again when we have time and I am certain you will eventually succeed.”


Heavy snow flakes began to fall. “Maybe I needed my
wand or staff. Maybe I needed to focus or visualize something.”


“Nasku would have told you if you needed anything
else. The unfortunate truth is that magic is not always reliable. Come inside
now, before you get sick.”


My legs were either frozen or numb, because I
couldn’t bring myself to stand. “What if I can’t save magic? Why does it have
to be me?”


“I said the same thing when Cennuth told me I was
destined to end the war on magic.”


I didn’t jump when I felt a robe being draped across
my shoulders. “We all have our roles in this world,” Shaerl said, patting my
shoulders gently. Her departure was as silent as her arrival. 


 


*          *          *


 


Although I promised to find a way to travel without a
boat, there were few options on the Rynorm’s island. Fortunately, Malaki’s wife
was a mage, much to my surprise, and made another potion for Merlin. I wanted
to ask her how a mage and a sorcerer could be married, but Merlin warned me not
to. 


Even though I wasn’t expecting any success, we
decided to take the boulder with us and keep trying. 


After bidding my father’s family farewell, we
returned to the ship and I levitated us (and the pumice boulder) into it.
Levitation wasn’t nearly as strenuous or dangerous as using magic to transport
us. It took longer than I would have liked to make it past all of the Kalika
islands because there were a number of ships we had to maneuver around. Once
our path was clear, I used my magic to make us go faster. 


At least Merlin’s potion worked.









Chapter 10


The trip was uneventful, so
Merlin manned the ship most of the time while I practiced visualizing my wand
and creating a ward without my staff. Several ships passed us, and every one of
them had to stop so the crewmembers could gawk at the wolf that was sailing a
ship. 


Every morning at dawn, we tried the spell to give him
back his speech, and every time, nothing happened except for some glowing.


We soon arrived at Delkim, which was similar to Red
Rock in appearance. It was easy to find a port, but as soon as we docked, a man
in a dark green uniform prevented us from leaving the ship. “There is a fee for
docking on Delkim.”


“A fee? Why?”


“The entire land is under rule of the king. In order
to keep the land tax down, he requires a fee for docking here.”


“We can find another ship to travel with later,”
Merlin said. 


I nodded. “Do you want to buy it from me?”


He frowned at the patches. “No.”


“I’ll buy it!” a man said, running down the dock. His
face and hair were concealed by his hood. He had pulled a sack of coins out of
his pocket by the time he reached us and shoved it into my hands. “It’s all I
have.”


I stepped out of the boat, checked the bag, and
gaped. There was enough gold in it to buy the entire island. I checked it for a
curse, but there was none. “This is way too much.” He had already jumped into
the boat and was sailing away. I put it in my bag and groaned, because the
weight of it was going to slow us down. “We left the boulder.”


“It hardly matters. We were beating a dead horse
anyway. If it did not work the first---”


“We were what? In what way were we beating a horse
and why was he dead? Was this a dream you had? Can we save the horse?”


Merlin laughed. “It is an expression.”


Like Red Rock, the town was crowded with inventors.
“Maybe people would survive the loss of magic.”


“The best inventors are the laziest people. Your
society might survive without magic after a period of adaptation. However, the
majority of your population would be wiped out by disease and natural disaster.”


I asked a few random people if they knew where she
was, but no one did. Merlin and I decided to get out of town and use the mirror
again. 


We reached a crowd of people and started making our
way through before I happened to see what everyone was gathered around. Three
women, a man, and a child were tied to separate stakes over piles of hay. 


“What’s going on?” I asked the closest person. 


“The sorcerers have cast a widespread curse. Now
everyone is losing magic. They have gone too far this time.”


“This isn’t a curse!” Before he could respond, I
shoved my way through the crowd until I reached the warriors who were keeping
the crowd back. “Let them go!” 


“Stay back, wizard,” a man said. He wore a green
uniform matching the one the man at the dock wore. I assumed it had something
to do with the kingdom.


“What have they done to you to warrant death?”


“Sorcerers have cursed the entire world. We must kill
them all if we want to save magic.”


“This is not a curse!” 


“How would you know?”


“I’m the curse breaker of Mokora.”


“I’ve never heard of you.”


“I have,” one of the warriors said. “There are flyers
about him all over town. He’s got a wolf, though and…” At that point, Merlin
joined me. “He is the curse breaker!”


People gave me space and to my surprise, even the
warrior looked unsure what to do. “Let them go.”


“If they didn’t curse us, why are people losing
magic?” the man in the uniform asked.


“Do I tell them the truth?”


“Not about the egg or dragons. Keep it simple.”


“The reason people are losing magic is that our world
is losing magic.” Panic, shock, and denial rippled through the crowd and they
became so loud I couldn’t be heard over them. 


“Arrest him for… for treason!” the man shouted.


I pointed my staff at him. 


“This is not the time for violence,” Merlin
cautioned. 


So I pointed the staff at the restrained victims
instead. Let them go. Magic flowed into the ropes and loosened them
until the sorcerers could wiggle free, but the spell didn’t end there; like
snakes, the ropes turned and shot through the air, quickly wrapping around the
man until he couldn’t move a finger. 


“Interesting tactic,” Merlin said. 


Each of the sorcerers thanked me and disappeared into
the crowd. When two of the warriors began cutting the man in the green suit
free, Merlin and I hurried on our own way.


We passed a group of people arguing over what to do
about magic, so we paused to listen to their ideas. Some of them were saying
that magic was a limited resource and we needed to preserve it. Some said that
we abused magic and needed to respect it more. A few of them even suggested
that we go back to worshiping dragons. 


It was a relief when we finally made it out of town.


 


*          *          *


 


“According to this, she’s in the castle of King Flourisho.
We’re in the outlying lands of the kingdom, and we should make it to the castle
by nightfall. I kind of want to sleep in a soft bed tonight.” I put the mirror
back in my bag. 


“I have no problem with that.”


“You’re not going to make it,” a familiar voice said.


I reached for my staff automatically, but Sven was
faster. He stomped his foot on my arm. With my other hand, I retrieved my wand
from my robe pocket, and unleashed my magic freely. Fire burst from the wand,
but with a simple gesture of his hand, the fire was doused. I leaned back as
far as I could, using the momentum to swing my right leg forward and kick Sven
in the chest. He wasn’t prepared, so he fell back, groaning with pain. I
snapped up my staff and focused my mind on a curse I had been on the receiving
end often. Red magic shot out of my staff and struck Sven. He shouted, dropped
to the ground, and convulsed. 


“Watch out!” Merlin shouted in my head. Before
I could turn to him, I saw what he was warning me of. 


Kalyn appeared in front of me… and then to the right
of me… and then to the left of me. 


It was an illusion, but one of them had to be real. I
focused my power again and white magic burst through my wand to shield Merlin
and me in a ward. Fortunately, Kalyn apparently wasn’t familiar with wards,
because she walked through it. Her magic couldn’t pass the shield, so her
doppelgangers vanished. 


“How did you break my spell?” she asked.


I ignored her, as Sven was already overcoming my
curse. I held out my staff. Sword! Obediently, my staff transformed into
a sword, which was pointed at Sven. However, I couldn’t focus on both spells at
once, so my ward fell. Kalyn transformed into a huge brown bear. When she
swiped at me, Merlin pulled me back by my robe. 


I slashed with my sword and cut her across her furry
stomach, causing her to screech with pain. “I’m sorry,” I said automatically.
Merlin lunged at her, easily slamming her to the ground. He landed on top of
her, snapping his jaws and digging his claws into her chest. “Merlin!”


He ignored me. Kalyn tried to shove him off, but he
was a lot more agile, and the more she struggled, the more he fought. 


“Merlin, that’s enough! You’re going to hurt her!”
Since he obviously couldn’t hear me over his own growling, I dropped my sword
and wand, wrapped my arms around his neck, and pulled him back. He shook
himself hard before relenting. 


“Ayden, never, ever grab a wolf like that! I could
have killed you in half a second!”


The anger in his voice stunned me; he’d never been
mad at me before. Kalyn took advantage of my shock, shifted back into a person,
picked up my sword, and pointed it at my back. Although the staff wouldn’t hurt
me with magic, I had no doubt it would stab me just fine. 


I raised my hands in surrender, too confused and
upset over Merlin’s anger to think of a spell to defend myself. My mother had
been angry with me numerous times, but for some reason, Merlin’s anger made me
feel sick to my stomach. 


And then I got angry back. 


I had stopped him from killing someone. Kalyn was
working with Sven, but she could be reasoned with. She deserved a chance to
help us save magic. 


I focused my mind on that anger and leaned back until
the blade was pressing painfully into me. My robe was thick enough to cushion
the sharpness, but that also made it harder for my plan to work. Please
understand what I’m doing, I thought to my staff, pushing my energy out. Turn
her to stone. I imagined what I wanted my magic to do as it shot from me
into my sword. I felt the blade dull as it reverted to its true form. 


Regrettably, she dropped it. With the physical
connection between the staff and me broken, the magic lost its focus and
exploded. I rolled forward too late, flattened myself on the ground, and
covered my head as rocks rained down. My robe saved me from being burned, but
not from the heavy rocks. 


“Merlin? Are you hurt?” I asked, lifting my head. I
couldn’t see him through the cloud of dirt in the air. 


“No, I am uninjured. Are you?”


“I’m fine.” My hands were bleeding, but that was
hardly the worst injury I’d ever had. I sat up and reached for my staff. 


“Stop!” Sven demanded, just as the cloud cleared. 


I froze, for he was standing over Merlin with a blade
pressed against the wolf’s throat. “What are you doing?” I asked. “He’s not
your enemy.”


“Without him, you’ll have no chance of stopping the
death of magic.”


“Don’t hurt him. We can work something out, but if
you hurt him, I will have nothing to do for the rest of my days but make
you pay.”


“You don’t have the guts to---”


“If you spill a drop of his blood, I will kill your
wife myself!”


He froze. “You’re lying.”


Of course I was lying. No matter how terrible Sven
was, I couldn’t kill an innocent person. However, Sven had seen me when the
raven’s curse had complete control over me, so there had to be at least a small
part of him that believed me. “I will go to my mother, offer her my magic in
exchange for her giving me your wife. I am a Dracre.”


He moved the dagger so it wasn’t pressed against
Merlin’s throat, but he didn’t put it away. “Kalyn, take his bag.” I heard her
picking it up. A moment later, she entered my field of vision and held it out
for him. “Get the mirror,” he said. She searched it, pulled out the magic
mirror, tossed the bag aside, and handed the mirror to Sven. “As long as you
don’t try to save magic, Merlin won’t be hurt.”


I kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t foolish enough to
argue with him, but I had promised Cennuth. In fact, the ancient dragon pretty
much owned me. I just didn’t have to tell that to my kill-happy adversary.


“Grab his wand and staff, too,” Sven added. Kalyn
stepped behind me again. 


I expected her to attack me from behind. I expected
Sven to suddenly stab Merlin. I expected them both to disappear. I half
expected my mother to appear. 


I wasn’t expecting the ground to suddenly growl like
a dragon and shake. Kalyn screamed, Merlin ran towards me, and Sven shouted
with shock. None of us could stay on our feet. It was like the dirt was liquid
and the trees that didn’t collapse swayed violently. I rolled to my staff and
grabbed it, but as I did, I glanced up at a massive tree that was coming down…
right on top of Kalyn and Merlin. 


I didn’t think; I ran to Kalyn, pushed her towards
Merlin, knelt between them, covered Kalyn’s head, and held up my staff. It
seemed impossible that I had moved so fast, but before I realized what I was
doing, I was pulling strength from Merlin forcefully. Every fiber of my being
demanded that the staff save us. 


“Skjǫldr!” Merlin and I both said it, felt it,
and visualized it simultaneously. Power burst from me with a force that could
only be dragon magic.


The tree froze above us and then… vanished.


It was at that point that I realized the ground had
stopped shaking. Instead, Kalyn was shaking. Sven was gone. “What did he do?
I’ve never seen a sorcerer powerful enough to shake the world.”


“That was not magic, it was a quake.”


“What’s that?”


“You have never heard of a quake before?” I
shook my head. “It happens when the tectonic plates slide. This is also the
cause of mountains.”


“When what slides?”


He sighed. “It must be another thing magic
protected Caldaca from.”


“You mean there are going to be more of those?” I
screeched, nearly hysterical. 


“Yes. We will also most likely experience
aftershocks.”


“I don’t…”


“Smaller shakes usually follow the main quake, but
the likelihood and severity decreases over time.”


“He left me,” Kalyn muttered. 


“Sven’s not a nice man.”


She looked up at me, still trembling. “You saved me.
Why? Why would a sorcerer save his enemy?”


“I’m not just a sorcerer. As for why…” I shrugged.
“…because I did. I don’t know why.”


I stood and held out my hand for her. She took it,
tentatively, and I helped her up. “I’m not one, either,” she said hesitantly. 


“Sven has the mirror; he can spy on us now,” I said
to Merlin.


“No doubt that was his intention in coming here.”


“What do we do about Kalyn?” I asked in his
mind. “She isn’t a sorceress and can’t transport herself away.”


“Too bad she is not a necromancer. We could use a
life debt on her. We should leave her here to make her own way.”


I nodded. “I don’t know what the quake was or why
it happened, but it has to be because of the black star.”


“I agree. You probably have not heard of them for
the same reason you have not heard about volcanoes.”


I found my wand and bag. “Kalyn, Merlin says there
may be aftershocks, which are smaller quakes that follow the one we just had.
If we don’t save magic, we might have a lot more quakes, as well as mountains
that explode and spew…”


“Molten rock.”


“…melted rock everywhere.”


Kalyn was white as a ghost. “Sven can stop it. It had
to have been another sorcerer who caused it. When they lose magic, they’ll---”


“It wasn’t sorcery,” I interrupted. “It’s part of
nature and it’ll happen again if we don’t save magic.”


“I am afraid if we do not save the egg quickly, worse
natural disasters will occur. A quake like the one we just had could destroy
entire cities in seconds. I have seen it happen, and your people have nothing
in place to lessen the damage. Furthermore, cities on the shore must worry
about tsunamis.”


I didn’t want to know what that was. “Maybe if we
let the black star take away magic, the dragons will go back to protecting us.”


“I do not share your undying faith in dragons.”


“What do we do?” Kalyn asked.


“We? We aren’t doing anything. Merlin and I are on a
quest. You can go home. But stay away from the shore, because Merlin said
tsunamis might attack. I don’t know what they are, but they sound venomous.”


She didn’t say anything, still in shock, so Merlin
and I continued on the path towards the castle. “You could have transported
her somewhere,” Merlin said when she was out of sight.


“I’m not looking to do her any favors. She is our
enemy… but not necessarily bad enough to warrant killing her.”


“I did not yell at you because you stopped me from
killing her. I… lost control. For a moment, I was nothing but a wolf,
and I almost snapped at you. I could have killed you in a second. You cannot
imagine how much that frightens me.”


“You’d never hurt me.”


“When I was first cursed, I had to fight to gain
reason. I would have killed Nimue if you hadn’t pulled her out of the way. I am
constantly aware that I could lose control again.”


“You’d never hurt me,” I repeated.


He sighed. “You are so stubborn sometimes.”


“Do you think Sven is spying on us right now?”


“It is impossible to say.”


 


*          *          *


 


We reached the castle shortly after nightfall. The
main castle was separated from the rest of the kingdom by a tall stone wall.
Surrounding the stone wall was a village. As we ventured into the village, I
noticed that none of the civilians looked happy. In fact, children sat on the
side of the road, begging for food. We didn’t have any, but I couldn’t stand to
see their lethargic attempts to plead for help, so I stopped at a shop selling
fruit, vegetables, and bread. I discreetly reached into my bag and the purse
inside it, making sure no one could see how much I had, and retrieved some gold
coins. 


“I need as much as I can get for this,” I said. The
shopkeeper’s eyes bugged out at the sight of so much gold. Although the Dracre
family was wealthy, no sorcerer worth his robe would pass up a chance to haggle
or outright steal. Since I never liked either option, my mother hadn’t trusted
me with gold. The old woman didn’t try to cheat me, though. If anything, I
thought she was rather generous. 


Everyone stared when I left the shop with four sacks
full of food, and then they crowded around me when I started handing it out.
“Children and elderly first!” I said, pulling one of the bags out of the reach
of a man who was clearly well off. 


“Aren’t you the curse breaker?” someone asked as I
was passing out the last of the food. 


“What do I say?”


“Whatever you want to say. He might need help or
he might want to capture you.”


“Yes, I’m the curse breaker. Do you need help?”


“We all need your help. People are losing magic.”


“I’m already working on that.”


“In that case, thank you, and good luck.”


“Maybe you can help, though. Do you know where I can
find Desandra Lenore, the seer?”


“She’s in the castle, but no one is allowed to go
there.”


“Thank you.” I didn’t need help finding the castle. 


I soon realized how he recognized me; there were
flyers of me and Merlin all over town, so I put my hood up. I wanted to know
what people thought about the crisis without anyone recognizing me.


On the way, we saw a table set up with three men
sitting behind it. On the other side of the table was a young man, and a crowd
of people stood back. Several people were whispering to each other. “What’s
going on?” I asked Merlin quietly.


“A trial,” Merlin answered. “This looks
very progressive so far.”


The middle man behind the table was very old and
thin, yet he was the one who stood to address the younger man across from him.
“You are accused of seducing the king’s daughter. How do you plead?” he
croaked. 


“Not guilty,” the young man said. 


“What? I’m sorry, I’m a bit hard of hearing.”


“I said I’m not guilty.”


“What?”


“Not guilty!”


“You’re not what?”


“Guilty!”


“He confessed!” the old man shouted. People in the
crowd shouted with joy. 


“No, I’m not guilty!” 


“You already said you were guilty! I heard you.”


“Wow. He tricked that man into confessing,” I said.


Merlin groaned. “Caldaca has a long way to go.”


Surrounding the stone wall was a moat. Between the
village, wall, and moat, The castle was pretty well protected. The drawbridge
was up, so I studied the two lookout towers flanking it. “How do I get their
attention?” I asked Merlin quietly.


“You need not do anything. They are aware of our
presence. In a loud, confident voice, tell them you are here to see Dessa.”


“I am here to see Desandra Lenore.”


A man leaned out to get a look at me and yelled, “Go
away.”


I glanced at Merlin and he sat. “I’m not going away
until I talk to the seer,” I told the guard. 


“No one is getting into the castle until further
notice!”


“Now bring out that sorcerer everyone wants to see.”


I focused magic through my staff and the crystal
glowed blue. “Do you think the king will approve of you denying entrance to the
curse breaker of Mokora?” I asked, speaking directly at the crystal. My magic
enhanced the volume of my words so that I didn’t have to yell to make an
impact. 


I did not receive the reaction I was expecting. 


“Curse breaker of Mokora? What do you do?”


“Are you serious? I break curses.”


“Are you a wizard?”


“No, I’m a curse breaker.”


“I’ve never heard of you, so you must not be very
good.”


“I’ve never heard of you, either.”


“You don’t know who I am!”


“Yet you know who I am. Furthermore, there are signs
all over town about me. Can’t you read?”


“No, I can’t, and thank you very much for reminding
me of that!”


“Well, I’m sorry, now let me in.”


“No! You’ve upset me now, so I don’t think I will!”


“I think you will.”


“And why is that?”


“Because the king sent for me. He’ll be furious with
you if you don’t let me in.”


“He didn’t tell me that.”


“He must have written it down.”


The man hesitated. “Well, I did receive a letter.”


“That must be it then.”


“But I can’t read it to know for sure.”


“Then pass it down here and I will read it to you.”


“Oh, would you? I’d be very grateful if you would.”  


A moment later, an arrow struck the ground beside me
with a note tied to it. I freed the letter, knelt beside Merlin so that he
could see it, and read it to myself. 


 


 


 


Kamerin,


 


Until the disappearance of magic is explained, the
castle is closed to all magic users except the seer Desandra, who will assist
me and my advisers. There will be a meeting in my private study for the entire
evening until the seer has an explanation. We have decreased the number of
guards to include only those without magic in order to stop the spread of this
strange illness. You must not let anyone with magic through the gate,
especially not a sorcerer. 


 


Your king,


Flourisho


 


 


 


“What does it say?”


“Exactly as I thought. It says, Kamerin---”


“That’s me!” 


“Right. It says you are to let only the great curse
breaker and his wolf companion in.”


“Does it say why the other guards are gone?”


“It says they made him angry by not letting someone
in that he sent for. That sounds pretty serious, and it’s signed by King
Flourisho, so you should definitely listen.”


“I guess I have no choice. Stand back and I will
lower the bridge.”


We did and he lowered the bridge exactly as promised.
A moment later, the wooden doors opened. Merlin muttered something I chose to
ignore as we entered the courtyard. It was a decent castle, but it needed some
maintenance, as some bricks had fallen and several doors were leaning against
walls. There was hardly anyone around, and those who were there wore the same
green uniform as the man who had tried to stop us at the docks. 


“I am impressed,” Merlin praised. “Your
quick thinking was only surpassed by his dimwittedness.”


“Let’s hope we don’t run into a smarter guard.”


“If we do, I will eat him. Dessa is this way.”
He was able to follow her scent straight to a door. I pressed my ear to the
door to listen. “Use magic, young sorcerer,” Merlin advised. 


I pointed my wand at the door and whispered, “Let me
hear what they’re saying.” Magic flowed out of me, through the wand, and into
the door… which disappeared. “That’s not what I meant,” I scolded. It was too
late, though; the king, his advisers, and Dessa could all see me and Merlin. 


The king and his advisers were sitting at a huge
wooden table in the middle of the room. The south wall was lined with windows,
which were closed. Between the windows were lit torches.  A large fireplace on
the west wall crackled with fire, but it wasn’t regular fire. Dessa stood in
front of it, waving her arms dramatically. The fire was bright red with a dark
spot in the middle. 


The king was a middle-aged, heavyset man with fancy
green clothes. His long, brown and gray hair was loose and unruly, as was his
unkempt beard. In fact, the golden crown on his head was almost lost in it. The
other men all wore identical green uniforms and all of them were older than the
king. 


The king stood in outrage at being interrupted, but
before he could speak, the fire changed to yellow and Dessa turned to us. “What
took you so long, Ayden?” she asked.









Chapter 11


“We were ambushed.”


“You know him?” King Flourisho asked.


“Of course,” Dessa said. “We couldn’t have this
meeting without the curse breaker.”


“Curse breaker? I’ve heard of you.”


“I’m Ayden Dracre, and this is Merlin.”


“Do you know what is causing people to lose magic?”


“Not entirely, but I know how to stop it. Dessa, you
know why we’ve come?” 


“You’re looking for the egg.”


“What egg?” the king asked.


“Does he need to be here?” I asked.


Flourisho gaped. “I’m the king!”


“You’re a king, you’re not my king. You
can’t order me around just because you wear a metal hat. Dessa, can we go somewhere
private to speak?”


“King Flourisho has many citizens who trust him and
depend on him to keep them safe. He needs to know we can stop this so that his
citizens will stay calm.”


“People are starting to fight for food and magic,”
one of the advisers added. 


“Rejecting everyone who has magic isn’t going to
reassure anyone,” I told the king. “You’re abandoning people when they need you
the most because they might be affected.”


“You can’t talk to our king like that!” one of the
advisers said. 


“What do you know about running a kingdom?” Flourisho
asked.


“I have watched my mother ruin a number of kingdoms.
She loves making people doubt their leaders.” Except when it came to her sons’
loyalty. I still didn’t understand why Dessa wanted the king present, but it
wasn’t worth arguing about. “Now, Dessa, where can I find the egg?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t know where it is.”


“Then we came here for nothing?” My wand crackled and
I pulled it out of my pocket before it caught fire. 


“You didn’t come here for nothing. Looking for the
egg is not the answer.”


“The dragon said---”


“You have to save the egg,” she interrupted. “If you
look for it, you will lead your enemy right to it. I have seen this. You must
defeat your enemy first.”


“How can we defeat him? He’s too powerful.”


“You are correct. You don’t have the power to defeat
him. Instead, you have to use your enemy’s power against him.”


“How?”


“You two have to figure that out on your own, but I
have full confidence in you.”


“Okay. How do we find Baltezore?”


“I can’t answer that for you, either.”


My wand sparked as my frustration grew. I didn’t like
getting the runaround, especially from people I was trying to help— people who
were supposed to be my friends. 


“Remember, young sorcerer, that divination is
extremely dangerous magic. Anything she tells us could make the situation
insurmountably worse. You must trust that she understands her magic better than
you. She is trying to help.”


His words went a long way towards calming me down.
“Fine. We’ll figure out where Baltezore is ourselves. Do you have a magic
mirror?”


“No, of course not. That is a sorcerer’s tool.”


“Without something that belongs to him or a magic
mirror, I don’t know how to find him, and our mirror was just taken by Sven.” I
turned to the king. “Do you have a sorcerer?”


“I did, but I sent him away when people started
losing magic. He took everything of his with him.”


“Do you know if there’s a sorcerer anywhere in your
kingdom.”


“No, Cazma drove other sorcerers away.”


“Sorcerers often hide tools and ingredients in places
they reside in case they ever need to return suddenly. Can Merlin and I search
his room?”


“If it will help save magic, then yes.” 


Dessa, Merlin, and I followed the king to a room on
the third floor. When he opened the door, I wasn’t surprised to see that it was
cleaned out. The only things remaining were the bed, wardrobe, nightstand, and
table. 


As Merlin taught me, I searched my surroundings for
magic. When I pulled my magic back inside, I got a mental image of a glowing
spot under the bed. “There’s something here.” I pointed my wand at the bed. Move.
The bed slid across the floor to the far wall. I wasn’t fooled by the
apparently normal floor; I went to the spot and felt for a loose floorboard. 


“What are you looking for?” King Flourisho asked.


“I don’t know yet.” When a board creaked, I found the
end of it and pulled it up. Boots? There was only a pair of sparkly red
boots. “Why would a sorcerer hide these?”


“If they are the only things that stood out when
you did your search, they must be magic boots. Either way, Mason would
love those. However, I am not sure how they can help us.”


I put them in my bag, hoping Magnus could figure out
what they were.


“What did---” the king started, only to be
interrupted by a terrible rumbling. 


“Get under the table!” Merlin shouted in my
head. 


I relayed the order to the king and Dessa without a
thought. Dessa, Merlin, and I got under the table, but the king wanted to argue
instead. A moment later, the castle started shaking. It was another quake. 


As part of the ceiling crumbled and blocked the
window, we were bathed in darkness. The only light was the momentary flashes of
sunlight streaming through the new holes in the ceiling before they, too, were
covered by more tumbling stones. The king shouted and got under the table, but
when I grabbed his arm to help pull him in, I felt blood. 


It felt like a day went by before the shaking
stopped, and when it finally did, there was a ringing sound in my ear. Light
streamed in through parts of the ceiling, illuminating a thick cloud of dust in
the air. I saw Dessa coughing, but I couldn’t hear it.


Merlin brushed against me, trying to push me out from
under the table. “We need to get outside. Now.”


“Outside now!” I shouted. It surprised me when Dessa
jumped, hitting her head on the table. Obviously, she wasn’t deafened like I
was. I climbed out from under the table and helped the others out. Although one
of the legs had been snapped by a large brick, the table had held. 


We got out of the room, but instead of heading
outside, the king insisted on going to his council room first to check on his
advisers. My hearing had returned by then. Unfortunately, we discovered the
floors below hadn’t fared as well as the third floor. The staircase itself was
completely destroyed.


“Why are staircases always damaged?” I asked. 


We had to get out of the castle by climbing through a
hole in the wall and climbing down the rubble. Merlin had the most trouble,
even though Flourisho was the only one bleeding. The king was ecstatic to be
greeted by all of his advisers once we were on the ground. “We were outside,
speaking to the guards when the shaking started,” one of them explained. 


Dessa gasped an instant before another quake started.
None of us could stay on our feet. People all over the kingdom screamed and
shouted, yet that was nowhere near as loud as the massive sound of the rest of
the castle collapsing in on itself. By the time the shaking stopped, there was
nothing left but destruction and scared people. 


Merlin found his footing the easiest. 


“We have to save that egg before Caldaca is
completely destroyed, and we don’t have time to travel by sea. We need to know
where Baltezore is now. Do you have bat carriers?” I asked the king.


“At the south end of the kingdom, there is a
messenger who keeps magic bats.” He pulled a scroll, bottle of ink, and quill
from his pocket. “This has my royal mark on it. Write the message you need on
it and take it to the messenger. Tell him I sent you and he will have it rushed
for free.”


“You carry that with you always?”


“I am a king; I never know when I may need to send
orders.”


“That makes sense. Thank you.” I took the scroll and
quill and started writing. 


 


 


 


Mason, 


 


I need you to transport yourself and the large
mirror to me. The small one was stolen by Sven. Also, be careful, because he
might be watching you now.


 


Ayden


 


 


 


“I need to get this to him as soon as possible.”


“What about magic failing?” the king asked.


“We’re doing everything we can to stop it. You
shouldn’t turn away people who are losing magic, you should be helping them. If
you’re responsible for them, you need to provide what they can’t get for
themselves.”


“I don’t want it to spread.”


“It doesn’t spread,” Dessa insisted. “It’s not a
sickness. Magic itself is fading.”


“Very well. Once Cazma has been put to death for this
curse, I will allow other magic users back into the kingdom.”


My uncontrollable groan turned into an outburst of
frustration that made several of the king’s advisers back away. “It wasn’t a
curse! Cazma didn’t do this to get back at you. This is a result of Caldaca
losing magic. Are there any mages left?”


“In the outlying parts of the kingdom, yes.”


“Send a few advisers for them and the rest of you
start searching the castle for anyone trapped.”


Merlin and I left and returned to the town
surrounding the castle. The rock wall had collapsed on several of the shops
near it, but other than being scared, no one outside the castle had been
seriously injured. Of course, Merlin warned that if they weren’t seen by a
mage, their wounds could become infected. 


While we followed the road to the south end of town,
I tried to shake the dust off my robe. I felt itchy. “Are you injured?”
Merlin asked.


“No, just… squirmy. Are you?”


“I am unscathed. You are most likely sensing the
disturbance in magic. Whenever there is a sharp drop of magic energy, I feel
like my skin is too tight. I have to say, I am impressed, Ayden. I have seen
you grow leaps and bounds since we met. You just ordered a king around, not
because you thought you were better than him but because you were confident.
You knew what to do, while he did not, so you took control. You led him out of
the dark, so to speak. The only thing standing in your way is you.”


I thought the appropriate response was to thank him
for his praise, but instead I blushed and kept my mouth shut. 


We didn’t need to ask for directions because the
messenger’s shop was open and the sound of wings flapping and bats squeaking
spilled out.


Merlin stopped outside the door. I knocked, even
though it was open. It was a very small shop. Two of the walls were covered in
small cages of bats, a third was covered in cages of birds, scrolls hung on the
last wall, and a table in the middle of the room was covered in maps. The only
light came from the street torches, so I could barely see inside.


Only when he moved did I see a man standing in the
shop. “Good evening,” I said. “I’m seeking the kingdom’s messenger.”


“You have come to the right place. I take care of the
carrier bats. Everyone calls me Batman.”


Merlin made a strange sound but otherwise remained
silent. 


“Also, my associate is testing different types of
birds to see if any of them can transport messages easier during the day.
Everyone calls him Sparrow.”


“That’s… nice. I’ve been sent by King Flourisho with
a message for your fastest bat.”


“I will deliver it immediately… but the bats aren’t
feeling well.”


“Are they sick? Have you tried a healing potion?”


“Well, we don’t know what’s wrong. They keep getting
confused about where to go.”


“The fading magic must be affecting their sense of
direction like it is the quakes. Can you transport the letter by itself?”


“From what I’ve read and my mother has said, it
doesn’t work that way. I can transport myself, anyone with me, and anything
we’re holding or wearing.”


“Send me with the letter.”


“It’s not safe. If anything goes wrong, you
wouldn’t have magic to defend yourself with.” 


He didn’t argue, although I knew he wanted to. He was
a monstrous wolf, more intelligent than most people I knew, and I would
undoubtedly have been killed by my mother without him, but on Caldaca, magic
ruled. 


“How long will it take the bat to get to Mokora?” I
asked. 


“My fastest bat will be there and back by sunrise… if
he makes it at all.”


“We can take the opportunity to get some sleep,”
Merlin advised. “You need enough sleep to think and focus.”


I nodded. “Let’s hope the bat makes it.” I wrote
Mason’s name on the outside of the scroll as Batman took a bat out of its cage.
When he set the bat down on the table, I handed him the scroll and he tied it
to the bat’s back. It was a larger bat, about the length of my arm, with
golden-red fur around its neck. “I need you to go to the castle of Magnus
Vobristum on Mokora. This message is for Mason Minof. It’s extremely important
that you get to him as soon as possible.”


The bat took off through the door. 


“How is that enough information?” Merlin
asked. 


I shrugged. “He’s a trained bat. All trained bats
know how to find a person or place.”


“What?” Batman asked. 


“I’m talking to my wolf.”


“Then why did we not use one to find Dessa?”


“Messenger bats are rare and expensive. Batman, is
there an inn where Merlin and I can spend the night?”


“Sure.” He pointed out the door to the right. “Follow
the road until you see Grudge’s inn, which has a crest on the door.”


“Thank you.” We followed the road and soon came upon
the inn. Inside, there was a bar to the left and five tables to the right.
Across from us was a set of stairs. There wasn’t any sign of damage, which
surprised me. 


“The epicenter must have been to the north,
because the south end of town is mostly intact,” Merlin said. 


We approached the bar, where a woman with long, dark
red hair, a blue velvet robe, and silver dress was wiping out a mug. “Good
evening. Do you have any rooms available?”


She glanced at Merlin, but didn’t seem concerned.
“Yes, but if you’re looking for trouble, you’d best go elsewhere.”


“Why would I be looking for trouble?” With my hood
up, she couldn’t see my blond hair, but she could see my blue eyes, so she
shouldn’t have assumed I was a sorcerer. 


“I’ve never met a curse breaker before. It sounds
like a warlock to me.”


“I am not a fake.” If people knew I was half
sorcerer, half wizard, I would be an outcast if not hunted outright, but
warlocks were liars and I wouldn’t stand for that. Even my brothers never
called me a warlock. 


She smirked. “Obviously not. Are you really the only
curse breaker?”


Merlin and I had discussed this question several
times without coming up with a good answer. I was a sorcerer with sorcery and
wizardry, but few people would accept that. However, the problem with making up
a new type of magic was that people wanted to know what my strengths and
weaknesses were, how I could help them and if I was a threat. I was fine with
saying I was the only one of my kind, but Merlin said that it would be too
suspicious.


“I don’t know any other curse breaker, but we could
be confused with wizards, so I can’t be sure.”


She nodded. “How are you different than a wizard?”


“I can break curses better because I can manipulate
sorcery.”


Her eyes widened, and I expected her to tell me to
get out. “I have met your kind before.”


I blinked. “What?”


“About twelve years ago, I was working here with my
father. A woman named Romi passed through the village and spent a few days in
the inn. We thought she was a witch because she was able to drive off a
necromancer who had been bothering us. She was such a nice person. Then, one
day, a sorcerer moved into town and cursed my father. Romi turned the sorcerer
to stone and broke the curse on my father.”


“What happened to her?”


“A mob of villagers killed her for using both
wizardry and sorcery.” As if in anger, the crystal on my staff glowed dimly.
Merlin growled in warning. “I mean you no harm,” the innkeeper said. “None of
us knew she was a curse breaker. I didn’t agree with them killing her; I liked
her and wanted them to let her go. I was too young to help her, though.”


“Stop it,” I whispered to my staff. Slowly, it
stopped glowing. Since a Sjau was born at the moment of another Sjau’s death, I
suspected Zelli was born as a result. “If there is a problem here, it’s not
going to be me or Merlin who causes it, so can we have the room?”


She nodded. “If your purpose really is to break
curses, I would be a fool to turn you away. I suggest not exploring the town,
though.”


I had worse problems than a mob, but I didn’t need
anything making my quest harder. After I paid the woman, she showed us to our
room. It was very simple with two beds, a chest, and a table with two fat
candles. I waited until the innkeeper left before lighting the candle with
magic.  


“I am having serious doubts about you being a
curse breaker. In fact, I am having serious doubts about this entire world. Get
some sleep because Mason could send the mirror at any moment.”


“You’ll wake me up when he does, right?”


“As long as you have gotten a few hours of sleep.”


I kicked off my boots, got into bed, and fell asleep
quickly.


 


*          *          *


 


I was kneeling in front of a dark cave at the base of
a mountain, which I immediately recognized. “Oh, no, was I almost killed
again?”


“No, this is merely a dream,” Merlin said, appearing
beside me. He was in his person form, so I knew it was true. Despite his
hundreds of years of experience, he looked no older than my father due to his
immortality. He was also around the same height and build as my father, with a
kinder face. Like his wolf fur, his hair was primarily medium brown, mixed with
light and dark brown. His eyes were the same gold color as his wolf eyes.


Although I had seen him this way in person and
several times in dreams, it was still odd for me because I was so used to
seeing him as a wolf.


“What’s going on? Why are we here?” 


“You are here, because you have not upheld your
promise,” a deep voice said from the darkness of the cave. It was Cennuth. 


“We’re working on it!”


“Are we too late?” Merlin asked. 


“No, but you are running out of time.”


“You could help by telling us where to find
Baltezore.”


“We do not know where he is.”


“Do you mean that you don’t know where he is,
or that no dragon does?”


“No dragon or wizard can tell you where he is. You
must save the egg of Vokirex from Baltezore.”


“I know, but you’re not helping by---”


His deep growl sent a shiver down my spine. Merlin
put his hand on the back of my neck and pushed my head down in a bow. “Do
not incite Cennuth,” he warned in my mind. “I have scars that will never
heal because I disrespected him.”


“And you wonder why I’m considering siding with
his enemy?”


“Baltezore is my enemy.”


“Cennuth is demanding that we save the world and he
refuses to help.”


“He taught me magic and healed me from Blue’s
curse,” Merlin reminded me. 


“We will do our best,” I said to Cennuth. 


“Then if you---”









Chapter 12


There were two green eyes
above me, almost glowing in the dim light. I shrieked until I realized it was
Mason. Thoroughly startled, I pushed him away and winced when he hit the floor
with a pained grunt. “What are you doing here and why did you have to scare me
to death?” 


“Calm down, Ayden. I was trying to wake you without
waking everyone on this island. I got your letter.”


“Where is the mirror?” I asked, shaking slightly.
Cennuth had been trying to say something, probably important. 


“I couldn’t bring it; it is too big.”


I ignored him, more worried about Merlin. “Merlin?” I
asked. He was still asleep in his bed… unmoving. “Merlin!” I got up, went to
him, and shook him gently. 


“What’s wrong with him?”


He was breathing. “He’s having a vision. We need to
find Baltezore, so if you can’t bring the mirror to us, we’re going to have to
go to it.”


“You know you can’t be transported. It’s too
dangerous.”


“I met my uncles and one of them made Thad’s
protection tattoos stronger. I should be able to make it. I just won’t do it
more than necessary. The likelihood that my mother is watching is pretty low.”


Mason rolled his eyes and sighed. “I’m not going to
argue with you. I’ll let Merlin do that when he wakes up, because you know he’s
going to put your safety first.”


“You’re right, he will. Transport us to the castle
now. If it’s your magic, the chance should be even less that she sees me.”


“I really don’t like this.”


“If anything goes wrong, you can blame me. I just
can’t stand sitting around, not getting any closer to stopping the black star.”


“I don’t care whose idea it is, I care whose bones
Merlin will be chewing on if you get hurt. I think you need to wait until
Merlin can tell you what he thinks.”


“I know what he would say, but he wants me to be
safe. I promised I would save the egg in exchange for Merlin’s life.”


“Then hang on, because I only learned to do this last
winter.” He pulled his wand out of his pocket. A moment later, white magic
poured out of his wand and wrapped around me and Merlin. I felt the ground
under my feet disappear. 


And then darker magic engulfed me. 


 


*          *          *


 


I recognized my mother’s power and tried to fight it
as Shaerl had explained, by envisioning myself as heavy as a rock. While I did,
I also focused on transporting myself to the castle. Fight her, I
thought to my staff. My magic struggled against hers to both transport me and
make me heavy. Alas, it was easily crushed by hers. 


I crashed into the stone floor, groaned with pain,
and struggled to breathe. I was in a dark room on a dirty stone floor. 


My mother stood over me. She was a tall, thin woman
with straight black hair, cold burgundy eyes, and prominent cheekbones.
Everything about her warned of danger. “Did you really think you could hide
from me?”


“Longer than this, yes. You can’t kill me, Mother;
you don’t have the other Sjau.”


She laughed cruelly. “Everything is going according
to plan. I have been in control every step of the way.”


“I always thought there was something wrong with me.
I blamed myself for your hatred of me. Now I’ve gotten out in the world and
I’ve seen other parents, even sorcerers, and I’ve realized… it was you who was
to blame. You never cared about me because I have only ever been a tool for
you. You never gave me a chance to be a good son. And worse is that for my entire
childhood, I never knew why I was different, but you did.”


“You think I owed you an answer? You were born for
the sole purpose of making me more powerful.”


There was no reasoning with her, and arguing would
just waste my energy. “Did Merlin and Mason make it through?”


“They did… this time.” She reached out to touch me
and I scrambled back. “We don’t have to do this the hard way.” Her voice was
gentle, almost caring, but I knew what came next. The kyanite ring on her thin,
pale index finger glowed a moment before my wand and staff shot into her hands.
“You won’t need these.” 


I searched around me with my hands and my blood
turned cold. “What did you do with my bag?”


“I don’t have your bag.”


That wasn’t much of a relief. Whether it made it to
the castle or was left behind at the end, my most dangerous two possessions
were in the hands of Sven and my mother. 


I was in the basement of her house, which I had only
seen twice (once as a child and again when she summoned me to inflict a curse).
The only light in the room came from two fat, half-melted candles on an old
wooden desk that was covered in scrolls and books. Two walls of the basement
were lined with bookshelves, although they weren’t covered with books alone.
Potions, strange ingredients, and odd utensils also cluttered the shelves.
Under the stairs were crates. 


After setting my wand and staff on the desk, she
pulled her wand from her pocket and pointed it behind me. I wasn’t willing to
turn my back on her long enough to see what she’d done. “Empty your pockets.”


“You know I don’t carry anything except my wand in my
pocket.” Whether she hated me or not, she had taught me a number of lessons
over the years that I wouldn’t forget… mostly because her way of teaching
usually involved bloodshed and fire. 


She smirked. “Good. It’s too bad, really. You retain
the lessons I beat into you well. If only I had beaten the wizardry out of you.
If you were a good son, you could be working for me instead of dying by my
hand.”


“It’s your fault because you knew what I was and
never told me. If you had explained to me why I was different, I would have
asked for the raven’s curse. I would have done anything for your respect when I
was little.”


“You can’t blame this on me; Sven is one of you and
he turned out right. I wish he was my son instead of you.”


“Oh, I do, too.” 


“Well, you will have plenty of time to make wishes
while rotting in a cell. Get in.” 


I backed up, using my hands to guide me into the open
cell behind me. I had never noticed it there before. 


“You’ll see me again when I’m ready to take your
magic.” She pointed her wand at me and the door to the cell slammed shut. “I
know you have your dagger in your boot. Keep it. Maybe you can catch some
vermin to eat, which will only prolong your suffering and amuse me.” She left,
laughing. 


Any of my brothers would have threatened suicide, but
I couldn’t pull it off. I had to survive. 


The floor was stone, so I couldn’t dig myself out,
and the bars were thick metal. There was nothing in the cell except for a
bucket. While I supposed that was a mercy, I was more worried about water. 


I tried pulling on the bars, but the metal began
growing warm, so I let them go. I had seen my mother use this curse before. If
I held on too long, it would burn me. There was probably also a curse on the
lock so that I couldn’t use magic on it. My lock pick was in my bag. 


This is going to be a tough one.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke as dim light spilled into the room. I kept my
eyes closed and feigned sleep until I recognized the footsteps descending the staircase.
“Please let me go,” I said quietly.


“And deprive you of the chance to learn? I wouldn’t
do that to you,” my father said, stopping in front of the cage. 


“Why are you helping her? Your brothers said you
hated her.”


“Things are never that simple.”


“I can’t tell whether you are on my side or hers.
Your mother wasn’t like her. She was kind.”


“Oh yes, my mother was very kind. So kind that she
forced me to marry Ilvera knowing my heart belonged to another.”


“You loved someone? Then why did you marry Ilvera?”


“It was my duty. As mine was, yours will not be
easy.”


“You sound like a seer.”


He laughed. “It’s a downside of spending too much
time with dragons.”


“Then do you know why it’s up to Merlin and me to
save the egg? Do you know anything about the egg?”


“Yes, I do. It’s up to you and Merlin because you’re
a Sjau with a psychic bond to Merlin.”


“I’m confused.”


He crouched in front of me, reached through the bars,
and gently touched my forehead. “Sleep now, and use Merlin’s power to see the
answers you seek.”


I felt his magic flow into me (despite the fact that
he wasn’t holding his wand) and pull me down into darkness. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was seeing through my father’s eyes as he spied on
my mother and aunt. They were my age, but I could still recognize them. Livia
looked even less like a sorceress than I did a sorcerer. Her hair was golden
blond and her eyes were bright blue. At this point in time, she wore the Dracre
robe, but later, she would wear a white one. Green didn’t suit her. 


They were both sitting alongside a small brook with
their bare feet in the water. Livia was braiding several strands of colored
string around the stems of wildflowers that she had picked. My mother, on the
other hand, was torturing a toad with a stick. “You can’t stay here forever,” my
mother told her.


“I will. I don’t belong with the Dracre family.”


“No, you don’t. You’re a huge disappointment, but you
still belong to us. I’m going to tell Mother you’re here and she’ll make you
come home. Who else would I test my potions and curses on?” 


“I was meant for more than to serve my mother and
sisters.”


“Ridiculous. Just look at your hair. You look like a
witch.”


“Looks don’t matter. I like your black hair, but I
like mine, too. We’re different, and that’s a good thing. You may look like Mother,
but you’re not the same.”


“Yes I am.”


“You’re not, and you shouldn’t be. It would be really
boring if all sorcerers were exactly the same. Plus, that would be a weakness.”


“You’ll never find a husband.”


“No one would love me for me if I don’t love myself.
When I am ready for love, it will find me.”


“You think the youngest Rynorm boy will wait for
you?”


Livia opened her mouth, hesitated, and closed it.
After a while, she said, “If it’s meant to be, it will happen.” 


Ilvera sneered. “Now you really sound like a witch.
We don’t wait for what we want; we take it. That’s why I’m going to
marry him.”


Livia gasped. “You love him?”


My mother scoffed. “Of course not. I just hate you
and I’m not going to let you have him. Besides, he’s going to give me what I
want.”


“Power.”


“Yes.”


“Well, I hope you’ll both be happy together.”


“Why would you hope that? I know you want him.”


“I know you, though. I have no doubt that if you’ve
set your sights on him, you’ll get him, so if it’s inevitable, you might as
well be happy.”


“I hate you so much.”


“I know, but I don’t hate you.”


At that point, my father emerged from his hiding
spot, fury boiling out of him. “How dare you decide for me who I will marry,
Ilvera! I’ll never choose---” As my mother turned to him with a murderous
glared, he felt magic wrap around him and his mouth snapped shut involuntarily.
It wasn’t my mother who had silenced his outburst, however. 


Shaerl Rynorm appeared between them, smiling kindly
at Ilvera and Livia. “Forgive my son; he forgot his manners.” She gripped his
shoulder with enough force to make his bones creak, but it would have looked to
others like a gentle pat. My father knew better than to show his pain. “I
thought I taught you how to speak to women. I guess you need a reminder.”


He shuddered. 


When she walked away, he had no choice but to follow.
As he did, he fought the curse inside himself. Although Shaerl was immensely
powerful, she wasn’t going to remove it for him, because then he wouldn’t have
learned. I felt his magic pick it apart exactly like mine would have, but less
efficiently. It wasn’t that he was less powerful; he just didn’t have light
magic. It was the combination that made me good at breaking curses. 


Soon, he was able to speak. “I don’t want to marry
Ilvera. I want to be with Livia.”


“Unfortunately, child, you are too young to know
what’s best. You cannot be with Livia.”


“Why not?”


“You are thinking with your heart, and that is not
the Rynorm way. The Dracre family has pride. We have wisdom. You cannot have
Livia because she is one of the Sjau and the two of you together would disrupt
one of the most ancient treaties of magic.”


I had read about the treaties of magic as a child.
When magic was still new to the people of Caldaca, wars raged across the world.
This was also the time dragons were hunted most actively. Of course, at the
time I found my father’s books, I hadn’t known people gained magic from the
white star, so I hadn’t understood why people fought. 


Treaties were written in order to agree upon limits
and goals among the different types of magic users. However, these treaties
were forgotten more and more with every generation. When I read about them,
they were no more than a legend. 


“What do you mean?” my father asked. 


“Ilvera is a terrible enemy of magic, but you need
her to save it.”


While my first thought was that she must have been
friends with a seer, my father knew otherwise; dragons were even greater
fortunetellers than seers. “What does the Sjau have to do with the treaties of
magic?”


“You know that people developed magic when the white
star came.”


“Yes.”


“What you don’t know is that people had magic before
that.”


My father froze. “What?”


She halted, her expression exasperated as if he was a
child throwing a tantrum. “It did not come naturally to anyone, but dragons had
very special servants. People had many children in those days because most
didn’t survive. In order to earn protection from the dragons, they forfeited
their seventh-born child.”


“Why the seventh born?”


“It is a number the dragons chose. The dragons taught
these children magic, but not all of them were worthy. Those who learned magic
were called shamans, and they could do all kinds of magic. Those who were
unworthy were sent back to their families in shame. For your child to be a
shaman was the highest honor.”


“That sounds like it should have worked. What
happened?”


“People got greedy and revolted against dragons. They
wanted the protection of magic without sacrificing their children. They stole
dragon eggs, killed dragons, and taught themselves magic.”


“Wouldn’t they lose more children without dragon
magic than they did by sacrificing one?”


“They did, especially when dragons retaliated. War
broke out between people and dragons, which lasted five days and devastated the
population of people.”


“Dragons are not very forgiving,” my father said
thoughtfully.


“No, they aren’t. They were merciful, however. They
performed a ritual that enabled there to be fourteen shamans in all of the
world.”


“They were the seventh daughter of the seventh
daughter and seventh son of the seventh son?”


“Yes. The families of those shamans were revered,
while everyone else had to survive without magic. Dragons protected them in
exchange for animal sacrifices and treasures, but it was never the same.”


“And then the white star gave magic to everyone and
people turned against dragons again,” my father said.


“That’s right. The age of dragons was over, but
shamans remained. They became the Sjau and hid in shame instead of being
honored. Now, very few people know anything about them.”


“Like the Dracre family?” he asked. She nodded. “But
that doesn’t explain why I can’t marry Livia.”


“Because she is a Sjau and you are the seventh born
son of the Rynorm family. We are descendants of numerous shamans and thus have
always had a special bond with dragons. That is why, when magic fails on
Caldaca, our magic will fade slower. Every Rynorm daughter has tried to create
a Sjau in order to maintain our dragon alliance, and every one of us has
failed. We don’t know why. I was supposed to be a Sjau, but my older sister
died, breaking the line.”


“You want me to have sons with Ilvera?”


“She has learned of the Sjau because of Livia and
wants a Sjau child.”


“But he would be a Dracre, not a Rynorm.”


“That’s not the point. Sjau are the ones who are
going to decide the future of Caldaca when magic dies. You need to raise a Sjau
because that gives you power through him.”


I felt his internal battle between duty and heart.
“Why does it have to be Ilvera?”


“You’ll have to find that out for yourself.”


“I don’t want to be the seventh son. I don’t want
this responsibility. I want to be a storyteller.”


“You are above that. You were born for a purpose.”


“I want to explore the world, invent things, and
write about my adventures.”


“You cause me shame even suggesting that.”


“Ketsu is a painter! How is that more shameful than a
storyteller?”


“Ketsu is not the seventh born. Speak of it again and
I will punish you.”


Being your son is punishment enough, he
thought. Though not bold enough to say such a thing to his mother’s face, he
did suggest, “Maybe it’s not the Dracre family that has too much pride.” 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke slowly, alone, and just as confused as I had
been before. The memory had answered a few of my questions, but it had also
created new ones. I finally understood why I was involved with the dragon egg;
my magic was actually given to me by dragons, not created naturally like
everyone else. It explained why the Sjau weren’t losing magic and why some
people were losing it slower than others. However, my father told me it was up
to me and Merlin because of our bond. How was Merlin involved? Why weren’t the
other Sjau being ordered by dragons to save the egg? And why did Merlin and I
have such a strong bond that we could use each other’s magic? 


It couldn’t have just been because I cursed him,
since I had no such bond to Gmork, and it wasn’t because I released him from
the syrus, as I could barely speak to the chimera I imprisoned and released a
month later. Nasku had said we would have to learn that on our own. 


I couldn’t get those answers locked in a cage in my
mother’s basement. 


I called to my staff on the desk. Either it was too
far for my magic to reach without exploding, or I just wasn’t focusing well
enough, because it didn’t respond. If I had my bag, I could have picked the
lock. Instead, I was going to have to use my head.


With my dagger, I scratched the symbol of
transformation into one of the bars. I only needed to break one in order to get
through. Fortunately, the candles never seemed to burn down, or it would have
been a lot more difficult to manage this.


As Merlin had taught me, I visualized my wand in my
hand. I knew every detail of my wand, every sigil. In my mind, I studied every
familiar mark, nick, and groove in the reddish-brown wood. I even imagined the
weight of it and the texture of the wood in my hand.


My surroundings slowly disappeared as my focus
narrowed, just like when I was lost in a book. Once I visualized my wand so
strongly that my magic began to respond, I pressed the tip to the symbol on the
bar. “Transform into wood.” I imagined my magic flowing through the wand and
changing the bar. Energy stirred inside me, trying to find the outlet. I didn’t
let that break my focus. “Transform into wood.” 


My magic started flowing through the wand. I imagined
the metal transforming into wood over and over again… until I realized it was
no longer metal. With my focus broken, my imaginary wand vanished, but it had
worked; I had done magic without my wand and nothing blew up. 


“Focus, Ayden,” I reminded myself, since Merlin
wasn’t there to do it for me. I kicked the wooden bar, easily snapping it, and
scrambled out of the cage as fast as I could. Afraid my mother would appear at
any moment, I grabbed my staff, focused my mind, and called for help. A deep
blue glow pulsed out of the crystal, assuring me it was calling to any nearby
dragons. 


To my surprise, a dragon appeared before me… only, he
wasn’t what I expected; it was the hatchling I had met on Kalika. 


“Thank you for coming. Can you help me escape?” The
hatchling shook his head. “Okay…” I glanced around for a plan and spotted my
father’s old crates. I had only looked in them once, but I knew they contained
numerous discarded treasures.


As quietly as I could, I searched the crates. When
the dragon chirped at me, I frantically shushed him and grabbed the first thing
I could use; an old scroll. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find a quill or ink, so I
had to improvise. 


I reached out my hand to the hatchling. “I need you
to get a message to my grandmother, and I don’t have anything to write with.” 


He knew exactly what I meant and opened his mouth. I
carefully sliced my finger on his longest fang, stifled a whimper of pain, and
wrote my letter. As much as it stung, I had suffered much worse. 


 


 


 


Shaerl,


 


I’m trapped in my mother’s basement and I need
help. 


 


Ayden


 


 


 


“Please take this to Shaerl Rynorm,” I told the
hatchling. He clutched it in his talons, flapped his wings, and vanished.
“Please work,” I whispered into the darkness. 


After a moment of forcing myself to think positively,
I started looking for a backup plan. I even focused my magic into my wand and
staff and told them to find a way out. Not surprisingly, it didn’t work.


 


*          *          *


 


Eventually, I had to rest. I had no idea if it was
day or night, but I was pretty sure I had been there for more than a full day. I
had definitely made a mistake in trying to transport to the castle, even though
I learned about the Sjau because of it. It was more important to stop the death
of magic than to know why I was the way I was. 


As I slept, I felt Merlin’s presence, yet other than
reassuring me that he was alive, it didn’t help me escape. Either he was too
far away, or my mother’s power prevented me from hearing his voice. I wished I
could at least tell him that I was alive. 


At one point, while I was going through some potions,
the sound of glass breaking upstairs startled me. I tried to ignore it and find
a potion that could help me. They had been in a crate for many years, though,
so I couldn’t be sure if any of them were still good. It occurred to me to turn
myself invisible, but that had failed to work before and I couldn’t risk my
mother catching me and taking my wand and staff away again. 


I heard my mother yelling and thought it must be with
my father. With my wand and staff ready in case I needed to defend myself, I crept
up the steps and pressed my ear to the door. If I can get my father on my
side, I really have a chance. Unable to hear anything, I pressed the tip of
my wand to the door. “Make it so that I can hear them. And do it right this
time, or I’m dead and you’ll be snapped in half,” I warned the wand. I didn’t
know how to imagine sound getting louder, though, so I just gave my wand power
and hoped it worked… at least better than it had the last time.


The wand transformed into a tall glass in my hand. It
took me a moment to remember I had read that it could be used to hear through a
door or wall. I just wasn’t sure how. First, I held it up to my ear, but that
didn’t work. Second, I put it against the door base-side-down. Again, that
didn’t work.


“Maybe the books are wrong,” I said. Then I flipped
the glass around and put my ear to the base of it. “Oh.”


“Get rid of the Minof family,” my mother said. She
paused, as if listening to someone, but I didn’t hear anyone else. “No! You
have to keep Mason there, or it will set us back. I need all of the Sjau. I
have Ayden here. It’s up to you to trick Sven and his ‘dark council’ into going
to the castle, as we’ve planned. Does anyone suspect you?” Again, she paused
for a moment. “Good. I’m going to forge a letter with Ayden’s handwriting,
asking my sister for help. Livia will be too worried to question it. Kille will
get the others. Let me know the instant you have captured Sven, Sotis, and
Kalyn, and I’ll bring the rest of the Sjau. Make sure you get rid of the Minofs
by then, even if you have to kill them to do it.” 


She is conspiring with someone at Magnus’s castle!
There was only one person at the castle who I didn’t trust— Blue. Did they let
Blue out? Was she faking being captured? Was it her intention all along to go
to the castle? I have to warn Merlin.


A moment later, she added, “No, don’t kill the wolf
yet. I can use him to control Ayden.”


My wand transformed itself back into its normal form.
I was just about to crack open the door to see who she was talking to when I heard
a loud roar. My first thought was that it was another quake… until I heard a
monstrous crash in the kitchen above me. My mother started shouting curses and
I was fortunate to be hidden behind the door. 


It was over quickly, however, and the house fell
silent. Then the door was ripped open, right out of the wall, and there was a
dragon glaring at me. I reacted as any reasonable person would; I squeaked and
fell back. Fortunately, the dragon gently snatched me out of thin air before I
could crash into the stone floor and break every bone in my body. His grip
around my entire body was strangely gentle.


He was so large that his body extended over the
height of the old roof, which was now nothing more than rubble on the ground.
His scales ranged from white to dark gray like clouds, while his narrowed eyes
were as blue as sapphires. 


“Please don’t eat me,” I said calmly, trying not to
show fear.


The dragon laughed. “Fear not, Ayden Dracre. I am
here to save you from your mother’s clutches.”


“Are you with Cennuth or are you one of the dragons
living with my grandmother?”


“I live on Kalika with the Rynorm family. My name is
Vængbrandr.”


Relief filled me and I dropped my head against his
scaly skin. “Thank you! You couldn’t have come at a better time.” 


“No one has ever sounded so excited to see me
before.”


“I have to get to Magnus’s castle on Mokora and warn
them that there is a traitor there. Do you know about my quest?”


“Of course. All dragons know of you, Merlin, and your
quest.”


“How? I can’t be the only one who can save the egg.”


“You are not the only one; you will need help.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“Nevertheless, it cannot be saved without you and
Merlin. You are running out of time.”


“I’m trying. Unless you know where Baltezore is,
please just take me to Merlin.”


“As you wish, Ayden Dracre.” He flapped his wings,
taking out the north and south walls of my childhood home as he did. An instant
later, we were flying high in the sky. 


I closed my eyes because it was either that or vomit,
and I didn’t want to disrespect the dragon by painting his claws with my
stomach contents. Fortunately, I hadn’t eaten anything since I was captured. I
felt slightly better with my eyes closed.


“Perhaps you should try to get some sleep.”


“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to sleep again!”









Chapter 13


We were flying over the Dark
Forest when a blast of magic struck me. Vængbrandr roared as I was dropped. My
staff pulled magic out of me and started forming a ward around me, but before
it could, I was grabbed by a massive black bird. Despite the bird’s size, my
weight caused it to drop nearly to the trees. My staff transformed itself into
a sword, which I used to stab the bird’s leg. Although the bird cawed in pain,
it didn’t drop me… until the dragon struck it with his wing. The bird and I
crashed into the trees before it was forced to let me go. 


I hit the hard ground without a sound of pain, except
for the cracking of bones and the breath being forcefully expelled from my
lungs. For a moment, I heard nothing at all. I desperately struggled to
breathe. 


When I was pulled up, I was able to inhale, but the
pain of doing so caused me to scream involuntarily. “Quiet!” Sven shouted,
shaking me. The burning pain in my chest spread and spots formed in my eyes.
“Stand up!” I couldn’t. Everything was spinning. 


I saw the massive bird shrink and transform into
Kalyn at the same time that Vængbrandr landed. “You dare attack a dragon?”
Vængbrandr asked, his deep voice shaking the ground… or maybe that was just me.


Sven wrapped his arm around my chest, easily strong
enough to restrain me in my disoriented state, and pressed a dagger against my
throat. “Move a muscle and I’ll kill him. You wouldn’t have been saving him if
you didn’t need him alive.”


Still struggling to breathe, I couldn’t fight him off
like I normally would have been able to. “I’m no… good to him… if you
cap-capture…” I coughed, which caused more pain to shoot down my chest. I
desperately needed a healing potion.


Kalyn joined him, limping and leaving a trail of
blood behind her. “If you try to follow us, we’ll kill him,” she said. 


I felt Sven’s sorcery engulf me and passed out. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke as Sven was chaining me to a bed. It wasn’t
hard to realize that he was intentionally being rough to make it hurt. “Why…?”
My voice broke and I made an effort to swallow a few times before trying again.
“I’ve never done anything… to you.”


“Why do I hate you?” he asked. I nodded. “Your mother
kidnapped my wife. I never bothered anyone.” 


I knew I should have kept my mouth shut, but I was in
a lot of pain, sick of his harassment, and wanted to bite back. “I’m amazed…
you got anyone to… marry you.”


“Says the one who has never been kissed.”


“Do you know if she’s even still alive?”


“Of course she’s alive!” he yelled. Kalyn jumped and
darted out of the room. He tightened the restraint around my right knee,
causing pain to shoot up my body. I hadn’t even realized my knee was injured.


“I can help you.”


“Siding with you would get my wife killed.” He
abruptly left. 


Once again, I was in a basement, but it wasn’t nearly
as large as my mother’s. From the smell, chill, and lack of any light that
wasn’t through the cracks in the door, I guessed I was underground. There was
barely enough space between the stiff bed I was strapped to and the walls for
someone to walk around. My wand and staff were nowhere to be seen. 


Eventually, pain overcame me and I passed out. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Ayden.”


The sound of Merlin’s voice caused me to jerk awake,
only to find myself alone, still in Sven’s basement. 


Being captured was really getting old. 


Before I could fall back to sleep, the door opened
and Kalyn entered. She hesitated for a moment when she saw that I was awake,
but then shut the door behind her. A white, glowing sphere formed in her hand
as she made her way down the steps. “Don’t speak. Sven is in the other room.”
She held up a potion bottle. “Sotis made a healing potion for you.”


“I’m not drinking anything from you, Sven, or Sotis.”


“You need it. You’re bleeding from your nose and
ears, and your chest is purple.” The ball of light floated beside her when she
let it go. 


“Why would you help me?”


“You saved me. I don’t want you to die; I just can’t
let you go until after the black star comes.” Without giving me a chance to
argue, she opened the bottle and shoved the lip in my mouth. I tried not to
swallow, but the pain in my chest caused me to choke and swallow on reflex. The
potion tasted of leaves and garlic.


I passed out again before it was empty. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Ayden, where are you?”


I was dreaming of sitting by the creek near Magnus’s
castle. Merlin appeared as a man on the other side of the creek. He looked like
he had before he was cursed.


“I was captured by my mother, a dragon saved me, and
then Sven attacked and captured me.”


“Are you hurt?”


“I think my chest is broken, but I was given a
healing potion.”


“Is it your sternum or your ribs that are damaged?”


“Um… I’m not a mage.”


“Have you coughed up any blood?”


“No. But my ears and nose were bleeding.”


“Then you probably have a concussion and should not
be sleeping right now.” 


“Is the water cold even though this is a dream?” I
asked.


Merlin sighed. “Focus, young sorcerer. You let your
mind wander too much.”


“I’m not a mage, so healing magic and injuries are
out of my control.”


“When you were with your mother, I was unable to contact
you. Now that you are with Sven, his power only prevents me from finding you
physically.”


“How are you able to talk to me?”


“Using the small amount of magic I have regained and
our bond, I am dreamwalking. I suspect it was the cause of our previous shared
dreams. Do you know where Sven is keeping you?”


“No.”


“He is shielding himself and you, so it will take
time for Magnus and me to find you.”


“I have more important news. I overheard my mother
talking to someone at the castle.”


“Who?”


“I don’t know; I didn’t hear their voice. I think
it’s Blue, though, because whoever it is, they’re conspiring with my mother.”


Merlin frowned with concern. “Blue woke up a few days
after the eclipse and they decided not to put her back under.”


“Get a warning to Mist’s parents and Koufax that my
father might go after them. Also, warn Livia that Ilvera is going to write a
fake message to her with my handwriting.”


“How do you expect me to do that?”


“I don’t know, but if anyone can figure something
out, it’s you.”


 


*          *          *


 


At that point, I woke to find Kalyn freeing my left
hand from the restrains. The rope had scratched my wrist, but that was nothing
compared to the pain in my chest. The soporific effects of the healing potion
made it difficult to keep my eyes open. She opened a jar of green paste beside
me and started slathering it on my wound. It was cold and soothing. 


“Where are my wand and staff?” I asked. My voice was
better, at least, even though my throat was still sore.


“Sven has them. He grabbed them just in case he could
use them against you or your mother.”


“Why do you want magic to die?”


“I don’t care about the black star. I’m doing this
because Sven needs me.”


“How does he…? Do you love him?”


“That’s none of your business.”


“He’s married. I don’t know who in the world would
marry him, but he is at least loyal to her.”


“I know. I don’t expect to ever have him, but I want
him to be happy anyway. If that means saving his wife and being alone, so be
it. That’s why I have to stop you.”


“I see. You’re just doing whatever Sven says. You’re
weak.”


“You of all people shouldn’t be judging me for
following my heart.”


“I’m not judging you for that; I’m judging you for
loving a man who treats you worse than dirt. If you don’t believe that you’re
worth more than that, how is anyone else supposed to?”


She frowned and fiddled with the empty bottle. “I’m
not weak. He doesn’t really treat me badly, and when the black star comes,
we’ll be the only ones left with power. We’ll rule everything.”


“Rule what? You saw that quake. Imagine that in the
middle of town. The black star will tear this world apart.”


“You can’t know that.”


“I do know that, just like I know Sven doesn’t care
about you.”


“He does.”


“Prove it. The next thing he tells you to do,
whatever it is, say no. Tell him that you don’t want to do it. If he cares
about you, he’s going to accept it. If he doesn’t, he’s going to get mad. Do
you believe in him enough to risk his wrath?”


Her face drained of color, her hands squeezed the jar
until her knuckles turned white, and she swallowed hard. She was imagining Sven
angry with her. Without another word, she restrained my wrist and left.


My body was weak as a baby bat, so I focused on
coming up with a plan. Even if I could free myself somehow with magic, I
doubted I could stand. Unfortunately, since the potion was still repairing the
damage to my body, I couldn’t stay awake for long.


 


*          *          *


 


Once again, I was sitting by the creek near Magnus’s
castle with Merlin in his real form. I pulled open my shirt and studied my
chest, which wasn’t hurting. So, naturally, I poked myself. “I like dreaming.”


“A lot of people insist on living in the dream
world.”


“I’m sure you’re making some reference I’m not
supposed to understand. Kalyn gave me a healing potion that Sotis made.” I
explained everything that had happened since my mother captured me, including
what my father showed me. 


When I was done, he told me that everyone at the
castle was frantically trying to rescue me. They wanted to ambush my mother,
but in the time I spent talking to Kalyn, Merlin had explained to them that I
was no longer with her. Surprisingly, it was Thaddeus who had understood his
wolf gestures and grumbles. 


After that, Merlin gave me a lesson on how to
navigate in a dream. It was actually the same as my lessons on visualization,
except it was easier because everything around me was a dream, so anything I
visualized was real in the dream as long as I had confidence in it. 


Merlin made me start with something he said was easy;
I had to make an apple appear in my hand without my staff or wand. It took me a
while, but I mastered it. Merlin then had me envision a piece of paper, bottle
of ink, and quill. 


“We’re not practicing languages again, are we?” I was
picking up the dragon’s language pretty well, but I didn’t enjoy the lessons. 


“Focus on your assignment,” he said. 


I groaned. “Can I take off my shoes and put my feet
in the water?”


“When you have done the assignment.”


“Is the water---”


“Focus!”


“I’m trying!”


“Stop trying and focus!”


I groaned and flopped back into the grass. “I’m
bored.”


“It is strenuous for me to maintain this dream and we
could lose it any minute.”


“Then why are we wasting time making paper and---”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke as Kalyn was forcing another healing potion
down my throat. “This should be all you need,” she said quietly.


“Did you do it?”


She shook her head. After a moment of hesitation, she
sat on the bed beside me. “I wasn’t always this way. I always thought I was
strong, but I can’t say no to Sven.” 


“Did something happen? Did someone hurt you?”


She shook her head again. “I had a good life for the
most part. I was an excellent magician and my sisters knew better than to
mistreat me. I was my mother’s favorite. We weren’t wealthy or poor, but we
were pretty happy.”


“What about your father?”


“My mother preferred daughters because she wanted to
continue the name. All of her older sisters were killed after she was born, so
she felt like it was up to her to keep our family going. My father wanted sons
to sell to the warrior’s guild, so when I was born, he was angry with her,
accusing her of using a sorcerer’s curse to make sure she only had daughters.
He also wanted to use an illusion to make me look like a boy and sell me. My
mother threw him out.”


“So, you had support. That’s nice.” The healing
potion was making it difficult to keep my eyes open and every blink took longer
and longer. 


“It was… until I shifted for the first time. One of
my sisters had no magic and I always took care of her. One day, while we were
walking in the woods, we were attacked by a griffon. I remember thinking the
only creature that could defeat a griffon was a---”


“Chimera,” I interrupted sluggishly. “At least,
they’re the only land creatures that can defeat a griffon.”


“What? I thought it was another griffon.”


“No, I’ve read a lot about magical creatures since
joining Magnus. Griffons are almost always equally matched. A chimera is their
only true predator, and dragons are the only creatures that can defeat a
chimera.”


“Then can’t a dragon kill a griffon?”


“Not always. They have magic and fire, but the
griffon is immune to their fire and their talons can pierce dragon scales.”


“Oh. I wish I had known that then. The next thing I
remembered was a lot of pain. I felt my bones crack, grow, and shrink. I felt
my muscles stretch and my skin change. I didn’t understand what was happening,
even as I attacked the griffon. I had all of a griffon’s instincts and agility.
I killed the opponent, but I almost died. My sister got our mother and the rest
of our sisters, who carried me to the village mage. He couldn’t heal me until I
shifted back. After healing me, he said there was something wrong with me. I
couldn’t be a griffon and a magician. He didn’t understand me, so he told my
mother either I leave, or my entire family would be banished. She said we would
all leave together, but I couldn’t do that to them. I ran away in the middle of
the night before they left.”


I lost my battle with my eyelids and let them close.
“You did what you thought was best for them, but don’t you think that might
have hurt your mother? Maybe you were worth more to her than where you lived,
and you took that choice away from her.”


“I’ve thought that many times since, but I was
confused at the time. I had no idea what happened. I didn’t shift again for two
years. I survived on my own for five years before I met Sotis and discovered
what we were. He had known another Sjau who died.”


“How did you meet Sven?”


“Your mother recruited Sotis and me. Sotis was okay
with it, but I didn’t like her and was ready to leave… then she introduced me
to Sven. I don’t know what happened. I guess I loved him from the moment I saw
him. I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving him. Did you fall asleep?”


I tried to open my eyes and failed. “Almost. The most
important thing I’ve learned from Merlin is that being yourself is never wrong,
whether you’re a sorcerer, wizard, or something else. Be who you want to be,
not what everyone else wants you to be, because you’re the one who has to live
with you.”


The door slammed open, causing my eyes to open and
Kalyn to jump. 


“What are you doing down there?” Sven inquired. 


“I’m… I’m giving him a healing potion.”


He glared at her.


“If he dies, there’s nothing to stop that dragon from
attacking us,” Kalyn explained nervously. 


After a long, stressful pause, he nodded. “Fine.
Hurry up and get out. If you give away anything about our location, his wolf
will be picking you out of his teeth before you even realize you’ve made a
mistake.”


“I’m done here anyway.” Without another glance at me,
she walked out. Sven shut the door behind her and I was left alone in the dark
again. The effects of the potion pulled me under.


 


*          *          *


 


“Merlin?” I was alone. There was nothing different
about the creek, but it felt a little ominous. Instead of panicking, I
visualized paper, ink, and a quill. It took a long time, but I eventually
settled my mind enough that I forgot it was a dream. Everything narrowed to the
grassy spot in front of me, on which I imagined the supplies lay. When it was
so realistic that I could feel it in my hands, I called for Merlin again. 


“You did well,” he said, suddenly right next to me.
“Now, write a letter to Mason, telling him to warn Livia, Mist’s parents, and
Koufax.”


I found a flat rock to lay the letter on and wrote it
just like he’d instructed. “Are you able to get the letter to him somehow?” I
asked as I folded it up. 


“No; you are. Imagine Mason’s magic mirror.”


“Can’t I imagine the small mirror?” 


“Only if you want Sven to get the letter instead.”


I groaned and did what he said. I wasn’t as familiar
with Mason’s mirror as I was the one Livia had given me, so it took longer to
visualize it than the previous objects. Merlin had to correct me a few times,
but that encouraged me; it meant he could see it.


“That should do it. We are out of time on this dream.
Toss the letter through the mirror.” 


“Through it?”


“Hurry.”


I chucked the letter at the mirror, expecting it to
bounce off the glass. Instead it went right through the surface and vanished. I
gaped. “What?! You can send letters through a dream?”


“If you have the skill and knowledge, there are many
ways you can influence the world through the dream realm, just like you can
sway the conscious mind through the subconscious.”


“What?”


“Never mind.”


“So, Mason will get that?”


“Yes. It will be reflected, but he should be
intelligent enough to figure that out.”


“You have just as much power as I do here, so why did
you want me to do it?”


“Because I knew you could and you needed to learn how
to do it. Furthermore, I am struggling to dreamwalk, as I am working with a
very limited reserve.”


“Has anyone tried to get rid of Mason’s family?”


“Not outright, but---”


 


*          *          *


 


For the third time, I woke to find myself alone with
Kalyn. Only this time, she was leaning over me with her face so close to me I
could feel her breath. She smelled like berries and honey. “What are you
doing?”


“You said you have never kissed a girl. Do you want
to?”


I opened my mouth with the intention of telling her I
didn’t want to kiss her and instead said, “Not like this.”


“Are you still in pain?” she asked, leaning back.


I shook my head. “No. The potions worked well. Thank
you.”


“Do you think you can walk?”


“Probably.”


She reached for something on the floor and picked up
my wand and staff, as well as a cloth sack. Then she freed my hands.


“Now what are you doing?” I sat up, pulled my dagger
out of my boot, and cut my legs loose. 


“When Sven left me to fend for myself, you saved my
life,” she said. I took my wand and staff. She held out the sack. “I got you
what food I could. There isn’t any meat; Sven and Sotis ate it all.”


“Come with me. Sven will kill you or worse if he knew
you let me go.”


“I can’t leave him. I want to, but I can’t.” She made
a gesture with her hands at the bed, which was oddly similar to an
elementalist’s gesture. On the bed, an illusion of me formed. It was creepy to
see myself still restrained and asleep. “This should give you enough time to
escape.”


“Don’t you have a hat?” I asked as I put my dagger
and wand away. 


“I never needed one.” She gestured to me and I felt
my skin tingle as her magic met mine. I instantly knew what she did when I
closed my eyes and saw through my eyelids; she’d made me, my things, and my
clothes invisible. “Stay behind me and don’t make a sound.”


“You’re risking even more doing this, because he’ll
find out you helped me escape.”


“Then you’ll have to make it up to me; save magic.”


“I thought you wanted…” Then it dawned on me. “If
magic dies for everyone but us, your mother and sisters would suffer.”


She nodded. “If we run into you again, I’m going to
have to side with Sven, even if it means attacking you. Once we get upstairs,
you’ll see two doors; the one to the right leads to Sven’s room, while the one
on the left leads outside. I will open the doors and when I think you’ve gotten
far enough away, I’ll drop the invisibility over you.” 


I followed her up the stairs into a cabin, which was
remarkably unimpressive. It would amaze me if it stood up to a light breeze. Light
streamed through the gaps in the walls. The furniture, including a few chairs
and a table, were just as worn out. Sotis was sitting at the table, reading a
book, and he didn’t even glance up at us. 


Kalyn and I headed for the door. She opened it, stepping
aside as much as possible where it wasn’t obvious, and stared out. I walked
around her and squeezed her hand gently. “Thank you,” I whispered. 


Behind me, she closed the door.









Chapter 14


The cabin was next to a lake
and a forest surrounded both. Everything was blanketed in snow, so as I made my
way towards the forest, I left deep tracks. 


Furthermore, the snow got inside my boots and froze
my feet. It was even harder to walk in than beach sand, because it was slick.
As soon as I reached the forest, Kalyn’s invisibility spell vanished. I could
do one myself, but it was easier for her. 


I had no idea where I was. If I don’t transport
myself to Magnus’s castle, Sven could find me. If I do, my mother could capture
me again. Not sure what else to do, I ran until I collapsed shortly before
nightfall, panting desperately. I needed food to gain my strength back, so I
opened the cloth sack. 


“Oh, no. Anything but that!”


It was none other than apples and broccoli. 


Despite the fact that I never wanted to eat apples or
broccoli again, I did, because I needed to eat something. After brushing away
as much snow as I could, I sat against a tree and ate. As I rested, I felt
heavier and heavier until I fell asleep. Just before my eyes closed, I saw a
raven in the tree above me.


 


*          *          *


 


In my dream, I was in a dirt tunnel and the only
light I had was a torch. Something isn’t right about this. I sensed a
familiar, malicious presence and glanced around, but I was still alone. “Where
are you, Mother? I know you’re there!” Her laughter came from every direction
and I shuddered. “How are you in my dream?”


“I’m not in your dream. I’m here with you while you
sleep. You’re asleep and you’re not going to wake until my curse is complete.”


“You can’t kill me.”


“Not without making more work for myself, no, but I
can make it so that you can’t get in my way. Do you know what sleep deprivation
does to a person?”


I did; I had seen people act crazy because they were
denied sleep. “What are you going to do, attack me every time I go to sleep?”


“No, I have a much better plan that takes much less
work on my part. I’m putting a nightmare curse on you. I want you to suffer and
fight to stay awake.”


I focused my mind on opening my eyes… and then a
giant rabbit attacked. It was taller than me, the color of rust, and equipped
with teeth and claws that were each longer than my hand. I pointed the torch at
it. “I’m not afraid of rabbits anymore,” I lied. The rabbit roared at me, which
would have been a shock if this were real life. He can’t hurt me in my
dream, right?


The rabbit swiped at me and on reflex, I jumped back
and swung the torch like a sword. I wasn’t fast enough; three of its claws
caught my arm and drew long, dangerously deep scratches. I gasped, unprepared
for the pain it caused, and thrust the torch at the rabbit.


Unfortunately, it didn’t work as intended; the rabbit
attacked. I ran, only to trip and drop the torch. I rolled over to face the
rabbit… and covered my face with my arms. I didn’t want to see it eat me.


When I felt a gentle nudge on my chest, I flinched,
squeaked, and looked up. I was back in the forest and being prodded by a
unicorn. I panted. Relief coursed through me until I realized my arm was
pulsing with pain. I pulled up my sleeve. 


“Oh, no…”


The cuts that the rabbit had made in my sleep were
real. My mother had cursed me so that I would have nightmares that could
actually hurt me. 


The unicorn nibbled at my hair in a strangely
familiar way. “Kirin?” 


He nodded. Excited to see a friendly face, I hugged
his snout. Unlike usual, he held still until I let him go so that he wouldn’t
gouge me with his horn. 


Kirin was my aunt’s unicorn who had helped me out a
number of times. He was the only one of his kind I knew. Although he had
healing powers, I didn’t know if he could do anything else or if that was
normal for unicorns.  


“What are you doing here?”


He neighed and twisted his head as if pointing behind
him. Curious, I checked the saddlebag, where I found a letter. As I read it,
Kirin licked the wound on my arm, which immediately lessened the pain. 


 


 


 


Ayden,


 


Your father said you would need some help. I’m
sorry that I cannot assist you myself, but maybe Kirin can. Although unicorns
are not fighters, they are excellent healers. Be safe, nephew.


 


Livia


 


 


 


I put the letter away slowly. My father went to
her. Did he warn her not to fall for my mother’s trick? Does he actually care
if I make it out of this alive, or did he just want to see her? Could it be
that he still loves her? She’s married to Magnus. It wasn’t terribly
important at the moment, yet I still felt a little sorry for my father. 


“We need to get to Merlin at the castle,” I told the
unicorn. “I’m running out of time to stop Baltezore.” I mounted Kirin and he
started off towards the south at a fast gallop. It took me a while to get used
to riding him again and I almost fell off three times before I did. I really
hoped we weren’t too far from Mokora. 


On the journey, I tried to chip away at my mother’s
curse. The one advantage I had, as small as it was, was that I knew about the
curse early. When she had used the raven’s curse on me, it already had a very
strong hold on me before I realize I had been cursed. That didn’t mean I could
fight it; if it embedded itself in my magic, it could cause more damage to
break than the curse itself did. 


Every so often, I wondered if Sven had discovered my
escape and killed Kalyn. She was my enemy, so I shouldn’t have cared, but I
didn’t want her to get hurt for helping me. While I didn’t understand her love
for him, I knew he didn’t deserve her. Love was precious and he treated her
like a nuisance. Then again, he couldn’t make himself return her feelings and
he already loved someone else. It just seemed incredibly unfair for Kalyn. 


Night faded to a chilly dawn with no end in sight,
because I didn’t know how far we were from Mokora. The sun was high in the sky
when we came upon a huge chasm in the ground, as wide as a river and deep
enough that I couldn’t see the bottom. “We need to go around.” 


Kirin neighed and reared up on his hind legs, nearly
knocking me off. 


“Stop!” He put his legs down and I patted his neck.
“We’ll go with whatever you want to do. You know your limits better than I do,
so it’s completely up to you.” 


He backed up, trotted forward, turned, and turned
again. He wanted to try it, but he knew he couldn’t. 


“I know you can probably make that, but I really
don’t think I could stomach it. I tried to fly a boat and threw up all over
everything. Can we please go around?”


After a moment, he nodded and trotted towards the
east. I figured the chasm was probably another warning sign of the black star. 


Eventually, we reached a creek, so we stopped to
drink and rest. Despite the fact that we were in a terrible hurry, I decided to
meditate and try to break the curse. It wasn’t easy on the back of a unicorn,
so I appreciated the peace and quiet.


When a creature jumped out of the bushes with a
battle cry, I shrieked until I realized it wasn’t a bear but a man. Of course,
it was the hairiest man I’d ever seen, and I’d met a bear shifter before. “You
scared me!” 


“Really? Thank you!” he said, pulling a scroll from
his belt. “You wouldn’t believe how many people don’t get scared by a huge man
with an axe jumping out of the bushes with a loud and abrasive battle cry.” 


I only saw the axe then. “I bet I would be. Have you
been doing this long?” I asked.


“Not long, no. I’m actually here to kill you…” he
checked the scroll, “Romanus.” 


“But I’m not---” 


“Of course, I’ll give you a moment to compose
yourself.” 


“My name isn’t---” 


“Oh! Where are my manners? I don’t have to kill you
with an axe.” 


“You don’t?” 


“No, that’s not necessary.” 


“That’s great.” 


“Right. The bounty just says dead, it doesn’t specify
on how.” 


“But it’s not me you’re---” 


“There’s poison. That’s usually a peaceful way to
go.” He made a regretful face. “Unfortunately, I’m fresh out of poison. I’ve
heard suffocation’s not bad. A number of people prefer that.”


“You have to let me---”


“Oh! I’m being rude again. If your culture requires
some special ritual or something, I’ll wait. I know wizard ceremonies take
forever,” he waved his axe at me, “but I’m not prejudice. I just want you to
know that I will take as long as I need to kill you so you can be at peace… or
balanced… or whatever you wizards call it nowadays.”


“I’m not a---”


“Just as long as you leave your face identifiable.
Otherwise, I can’t collect the bounty.”


“I’m not Romanus!” I yelled. I was somewhat relieved,
however, that he wasn’t after me because I was a curse breaker. 


His eyes widened. “You’re not? Are you sure?”


“Of course I’m sure!”


He narrowed his eyes. “Can you prove it? The last
three wizards I found said they weren’t Romanus either.”


“What? How many wizards have you tried to kill
because you thought they were Romanus?”


“Five… plus a woman. Well, to be fair, the drawing
isn’t really that good.” He handed me the scroll and I unrolled it to see a
poorly drawn sketch of a person who looked like me… and every other wizard
around my age. 


“Okay, I see your point.” 


“He has blond hair, and so do you.”


“Yes,” I admitted.


“He has blue eyes, like yours.” 


I nodded. “And he’s male.”


“How do you know he’s male if you’re not him?”


“Because he’s not pretty. All witches are pretty.”


He took the scroll back. “That’s true. Are you sure
you’re not him?”


“Completely sure.”


“Can I kill you just to be certain?”


“No.”


“Please? None of the other people I thought were him
let me kill them and I really need the money. I’ve got a new baby to feed.”


“Congratulations on the baby, but I’m sorry, I’m way
too busy right now. I have a quest to complete.”


“I thought that was a warrior’s job.”


“It’s a busy season for everyone. I’m sure you’ll
find Romanus very soon.”


“Would it help change your mind if I begged?”


“Honestly, it would make it worse.” 


At that point, Kirin returned and drove him off. I
got back to my meditation. I could feel my mother’s magic inside me like
poison. It was as sinister as she was and a lot stronger than most of the
curses I’d dealt with. There were no weaknesses in the curse itself; the
details were perfect, her resolve was solid, and she didn’t underestimate me.
In fact, she had made it knowing I would attempt to break it. 


When my magic tried to expel hers, fatigue pushed
back. I pulled my wand out of my pocket. “Break the curse.”


My magic rushed out of me, through my wand, and back
into me. It wasn’t any more powerful, but it was more focused. I had to break
the curse without using my usual methods. I just didn’t know how yet.


 


*          *          *


 


“Ayden!”


I jumped and opened my eyes to see Mason, covered in
blood. “What happened? Did I fall asleep?”


“We were attacked.”


I tried to shake off the lethargy enough to
understand what he was talking about. “Who was attacked?”


“Everyone at the castle. Thaddeus and Blue teamed up
and attacked us.”


“Is anyone hurt?”


“Yes. Merlin was attacked the worst.”


“Merlin?” I called to him in my mind. I didn’t
know how far our mental bond reached, but I was certain that if Merlin was
really hurt, I would sense it. “Why would Thaddeus attack you?”


“I don’t know. You should be more worried about
whether Merlin lives or not.”


“Why haven’t you healed him?”


“Because the castle is still under attack!”


“You mean that five Sjau, your family, Roulis,
Magnus, and Merlin couldn’t beat my brother and a ten-year-old girl? I don’t
believe it. This is a dream.”


He groaned. “Why do you have to be so stubborn?” He
suddenly had a knife, which he tried to stab into my heart. I dodged fast
enough to avoid a mortal wound, but his blade pierced my arm. The pain was
instant and caused me to make a strange sound between a yelp and a gasp. 


He thrust the knife again and I blocked
instinctively… with my arm. The blade sliced right through my sleeve and skin.
I switch my wand to my left hand and pointed it at him. “Attack!” 


Nothing happened. My magic didn’t respond at all.


And then I was stabbed in the stomach… but it wasn’t
from Mason. I jerked awake to find Kirin poking me in the stomach with his
horn. “Stop that! It hurts!”


He neighed and stuck his tongue out. 


“I know it was just to wake me up. Thank you for
that.” Pain pulsed from both injuries on my right arm. “Will you please heal my
arm?”


He neighed and sneezed on me, covering me in glowing,
brightly colored glitter.


“Oh, gross!”


He stomped his hoof and turned. 


“Wait, my arm hurts. Please!”


He walked away. 


“I’m sorry! It really hurts though. Can you just heal
it a little?”


 


*          *          *


 


Kirin stopped playing after a while and healed my
wounds. I was disturbed by the fact that I had fallen asleep so easily and how
I didn’t immediately know I was dreaming. It made me question if I had really
met the assassin at all. 


We eventually got around the chasm by finding a spot
that was narrow enough to jump. At nightfall, we came to a village and Kirin
slowed to a light trot. I didn’t argue that we needed to hurry, because I could
barely sit up. My entire body hurt. I needed food, water, and rest. At least I
could get two of those things at the village… except that I didn’t have any
money. All my gold was in my bag.


Villagers closed their doors and shutters as we
passed. “Maybe we should get out of town,” I said as a strange silence grew.
Kirin shook his head and stopped in front of a tavern. Cautiously, I got down,
patted Kirin’s side, and unhooked my staff from the saddle. “Be safe. If something
happens to me, find Merlin.” 


I opened the door, stepped inside, and froze.
Everyone inside also froze. The room was dark and overcrowded. All of the
tables and chairs were cluttered behind the bar, which was piled high with
bottles and mugs. There were about three dozen people, half on either side of
the room. In the center of the room, two men stood apart from the rest. One of
them was tall, thin, and dressed in fancy clothes, with groomed, black hair,
light reddish copper eyes, and a clean face. The other man was short and frail
with a tangled, wild black hair and dark wine-colored eyes. He was dressed in
plain, low quality, dirt-caked clothes. 


“Wizards aren’t welcome here,” the dirty man said. 


“You don’t own this land,” the clean man snapped at
him. Many of the people surrounding them argued. Several of the men were as
dirty as the one who had told me I wasn’t welcome.


“I’m not a wizard,” I said.


The room fell silent until the clean man said, “You
look like one.”


“I’m a curse breaker.”


“There’s no such thing,” the dirty man said. 


“I really don’t have the time or energy to argue.
Does anyone know how I can get to Mokora?”


“It’s ten days southeast of here if you take a fast
ship, as long as the weather is on your side,” the clean man answered. 


I didn’t have ten days. “What’s going on here?”


“We had an elementalist who protected our crops and
water. Then these outsiders moved in and our elementalist lost her magic. First
our crops died and our water turned red, then our mage lost his magic!”


“My family had nothing to do with it.”


“You brought it here!”


“No, he didn’t,” I said. 


“What would you know about it, wizard?”


“I told you; I’m a curse breaker. I have been to many
lands and people all over the world are losing magic. For some, it’s so slow
that they haven’t noticed it yet. For others, it’s very sudden.” The villagers
started shouting again. When the dirty man took a threatening step towards me,
I pointed my staff at him. “Curse breakers, unlike wizards, fight back,” I
said. The crystal pulsed with a menacing red glow and the man halted. 


“If you break curses, can you help our mage and
elementalist get their magic back?”


“I’m working on helping everyone get their magic
back. He’s not doing this,” I said, indicating the clean man. “But I know who
is. He’s a powerful sorcerer from another world and he’s found a way to destroy
magic. I have to stop him or everything will keep getting worse.”


“I don’t know how it could get worse,” the clean man
said. “My family, once highly respected, was driven out of our home because the
rest of the village blamed us for the loss of magic.” 


“I’m doing my best, but there are a lot of enemies
trying to stop me and I’m running out of time.”


“Then you need the help of a sorcerer. I can
transport you magically to Red Rock on Mokora.”


“The instant I do, my mother will capture me.”


“Your mother?” 


“A powerful sorceress who wants to stop me. If she
hadn’t captured me a few days ago, I might already have saved magic.”


The two men frowned at each other before turning back
to me. “She didn’t train you very well,” the dirty man said.


“You’re thinking like a wizard,” the clean man
explained. “You need to set a diversion. During the moment you transport
yourself, send a creature to attack her.”


“That’s brilliant! I hadn’t thought of that.”


“You obviously haven’t fought many sorcerers.”


“I fought my brothers.”


“That isn’t the same thing. Sorcerer families have to
work together because a sorcerer’s greatest enemy is another sorcerer.”


That’s what Shaerl was saying; the Rynorm family was
so strong because they fought together, not because of the dragons. Yet, I
still had a problem. “I haven’t eaten all day, but I don’t have any money. Is
there any---” Before I could finish my question, someone shoved a loaf of bread
into my hand.


“If you can save magic, we will do what we can to
help you,” the clean man volunteered. “I’m Castor Wilde.”


“I’m Ayden. And thank you.” 


Another man handed me some water. He frowned with
concern when I took the mug from him. “You need sleep more than food,” he said.
He was clean, but his clothes weren’t fancy and he didn’t wear a family robe. 


I’d met few people who showed so much concern for a
stranger. “Are you the mage?”


“I was. Without my magic, I’m not---”


“You’re still a mage,” I interrupted. “I’ll try to
get some sleep.”


“You can sleep in my shop for the night.”


“I appreciate it.” I didn’t know how I was going to
protect myself in my sleep, but I had to try. If I was going to face Baltezore,
I needed to be able to think. Additionally, the longer I was awake, the harder
it was going to be to fight the curse.


“By the way, why are you covered in glitter?”


“Because my aunt’s unicorn sneezed on me and it’s
really hard to get off.”


The mage introduced himself as Theobald and led me to
his shop. It was a decent sized hut with wall to wall shelves and hooks, full
of potions, ingredients, books, and tools. In the middle of the room was a
large table, covered in more of the same. The only thing personal in the room
was a straw mattress on the floor in the northeast corner. 


After thanking him again, I settled on the mattress
and let myself fall asleep. I was prepared to fight.









Chapter 15


An explosion woke me and
shook the mage’s hut. People in the village screamed. “What now?” I opened the
door and froze with shock. It was snowing, but the sky was dark red with
streaks of orange, similar to both fire and blood. Accented by angry clouds, the
sun was shining red. “That can’t be good.”


“We need to get out of here,” Merlin’s voice
said in my mind. Startled, I turned to see him behind me. 


“How did you get here?”


“After you escaped from Sven, we were able to find
you.”


“Kalyn let me go. What’s going on?”


“The black star is here. We need to get back to
the castle. It might be the safest place on Caldaca.”


“It can’t be starting! We haven’t saved the egg yet.”


“We lost. We must focus on survival now.”


“No, this can’t be right.”


“We were too slow.”


“No. This is just a nightmare.”


“This is not a nightmare, you are awake, and we
need to get out of here.”


“I can’t be awake. This is impossible.”


“Well, run anyway!”


There was another explosion outside, followed quickly
by terrified screams. I looked in time to see what was causing them; a fireball
fell from the sky and crashed into a hut two shops down and across the street
from the mage’s hut. 


Merlin pushed me outside. “Run for the mountain.”


“I thought I was going to have to fight another
monster; I wasn’t prepared for something I couldn’t fight. I don’t know what to
do.”


“Ayden, this is real.”


“I don’t want it to be real! How do you know it’s
real?”


“Because I am---”


“How can I know what’s real and what isn’t? Are you
real? Am I real? Am I still in Sven’s basement? Am I still in Mother’s
basement? What if I try to go back to sleep? Will I wake up?”


He groaned and put his paw over his eyes. “I think
I am the one stuck in a nightmare.”


“That’s exactly what Merlin would say.”


“I am Merlin and we are in danger! We need
to get to the mountain!”


“What mountain?”


“That one,” he said, pointing his paw down the
road, where there was suddenly a mountain. 


“Now I know for sure that this is a nightmare! There
wasn’t a mountain there earlier! Also, I’m not climbing it! I told Cennuth I
wasn’t climbing a mountain and I meant it!”


“You might be losing it.”


Although I was certain it wasn’t real, I also knew I
could be killed. I ran back into the hut and grabbed my staff. After that, we
started running for the mountain, while everyone else was trying to get in
their homes or shops. “Shouldn’t we be telling everyone else to run for the
mountain?”


I didn’t hear an answer, so I turned… and he was
gone. 


“No! Merlin, what do I do?” He must have woken up…
or he wasn’t here at all. I hate dreams.


A fireball crashed into the ground in front of me,
throwing me backwards into another hut. I barely managed to keep my agony
inaudible. I didn’t want to give my mother the satisfaction, although I doubted
she was watching me. 


I stood and pointed my staff at the sky. “That’s it,
you stop it! This is my dream, and I’m not afraid! I’m not afraid of the black
star because I’m not going to lose! I’m not going to lose!” Magic tore out of
me, through the staff, and out at the sky. 


Then, suddenly, I was standing alone in the desert.
All I could see in any direction was sand, and the sun was blazing high in the
sky. 


“Now I’m really confused.”


“You need to wake up,” Merlin’s voice said in
my head. Unfortunately, he didn’t appear. 


“I don’t know how.”


“By being aware of the fact that this is a dream,
you can control your actions.”


I sensed movement behind me and spun around to see a
strange mountain with four flat sides, which angled up to a point, with no
greenery on it. “Before, you said to go to the mountain. Well, one just
appeared. Should I---”


“Do not go towards it,” he interrupted. 


“Why not?” No answer. “Merlin?”


He was gone. With no other option, I headed for the
mountain. 


 


*          *          *


 


No matter how long I walked, the sun never went down
and I never got any closer to the mountain. I needed water desperately. 


Eventually, I decided the mountain was just a trick
to tire me out, so I sat down in the sand and focused. I visualized a cup of
water in my hands. My focus was driven by necessity, so it was surprisingly
easy. Considering how difficult the quest had been going so far, I really
needed something to go right. 


I drank the mug of water, felt it fill my stomach,
and lowered the mug… to find myself in a forest. “Great. I really don’t have
time for this.” I was already in pain from being thrown into a hut and
exhausted from walking in the hot sun. At least the trees protected me from the
sun. 


“I have been waiting a long time for this,” a
familiar voice said behind me. 


Instead of trying to spot him, I rolled forward and
ducked behind the first tree I reached. An instant later, black magic struck
the spot I had been sitting in. “Get out of my nightmare, Zeus, I don’t have
time for you!”


Zeustrum, my oldest brother, laughed. “And waste the chance
to get my revenge? Never.”


I had banished him and the rest of my brothers except
Thad to a world without magic and never expected to see them again. It was just
a dream, so I refused to be afraid. No matter how powerful Mother was, it was
my dream— my head, and thus, she had no more power than what I gave her. 


I just had to learn to control it. 


“Make me invisible,” I whispered to my staff.
Fortunately, it did as I ordered, since it understood that I was in trouble. I
cautiously stepped out from behind the tree and had to dive to the ground to
avoid Zeus’s next curse. 


“That’s not how dreams work, idiot,” he taunted. “I
know everything you know.” 


That gave me an idea. Releasing my invisibility
spell, I closed my eyes, climbed to my feet carefully, and blindly stumbled in
the direction I thought was away from my brothers. To my pleasant surprise, I
didn’t hear them and I wasn’t immediately blown to bits. 


Soon, the pain and exhaustion caught up with me and I
was forced to open my eyes. Movement in the near distance told me I hadn’t lost
him, so I ran as fast as I could, forcing the pain out of my mind. When I
glanced behind me to see if Zeus was following me, I crashed into a tree. For a
while, I couldn’t get up; I just curled up in the fetal position and whimpered.



When I finally regained enough strength to sit up,
there was a mountain in front of me. It wasn’t terribly tall, but it was
definitely more than a hill. “This is ridiculous! I’m not climbing that!” I
turned and saw Merlin in his person form. “You’re real! You’re really real!” We
were suddenly sitting by the creek again.


“Yes, young sorcerer. We have very little time, so
please save the questions for later.”


“My mother used a nightmare curse on me.”


“I know. I saw it. Now, what you need to do is learn
to dreamwalk.”


“Isn’t that what I’m doing?”


“No. You are aware of your dream and therefore have
power over yourself, but you cannot control others or the dream realm. When you
learn to dreamwalk, you can control your own dream and the dreams of others.”


“I can control my mother’s dream?”


“Yes.”


“But she’s more powerful than me.”


“Perhaps, but that means nothing if she cannot
dreamwalk.”


“So, if I learn, I can enter anyone’s dream at any
time?”


“No. First of all, they have to be asleep. Secondly,
you must have a connection to them.”


“Like using hair or blood?” 


“Yes, among other things. I can dreamwalk in your
dream because our mental bond is enough of a connection to you. Entering your
mother’s dream will not be as easy, but it is possible for the same reason she
can summon you when you try to transport yourself.”


“How can dreamwalking in my mother’s dream help us?”


“I will explain as we go. We have little time.”


“I know. I will listen this time. Tell me what to
do.”


“That is music to my ears.”


“What?”


“Get in your meditation position.”


“What if Mother isn’t---”


“No questions, no stray thoughts. Get in your
meditation position.”


I leaned against a tree, laid my staff across my lap,
and closed my eyes. “Zeus is---”


“I know. Clear your mind for meditation.” I groaned
and did as he ordered. Slowly, my mind settled and my surroundings faded. “Can
you still hear me?”


“Yes.” Anyone else’s voice would have startled me out
of it, but I was so used to his that it didn’t distract me at all.


“Good. Keep listening to me. You are going to have to
go deeper than usual, as if you are going to sleep in this dream.” 


That only sounded slightly impossible. 


“Imagine you are floating on your back in a tranquil
lake. It is a nice, relaxing day with a few white clouds in the sky.”


I did. I imagined the water being a little on the
chilly side while the air was warm. 


“Good. Now, you will feel your feet slowly sink into
the water, and as they do, your muscles are going to relax. Next, your ankles
will submerge, and you will feel the relaxation flow into them as they do.”


He continued talking, but I stopped hearing the actual
words. I felt like I was asleep, completely calm and not concerned with
anything. 


“Everything is dark and quiet and blank. Now,
visualize a full-length mirror. In the mirror, you see your mother, but it does
not frighten you. She has no power over you except that which you give her.
Stand before the mirror, face her, and know that she cannot hurt you. Stay
calm.”


The image of my mother was as frightening as if she
was a massive giant with unimaginable power. However, she didn’t move, cast a
curse, or tell me how much of a disappointment I was. It was my own fear of her
that was in my way. I visualized her expression softening, as if she was kind.
That was all it took to prove to myself that I was in control. 


“Very good, Ayden. Now walk through the mirror, and
remember that you are in control. You will see some strange things and feel
your mother’s emotions and thoughts. This is normal. If anything tries to scare
you, change it using your staff, your mind, magic words… whatever you want to
use. It is your world. All you need is confidence.”


I’m in control. I’m not afraid. I
stepped through the mirror. I’m in control. I’m not afraid. I was
in the kitchen of my mother’s cabin, but there was something strangely sinister
about it. Nothing was in focus, like there were things on the shelves that I
couldn’t make out. Movement behind me distracted me and I spun around. 


Something stood next to me. It was roughly the
shape of a tall man, but it was black with blurred edges, like a shadow. “What
is that?”


“Do not fear it,” Merlin said. Although I heard his
voice, I couldn’t see him. 


“Where are you?”


“I am here with you. You are in your mother’s dream,
and you must find her.”


“What is that, though?”


“Ask it. You are in control. It must answer you.”


“What are you?” I asked it. It swayed, as if it was
about to fade. I pointed my staff at it and the crystal flashed blue. “Answer
me! Who are you?”


“I am death,” the voice whispered abrasively. 


“Whose death?”


“Ilvera Dracre’s.”


“Oh.” I lowered my staff. “Then we’re kind of on the
same side. Carry on.” The shape vanished. “Does that mean my mother’s going to
die?”


“Not right now. Dreams are usually full of metaphors
and are subject to interpretation. It may be that she thinks she is dying or
that she fears death.”


“Doesn’t everyone fear death?”


“No. Now, find your mother.”


“How?”


“She is near.”


I closed my eyes, imagined my mother appearing before
me, and opened my eyes. She was there, in the kitchen, making potions. “You
can’t see or hear me until I say you can,” I said to her. She didn’t react. 


“Excellent,” Merlin praised. “Can you feel her curse
inside you?”


“Yes.”


“Good. Use that. Point your staff at her and cast
that nightmare curse on her. In this realm, you can use her magic as if it was
your own.”


I carefully studied my staff, which was much more
detailed than anything else in the dream. “Don’t learn this spell. I don’t want
to use it ever again after this. Expel her magic from inside me.” My magic
stirred, pushing her magic out. No, that’s wrong, I thought. My own
magic stilled and I focused on my mother’s. It was pure, malevolent sorcery,
darker than any of my magic. Singling it out was the easy part, commanding it
was more difficult. 


“You are overthinking it. Control it just like you
control yours.”


I’m in control. I’m not afraid. The
calmer I was, the more I felt her curse respond. Confidently, I aimed my staff
at her. I didn’t even have to say anything; the curse burst out of me and into
her, changing the crystal to red as it did. It struck her and the room exploded
with red light. 


“Stay calm! You have to go through the mirror again.”


My mother was screaming, so I pushed the sound out of
my mind. I closed my eyes and visualized the room empty. When I opened my eyes,
the dream had changed, but not in the way I’d hoped; my mother was still there
and so was the dark shape, with its dark hand squeezing her throat. 


I hadn’t killed my brothers and I wouldn’t kill my
mother, but that didn’t mean I wanted to stop a monster from doing so. Then the
creature turned to me and it suddenly had two eyes glowing sinister green. I
pointed my staff at it. “Both of you, disappear.”


And they did. 


I visualized the mirror again, and it appeared
quickly, but it only reflected me. “What do I do now?”


No answer.


“Merlin?”


Still no answer. He was gone.


I’m in control. I’m not afraid. The
dragon egg needs me. Caldaca needs me. I’m in control. I
don’t know what I’m supposed to do, but I’m not afraid. I pointed my
staff at the mirror. “Send me back.”


The mirror changed to show the creek. 


“That’s close enough.”


I stepped through it and appeared where I was
supposed to… except there was a mountain across the creek. 


“Fine. I’ll check it out, but I’m still in control.” As
long as no one else is invading my dream. Once I crossed the creek, I saw
the mouth of a cave, so I ventured into it. It was the strangest cave I had
ever seen; numerous crystals of varying sizes and shapes emerged from the
walls, floor, and ceiling. To one side of the cavern was a bed, a bookshelf, a
chair, and a desk. Many of the crystals were glowing brightly. 


I turned to leave… only to see that the mouth of the
cave was gone. There was no way out that I could see. A rumble started in the
center of the cavern and I backed up to the bed. Several of the crystals in the
ceiling shook threateningly. 


Dark smoke filled the cavern, somehow staying in the
center instead of surrounding and suffocating me. When the smoke condensed, I
recognized what was happening, so I wasn’t entirely terrified when a dragon
appeared.


Well, I was a little terrified. 


The dragon was massive, easily consuming the majority
of the space. His body and wings were black with dark gray on his talons. Two
long, curved horns adorned his head, while glowing green eyes promised great
pain to his enemies. 


“Who are you?”


“You know who I am, young sorcerer.”


“Cennuth!” The dragon dipped his head in a nod.
“What’s going on? Where’s Merlin? Am I in trouble for not saving the egg yet?” 


“There is hope yet, but you are running out of time.
I can show you how to find the egg of Vokirex.”


“Finally! I mean… thank you,” I said, making my tone
as respectful as I could. Merlin had told me there was no one, man or beast,
who was more demanding of respect than Cennuth. I was probably already on his
bad side for not bowing. 


“In each of these crystals, you can see any point in
time, much like my kind can. Use your galaxy stone. Ask it to find the egg of
Vokirex.”


I focused my magic into the galaxy stone. Although I
didn’t have the power of divination like Merlin did, my staff could find things
if it had some connection to it. “Find the egg of Vokirex,” I told it. I hoped
the fact that I had a galaxy stone was enough of a connection to find the right
crystal. 


The galaxy stone pulsed with a cool blue glow, but it
didn’t do anything else. 


“I don’t know what that means.” 


“Look for the crystal that answers the call,” Cennuth
explained. 


Instead of asking him what that meant, I studied the
hundreds of crystals. It wasn’t easy to get around the dragon, yet he
maneuvered just fine. At about chest-level was one of the largest crystals in
the cavern, and it was pulsing with the same deep blue. “I found it. Now what?”


“Now you need to access Merlin’s power to use the
crystal. I can teach you.”


“So, everything can be seen from one of the crystals?
One of them can tell me how to break Merlin’s curse safely.”


“That is not possible. All magic comes at a price,
and the price for such a spell would be steep. Focus on the safety of the egg.
Stare into the crystal and visualize the egg.”


I visualized it like Merlin had taught me, despite
not knowing where it was. I knew it was red, so that helped. 


“While you do, open your mind to Merlin.”


I did as he instructed. I mentally searched for
Merlin’s mind. Merlin and I had practiced this in order to send images back and
forth in case speaking wasn’t enough. It wasn’t something I could describe and
it wasn’t something I could do with anyone else. When my thoughts were
sufficiently quiet, I felt Merlin’s mind.


“Where are you?” he asked. 


“Still in a dream… I think.” I
refocused on visualizing the egg. As I did, I felt Merlin’s magic seep through
our mental connection. He’d done this a few times previously when I was in
danger and I was out of energy.


The crystal’s glow faded as white smoke clouded the
inside of it. “It’s not working.”


“It is. You just need patience. You are doing well.”


With difficulty, I refocused my attention on the
crystal. After a long, long while, the crystal cleared the rest of the way and
I saw the egg for the first time. It was the color of blood and shiny. At first,
I couldn’t see more than a dim glimpse of it, because the only light was from
the lava around it. The egg was on a flat stone, surrounded by lava. 


Then the egg started to hatch.


A thin, jagged crack marred the smooth surface of the
egg and a burning yellow glow emanated from it. The egg wiggled slightly and I
was worried it would fall into the lava. I wasn’t afraid that the dragon
hatchling would be injured; I just wanted to watch it hatch. Unfortunately,
before I could see more, the image clouded over again. “Wait! Come back! I want
to see the baby dragon.”


“Focus, young sorcerer. You are here to find the
egg.”


“But we just saw it hatch. That means I’ve failed.”


“You have not failed yet. There are many possible
futures, yet very few of them ever come to pass. This is one of those possible
futures. You can stop it, for the egg is not in a volcano. You need to make the
crystal tell you where it is at this moment.”


When I visualized the egg again, I knew exactly what
it looked like and decided to also focus on a location. Where are you? 


Once again, the crystal cleared, but this time, I
didn’t see the egg. Instead, I saw a chest… a very familiar chest. 


“I know where it is! I know where the egg is!”


“How do you---”


“I’ve seen it!” I interrupted, nearly bouncing with
excitement. “It’s at the home of Vactarus Firesword, Merlin’s magician friend.
You can take me there and we can save it in…” As I spoke, I turned and found
myself alone. Cennuth was gone. “At least help me wake up,” I said aloud. I
must have irritated him with my lack of respect.


Then, silently, Merlin appeared. He was a wolf again,
probably because it was my dream and not his. “Ayden, why are we here?”


“Cennuth brought me to help me find the egg. I know
where it is! It’s at Vactarus’s mansion!”


“It was not Cennuth who brought you here,” he
said gravely.


“What do you mean?”


“Your listening skills have let you down again.
This is the cave I was trapped in by Baltezore.”


“Oh… what does that have to do with Cennuth?”


“You know the answer.”


“He couldn’t have been Baltezore; he was a dragon.”


“You are too trusting. I can appear in your dreams
as a man or wolf, so why would you think Baltezore is more limited?” 


“I don’t know… I’m sorry.” I felt terrible. I wasn’t
even sure that Baltezore had tricked me, but I still felt like I betrayed
Merlin. In fact, my misery woke me. Even when I had chased Merlin off under the
raven’s curse, I hadn’t felt this guilty. Merlin was right; I was too trusting.









Chapter 16


I was in Theobald’s shop and the door was open, letting
in early morning sunlight. I grabbed my staff before heading out, where I found
Theobald feeding Kirin something that sparkled. Knowing that I would soon have
to face Baltezore, I couldn’t risk expending all of my energy on transporting
myself to Merlin. Instead, I asked Theobald to show me where a strong sorcerer
was. He pointed to the hut across the road from his shop. I knocked on the door
and was relieved when Castor answered. “Did you have a nice rest?” he asked. 


I knew I looked in worse condition than when I went
to bed. “I had an eventful one. I need to ask a favor, and I know you have no
reason to grant it to me.”


“If you really are able to save magic, then everyone
owes it to you to help in whatever way they can. What do you need me to do?”


“Can you transport me to Mokora?”


“I can. However, the only city I know on Mokora is
Red Rock.”


“I will take what you can give me. Please transport
me and the unicorn to Red Rock. I will send a distraction after my mother.”


“Go ahead and prepare the distraction. Let me know
when you’re ready.”


I raised my staff up towards the sky and mentally
called for a dragon to help. The crystal pulsed blue. Unfortunately, no one
answered, and I soon had to give up, because it was wasting time. 


I focused my mind and magic on a creature that could
distract my mother. It didn’t need to be able to hurt her, but it needed to be
as resistant to magic as possible. I visualized a bat, because they could fly
and were of equal size to her ravens. 


I visualized the creature with a rope around its
neck, wings, and legs. I didn’t like enslaving a creature that way, but I knew
the consequences of making a monster without controlling it. The ropes fed into
my staff so that I could control it. I envisioned them sinking deeper into the creature
and becoming invisible so they couldn’t be seen, felt, or broken until I
released the creature like I did my monkey. 


I called the creature to me as if he was already
alive. Bright blue magic started glowing in the crystal of the staff before it
burst free and formed a crackling sphere of magic above me. The energy darkened
to black, after which it began to grow. As it grew larger, it became more
corporeal, until it was a solid bat. My magic settled. 


It was a large bat with a black body and snout, gray
head, and medium brown neck. The bat landed on Castor’s hut. “I need you to go
and distract my mother. Don’t fight her; you’d get killed. Just irritate her
and keep her focus on you until I can be transported to Mokora. Can you do
that?”


The bat took flight without answering, then
disappeared before he got far. 


“I really hope that was an agreement.” After a brief
pause to see if the bat would reappear, I turned back to Castor. “This is the
best chance I’ll have. Please do it now.” Kirin neighed nervously, so I patted
his snout.


Castor pulled a wand from his pocket and pointed it
at me. Black magic spewed from it and engulfed me, blocking all light. When it
dispersed, Kirin and I were in Red Rock. The town was even more crowded with
inventors than when Merlin and I had left.


Not wanted to waste any time, I mounted Kirin. “I
know you are a creature of magic. Please, get me to Merlin as soon as
possible.” When the unicorn nodded, I prepared myself as much as possible for a
difficult ride. Kirin didn’t disappoint; he took off at a full gallop. Even
though townspeople jumped out of the way in fear, Kirin easily avoided
trampling anyone. As soon as we were out of town and on the main road to the
north, Kirin galloped even faster. 


 


*          *          *


 


The trip would normally take more than a day. With
Kirin’s amazing stride, we made it to the castle by sunset. A sign was posted
on the gate informing people that the curse breaker was traveling and not at
the castle. The gate opened when it saw me and the unicorn slowed his pace
before we made it to the door. Thus, I didn’t go flying off. 


I fell off instead, because my legs were numb. 


At that point, Merlin, Mason, and my brother opened
the door and stepped outside. Merlin immediately came to my side. “Are you
hurt?”


“No, I’m fine,” I lied, “just numb from riding all
day.” I was still injured from fighting in the nightmare, but I didn’t want to
take a healing potion because it would make me lethargic. “Are you okay? Has
Blue betrayed us yet?”


“I am fine, young sorcerer, and we have not been
betrayed. However, we need to get the egg now.”


Mason and Thaddeus helped me to my feet and up the
steps. “Vactarus had the egg with him all along. Baltezore knows where it is.
We need to beat him to it.”


“We need a plan,” Merlin said. 


“You need a healing potion and sleep,” Mason said,
taking my arm gently to figure out where the blood on my sleeve was coming
from. 


“Mason’s right. Are you sure it’s not one of Mother’s
tricks?” 


“No, we need to save the egg right now.” I already
thought I’d lost once; I wasn’t going to lose for real. “Where is the magic
mirror?”


“In my room,” Mason said. 


We headed up to Mason’s room, and as we did, I asked,
“Did you get my letter?” 


“Yes, and I figured out how to read it. I tried to
warn Livia, but she didn’t answer her mirror. My family went to warn Mist’s
parents and Koufax that your father might go after them.”


“Wait… who in your family?”


“Well, we thought there might be trouble, so Father
took my three oldest brothers to warn Koufax, and Mother took the rest of my
brothers to warn Mist’s parents. Then my sisters decided to go find Zelli and
try to get her on our side.”


“Who suggested that?”


“My mother. Why?”


“Blue didn’t say anything?”


“We have a silencing curse on her. She can hear us
and get to know us, but she can’t argue or make accusations. We’re hoping that
will convince her that Ilvera lied to her and get her on our side.”


“Where is she?”


“Houda is taking care of her. She’s the only one Blue
isn’t terrified of.” 


As soon as we got to the top of the steps, I was
greeted by an annoyingly familiar bleating. “Oh, no, not the goat.”


“Oh, yes, the goat,” Mason said, rolling his eyes. “A
woman showed up with your goat and said she couldn’t handle the constant crying
all night.”


She started chewing on my robe, so I pushed her away,
but her response was to lick my hand. “Gross. Why was the goat crying?” 


“She wanted to sleep in a bed, cuddling with
someone.” 


“Well, that’s not going to happen.”


“You tell that to her when she’s pounding on your
door all night, waking the entire house with her heartbroken bleating,”
Thaddeus said, pulling an apple out of his pocket and tossing it down the hall.
The goat frolicked after it.


“Why do you have apples in your pocket?”


“Because it’s the only thing she likes more than my
socks. You owe me new socks, by the way.” 


“It’s not like she’s my goat.”


“It’s exactly like she’s your goat.”


We reached Mason’s room, where Mason’s full-length
mirror was in the corner. “We need a plan,” Merlin said, kicking the
door shut so that the goat couldn’t follow us in.


“Do you think Baltezore is already there?”


“I doubt he knows a portal to this world, but I
have been wrong before.” 


“What about Mother?” Thad asked.


“I figured out a way to stop her from taking me when
I’m transporting.”


“What’s that?”


I mentally called my bat to me. Magic flowed out of
me into the staff. A moment later, the bat appeared and tried to land on
Thaddeus’s head. When Thad swatted at him, I held out my staff and he landed on
it. 


“When did you get a bat?”


“Why did you release your monkey if you were just
going to summon a bat later?”


“I’m going to release him when I’m done, too,”
I said to Merlin. “Bat, did you distract my mother?” He squeaked in a very
bat-like fashion, and unfortunately, I had no idea what he was saying. I wasn’t
even entirely sure he could understand me. “Merlin?”


“Do I look like I speak bat?”


The bat squeaked again. 


“He’s telling you he did,” Thaddeus said. Everyone,
including the bat, stared at him. After a moment, he blushed and shrugged.
“I’ve spent a lot of time with animals.”


“Great! Ask him if he was hurt.”


The bat made a different squeak, more like a chirp.
“He can understand you, and he wasn’t hurt.”


“Can you do it again?” I asked the bat, who squeaked
in response. 


“He wants a reward.” When Thad pulled out another
apple, the bat took it and vanished. 


“I’m surprised you’re so good with animals.” I knew
he sold animals as companions after escaping my mother, but I hadn’t actually
seen him with them. 


“If you care about them, they can sense it. They may
be afraid, but if you’re calm and nonthreatening, they’re much less likely to
attack.”


While Thad was talking, Mason was making a
transportation portal. The image in the mirror was Vactarus’s dining room. The
ghost himself was sitting at the table, reading from a book, while the
housekeeper stood motionless in the corner.


“It doesn’t look like anything is wrong. Here’s the
plan; Merlin and I will go through. You two stay here and watch in case there’s
any danger.”


“I should go first just to be safe,” Merlin
said.


“You went first last time.” Without giving him
time to argue, I stepped through the mirror.


 


*          *          *


 


I knew the instant we stepped through that we had
walked into a trap. We were in the dining room as the mirror had shown us,
except the gargoyle housekeeper was a pile of rubble on the floor. That wasn’t
the worst damage, however; Vactarus was a marble statue, frozen in the midst of
a spell, his hands outstretched in an offensive position.


I pointed my staff at him. “No, Ayden, we need to
save the egg first,” Merlin said. “Is it in the magic room where you got
your staff?”


“No, it’s in the study, on the second floor.” He was
already running before I could finish my sentence. I followed and caught up to
him at the door, where he was trying to scratch his way through. I opened the
door and we both stopped. We were too late. 


The chest was in the middle of the room, open, and
Baltezore stood over it. He was a tall, thin man with dark brown hair and gold
eyes. There was something very fake about him, like he was in disguise. His
conceited expression didn’t match his average, forgettable appearance.


“How did you break the blood lock?” Merlin asked. 


I gaped at him; he’d spoken out loud!


Baltezore, however, didn’t look surprised. He
smirked. “Quite easily, Merlin.” 


“What color are Cennuth’s eyes?” I asked
Merlin in his mind.


“They are blue. Why?”


“In my dream where Baltezore was pretending to be
Cennuth, his eyes were green.”


“Very astute of you, Ayden,” Baltezore said. 


“What? You heard us?”


“You cannot even comprehend my power. Too bad you
will not live long enough to realize how powerless you are.”


Turn him to stone, I thought to my staff as I
pointed it at him. Magic shot through me urgently and burst out of my crystal
with a deep blue color… only to strike an invisible force short of Baltezore. 


When he started to reach into the chest, Merlin
attacked. Baltezore made a gesture with his hand, his eyes glowed green, and a
staff appeared in his hand. It was black with blood-red thorns and a galaxy
stone. Unlike mine, his was black as night with shards of deep blue, resembling
the night sky. It was also twice the size of mine. His galaxy stone flashed
with a sinister green light and Merlin froze. 


“Merlin!” 


He didn’t respond. 


Baltezore spoke in another language, his galaxy stone
flashed again, and Merlin turned to me. Merlin’s eyes were glowing just like
when he had first been cursed, before he could control himself… and then he
snarled at me. 


“Merlin… I don’t know what he did to you, but you can
fight it.” There was no recognition in his eyes. “I couldn’t hurt you when I
was under the raven’s curse and I know you won’t hurt me under this one.” I
hoped that speaking in his mind would help. 


He didn’t even seem to hear me. 


Despite what I’d said, I was afraid. No matter how
much I trusted Merlin, I knew it wasn’t Merlin who was about to attack me. I
turned and ran the instant I saw him about to lunge. Making it into the hallway
ahead of him, I slammed the door shut and latched it. He crashed into it, but
it held. 


Barely.


“Merlin! You have to fight the curse! You have to
save the egg!” I yelled. He slammed into the door again. The metal lock snapped
and the door burst open. Not wanting to see my best friend sink his fangs into
my neck, I covered my face. I had dropped my staff, but it wasn’t like I could
fight him anyway. 


I saw a flash of light through the gaps of my fingers
and lowered my hands in time to see my father standing between Merlin and me.
He aimed his wand at Merlin and everything seemed to slow down. I could only
watch in horror as black magic shot from his wand into my friend. I felt a stab
of pain through my entire body as Merlin howled. It was the most horrible sound
I’d ever heard. The next thing I knew, he was lifeless on the ground. 


I scrambled to his side. He wasn’t breathing. My
father’s firm hand gripped my arm and tried to pull me away. “No!” I screamed.
“Help him!”


“I’m not a necromancer,” he said calmly.


“He needs a healer! Take him to a mage!”


“I am not here to fix your mistakes. It was you who
came here unprepared and it is you who must deal with the consequence.”


“I don’t know how to save him.”


“If I didn’t know you could do it, I would have let
him kill you. No son of mine will be coddled.”


Merlin had tried to teach me healing magic, but I
never even got close to succeeding. I reached for my staff and it shot into my
hand. Since I didn’t know what the damage was inside of him, I couldn’t
visualize it getting better. Instead, I imagined how it felt to drink a healing
potion and pushed those sensations into Merlin’s mind. At the same time, I
focused my entire mind on my determination to heal Merlin. 


I will heal him. I couldn’t do this alone, and
I couldn’t forgive myself if my best friend was killed because of me. I’d
promised him I would break the curse. Heal him. I opened my mouth to
demand that my magic heal him, but what I said was, “Kvikr!” 


The word seemed to flood me with overwhelming power,
which forced its way out of me and into Merlin. My crystal was glowing so
bright that it was nearly blinding. Heat burned its way up my throat and I
couldn’t utter another word. I coughed, spraying blood over him and myself.
Right before darkness clouded my vision, Merlin moved.


 


*          *          *


 


I was alone in complete darkness for a very long
time. I didn’t dream, I didn’t feel anything, and I didn’t see anything. At one
point, I thought I tasted something, but the blackness was so empty that I
assumed I had only imagined it. Eventually, I heard Merlin talking to me, but
when I tried to focus on it, I felt pain. 


I ignored it because I preferred the emptiness to the
pain and shame. At first, at least. 


Although I didn’t want to face him after failing to
stop Baltezore, the emptiness was unbearably lonely. If this was death, I
deeply regretted not paying a necromancer to make me a ghost. 


I had no idea how long I was lost in the darkness
before Merlin’s voice became too loud to ignore. I wanted him to stop. I wanted
him to work with Magnus and everyone else to fix my mistakes, because I
couldn’t look him in the eyes and hear that he was disappointed. My father had
never been “disappointed” because he never accepted failure. If I didn’t meet
his expectations, he demanded that I try again. 


Then it occurred to me that Merlin couldn’t fix my
mistake; he still didn’t have his magic. I failed to save the egg, but if I
died without breaking his curse, then I was failing him. Merlin had risked his
life for mine multiple times, taught me to be myself, and showed me that I
could do anything I set my mind to. 


If I was going to die, it wouldn’t be this way; it
wouldn’t be in defeat, and it wouldn’t be without breaking the curse I put on
Merlin.


I focused on Merlin’s voice and accepted the pain
that tried to overcome me. I refused to fear pain, because it meant that I was
alive. Strangely enough, I heard my father’s voice. I tried to wake, but it was
like my eyelids were glued shut and my body was a rock. 


“Ayden, can you hear me?” Merlin asked in my
mind.


“Yes,” I said, though I wasn’t sure he could hear me.



“Wake up, young sorcerer. Please wake up.” His
voice was soft, not from distance but resignation, as if he had lost hope that
I would wake. 


“Don’t give up on me now. Keep talking.”


“I know you are fighting; I can sense it. The one
good thing about losing my immortality is that I do not have to see those I
care about die. I forbid you to surrender.”


I pushed myself harder. I focused with every fiber of
my being. I will wake up.


“Open your eyes, Ayden, you have work to do,” my
father demanded loudly. 


It startled me, shattering the darkness like glass,
and my eyes opened automatically. I gasped as my heart raced. Merlin, who was
next to me on the bed with his paw on my hand, jerked up into a sitting position.
He spoke a stream of words in another language. I patted his paw and took in my
surroundings.


I was in my room at Magnus’s castle. Three chairs had
been brought in. One was empty and the other two were filled with Thaddeus and
Mason. My father stood beside the bed. His expression showed no concern or
relief, not that I expected any. Kille Rynorm rarely showed emotion. 


“It took you long enough,” my father said. He didn’t
sound irritated, but definitely impatient. 


“Please go away, I need to talk to Merlin.”


“I’m not leaving. You have work to do.”


“I want to talk to Merlin alone.”


“Are you asking or demanding?”


I sat up. “Get out of my room,” I demanded. 


He smirked and patted my shoulder. “In that case,
I’ll be in the library.” He left.


“You, too,” I said to Thad and Mason. They got up and
left, muttering as they did. When Merlin and I were alone, I turned away from
him. “You’re right that I’m too trusting. I trusted Vactarus, I trusted Sven,
and I trusted Baltezore. I should have questioned him. I should have realized
Cennuth wouldn’t have come to me. You said yourself that Cennuth never taught
you anything you didn’t ask to learn… except for respect. I should have known
it wasn’t him.”


“Do not stop being you. I like that you are so
trusting… it is the rest of the world I want to fix.”


“I don’t understand.” 


“Part of what makes you special is that you wear
your heart on your sleeve. You use your brain and your heart. You will make
mistakes, but so does everyone else. I would rather you trust the wrong person
than mistrust everyone.”


“I’m sorry I ever considered asking Baltezore for
help. I kept thinking that he could break your curse for me. Now I realize I
was trying to take the easy way out.”


“The fact that you are admitting that tells me
that you have learned from your mistake. That is all anyone can ask of you.”


“It doesn’t matter though; we’re too late. Baltezore
has the egg.”


“The vision the crystal showed you was the egg
hatching. Maybe Baltezore intends to hatch it.”


“Why?” Before he could answer, I got it. “The galaxy
stone!” He flinched from the volume of my voice. “Sorry,” I said quietly. “I
don’t know if you saw it before he… cursed you… but he had a galaxy stone. We
don’t know what his does, but we know it has some kind of control over dragons.
He wants to hatch the egg and use the dragon. Can we find out what his galaxy
stone does?”


“Perhaps.”


“On the upside, he was wrong; he told you that he
would return on the day she hatched and that you would give her to him.”


“That does prove that even his powers of
divination are fallible.”


There was something I was missing, something
Baltezore had done. It was something he shouldn’t have been able to do… 


“Oh! My staff! Where’s my staff?”


Merlin sighed. “Beside you, Ayden.”


It was leaning against my nightstand, and my wand was
lying on top. On the floor beside it was my bag. The crystal on my staff had
changed again; it was now black with bright blue and silver speckles inside. It
looked like the night sky, full of stars.









Chapter 17


I had been asleep for a day and a half. Merlin
explained that after I healed him, my father transported us to the castle,
Mason rushed to get me a healing potion, and Thad tried to hide in his room.
Merlin said it took an entire day for Mason to convince Thad to be in the same
room with my father. 


During that time, my father hadn’t explained to
anyone why he was there or what had happened at Vactarus’s mansion. 


“Can we save Vactarus?”


“We will likely be able to revive him, but we
should wait until it is safe for him to do so.”


“How come you were able to talk?”


“Extreme circumstances, apparently. I have since
tried to talk aloud and failed.”


“I’m---”


“Do not apologize. If you admit to failure, it
means you have given up trying.”


I nodded, understanding. “So, how are we going to
defeat Baltezore?”


“We need a solid plan and at least two backup
plans. Alas, I have not developed one yet. Baltezore has always been the one
enemy I could not defeat. No matter what I did, no matter how strong my powers
of divination got, he was always a step ahead of me. I could not even find him
until he wanted to be found.”


“Well, now you have me and everyone else here. We’ll
come up with a plan together, where no one dies except Baltezore.”


At that moment, the door burst open and Mason poked
his head through. “Mist and her parents are here. They’re not going to be happy
to learn that the sorcerer they came here to hide from is here.”


“What about your mother and brothers?”


“They apparently said they were going to help my
sisters.”


“Is that normal?”


“No. My father’s a warrior; the first rule in our
family is that we are a team. Part of that means we know where the rest of the
family is at all times. We don’t rely on other people to tell us where we are.
My mother should have contacted me herself.”


“Merlin and I need to update you and the others on
everything that has happened since we left.”


 


*          *          *


 


We gathered around the dining room table, where
Magnus had prepared fruit, vegetables, bread, and roasted bird. I was pretty
sure Magnus only made meat available because of my father, but I wasn’t going
to waste the opportunity. Even though I had fully accepted my sorcery, I still
never conjured meat. 


Despite the fact that Mason’s family was gone, the
room still felt very crowded. It was me, Merlin, my father, Thaddeus, Magnus,
Mason, Gideon, Mist, Mist’s parents, Houda, Ryker, Evelyn, Roulis, Jeb, and Blue
(who was still under a silence curse). Blue was clearly still afraid of me, but
she was more afraid of my father. 


Then again, most of the people at the table were
afraid of my father, so the mood was somber. When I explained everything that
had happened since Merlin and I left, the mood soured even further. 


It was silent for a while as everyone absorbed that,
but then Houda asked, “Do you think Blue has been working with Ilvera?”


Blue shook her head frantically. 


“We know she was,” Gideon said. “She attacked
Merlin.” 


“I meant since then.”


“I do,” I said. “Blue is the only one I can think of
who would.”


“But she’s been asleep,” Houda said. Her baby started
fussing, so she rocked him gently. 


“Not the entire time,” Mason said. 


“It does not sound to me like Blue is in the best
position to help your mother gather everyone together,” Merlin said. “No
one trusts Blue. Your mother is intelligent enough that I believe the person
working for her is the last person we would expect.”


“But that would be me.”


“I think it is not a Sjau.”


It wasn’t my father because we were too suspicious of
him and I highly doubted he would take orders from her. He was sitting across
from Magnus, his chin in his palm. It unsettled me how calm he was, as if no
matter what happened, he was going to come out on top. He studied everyone
around the table apathetically. 


“It has to be Thaddeus,” Jeb said. “He’s the only one
with anything to gain from it.”


“You shut your mouth!” Thaddeus demanded, standing
fast enough that his chair fell. 


“Is it Thaddeus?” I asked Merlin. Somehow,
that felt worse than suspecting my father. I wanted to believe that my brother
had changed, but it made sense that he was working for my mother to gain her
favor. 


“Doubtful. Your brother is trying awfully hard to
show you he has changed.”


Mason picked up Thad’s chair and pushed my brother
into it. To my astonishment, Thaddeus calmed down. “Are you sure Mother didn’t
pretend that she was talking to someone in order to fool you?” 


“I’m fairly sure. Father, do you know who in the
castle is working for her?” I asked. 


“Yes,” he said without hesitation.


“Will you tell us who?”


“No.”


Thaddeus scoffed and muttered something under his
breath. 


“Any day you feel is a good day to die, son, I invite
you to try it,” Father said, obviously having heard what Thaddeus said. 


Mason, sitting between them, blanched. “Sorcerers are
so violent.”


Thaddeus smirked and whispered something to him,
which made him blush. I was completely lost, but that might have been a good
thing. I didn’t like to overhear bickering. 


“It could be Jeb. I mean, warlocks are known for
backstabbing,” Roulis said. 


“Or maybe it’s you, werewolf!” Jeb responded.


“Be careful who you’re accusing,” Evelyn said. “He
may not be a magic-user, but at least he’s not a con artist.”


“I’m not a warlock! I don’t approve of my family’s
choices and that’s why I have no contact with them! I am a sorcerer!”


Argument broke out over the table and aside from
Merlin and me, only Magnus and my father stayed quiet.


“Do not let suspicion ruin your friendships and
alliances,” Merlin suggested.


“Are you saying I shouldn’t do anything about the
fact that someone in this castle is a traitor?”


“Be prepared, by all means, but do not ostracize
yourself when you need your friends the most.”


I considered our options. “As long as no one can
get all of us Sjau together, we’ve… sort of beaten my mother. All we
have to do is not let her steal our magic until we stop the black star. We can
worry about defeating her after we save Caldaca.”


“That sounds like a plan to me.”


I pulled my wand out of my pocket and tapped it on
the table. “Stop it.” Pink sparkles sprouted from it, startling everyone out of
their argument without hurting anyone. It would have been really neat if it
wasn’t so pretty. “We can’t let it divide us. We need to stand united.”


“What makes you think she’ll stop once we save
magic?” Gideon asked.


“I don’t think she’ll stop until we stop her,” I
said. “This isn’t about her, today. We have to save the egg, or hatchling,
before Baltezore can kill her. We have to stop the black star first and deal
with my mother second.”


“How do we stop an enemy so powerful?” Houda asked. 


“By using his power against him. That’s what Dessa
said. I’m just not sure how.”


“That’s where I come in,” my father said, standing.
“Come outside. I am going to teach you how to use the galaxy stone.” 


“But I already know how to use it. I can do dragon
magic and conjure a dragon to help me.” 


“You haven’t even brushed the surface of the stone’s
power.”


“I’m running out of time.” 


“Then stop wasting it and get outside. You have no
chance without my training.”


“Merlin and I work well together.”


“How do you think your mother knew about the black
star? How did she learn that she could steal your magic if she had all fourteen
of you together?”


“I don’t know. Maybe she oversaw something Dessa…” I
trailed off as it occurred to me. The creature in my mother’s dream had glowing
green eyes… the exact same green eyes as Baltezore when he was taking the form
of a dragon… the exact same green as the magic that flowed from his galaxy
stone. “She’s working with Baltezore.”


“What?” Merlin asked. 


“Did you see the creature from my mother’s dream?”


“No. I heard it, though.”


“Well, it had glowing green eyes.”


“Like Baltezore’s in your dream?”


“Yes.”


“That’s right,” my father said. “She is working with
Baltezore. I expected you to figure that out on your own.” His expression was
irritated and disappointed, which didn’t surprise me at all. He turned and left
the dining room. Pretty much everyone in the room sighed with relief. 


“Your father is intense,” Evelyn said.


“What’s wrong, princess? Is your beast not man enough
for you?” Jeb asked. He wasn’t usually that defensive unless he was pushed into
it, and he was still riled up from being called a con artist. 


I grabbed my staff and left before a fight broke out.
As much tension as there was, I knew Mason and Houda could break it up.
Naturally, the argument wouldn’t have even gotten that far if Rita was there. 


I met my father outside. Unfortunately, everyone else
joined us outside to watch. I really wished they hadn’t, because I was certain
I was going to embarrass myself. Whatever my father planned to teach me, he
wouldn’t do it the easy way. Then again, maybe that was why I never forgot one
of his lessons. 


He was in the middle of the field, so Merlin and I
joined him. Everyone else stood along the castle wall, out of the way. “Healing
Merlin gave your galaxy stone what it needed to fully bond to you. It is now an
extension of your mind and cannot be used by anyone else. This is important. I
know your brothers couldn’t have used your staff against you before, but
Baltezore could.”


“Does that mean it gained new powers?”


“Most likely, yes. However, it might have lost the
powers it had before. When you face Baltezore, you need to know how to use your
own strengths. Don’t let that confuse you; this will be a battle of wits, not
power. You cannot overpower him; you have to outsmart him.”


“What about my wand?”


“It is worthless.” He raised his left hand calmly and
pointed to the air. Before I could ask what he was doing, lightning erupted
from him into the sky. Houda gasped with shock and Merlin growled. After a
moment, my father slowly lowered his hand and pointed to the ground beside us.
I didn’t know whether to go where he was pointing or run back into the castle,
so I stood still. 


And then a dark shape passed in front of the sun. I
thought it was a bird at first, but as it flew closer, I realized it was a
dragon. Surprisingly, I didn’t want to jump up and down with excitement.


This wasn’t going to be a nice visit. 


The dragon landed where my father indicated. He was
black with striking gold claws, horns, and eyes. He wasn’t as large as
Baltezore, but he was still impressive. “Bow,” Merlin reminded me. He
was sitting with his head down. Even my father bent at the waist in a deep bow.
I knelt and did as Merlin ordered.  


“Why do we always have to bow to dragons?” I
asked.


“Because they are very old and very arrogant.”



“Thank you for coming, Harðtǫnn,” my father said.
Merlin and I stood. 


“I hope you have called me here to eat your horrid
wife,” the dragon said. His voice was not as deep as the voices of the previous
dragons we’d met, and his words weren’t as clear. His scaly lips contorted
awkwardly over his long fangs, as if he wasn’t used to speaking aloud. 


“Is he a young dragon?” I asked Merlin. 


“It appears so.”


My father laughed. “Not today, old friend. I’m not
done with her yet.” He gestured to me. “This is Ayden, my youngest son and one
of the Sjau, and Merlin, the one destined to end the war on magic.”


“That means little to me. I was not involved in the
dragon wars and if Caldaca falls, I will find a new world.”


“If you care that little for Caldaca, why don’t you
just leave now?” I asked him. My father rubbed his forehead as if I was
irritating him. Before Harðtǫnn could answer or Merlin could stop me, I
continued. “Caldaca may be flawed, but so what? I’ve heard loads of stories of
other worlds, and none of them sound better. Worlds with magic are dangerous, there
is cruelty and greed, and those without are just plain boring.”


“What is your point, young Sjau?”


“My point is that Caldaca is worth fighting for. Why
are you here if you don’t agree?”


“Stop talking before he decides to eat you,”
Merlin ordered. 


“Would you be willing to fight this hard for the egg
if the fate of Caldaca did not rest on it?”


“Yes. No dragon, hatched or not, deserves to be
hunted.” 


“Then I will help you.”


“If he were any other dragon, he would have eaten
you,” Father said. “Harðtǫnn, Ayden has just bonded with his galaxy stone
and he needs to experience fighting with a dragon.”


With no warning, the dragon opened his mouth and blew
fire at me. I dropped and rolled out of the way, narrowly dodging the attack. 


“Use your staff,” Merlin said. 


I pointed it at Harðtǫnn. “Stop!” The dragon
didn’t. Before I could say anything else, he roared. An orange ward formed
around me and I suddenly couldn’t move. It felt like overwhelming magic was
pressing down on me, not unlike being deep underwater. 


“I lost that power?” I asked Merlin in his
mind.


“It appears so.”


“Can you use my magic again?”


“No. This time, you need to do it on your own, or
else your father will interfere.”


I focused on shattering the ward and visualized it
crumbling. White magic shot out of my staff, struck the ward, and did nothing.
At least, it did nothing to the ward. 


“Use your dragon’s eye,” my father ordered. “Try to
control the dragon in different ways to see what works and what doesn’t.”


“I lost the most useful power.”


“You have probably gained a stronger, similar power.
Your crystal will tell you what it does if you let it.”


I took a deep breath and tried again to break the
ward. Meanwhile, Merlin was standing between Harðtǫnn and me. I focused my
mind harder and harder until my magic was frantic. This time, possibly because
the dragon was distracted, my energy struck the ward and dissolved it. 


I pointed my staff at the dragon. Turn him to
stone. Blue sorcery shot out, hit its target perfectly, and bounced off
harmlessly. Dragon scales are primarily impervious to magic. 


“Stop telling your dragon’s eye what to do and let it
tell you,” my father said. “It is your bond with dragons and knows what you
need it to do. It knows you.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Then you don’t stand a chance against Baltezore.”


I pointed my staff at the dragon. Instead of telling
my magic what to do, I opened my power to the staff. Instantly, magic poured
out of me and the crystal blazed blue. The dragon immediately stopped blowing
fire and slowly sat down. I was confused. “What happened?”


My father smirked. “That is so very much you.”


“What is?”


“Your stone’s newest power appears to be peace. You
can still make a dragon stop fighting, but now you can actually make them
peaceful. How long the enchantment lasts, I don’t know. I only know one other
person with that power. As soon as your spell wears off, you will begin your
second lesson. Please stick close to the castle, Harðtǫnn.”


The dragon grumbled halfheartedly and ambled away. 


“I’m ready for more now,” I said. 


“I know you are, but you’re also in a hyper state of
reaction. When you’re calm and off your guard, that’s when you’re vulnerable.”


I nodded. “In that case, I’ll be in the library.”


 


*          *          *


 


“The castle is too full,” Merlin commented,
entering the library and kicking the door closed behind him. 


Startled, I fell out of my chair. I had been so
immersed in a book that I forgot where I was or that the world was in danger. I
quickly composed myself. “I agree. Even with six brothers and two parents, I’m
not used to living somewhere with so many people. It’s quieter without the
Minof family, though.”


“Be that as it may, I cannot concentrate with
people walking and talking in every corner of the castle. I am used to living on
my own or with a single apprentice. Even when I trained princes, I never stayed
in the castle. Being trapped alone in a crystal cave for more than a hundred
years can make anyone antisocial.”


“I guess we should discuss what we’re going to do
after we defeat Baltezore and my mother. The others are going to leave, but do
you want to find a cabin to live in instead of staying here?”


“And separate you from your library? How
heartless I would have to be. We can decide on that when the time comes.”


The door burst open and Mason ran in. “Koufax just
arrived without my family. He said that they set up a transportation portal,
but he was the only one who made it through.”


“Is he upset that my father’s here?”


“No, he respects the Rynorm family a lot. What do we
do about my family? I even tried to contact my sisters. I can’t lose them,
Ayden.”


“I know. Have you tried the mirror?”


“Do you think I would be in here if I hadn’t tried
that already?!” 


Thaddeus came in holding a dead, bleeding mouse by
its tail. “I’ve got what we need to find your twin,” he said, calmly. 


“I’ll ask my father what he knows about this,” I
volunteered. 


Thad scoffed. “Good luck getting any answers out of
him.”


They both left. Merlin and I found my father on the
field, where he was scrubbing Harðtǫnn with a sponge. He dropped the
sponge into a bucket of water at his feet and turned to us. “You want to know
if your mother took the Minof family.”


“Yes. I take it you’re not going to tell me.”


“She did. She had to separate them to weaken their
defenses, though. Now they’re all together, along with Sven’s wife.”


“Great. Where?” 


“You will know soon enough. You learned that your
dragon’s eye has a useful power. Now, you need to face the dragon without your
magic.” He made a motion with his hand and my staff disappeared. 


“What?” I screeched. “I can’t fight a dragon with
magic let alone without magic!”


“Then you had best die here and save me the shame. It
will give me a chance to settle on another world before Caldaca is destroyed.” 


“What did you do with my staff?”


“If you want it back, you must fight Harðtǫnn.
And Merlin, I know you have been teaching him to do magic without a staff or
wand. That isn’t allowed this time, either.”


“You’re asking the impossible.”


“Life will sometimes ask the impossible of you. Deal
with it.”


“Your father is harsher than Caedmon,” Merlin
said.


“I think that’s normal for sorcerers.”


“Stop chatting and get to work,” my father demanded. 


“If you cannot use magic, you can still use
mundane weapons,” Merlin suggested.


I wanted to use my wand, but I had no doubt my father
would take that away as well if I did. 


The dragon blew fire. We dodged it and took off for
the castle. Unfortunately, there were no trees or boulders to use as shelter.
We made it inside the castle and ran to Gideon’s room, where we found him
polishing a set of knives. “I need a sword that can defeat a dragon,” I said,
gasping for air.


“And a shield,” Merlin reminded me. 


“A shield, too.” 


“Why do you need---” He was cut off by the sound of
Harðtǫnn roaring.


“No time to explain. The dragon will probably burn
the castle down if we don’t get out there soon.”


He opened the armoire and retrieved a sword and
shield. “This is my favorite sword, so I’ll never forgive you if you break it,
but it is the only one I have that can pierce a dragon’s scales.”


“Thank you. I’ll try as hard as I can not to damage
it.”


He didn’t hand it over. “Don’t ‘try’. Try means
nothing to a warrior. Failures try. Warriors do. If you want to wield a
warrior’s sword, you have to uphold the warriors’ code.”


“I suspect there is an easier way to get that
point across. A proverb, perhaps, that the guild can live by,” Merlin said.



“Merlin, I don’t think we have time for proverbs.”
To Gideon, I said, “I won’t damage your sword, or if I do, I’ll die, so you
won’t be able to yell at me anyway.”


“Good.” He handed the sword and shield to me. The
sword had a black leather hilt with silver and gold decorative engravings. 


The room shook. “I guess that means it’s time to get
back to the fight.” I didn’t want to, but I didn’t want the dragon to destroy
the castle, either. As soon as we made it through the back door, the dragon
landed in front of us. I crouched down beside Merlin and held the shield over
us both. Instead of blowing fire, the dragon struck us with his tail. We both
went flying.


“You have to anticipate your opponent’s attack,” my
father said. 


“I think you want me dead!” I accused, trying to
breathe through the pain in my battered body. I rolled before the dragon’s tail
could crush me.


My father laughed. “If I did, you would be already.
You obviously don’t understand the severity of your situation. Maybe this will
help.” He suddenly had his wand out and from it, black and red magic spilled,
forming a massive black cobra. “Kill him.”


“What do you want from me?”


“I want you to stop relying on your magic and be a
sorcerer.”


“Sorcery is magic!”


“But you are more than magic. You were given more
power than your siblings, your mother, or even me. It doesn’t matter what kind
of magic it is or how you use it. You rely on it too heavily, and so if you
ever lose it, you will be helpless as a kitten. You have to be strong, brave,
and clever. Be a sorcerer.”


“I’m not a sorcerer, I’m a Sjau!”


“That’s your source of magic, not who you are.”


The snake struck at that point and I barely blocked
with my shield. I figured my father was just trying to confuse me. Being a Sjau
was better than being a sorcerer. I could help my friends and defeat my
enemies. It had everything to do with magic, though. Without magic, there was
no way I could fight a dragon, let alone a dragon and my father’s cobra.



Merlin kept trying to get closer to me, but the
dragon and cobra blocked him every time. They weren’t hurting him, at least.


“Stay back,” I said to him. 


“Your father is insane.”


“I know.” As I blocked the cobra’s next strike
with my shield, the dragon slashed me with his long talons. Once again, I went
flying backwards and landed hard. Hot blood spread over my chest. This time, I
didn’t bother getting up. I could barely breathe, so I just feigned dead. 


For a moment, it was quiet… and then a terrible
crash, followed by a screech of anger made me cover my ears. I opened my eyes a
crack, just enough to see that the dragon and cobra had turned on each other in
lieu of their prey.  


My father waved his wand and the cobra disintegrated.
Harðtǫnn roared and took flight. Instead of going inside, my father
stopped when he reached me and held out his hand to help me up. I didn’t move.
“Are you going to kill me for failing?”


“You are still alive, so in what way did you fail?”


“I didn’t defeat the dragon.”


“I never said you had to. I said you had to fight
him, and you did. Well, you cowered mostly, but you survived, and that was more
than I expected from you.”


“Then what was the point? I didn’t learn anything.”


“Then you are a fool. If your mother took your magic,
what would you be?”


“I don’t know.”


“Nothing. Without your magic, you’re nothing. Until
that changes, you don’t stand a chance against your mother or Baltezore, and
you won’t be able to break the curse over Merlin.” He started walking away.


I climbed to my feet, ignoring the pain. “I’m not
nothing. If I lost my magic, I would find another way to fight my mother and
Baltezore. I’d find another way to break Merlin’s curse. I’ll do it just to prove
you wrong. You and everyone who has looked down on me.”


He turned back to me. “Don’t do it for me or your
enemies. Do it for you. You’re the only one you have to answer to. You’re the
only one who has to believe in you. Everyone else will see you as you see
yourself. Gideon, come here.” 


The warrior, who had been watching from the castle
wall, rushed forth. I picked up the sword and handed it back to him. “I’ll
clean it if you show me how.”


“That sounds good.”


My staff appeared, floating in front of me. As soon
as I took it, it transformed into a sword. My father patted Gideon on the
shoulder, “I know how much of an honor it is to train my son, but you mustn’t
take it easy on him.”


“Did you just ask me to train Ayden?”


“I never ask for anything.”


“That is what mace is for,” Merlin said.


“Think about what you learned today,” my father said,
walking away.


“Wait, what about the Minof family?”


“They’re safe… for now.”









Chapter 18


After getting a healing potion from Mason and telling
him that my father said his family was safe, I went to bed. Goat cried outside
my door until I let her in, but I wouldn’t let her sleep on the bed because I
didn’t want to smell like her. Only after I gave her my pillow and a sock did
she finally settle down. 


I had a normal dream for a while before it changed.
It was still vague and scattered, but I saw a hole in the sky, darker than the
night sky. I saw a river of liquid fire that ranged from furious red to
blinding yellow. Rivers and lakes boiled. Dragons roared. It was worse than
anything I could imagine. 


Unfortunately, because of the healing potion, I
couldn’t wake myself up, and since it was a vision rather than a dream, I
couldn’t control it by being aware of it.


When I finally woke, I went into Merlin’s room and
sat beside him until he came out of it. I understood that somehow, for the same
reason we could speak to each other mentally, I could sometimes see Merlin’s
visions. I didn’t understand why one of us would often wake before the other. 


He opened his eyes. “There is still time to stop
the black star,” he said.


I nodded. “I know. What caused that fire river?”


“That was melted rock, called lava, or magma when
it is in the ground. It is all over the world, in mountains and deep under the
planet’s crust.”


“I thought about the fight yesterday. I know how to
defeat my mother and Baltezore.”


 


*          *          *


 


Instead of immediately getting everyone together, I
decided to figure out the details of my plan with Merlin first, because it
wasn’t going to be easy to convince everyone else. 


I tried to eat breakfast, but Jeb, Houda, and Roulis
were deep in argument at the table, so instead I met Gideon out on the field
for training. Because Gideon had been training me since he moved into the
castle, I wasn’t a complete rookie. 


After a while, he gave me a short break to drink some
water. “You are getting better.”


“Not good enough to defeat my mother, though.”


Merlin, who was sitting under a tree to watch our
practice, growled a moment before Zelli appeared between Gideon and me. She was
a twelve-year-old sorceress and seer. Her long, curly black hair was loosely
braided with silver ribbons. She had given up her family robe for a generic
black one. 


“Something is going to happen.” Her lavender eyes
were full of worry.


“Did you see something?”


“It’s what I can’t see. Ilvera can somehow hide her
house and this castle from my visions. Either she got my hair or blood when I
was with her and has cursed me, or she has magic over both her house and the
castle.”


“How do you know something is going to happen?”


“I saw Livia dead and all of us powerless. I also saw
her killing me in my cabin, so I decided to come here and warn you.”


“So you came for our protection, not because you
wanted to help us?”


“Of course. What do I look like, a witch?”


“Fine, you can stay here, but if my mother attacks,
you have to help. You can take your chances on your own or you can stay with us
where you have help.”


 


*          *          *


 


“It’s a trap,” Jeb said. We were all gathered around
the table about midday and Zelli had explained why she was there.


“I don’t care if you think it’s a trap or not,” she
said easily. “What have you all been doing to stop Ilvera?”


“Well… nothing,” I said. “We have to fight a stronger
enemy.”


“Stronger than your mother?” 


“Supposedly. Have you had any visions about the black
star?”


“No.”


“You sound like you have a plan,” Thaddeus said. 


“I do, but none of you are going to like it. Merlin
and I have talked about it today and it’s not getting any better.”


“Well, what is it?” 


I glanced at Merlin and he shook his head. “Merlin
and I decided not to say… to everyone. I need to speak to all of the Sjau
alone.”


Thad narrowed his eyes. “You don’t trust me?” 


I didn’t trust him completely, but I wanted to.
“Someone here is working for my mother, and I doubt it’s a Sjau… except for
Blue. It could be Blue.”


“Tell him that if you limit the knowledge to the
Sjau alone, and then you are betrayed, then you instantly narrow the traitor
down to thirteen.”


I did, and that seemed to satisfy him. “Later, I need
to use your mirror to contact Sven,” I said to Mason. He didn’t react; he
wasn’t listening to the conversation. “Alright. All the Sjau, meet me in the
library. Blue, that means you as well.” 


A short while later, we were gathered in the library.
Only Mist was left out. Although she was necessary to the plan, she was too
young to understand what was going on. Merlin and Ryker were the only non-Sjau
in the room. Thaddeus wasn’t happy that Merlin got to be a part of this and not
him. 


As Ryker fussed, Houda patted his back. “What’s the
plan?”


“Yesterday, when I fought the dragon and snake, I
didn’t stand much of a chance against either of them, let alone both of them.
However, when I played dead, they turned on each other. I don’t know Baltezore,
but I know my mother. Although she’s working with him, there’s no way she’s
loyal to him. If she gets our power, she’ll turn on him.”


“You’re suggesting that we---” Jeb started shouting. 


Evelyn smacked her hand over his mouth to quiet him.
“Don’t tell the whole house. Yes, he means for us to forfeit our magic in order
to defeat one of our enemies.”


“How does that work? They’re not going to defeat each
other,” Houda said. 


“No. According to Merlin, Baltezore is more powerful,
so I’m really hoping that our combined magic makes my mother strong enough to
defeat him for us. Then we can reverse her spell, take back our magic, and
defeat her together.”


“What about her taking his magic if she kills him?”


“Baltezore doesn’t use magic like we do. According to
Merlin there’s a… decent chance she can’t do that.”


“How can we reverse the spell without magic?” Evelyn
asked.


“I was hoping it would come naturally.”


“That is so encouraging,” Jeb said.


“I agree, it’s not a great plan, and there are more
holes in it than my socks after Goat gets done with them, but it’s all I’ve
got. If anyone has a better idea, now is the time to share.”


They were silent.


“I say we do it,” Mason eventually said.


“I would rather go down fighting than sitting around
here, waiting to be attacked,” Gideon agreed. 


“It’s a terrible plan that will get us all killed…
but it might also be the only way to stop the black star,” Koufax said.
“Stopping the black star is more important than our lives. However, Ilvera
could also destroy the world if she had all of our combined magic, so we need a
backup plan. Ask Kille to prepare his family to take down Ilvera if we are
unable to take back our magic. Ilvera may be astoundingly powerful, but Shaerl
Rynorm is a brilliant strategist.”


“Then why don’t we ask her what to do?” 


“That would be like asking my father what to do, only
worse.”


“It’s insulting,” Jeb agreed. “Asking something like
that of a sorcerer is like a child going up to a random stranger and asking
them to wipe his butt.”


“How is asking them to be our backup plan any
better?” Gideon asked. “I thought it would be less rude to ask for a plan than
help.”


“No, it’s a lot better to ask them to take
responsibility to protect our world,” Zelli said. “You’re telling them you
trust them to help, but that you are going to do everything you can to do the
job yourself first. Asking them for information or a plan is like asking them
to do everything for you before you even try. If you ask them for a plan,
they’ll likely refuse to help in any way.”


“That makes a lot of sense when you put it that way,”
Gideon said. 


“How does that make sense?” Houda asked.


“You don’t think like a sorcerer,” Jeb said. “I don’t
like the plan, but I’ll do it.”


Blue tapped Houda’s arm. I pointed my wand at her,
but she ducked behind Houda. “I’m not going to hurt you. Even though you tried
to kill Merlin and me, you should at least be able to argue. Your life is just
as much at risk as ours.” 


She slowly came out from behind Houda. 


Break the curse. My magic shot into her and
encountered Jeb’s sorcery. Jeb was a pretty good sorcerer, but he had
underestimated Blue and I could tell that she had nearly broken the curse on
her own. My magic joined with hers to overcome his power. 


She gaped. “Your magic is so light. Did Ilvera really
lie to me?”


“Yes.”


“I thought I had a family. I wanted to believe
someone cared about me.”


“I had a family that hated me, and I never knew why.”


“Do the rest of us have to be here for the emotional
stuff?” Jeb asked. “Everyone has problems. Are you in or out?”


“I’m in,” she answered quietly.


“Really?” I asked. 


“She lied to me.”


“She lied to many people,” Zelli said. “I’m in, as
well.”


One by one, every Sjau in the room agreed to the plan.
The only ones left were Livia, Sven, Sotis, and Kalyn. I knew Kalyn would
follow Sven and I expected Sotis would as well. 


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin, Mason, and I went to Mason’s room, where we
used Mason’s mirror to contact the remaining Sjau. I focused on Sven and said,
“Contact Sven.” The mirror chirped at me like a bird. “What is that?”


Mason rolled his eyes. “It means Sven hasn’t answered
his mirror yet, but it is working.”


A moment later, it stopped chirping and Sven
appeared. “What do you want?”


“We need your help.”


He laughed. 


“I’m serious. This world is not going to survive the
death of magic. If the world doesn’t tear itself apart, people will.”


“I don’t care.”


“What about your wife?”


“I’ll protect her. Once magic dies, Ilvera will be
powerless and I can save Sheba.”


“Is that the only reason you don’t want me to save
magic?”


“I also want all of the power for myself.”


“As do most sorcerers, but you don’t have all the
information. My mother is working with a sorcerer from another world, who is
far more powerful than any of us. While we don’t know what he will do, we know
it’s going to be disastrous. I have an idea, but it’s not going to work without
all of us cooperating.”


“I’m not making a move against Ilvera until my wife
is safe.”


“What if I saved her first? Then would you help?”


“Yes, but if she gets hurt, I’ll make you regret it.”


Although I wanted to ask about Kalyn, I knew doing so
could put her in greater danger. “Keep the mirror on you.” I looked at Mason.
“How do I stop it?”


“However you want,” Mason said. “I like to say, ‘end
call.’ It’s a pretty perceptive mirror.” The surface reverted to its normal
reflective quality. 


After that, I contacted Livia, explained the
situation, and wasn’t surprised that she quickly and easily agreed to the plan.



 


*          *          *


 


I asked my father to request that his family take
down Ilvera if we lost, and he said he was certain they would. I didn’t tell
him what the plan was, although I was convinced he already knew. Then he said
he would return when it was convenient for the plot. I had no idea what he was
talking about, as usual. 


“You know that your father is withholding
information so that you will figure it out yourself, right?” Merlin asked
as we left my father’s room. 


“Yes, that’s normal. I wonder if he’s talking to a seer,
though.”


“He is not using magic to predict what will happen,”
Merlin explained. “Instead, he is using magic to collect information. From
there, he makes deductions. At first, I thought he was too hard on you,
and I wanted to tear his arm off and beat him with it when he sent his cobra
after you. Now, however, I think he has a point. You are inexperienced, yet
quite intelligent, and you have the makings of an exceptional strategist. Your
father has made you quick to rely on yourself and come up with a plan. You only
needed to believe in yourself to reach your potential.”


I didn’t know how to respond, so I said nothing. 


I spent the rest of the day practicing combat with
Gideon and magic with Merlin. Thaddeus was flabbergasted when I changed a rock
into a pile of socks without using my wand or staff. Goat, however, was
delighted, at least until we had to lock her inside because she kept ramming
Gideon. 


As the sun was starting to set, Livia arrived,
appearing next to us on the field. “Is Magnus here?” she asked nervously and
without a greeting. 


“Of course. It’s his castle. He’s inside, though.
He’s been pretty distant since the castle got crowded.”


“Yes, he was always a recluse. Is your father here?”


“No, he left a while ago.”


“I see.”


“Why did you transport here? I thought it was too
dangerous?”


“It was, but I risked it because there was no other
way to make it here before the black star. The ocean around my island is red.”


“With lava?”


“No, with blood.”


I turned to ask Merlin something and saw him
unconscious on the ground. “Merlin!” 


No response. 


I saw that his chest rose and fell with his breath
and started to relax. He was having a vision. “They’re getting stronger,” I
said, although Livia probably didn’t know what I was talking about. “Now we
need to get Sven, Kalyn, and Sotis on our side and then we can finally save the
egg… or… hopefully trick my mother into doing it.”


“I can’t say your plan is a safe one, but the death
of magic is a worse threat than Ilvera.”


“Why hasn’t Baltezore hatched or killed the egg yet?”


“Even with heat, dragon eggs only hatch when they’re
ready,” she said. 


“And he does not want to kill the egg,” Merlin said,
shaking himself as he stood. “He wants to use the hatchling, but not for saving
Caldaca. You need to put a ward over all of us right now.”


I did and then asked why. Before he could answer,
something exploded behind me. However, nothing hit us, so I figured it had to
have been magic, which was repelled by the ward. 


When the smoke cleared, Sven, Kalyn, and Sotis were
standing there, and Sven had never looked so angry before. “A magic ward isn’t
going to save you this time, Ayden. You’re not leaving this field alive.”


I looked at Kalyn, trying to see if she had any
bruises or cuts, and she subtly shook her head. “What are you talking about?” I
asked Sven. “You’re on my home field right now; we have you vastly outnumbered.
You can’t possibly---”


“You have my wife!” he shrieked with fury. 


I was too confused to speak.


“Why do you think Ayden has your wife?” Livia asked.


“His mother showed up and told us!”


“And it didn’t occur to you that she was lying?”


“Of course it did!” He pointed his defective wand at
me. For once, I was relieved to see it, because he knew I couldn’t lie when he
used it. “Where is she?!”


“I don’t know. I’ve never met or seen your wife.”


He paled and lowered his wand a little. “That’s
impossible. You’re lying.”


“I can’t lie when you’re pointing that at me. You
know that.” 


“But I used it on your mother, and she said my wife
was here! She said her son had Sheba!”


“Are you sure she didn’t mean Thaddeus?” Gideon
asked.


“Who?” 


“My brother. You know… Ilvera’s other son.”


“You said you banished five of your brothers to
another world and the last one ran away.”


“He came back. He was the one who got me out of the
fight with you and stopped me from going after my mother. He was also the one
you fought in our last brush with her. Do you really believe that I, of all
people, would lock up anyone?” Livia, Gideon, and Merlin looked at me. I rolled
my eyes. “Besides that one time I condoned the imprisonment of Blue, which
doesn’t really count because she tried to kill my friend.”


By that point, the wand dangled from Sven’s hand,
forgotten. “She said her son had my wife, not your name. It does make more
sense that your sorcerer brother would be the one working with her.”


“I’m not convinced Thaddeus has her, either. He
doesn’t want to have anything to do with her.”


“We know someone here is a traitor, though,” Gideon
interjected. “Someone told Ilvera that we were all here.”


“What do you mean?” Sotis asked. 


“He means that my mother tricked you because someone
in the castle has been telling her who all is here. Livia arrived moments
before you, but she has been expected for a while now. For the first time, all
fourteen of us are together. That’s why she didn’t take Livia when she had a
chance.”


“I don’t care. I demand to see your brother right now
or I’m going to start killing people.”


“Like I said, you’re outnumbered, so---” I cut myself
off as he pulled his normal wand out of his pocket and aimed it at Kalyn. 


“I may be outnumbered, but you can’t stop me from
killing her.”


Sotis backed away, not devoted enough to defend Kalyn
or side with Sven. 


Kalyn closed her eyes, but there wasn’t fear on her
face. We all knew he would do it, but she was deciding not to be afraid. How
could I possibly let Sven kill her like that? “Fine. I’ll take you to him, but
you can’t kill him, even if he does have your wife.”


“You don’t have the power here! I’ll kill who I
want!” he roared. 


“Then you’ll never see your wife again,” I said
calmly. It wasn’t a threat; it was a simple truth. I hadn’t shouted, yet
everyone took a small step back.


“You sounded more like your father than yourself
just then,” Merlin commented. 


“If you hurt any of my friends or my brother, you’ll
regret it. Livia.” Fortunately, while he was still trying to process my
uncharacteristic behavior, Livia knew exactly what to do; she drew her wand
from her sleeve and pointed it at Sven. Both of his wands vanished. 


“You can’t do that!”


“She can’t?” I asked. “That’s weird. I thought she
just did. Now, do you want to meet my brother or not?” Livia handed me Sven’s
wands and I slipped them into my pocket. 


Sven turned and we headed inside. “Is anyone going to
attack me as soon as I step inside?” Sven asked.


“With any luck.”


Just in case, I let Sven go first with Sotis and
Kalyn on either side of him. Merlin and I followed behind. If Sven was attacked
the moment he walked in before I could explain, I wasn’t going to complain. 


As we walked, Kalyn reached for Sven’s arm. Her
posture was rigid, as if she didn’t really want to touch him. Knowing he would
smack her away, I grabbed her arm before she could touch his. Her hand slipped
into mine and… settled there. 


“Do you have something to tell me, young sorcerer?”
Merlin asked. 


“Like what?”


He just laughed.


We entered through the back door. By the time we
reached the staircase, most of the people in the castle were watching us from a
distance. At the top of the stairs, Goat greeted me with her happy bleats. Then
she tried to ram Sven, but Kalyn pushed her away. 


“Why is there a goat inside and why is it attacking
me?” Sven asked. 


“She’s inside because I let her inside and she’s
attacking you because she senses how hateful you are.”


“Just take me to your brother and stop trying to be
smart.”


Merlin muttered out loud, too garbled to understand,
and I was certain it was something insulting and inappropriate. 


When I knocked on Thad’s door, he called out for us
to enter. He wasn’t expecting an enemy at the castle… or at least, not this
one. He and Mason were on his bed, discussing something in a book. From the
looks of it, Mason was teaching him to read. 


“What is he doing here?” Thaddeus sneered when he saw
Sven. He and Mason simultaneously pointed their wands at the sorcerer. 


“I remember you; you were there when Ilvera’s plan
failed,” Sven said, about to attack. “Where is my wife?” 


“Why would you think we have her?”


“Your mother said you did!”


“Well, my mother’s an evil manipulative monster.”


“Ilvera was the one who took her and my family,”
Mason said. “If Thaddeus knew where your wife was, he would have said so,
because my family is there.”


“You stay out of this, wizard, or I’ll---”


“Do nothing at all, because you don’t have your
wand,” I interrupted. 


Sven’s face reddened with anger. “Then Kalyn will.”


“You need to clear up this misunderstanding before
it gets out of hand,” Merlin warned. 


“Thaddeus, have you ever gotten anything from Mother
or her house that could be used as a key or map?”


“No. Why? You don’t suspect me, do you?”


“I don’t, but Sven isn’t going to believe any of us
until we find her.” And unfortunately, we needed him for our plan. 


“Ayden, search the room for magic,” Merlin
advised. 


I did. It was especially unclear because everyone in
the room was radiating magic, including Merlin. Merlin didn’t have as much
magic as the others, but he definitely had more than he previously did. 


Maybe Nasku was wrong and Merlin will break the
curse on his own. “Hey, what’s that on the bookshelf?”


“Books,” Thad said like I was crazy.


“Something there is magic.” I went to the bookshelf
on the far side of the room and started searching for anything besides a book.
When I didn’t find anything, I looked behind the books. “I don’t see anything.
Are these all books from Magnus’s library?”


“Yes. I didn’t have a chance to grab anything from my
little shop.”


“What happened to the animals there?”


He rolled his eyes. “I let them go. I’m a sorcerer,
not heartless. Why do you care about the books?”


“Because…” I pulled one down. It had a black leather
cover with no writing, only a magical sigil in silver. “Because this book
doesn’t belong to Magnus. I’ve read every book he has in our language and I’ve
studied those I couldn’t read.” I opened it up and saw that it was in my
language. I skipped to the middle and read a few lines, which described a woman
trapped in a tower. “I don’t see how it’s important, though.”


“There is more to books than ink,” Merlin
said. “Direct your magic into the book with the intention of revealing its
secrets, just like you did with Shae.”


I pointed my wand at the book and focused. 


“Why are you wasting time reading a book?” Sven
shouted, disrupting my focus.


I turned my wand on him. “Stop talking.” My magic,
fueled by irritation, zapped him without hesitation and his mouth snapped shut.
He opened it again, but no sound came out. I returned my focus to the book.
“Reveal whatever you’re hiding.” My magic struck it and rebounded. “Well, that
was worthless.”


“Did you mean it?”


“Not really. I’m not convinced it will do any good.”
That was the problem, though. “Mason and Sven, you both have the most at stake
in this.” I took out Sven’s wand. “I’m going to give this back to you and
you’re going to do the spell I tell you to. If you attack me, Merlin will eat
your entrails.” I handed it to him. He glared at me, but he didn’t attack.


“What do you want us to do?” Mason asked. 


“I don’t know if this is going to show a map or a
key, or what, but it has magic and its presence is strange. Point your wands at
it, focus on your loved ones, and tell your magic to reveal its secrets.”


Sven glared with all his might, but he couldn’t
argue. “Can you keep him this way?” Sotis asked.


Sven and Mason aimed their wands at the book and
after a moment, white magic shot out of Mason’s wand, followed by red magic
from Sven’s. The energy disappeared into the page and the letters glowed gold. 


“Get back,” Merlin said. I relayed the warning
and we all backed up to the door. As we did, dark red and black smoke flowed
out of the book, quickly filling the room. Then, just as swiftly, it vanished,
leaving all of Mason’s family and a stranger crowding the room. 


Sven instantly grabbed the woman and pulled her into
a tight hug. “We were having breakfast, and now we’re here… What’s going on?”
the woman asked. I was confused; the woman wasn’t at all what I expected.


She was a witch. 


Her long, golden blond hair was braided with colorful
gems, which paled in comparison to her amazingly blue eyes. They were light
blue around her pupils that faded to dark blue towards the white. She had a
slight tan, indicating she had spent time outside. Her dress was silver and
blue with sparkly, translucent, blue sleeves. 


Sven reached over and punched my arm. 


“Oh, right.” I aimed my wand at Sven and retracted my
curse. 


“A sorceress captured you and trapped you… apparently
in a book. She forced me to do her bidding.”


“And who are all these other people?”


“Other captives mostly.” 


Mason’s family was hugging and reassuring each other.
“The last thing I remember is reaching the castle,” Mason’s father said.


“I went to bed for the night,” Masy said. 


 


*          *          *


 


We left Mason alone with his family so Mason could
explain what had happened. Thaddeus left to explain the situation to Magnus and
Livia, mostly so that Sven wouldn’t attack him. Sven was convinced that
Thaddeus had known she was trapped in the book, but since he had his wife, he
wasn’t willing to risk her safety by attacking my brother in the middle of the
full castle. 


Merlin and I showed Sotis, Kalyn, and the reunited
couple to some rooms. 


“We’ll talk later,” Sven said as I shut his door
behind me. 


Sotis thanked me, saying, “This definitely beats
living in the woods. I suppose once Sheba cools Sven’s temper, we’ll be on your
side.”


“He can hold a grudge like no one else, but he’s not
as unreasonable as he seems,” Kalyn said. 


Last was Kalyn, and that gave me a chance to ask what
I had wanted to know since I left the cabin. “What happened? Did Sven punish
you for letting me go?”


“I was able to fool him for days. He figured it out
this morning and was about to punish me when you contacted him through the mirror.
He lost interest in me at that point.”


“Will he join our side now?”


“He said he would and I think he’ll uphold his
promise. After all, he has his wife back. He won’t want her to lose magic. I’m
really tired. Can we talk in the morning?” 


“I plan to be defeating our enemy by then. We all
need sleep in order to be at our best tomorrow, so I’ll leave you alone for
now. Besides, there really isn’t anything for us to talk about.”


“Oh. I thought there might be, but never mind, then.”


“What?”


“Close the door, young sorcerer,” Merlin said.
“You do not need another complication right now.”


“Good night.”









Chapter 19


My dream was full of lava and quakes. I saw villages
bursting of sick people, forests dead, and oceans dried up. 


It was still dark when I woke, but I went to Merlin’s
room anyway. He wasn’t in his bed, though, so I went to his favorite place in
the castle; the second-floor balcony overlooking the practice field behind the
castle. He was sitting there, not watching the sky as usual but the ground, where
I saw Kalyn practicing with a thin sword. 


Although her strikes and blocks weren’t all that
different from Gideon’s, she moved like she was dancing. We watched for a while
in silence. 


“Go back to sleep,” Merlin eventually said. “Tomorrow
is going to be a big day for everyone.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of arguing, groaned, and climbed
out of bed. Instead of hard wood, I felt fur under my foot. Goat bleated with
alarm. “I’m sorry!”


She licked my foot and then climbed onto the bed to
sleep some more. I grabbed my wand and robe and left my room. Down the hall,
Thaddeus and Sven were trying to fight. Thad’s nose was bleeding. Mason was
holding Thad back while Sotis was stopping Sven from getting another shot in. 


If Sven was instigating anyone other than a sorcerer,
I would have interfered, but it was natural for two sorcerers of different
families to fight. Even sorcerers who were good friends fought.


I went downstairs to find Merlin, the Minof family,
and Livia eating breakfast. I grabbed a piece of bread because I knew Merlin
would insist and then headed outside to find Gideon and Kalyn sparring. Kalyn
was faster, but Gideon was stronger, and they were both so adept it was clear
they were born for it. 


Kalyn would have made a good warrior. I wondered
where she learned it from, considering her father wasn’t able to sell her to
the guild. There were some female warriors, but only males could be sold
against their will to the guilds.


Sven joined me after a while with a bad cut on his
forehead. “Did you reach a truce with my brother?”


“For now. Whether or not he knew where my wife was,
it was your mother who kidnapped her in the first place, so we have a common
enemy.”


“Everything you told me about your father and aunt,
that was all a lie?”


“Most of it, yes.” 


“How are you married to a witch? You can’t possibly
have anything in common. What does she like about you?”


“I joined the assassin’s guild when I was young and
was assigned to kill Sheba. The moment I saw her, I knew I wasn’t going to be
able to. Her father, Dayrel, raised her alone. He was very wealthy, yet humble.
He believed that she needed a mother, so he married a sorceress he considered
suitable. Melissa was lovely to Sheba and had two daughters of her own who
always included Sheba when they played. Soon, Dayrel died of suspicious
circumstances. 


“Melissa immediately became cruel and tried to get
Dayrel’s wealth. He kept it in a secret room in their home, but he had never
told Melissa how to get into it, so she demanded that Sheba give it to her.
However, Sheba wanted to save enough that her future children could survive if
anything happened to her. She offered Melissa a handsome allowance, enough that
Melissa and her two daughters could live in castles.”


“I take it Melissa was furious and demanded all of
it?”


He nodded. “She tortured Sheba. Sheba ran away
without telling Melissa how to get into the secret room, so Melissa hired my
guild to kill her. I fell in love with Sheba and gained her trust. She didn’t
care that I was a sorcerer or an assassin; she only cared that I was kind to
her. No matter how badly Melissa betrayed her, she was still completely
innocent and pure of heart. I never thought that I would like that in a woman,
but I did.”


“Does Melissa know Sheba is still alive?”


“When I found out what she had done to Sheba, I
killed her.”


“I bet Sheba was livid.”


He frowned at me. “She was. It took more than a year
to make her forgive me. I have no idea why, though. How do you know? Did she
say something?”


“No, it’s just that she’s a witch. They don’t think
like sorcerers do. You thought of it as protecting her, and probably defending
her honor.”


He nodded. 


“Well, she would have thought of it as you killing
her father’s wife. Melissa may have been a cruel sorceress, but she was the
only mother Sheba knew, and the woman Dayrel loved.”


“But she hurt Sheba.”


“In a witch’s mind, two wrongs don’t make it right.”


He thought about this for a moment. “I need to talk
to her.”


“Don’t tell her she’s wrong.”


“But she is.”


“You’re making me really glad I’m not just a sorcerer
right now. Witches and wizards do not argue their opinion. You can’t change her
mind by arguing or making threats. Speaking of which, what are you going to
tell Kalyn?”


“What do you mean?”


“Kalyn loves you.”


“So? I have my wife, I don’t care what Kalyn does. If
she wants to keep serving me, I don’t mind as long as she doesn’t bother Sheba.
Now, I said I would help you if you saved my wife and you did. Jeb explained
this plan of yours and we’ll do it.”


“Jeb explained it?”


“Yes.”


“I’m surprised.”


“Why?”


“He’s kind of… antagonistic.”


“He’s the only one of your friends so far that
doesn’t want to be a martyr. You could learn something from him. He doesn’t
care so much about the black star as he does about defeating your mother and
this other guy. I understand that we stand the best chance of surviving this by
working together, but once she’s dead, we’ll be enemies again.”


“I don’t have a problem with that.” The sky darkened
and we both looked up. “It doesn’t matter. This has to end now.” The sun was
turning red and the same hole from my dreams was opening up in the sky. 


The black star had come.


 


*          *          *


 


I found Merlin unconscious on the dining room floor,
surrounded by Mason and his sisters. “I can’t heal him,” Mason said. “I can’t
figure out what’s wrong.”


“Nothing; he’s having a vision.” I knelt next to him
and patted his side. “Mason, have your brothers bring your mirror down here.
Girls, gather the rest of the Sjau. Tell them we’re leaving at any moment.”


“Why is it turning red outside?” Mist’s mother asked,
her daughter in her arms. 


“The black star is here. I’m going to grab my staff
from my room. Stay back from Merlin, because he might wake up in a frenzy.” I
ran to my room, grabbed my staff, and left my wand. By the time I returned to
the dining room, everyone except for Magnus and Mason’s twin sister was
gathered around Merlin and Mason’s mirror. The table had been pushed against
the wall. 


“Where is Magnus?” Livia asked.


“Masy’s getting him.”


I touched Merlin’s head with my right hand and the
mirror with my left. Energy rushed through me into the mirror, which showed a
strange cave. The walls and floor were made of flat gray stone, but there were
cracks in the floor with lava flowing through it. In the middle of the cave was
the egg. One of the cracks in the floor ran under the egg. It was just like the
crystal showed me. 


“Asa, hand Mist to Houda. Houda, hand Ryker to Asa.”


“Why?” Mist’s mother asked. 


“Because only the Sjau are going.” 


“Does that mean Merlin is staying behind?” Mason
asked. 


At that moment, Merlin roused, growling automatically
because he was surrounded. I didn’t let go of him or the mirror because I
wanted to keep that image in place. As long as I did, Mason’s family could
transport us there. 


“The black star is here,” Merlin said. 


“We know. There’s a hole opening up in the sky.”


“We have no time to spare.”


“Rita, open a portal to there,” I said. She got to
work on that. 


“Merlin, maybe you should stay here,” I said. 


Merlin sat, not looking upset. “Are you worried
that Baltezore will make me attack you again?”


“I don’t know.”


“Do you really want me to stay here?”


“No.”


“Then I will go. Baltezore is my enemy as much as
Ilvera is yours.”


“Fine. Merlin will go with us, but no one else who
isn’t Sjau.”


“Why?” Evelyn asked. “Doesn’t it make more sense for
everyone to go?”


“The more people who go with them, the more likely
someone will get hurt,” Rita said. “If your husband was killed, would you be
able to fight?”


“No.”


“Then let him stay here and take strength in the
knowledge that he’s safe. The portal is ready.”


“You had better be right about this,” Sven said. 


“If I’m not, I hope you don’t leave enough left of me
for my mother to get her hands on.” I stepped through the mirror and was hit by
a wave of heat. The only light came from the thin cracks in the rock floor. “Is
it safe to stand here?” 


“For a short time, possibly,” Merlin said. “We
are inside a volcano.”


That was when I saw the egg, lying on the floor just
like in the vision. I wanted to grab it and run, but that would have ruined our
plan. The other Sjau followed me. Mason and Houda coughed from the hot air.
Once the Sjau were through, I expected the portal to close. Instead, Thaddeus
stepped through. 


“Go back!” I told him. “This isn’t the plan!”


“I have my own plan, Ayden. You’re going to be
helpless and, like it or not, I’m your older brother. I’m going to do what I
can to help.”


“Well… thank you.” The portal closed.


He rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a wizard. It’s not a
big deal.”


Our father wasn’t even willing to be there, so it was
a big deal to me.


“Let’s do this,” Gideon said. 


“I guess no one is going to stop us, then,” I said
loudly, creeping towards the egg. 


Merlin growled. “There is a ward around it.”


I nodded. “Jeb, can you break the ward around the
egg?”


“Easily.” He adjusted one of his dozens of rings,
raised his right hand towards the egg, and clenched his fist. Gold light shot
out and struck the ward, but it did no damage. Jeb lowered his fist, his face
drained of color. “It’s too strong. I wasn’t expecting that.” 


“I told you; we’re dealing with a stronger enemy than
any of us have ever faced before.”


“Well, I am flattered,” Baltezore said, appearing
between us and the egg. Again, something about his gold eyes bothered me quite
a lot. 


“Enough to give us the egg?” I asked, only half
serious.


He laughed. “Not quite. You were foolish to come
here.”


“We had no choice. We have to stop the black star.”


“I would love to destroy you and your little friends
like the roaches you are to me, but I have more important matters. I have an
egg to hatch. Fear not, there is someone else who can teach you not to stick
your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 


My mother appeared, and Thaddeus shuddered, no doubt
fighting the urge to hide behind someone. Baltezore was easily the stronger
opponent, but my mother was more vicious. “You have been a constant headache
since you were born,” Ilvera said to me. “I’m glad to finally be done with
you.”


“And you are a terrible mother. Even for a sorceress,
you’re awful.”


“Are you trying to make me kill you before I can take
your power? I won’t be riled that easily.” 


“No, Mother, I’m merely saying that if you had kicked
me out to be raised by rabbits, I would have been better off.”


“What he means is that we hate you,” Thaddeus said.


I flinched. Whether I agreed or not, I couldn’t bring
myself to be that harsh. 


“I would have killed you the moment Ayden was born if
your father hadn’t begged for your life,” she said to Thaddeus. “You were only
born so that I could get a Sjau son. Your brothers were at least useful to me.
You were just a whiny mouth I had to feed. I would have been thrilled if your
brothers killed you.”


Thaddeus’s expression was hard, but his body was
subtly trembling. Thaddeus was always in the background, following Zeustrum and
Bevras around. Thus, he avoided a lot of the worst of Mother’s tyranny. 


She then addressed me. “And you… I should have
smothered you the instant you were born blond. I thought I could fix you, but
you were just too weak. I could have killed you and used my sister to get magic
from the Sjau. I wish I had.”


“Oh, you wish, you should have, you could have… I’m
tired of your talk. I’m glad I wasn’t the son you always wanted. You know where
I would be if I were? I’d be dead, because you are nothing but a user. You hate
everyone who isn’t useful to you.” I took off my robe and tossed it to the
ground. “I’ll relieve you of your shame, and myself of mine. I relinquish the
Dracre name. I don’t want to be your son any more than you want to be my
mother. From here on, I have no mother.”


It felt wrong to be without my robe, but the anger on
her face was enough encouragement to stick to my decision.  


She raised her wand and black magic shot into me.
Like lightning, it shot from me into Livia, from Livia into Mason, and so on
until every Sjau was connected by a web of magic. The pain blinded me and
turned my legs to jelly. Several of the Sjau whimpered and Mist screamed. 


It was over for a while before I had the strength to
lift my head. My eyes burned when I opened them and everything was blurry, but
I could make out Merlin standing guard between Ilvera and me. 


I reached for him and he held still. The ground seemed
to disappear as I struggled to my feet. “I can’t see. Everything is blurry.”


“It is possible that your magic naturally
corrected your vision from the time you were born. I suppose mages are the
reason I have met no one on Caldaca who wore corrective lenses.”


“Wore what?”


“Never mind, young sorcerer.” 


“That was anticlimactic,” Baltezore griped. “I was
looking forward to their screams and blood gushing from their orifices. Oh
well.”


Someone grabbed my arm and I jumped, nearly crashing
into Merlin. “What’s wrong?” Thaddeus asked. 


Realizing it was him, I didn’t push him away when he
took my arm again. “I can’t see. Are the others okay?”


“Mist, Blue, and Kalyn are unconscious, but it looks
like everyone is just tired.” He pressed my staff into my hand. 


“What’s she doing?”


“She’s… basking in the power, I think. She isn’t
moving. Maybe I should try to kill her.”


“No. What’s going on with the egg?”


“We’re still waiting for her to hatch,” Baltezore
said with delight.


“And then what?”


“And then you die.”


“That’s about what I expected. In that case, will you
at least clear up some things? Nothing has made any sense since I learned about
the egg. Cennuth said you had dragon blood? What does your galaxy stone do? Why
aren’t there any female dragons? Why is the world coming to an end?” I was
shrieking by the end of it, so I gasped. The hot air made my nose and throat
burn, but not as badly as the rest of my body from having my magic ripped out. 


“I suppose I can pass the time by satisfying your
curiosity. I rather enjoy the story myself.”


“Oh, if it’s a story, then never mind.”


“You don’t like history?” he asked, sounding
insulted.


“I love history, but I’m not a good listener. I learn
by seeing and reading.”


“That works for me. I can show you.”


“I can’t see anything. When Ilvera stripped my magic,
it---”


“Yes, yes, don’t be so boring.” 


Merlin made a sound of protest right before a ball of
cold struck my chest and spread. It took away my pain in its path and when it
reached my eyes, my vision cleared. “Thank you,” I said automatically. I pulled
away from Thaddeus. “He healed my vision.”


The other Sjau were trying to pull themselves
together, except for the three who were unconscious. As Thad had said, Ilvera
was standing to the side with her eyes closed, as if she were soaking in the
magic and gaining control of it. Even with the pain masked by Baltezore, I felt
like I hadn’t slept in a month, so I figured the other Sjau were dealing with
the same agony.


Baltezore was unconcerned. “Many thousands of years
ago, there were twin worlds, Rothelmril and Raksel.” He waved his hand at the
wall behind him and I gawked with awe. 


Dark shadows formed on the wall against a light I
couldn’t see to show what I guessed were the two worlds he described. A larger
shadow appeared to the far right, which was probably a sun. 


“These worlds were far superior to Caldaca, for every
single person had magic. However, each person only had a single ability.”


The worlds disappeared, replaced by numerous shadow
people. Some of these shadow people changed into animals, some conjured
monsters, some grew things, some destroyed others, and some transformed
objects. There were so many forms that it was impossible to figure out what any
of it meant. 


By this point, cracks were forming in the egg’s shell.
I wished I could warn the baby dragon to stay in her shell, where she was safe,
but I didn’t want to draw any attention to her.


“Even inanimate objects had magic.” 


The people faded and were reshaped into mountains,
rivers, and rocks. I couldn’t imagine what powers rocks had.


“Dragons and people battled for control. Many dragons
regularly killed people and people retaliated by hunting them, but there were
some dragons who felt like the worlds had enough power to share peacefully.” 


He showed dragons and people in battle and it made me
feel sick, especially when several nests appeared. I saw people attacking adult
dragons who tried desperately to protect their infants. Shadow people sliced up
baby dragons and used their skins as coats and made their talons into weapons. 


I threw up. 


“The most powerful, ancient dragon of Raksel lived
peacefully with his mate of over five thousand years, Gadiel.”


The shadows formed into two dragons, who nuzzled each
other sweetly. 


“Dragon love never fades, and I will get to why in a
minute. Gadiel was killed, so her mate decided to steal magic from Raksel in
order to bring her back to life.”


It showed one of the dragons finding the other dead
and this time, Thaddeus threw up. I wanted to tell Baltezore to stop, but I
couldn’t get the words out. Shadow Gadiel had been beheaded. The surviving
shadow dragon was shown in battle scenes with people.”


“Other dragons felt like this broke their laws,
however, so they tried to stop him.”


The battle scenes now included other dragons. 


“They tried to stop him from killing people when they
were doing the same thing?” I asked. 


“They tried to stop him from resurrecting his mate
because they were intimidated by his power. Nevertheless, some dragons sided
with him, and thus, a war between dragons broke out. This is the real war on
magic.”


The shadows depicted trees burning down, oceans
drying up, animals and people dropping dead in waves, and rain that melted
buildings. 


“This nearly destroyed everything and the magic
became so volatile that it would have blown a hole through reality itself.
Another dragon, one of the most ancient dragons of all time, absorbed its
excess magic and travelled to Caldaca.”


I saw a shadow dragon flying through space, radiating
magic. 


“The magic was so strong that it flowed from him, but
it wasn’t lethal so long as he contained it. This was the white star and gave
almost everyone magic. He then buried himself deep in the world, still
providing the magic for everyone.”


“Then why is magic dying?”


“Because the ancient dragon is dying.”


“This is confusing. What is his name?”


“He is too ancient for a name. Some have called him
Falkyr, the king of dragons, but most just call him the Ancient One.”


“What about the other dragon? Gadiel’s mate.” 


“I am getting to him. Unfortunately, with the
departure of Falkyr, the war did not favor the broken-hearted dragon. Once a
master of his race, he was reduced to a victim of fate. In effort to regain the
advantage, he fooled the allied dragons into giving up their magic to him. He
used that power to inflict a curse.” 


Several dozen dragons in the shadows surrounded a
single dragon. I felt sick again when those dragons dispersed and were absorbed
into the center dragon. 


“He knew that Falkyr would eventually be destroyed by
the magic he consumed. His powers of prophesy were legendary even among
dragons, and he knew that the power could be passed to another, stronger
dragon. Unless this power was passed on, it would destroy Caldaca and form a
tear in the universe itself upon Falkyr’s death. He also knew that the power
had to be passed from male to female.”


“Why?” I’d asked the question unintentionally. I
didn’t want to interrupt, but curiosity got the better of me. 


“That is an act of nature,” Merlin said. “Whereas
magic is often passed down from father to son and mother to daughter, destiny
is naturally passed from male to female and female to male.”


Although I’d never heard that before and wanted to
know more, I nodded to Baltezore to continue, because I didn’t know how long
the old wizard would be willing to explain. 


“Because he knew that the power had to be passed to a
female and that no female was strong enough to control Falkyr’s magic, he
cursed his own race so that no female dragon would hatch.” 


“So there could be eggs with female dragons, they
just couldn’t hatch?”


“All eggs are neutral. It is only when the egg is
ready to hatch does it choose to be male or female. Dragons are immortal, so
reproduction was pretty much obsolete. Eggs were only created when dragons were
hunted. Thus, the dragon species was superior in adapting.”


The shadows didn’t show this, which made sense, as it
was difficult to show the gender of an egg. However, I wanted to get back to
the story and shadow illusion. Although I didn’t say as much, Baltezore must have
realized he was losing me.


“The other dragons, who thought they were superior,
cast judgment on him. They punished him in the most shameful way possible; they
stripped him of his immortality and magnificent form. They made him a mortal
man, much the opposite of Merlin’s curse to turn wronged wizards into the
superior form of a dragon.”


The scene behind him of a dragon being transformed
into a man seemed painful. 


“Wait, a dragon can be turned into a person?”


“Not naturally. Are you going to interrupt through
the entire story? If you do, this is going to take a long time.”


“I’m sorry. It’s interesting. If I don’t ask
questions, it’s because I’m not listening… or I’d be asking things like why the
lava is different colors. Is it because of the heat of the melted rock, or the
type of rock, or the---”


“Focus,” Merlin insisted. 


“Oh, right. Sorry. Please continue.”


Instead, Baltezore frowned at Merlin. “Is this what
you have to put up with every day?”


Merlin nodded solemnly. 


“Hey, don’t talk about me, finish the story!”


“Shut up and let him talk, then,” Thad said. 


“Shut up and let me let him talk!” I snapped back. 


“Both of you shut up before I vomit all over you,”
Sven said, pale as a ghost. He was sitting, as were the others who were
conscious. Mason, Gideon, and Livia were trying to wake Mist, Blue, and Kalyn.


“Ayden, ask him the dragon’s name,” Merlin
said.


I’d already asked that, but I figured it wouldn’t
hurt to ask again. “What was the dragon’s name?” Instead of answering,
Baltezore grinned, and my heart sank into my stomach. “It’s Baltezore, isn’t
it? You’re a dragon.”


“That I am.”


“Why do you have a galaxy stone?” 


He held out his hand and his staff appeared in it.
“Do you know what a galaxy stone is?” I shook my head. “It’s a dragon’s heart.
Dragons have two hearts, and they can each live without one. It is common
practice between dragons who love each other to cut out one of their hearts and
trade with their mate.” 


I looked away so I didn’t have to see the shadows act
that out. 


“Gadiel and I did this. When she was killed, I
combined both of her hearts so that I could use it to resurrect her. My plan
was---”


“Wait, you took her hearts, or---”


He clinched his fist. “Do you have an off switch?”


“A what?”


“I used the two hearts that were in her body, one
being hers and one being mine. By combining her heart and mine into one, our
love was fortified and sealed forever. A single heart containing that much love
was unstoppable, because love is the most powerful force in the universe. With
this heart, I only needed more power in order to resurrect her. My plan was
thwarted, however, so I hid it with the intention of returning when I had
another chance.”


“Can you resurrect her without her body?”


“Of course. I can create a new one easily. Before
they stripped my form from me, I tore her heart out of my own body and
performed a ritual on it. Galaxy stones are dragon hearts, but dragon hearts
are not galaxy stones unless a special ritual is executed on it.”


“That makes sense. Otherwise, everyone who hunts
dragons would have galaxy stones.”


“Anyway, I decided to use the galaxy stone to control
the power of Falkyr instead of destroying it. Unfortunately, I needed a female
for that. I needed a female dragon to be hatched so that she could take the
power and I could control it through her.”


“Because you can use it to resurrect Gadiel?”


“That, and because I want the power. Fortunately, I
left myself an out in the original curse. It required the sacrifice of a very
unique life. I had a daughter with a mortal woman and when she came of age, I
sacrificed her. It was another matter to find the egg. That was where Merlin
came in.”


When I opened my mouth to interrupt, Thaddeus put his
hand over it to stop me. 


“There was only one man who would be drawn to the egg
and had the power to find it.” 


“Why me?” Merlin asked out loud.


Thaddeus gaped. “When did you learn to talk?”


I put my hand over Thad’s mouth.


“I think you know, Merlin,” Baltezore said. 


“What does your galaxy stone do?” I asked when Merlin
said nothing. “Also, why is it bigger than mine?” 


Thaddeus elbowed me in the side.


“It controls dragons.”


“Yes, all of them do. What does it control about
dragons?”


“You misunderstand. It controls dragons completely,
as all full galaxy stones do. Yours, and every one you have seen or heard of,
is only a shard of a full galaxy stone, so its control is limited. Mine is
not.”


“But if you’re a dragon, then I can control you.”


“You’re not powerful enough.”


Everyone turned to the egg when a small chirp filled
the air. The cracks were glowing brighter until one piece of the shell was
finally pushed up and a tiny, pure white head poked out. 


I opened my mouth to calmly remark on her
adorableness. 


“That’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen in my life!”
Mason screeched. Thaddeus rolled his eyes. Ignoring him, Baltezore pointed his
staff at the egg. 


I automatically aimed my staff at him. “Stop!”


Nothing happened, not even a slight glow. I felt only
emptiness inside of me.









Chapter 20


The baby dragon emerged slowly from the egg, white as
snow with eyes the color of a cloudless day sky. Despite the impressive size of
her egg, she could fit in my hand. When she fully emerged from the egg, it
turned to ash. 


“Do we bow?” I asked Merlin.


“Not for a hatchling.”


The hatchling stretched her wings and body with the
grace a newborn shouldn’t have been capable of. Baltezore wasn’t enthralled by
her cuteness. “You are loyal only to me,” Baltezore said. His galaxy stone
glowed green, as did the baby dragon’s eyes. “You belong to me. You obey me.”
The hatchling suddenly floated into the air without flapping her wings and
started glowing white.


“What are you doing to her?!” I asked. 


“I’m not doing this. She is absorbing Falkyr’s power
as he dies.”


“Then the black star isn’t going to destroy Caldaca?”



“Not until I take my new dragoness to another world.”


So Cennuth was right; she was the only one who could
save Caldaca, but everyone had been wrong about Baltezore’s motives. 


“Your plan failed,” Sven said. 


“Not yet.” 


As if waiting for my cue, Ilvera woke from her
stupor, turned her wand on Baltezore, and struck without warning. It was like
black, red, and white lightning mixed together in one terribly powerful attack.



Baltezore was fast, though; he turned, his staff
ready, and violent green fire met lightning and energy flew like sparks.
Fortunately, the rest of us were far enough away to be spectators and not
victims. The dragoness still floated as she absorbed Falkyr’s magic. If she was
loyal to Baltezore, she must not have been worried about him enough to protect
him. 


Ilvera had the power of all fourteen Sjau and
Baltezore’s power was limited because of the dragons’ punishment, so I thought
Ilvera would win for sure. Unfortunately, I had underestimated the old
dragon-sorcerer’s power. No matter how strong Ilvera was, she had one major
limitation; she was just a sorceress.


One of Baltezore’s curses struck Ilvera’s wand and
sent it flying. Without it, she was practically powerless. The wand landed at
my feet and indecision made me freeze. My mother was never separated from her
wand. I had the once in a lifetime opportunity to destroy my mother. All I had
to do was snap her wand and Baltezore could kill her before she could get away.



But would we get our magic back? The plan was
for my mother to beat Baltezore, but maybe that was the wrong choice. 


While I was trying to come to a decision, my mother
was doing her best to dodge Baltezore. Since there was nothing to hide behind,
she wasn’t going to last long. 


“Defeating your mother is less important than
stopping the black star,” Merlin said. 


That was exactly what I needed to hear. I picked up
the wand and tossed it to my mother. If she was surprised, she didn’t show it;
she snatched it out of the air and fired back at Baltezore. 


It was better than fighting either of them myself.
While they were distracted, I focused on my galaxy stone. Merlin had magic in
him, even if he couldn’t use it. I didn’t instinctively know how to draw my
magic out of Ilvera, so I was hoping we could use Merlin’s magic to invoke a
vision of the answer. 


Baltezore’s galaxy stone suddenly cracked, flooding
the cave with an eerie light, and he shouted as if in pain. Ilvera’s power
enveloped him and froze him solid, mid-scream. 


I didn’t have a moment to breathe a sigh of relief. I
still had no idea what to do. Ilvera aimed her wand at me and black magic
flared. I pointed my staff at her. Defend. 


Nothing happened. There was no magic inside me. 


I was helpless. 


Ilvera’s power filled the room with a black cloud.
When it cleared, she was gone… and Livia was on the ground before me. 


“Livia!”


I knelt beside her and shook her gently. There were
no visible wounds on her, but she was as still as death. I automatically tried to
help her with magic, only to be reminded with terrible disappointment that
there was nothing. 


“We need to get her back to my family,” Mason said.
“They can’t heal a wound, but if it’s a curse, they can at least help.”


“What happened?”


“Ilvera tried to kill you… but Livia jumped in the
way.”


My heart sank into my stomach. 


Sven grabbed me by the collar of my shirt and shoved
me down. “What happened to your plan?!”


“I obviously didn’t plan on her disappearing!” 


“We saved Caldaca from the black star,” Houda said.
“If that means we have to live without---”


“Do you think that woman is going to just sit around
and pick flowers?” Sven interrupted. “She could destroy Caldaca faster than the
black star, and now we can’t do anything because we’re powerless.”


“Plus, there are only thirteen of us now,” Jeb
pointed out. 


I shoved Sven off me and checked Livia again. “She’s
not breathing.”


“Wizards can’t resurrect the dead,” Gideon said.


“I don’t have the skill to transport all of us back
to the castle,” Thaddeus said. “I’ll transport myself and have the Minof family
help.”


“You have to hurry,” I said. He nodded, waved his
wand, and vanished. Mason helped me lay Livia out on a cooler part of the stone
floor. 


“I feel like I’ve been doing nonstop magic for three
days,” Mason said, panting. 


“Toughen up, wizard,” Sotis said. 


“The portal should be open by now,” Zelli said. 


“Unless he betrayed us,” Blue suggested.


“You’d know all about betrayal,” Jeb said.


I stopped listening to them as they started outright
arguing. It felt wrong to do so in the presence of my dead aunt. I felt worse
for Sonya, who was losing her mother for a second time, than I did for Livia.
It was my fault.


“She died to save Caldaca,” Merlin said.


“She died to save me. What did I do wrong? No one
was supposed to die.”


“While it is important to learn from your
mistakes, it is possible to commit no mistakes and still lose.”


“But if we lose, we die.”


“That is not a weakness. That is life.”


“Watch out!” Houda shouted, pointing to Baltezore. 


He was starting to move, and we were completely
defenseless.


Merlin growled. Baltezore was the one enemy he had
never been able to defeat. This time, he didn’t even have his magic. I pointed
my staff at Baltezore, knowing full well it wouldn’t do any good. Peace,
I thought.


Nothing happened. 


A bright flash of light turned our attention to the
hatchling as she gained awareness. The magic had significantly changed her; she
was now black and silver, her scales were seemingly made of metal, and she had
grown to about as long as my arm, not including her tail, which doubled her
length. Her eyes were dark blue, no longer innocent, as if she had aged
thousands of years. 


Gold magic shot from her into Baltezore and…
shattered him into pieces. 


Several of the Sjau behind me shouted with shock and
horror, which caused the dragoness to turn her eyes on us. Her wings flapped
gracefully as her tail whipped restlessly. 


“Now we bow,” Merlin said worriedly.


Merlin and I knelt and bowed. The other conscious
Sjau followed suit. 


“Now what?”


“Now we hope she does not decide to kill us.”


“I have no desire to kill you,” said a
different voice in my head. Several gasps behind me told me they all heard it
as well. The voice was feminine, but not gentle or youthful. I felt like the
hatchling was cheated out of her innocence. 


I didn’t risk looking up. “I’m sorry we weren’t able
to save you.”


“You did save me, Ayden Dracre. Had you not
distracted Baltezore long enough for me to break his spell, I would still be
trapped.”


“Oh. Then, could I ask a favor in return?”


“You can ask anything you wish, but that does not
mean you will receive it.”


“Can you return our magic to us?”


“I can, but I will not, for you cannot afford the
price of such magic.”


Then… we’ll never get our magic back?” 


“That is up to you. You have it in your power to
take your magic back. You do not need me.”


“Will you fight Ilvera?”


“Such fickle opponents do not interest me.”


“Then what will you do?”


“I will do the only thing that can entertain my
mind; I will create worlds.”


“Please don’t leave Caldaca! The world needs magic to
survive.” 


“Do not worry, Ayden Dracre. I will remain on
Caldaca and provide it with magic while my mind is elsewhere. I will take the
place of my predecessor, deep under the surface of the world, where my body and
magic will be safe.”


“Does this mean I have fulfilled my destiny?”
Merlin asked.


“You have saved thousands of worlds, Merlin,”
the dragoness said. “Your destiny, however, is yours to decide.”


“Who was Merlin’s…” I didn’t bother to finish my
question, because with a flash of golden light, she was gone. 


“Are we going to starve here?” Blue asked.


“No; we’ll die of dehydration first,” Gideon
answered.


“Thaddeus must have been attacked,” Mason said.
“Ilvera could have been waiting at the castle to attack us individually.”


“What for? She could kill us all simultaneously,”
Sven said.


They started arguing again. I sat next to Livia’s
body, wondering how I was going to tell Sonya. I had never had to tell someone
their loved one was dead before. 


I ignored the gasps behind me until Merlin nipped my
arm. I moved aside as I turned and saw my father. He didn’t acknowledge anyone
else; he was completely focused on Livia. Everyone got out of his way as he
went to her side, knelt, and put his hand under her neck. 


I gaped when he pulled her up into a half-sitting
position, leaned down, and kissed her. 


I sensed extremely powerful magic, but it wasn’t
sorcery. Almost as soon as he broke the kiss, her eyes opened. She smiled up at
him. “You need to work on your timing.”


“You need to work on expressing gratitude.” He helped
her stand.


“What just happened?” I asked Merlin. “How
could he heal her? He’s not a necromancer or a mage.”


“It must be the power of true love’s kiss,
although I never would have believed such a thing was possible if this were any
other world.”


“It’s what?”


“You must know of true love’s kiss. Your world is
full of these kinds of things. Never mind; I will explain it later.”


“Please take us back to the castle,” Livia said. 


The cave grew dark until I couldn’t see anything.
Soon, it cleared, leaving us all in the castle… to a horror we hadn’t imagined.
Everyone who had been left behind except for Magnus had been turned to stone.
Magnus and Thaddeus were both dead in the middle of the floor, clearly having
been attacked. 


Houda screamed when she saw that her baby was also
cursed, followed by Mist crying at the sight of her parents. Even my goat was a
stone statue.


Mason and I went to Thad’s side. He had a burn on his
chest. When I tried to check his breathing, Mason pushed my hand away, put both
of his hands over Thad’s heart, and started pushing on Thad’s chest. 


“What are you doing?” 


“You wouldn’t… understand,” Mason panted.


“Is this some death ritual thing, because Thad wasn’t---”
I was cut off as Thaddeus suddenly gasped, his eyes snapping open. “You… you
brought him back.”


“You’re okay,” Mason said, hugging Thaddeus. “Did
Ilvera attack?”


Thad looked around for a moment before pointing at
Magnus. “It was him.”


“Magnus attacked you?”


“He was the traitor who was working with Ilvera,” my
father said. “That was why he avoided Livia and Sotis.”


“Sotis? What does he have to do with Magnus?”


“Ask him.”


Everyone looked at Sotis, who blanched. “I have no
idea.”


My father sighed. “Not Sotis. Ask Magnus.” He started
guiding Livia out.


“What do you mean?” I asked. 


“Heal my family!” Mason demanded.


“I’ll come down later. You’ll find your answers in
Magnus’s room.” With that, he and Livia left. 


Merlin, Thaddeus, Mason, and I went upstairs to
Magnus’s room, only to find the door locked. “Merlin, would you get my lock
pick?” I asked. “Thad, we need to get you a healing potion.”


“I have one in my room,” Mason said, shifting Thad’s
weight. I took Thad’s arm and helped him lean on me. Soon, Merlin and Mason
returned. I got to work on the lock, quickly getting it open. 


Inside, the room was no fancier than mine. There were
no pictures or keepsakes to suggest he felt love for my aunt, but then again, I
never really asked him. Maybe he knew all along that she actually loved my
father.


“Look at this,” Merlin said from the wizard’s
desk. On the desk was a letter.


 


 


 


Ayden,


 


By
the time you read this, you will know that I have betrayed you. I wish it
hadn’t come to this; I wish you didn’t have to experience betrayal at all. This
is not your fault. 


The
truth is that Ilvera killed me when she took Livia’s crystal of dark magic,
then had a necromancer trap my soul in my body with a curse that made me obey
her. At first, I didn’t understand what she had done, but as time passed, her
control over me grew. It wasn’t until the majority of the Sjau moved into the
castle that I realized what her plan was, and by then, it was too late. 


I
hope I was able to teach you something in the months you have lived here. You
betrayed your family to help me and I don’t want you to regret that. You
deserve better than them, and you deserve better than this letter. 


You
conquered your own weaknesses; there is nothing worse that your mother can do
to you. Your heart is stronger than you can imagine. 


 


 


 


“I’m… not sure what to think. Should I be angry at
him for this?”


“No, Ayden. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to…
suffering. Oh, I have done it again.”


“Done what?”


“Never mind.”


 


*          *          *


 


We explained to the others what was in the letter and
then went outside so we didn’t have to hear the arguing and accusations. The
sky was clear and blue, the sun was normal, and the black star was gone. We sat
in the grass to figure out our next step. 


“What’s the plan?” Mason asked after a while.
Thaddeus was asleep, leaning against him. 


“I guess we tell the Rynorm family we failed.”


He looked miserable. “Will they break the curse on my
family?”


“I doubt it. The curse should have been broken when
Magnus died.”


“I know we had to stop the black star, but I can’t
help regretting coming here.” He wiped his wet cheeks with his sleeve. “Let’s
go tell everyone we give up.”


“Wait,” I said.


“I don’t want to drag this out any longer than it has
to be. Ilvera has already taken everything from me; she needs to be stopped.”


“But maybe we haven’t failed yet.”


“What do you mean?” 


“Merlin said you only fail when you give up. I don’t
know that I’m ready to give up.”


“How can we possibly fight her without magic?”


“I don’t know yet. Maybe we can use my father against
her.”


“Now you’re starting to sound like a sorcerer,” my
father said loudly from behind us, making all of us jump. Mason sat Thaddeus
against the wall of the castle and Thaddeus instantly fell back to sleep. 


“I’m not a sorcerer anymore; Ilvera took my magic.”


“I told you before; magic isn’t what makes you a
sorcerer. I don’t care how many times you get knocked down, as long as you get
back up every time. Are you willing to fight Ilvera knowing you could die on
the slim chance you might win?”


Mason wouldn’t meet my eyes, as his were full of
tears again. He wasn’t like me; he needed his family. Houda needed her son and
Mist needed her parents. Sven had just gotten his wife back and put his heart
aside to help me. 


“Yes.”


“Then you are a sorcerer worthy of the Rynorm name,
not to mention the only son of mine who I can be proud of.” His wand appeared
in his hand and he tapped it on my chest. Red magic sparked from it and grew to
engulf my entire body until I was wearing the red Rynorm robe. 


“That was… really neat.” The lining of the robe was
gold, like the emblem and threading.


“The Rynorm robe is a little more adaptive than the
Dracre one. It is resistant to water, fire, magic, and tearing. Also, it’s
completely reversible. Take it off and I will show you what it can do.”


I took it off, reversed it, and put it back on. He
touched his wand to it and it turned green. It wasn’t just green; the emblem
changed to the Dracre one. 


“It can mimic any family robe.”


“Wow.”


“If you want to change it back, simply reverse it.”


I took it off and put it back on the right way, and
it instantly changed back to the Rynorm red. “This is amazing. Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me. When you wear this robe, you carry
the Rynorm name and that means you must not bring any shame to the family. In
return, you will have the respect and allegiance of sorcerers and dragon
trainers all over the world.”


“I still don’t know how to defeat Ilvera, though.”


“For one thing, you will need magic.”


“But I don’t---”


“Do not interrupt me.”


“Sorry.”


“You learned what the galaxy stones are, right?”


“They’re the hearts of dragons.” 


“That’s right. When your dragon’s eye first started
to bond to you, do you remember what you did?”


“I conjured a dragon. I’ve done it several times
since.”


“You weren’t simply conjuring a dragon. You summoned
the spirit of your dragon. Your stone belonged to that dragon you saw.
You also used dragon magic when you faced Ilvera outside her cabin.”


“That was magic from the same dragon?” 


“Yes. Like with living dragons, you can control it
using your stone, but you have the added benefit of summoning his magic
directly into you for you to use it as you see fit.”


“What’s his name?”


“You will have to ask him yourself.”


He raised his hand towards the empty field, where
black smoke converged. A moment later, the smoke dispersed, leaving behind a
completely silver dragon. Sunlight bounced off it, nearly blinding me. Then the
shine started to soften and I realized his scales were changing color and
texture to blend into its surroundings. 


“This is Grímahilmir.”


“I’ve never seen you with a dragon’s eye,” I said. 


“Of course not. Ilvera would have tried to steal it.
When it first started to bond with me, my mother broke one of my ribs and fused
the stone into it, just as she did for my brothers. The magic is now in every
bone in our bodies.”


“That’s… nice? What can your stone do?”


“Like you, I can call a dragon to help me, but unlike
you, I cannot make him fight. Also, I can temporarily revoke a dragon’s power.
Now, summon your dragon.”


“I don’t have any---”


“You have all the magic you need in the heart of that
dragon.”


“I tried in the cave.”


“You didn’t believe in it. Why would a dragon come to
you if you don’t even believe in him?”


I nodded and pointed my staff to the spot next to his
dragon. “What if my staff gets broken?”


“Focus.”


“Sorry.” I visualized my dragon.


“Keep your mind at peace or he will manifest ready to
fight.”


“Why did you call another dragon if you had this one?”


“I did that for two reasons. The first is that if
your dragon’s spirit is destroyed, your dragon’s eye is destroyed. The second
reason is that using your galaxy stone drains your energy. Now, focus and call
him.”


I focused, visualizing the dragon’s appearance and
recalling the sensation of my magic when I had first summoned the dragon.
Suddenly, I felt the power of the crystal surge through me. It was my magic in
the sense that it was what I had been using every time I wielded my staff.
However, it was also different, because the staff had always had a mind of its
own. 


After flowing through me, the magic rushed back out
and into the field before me. Faster than ever before, the dragon formed. His
body was stone-gray, matching the underside of his wings, while the outward
side of his wings was blood-red. His head was narrow and angular with two
backward-curved horns and reddish-orange, glowing eyes. 


He stretched his wings with irritation. Grímahilmir
snorted a puff of smoke into the air and my dragon grumbled in response. “I
don’t have to bow, do I?” I asked Merlin.


“Only if your father does.”


“Introduce yourself,” my father said. 


“Oh… hello, dragon. I’m Ayden… Rynorm?” I asked. My
father nodded with the hint of a smirk on his face. “Yes, I’m Ayden Rynorm.”
That sounded strange, but not bad. “Son of Kille Rynorm and nobody else. I’m
also one of the Sjau, but a powerful sorceress took my magic, along with the
magic of the other Sjau.”


The dragon exhaled smoke that quickly reached across
the space and wrapped around me delicately. 


“Are you doing what Merlin taught me to sense magic?”


“Yes, Ayden,” the dragon said as his smoke dispersed.
He didn’t sound any older than Harðtǫnn had. “I know you have questions,
so ask them.”


“What’s your name?” I asked. 


“Veðrgramr.”


“Other than making a dragon peaceful, what can my
galaxy stone do?”


“It can also call to nearby dragons for help and it
can heal them.”


“Ayden, you need to let him go,” Merlin said. 


“Why?”


“Because you are about to pass out from exhaustion.”


“No, I’m fine. I’m…”









Chapter 21


I woke sometime in the night
and found Merlin curled up at the foot of my bed. “Merlin,” I said quietly. He
jerked his head up and blinked sleepily. “What happened?”


“You overextended yourself by calling your dragon
when you were already in poor condition. Once we got you into bed, everyone ate
to replenish their energy and then went to sleep.”


“Speaking of which, I’m starving.”


“I figured you would be.” He pointed with his
paw at my nightstand, where a plate of fruit, bread, cheese, potatoes, fish,
and roasted bird had been set out for me. It was a massive portion, yet I ate
it all without slowing down. 


When I was done, we headed downstairs. Everyone was
asleep and I didn’t want to see the poor cursed people in the dining room
knowing I couldn’t help them, so we went outside, where I wasn’t surprised to
see Kalyn practicing her swordsmanship again. 


“Don’t you need sleep?” I asked.


“I don’t sleep much,” she said, not stopping. 


“Where did you learn to fight?”


“I had a mother and six sisters without a man in the
house. It was up to me to protect them. There was a warrior’s guild right
outside our village, so from the time I was very young, I would tie up my hair,
dress as a boy, and sneak into their camp to learn to fight with the other
children.”


“Do you mind if I practice with you?”


“Can you keep up?” 


“Gideon has been training me.”


“Do you have a sword?”


“Yes, I can transform my staff into… oh, wait, that
takes regular magic, not dragon magic.”


“I have no idea what you mean by that,” she said. I
explained the situation to her. By the time I was done, her sword was dangling
at her side. “Did you know you would still have magic before we faced your
mother?”


“First, no, I didn’t. Second, she’s not my mother
anymore. We have to figure out how to defeat her with dragon powers when she
was able to defeat the most powerful dragon we’ve ever met.”


“What is stronger than a dragon?” 


“I don’t know. There are some creatures that can
defend themselves from dragons, but none that hunt dragons… well, except for
people.”


“I’ve heard that the greatest threat to a sorceress
is another sorceress.”


“Not when she has the power of fourteen Sjau.”


“With that much power, I doubt even your father
can defeat her alone,” Merlin said. 


Mason joined us with a plate of fruit and bread. “We
need to get more help.”


“Like who?”


“Well, we saved magic, so I think we should call on
everyone and hope at least a few hundred people will help.”


“If they know about her, some people might join her
because she’s so powerful,” Kalyn said. 


“You have a lot of friends who would be willing to
help,” Merlin said. 


“I don’t want anyone to get hurt. We need someone who
is strong enough to face her but who also can’t be swayed by dark magic.”


“Like a strong wizard?”


“Sorcerers aren’t afraid of wizards.” We thought
about it for a while.


“There is one creature you seem pretty terrified
of,” Merlin suggested. 


“I hope you’re not talking about rabbits.”


“I am referring to fairies.”


“Well, of course I’m terrified of fairies. They’re
enemies of all sorcerers. But we can’t use them; almost half of us has… or
had… sorcery.”


“We should at least talk to them. Send Mason in to
talk to them and---”


“Mason!” I interrupted, startling Mason. 


“What?”


“Merlin suggested we get fairies to help. When I
first went to your house, there was a fairy circle.”


“Yes, fairies have protected my mother since she can
remember.”


“Why didn’t they protect her when she was turned to
stone?”


“While we were all getting ready to come here for the
first time, my mother contacted the fairies and told them not to follow us. She
knew if she came in contact with a bunch of sorcerers, even if they were allies
of hers, the fairies would attack them.”


“Like Jeb. That makes sense.”


“Have Mason explain the situation to them.”


I relayed Merlin’s message. “Do you think they would
agree to help?”


“Maybe, since none of you have sorcery right now.
They might do something to Sven, though.”


“I can live with that. Merlin?” Merlin nodded. “What
about you, Kalyn?”


“I’m fine with it… right now at least.”


“Take a vote,” Merlin suggested.


“That sounds fair.”


 


*          *          *


 


Everyone was called together in the throne room to
discuss our options. “Before we start the arguing,” Jeb began, pulling a coin
pouch out of his pocket. “I wanted to disclose that we are not powerless.”
Everyone was confused. 


“Did she not take your magic?” Sotis asked. 


“She got every drop that was in my body. However,
since I first learned to do magic, I have been fusing it into jewelry.” He
spilled dozens of rings, necklaces, and dress clasps onto the small table next
to the throne chair. “These are all functional.”


“What do they do?” Blue asked, reaching for one.


Jeb smacked her hand. “They do sorcery, so don’t
touch. I’ll share them, but some of them are hard to control and they’re all
dangerous.”


“Wow. This is wonderful news,” Zelli said. 


“It’s not enough to beat Ilvera, though,” Jeb said. 


“We need to recruit fairies,” Evelyn suggested before
I could even mention them.


Sven had something very rude to say about that. 


“Mason’s mother is one of their chosen witches,” I
said. Every sorcerer in the room, including my father, took a step away from
Mason. 


“Then why are we still alive?” Jeb asked.


“Why is Ilvera still alive?”


“Because my mother knew she would be staying with
some sorcerers and sent them away,” Mason said. “Besides, they would have
killed Magnus, not Ilvera, even though she was controlling him.”


“Not necessarily,” my father argued. “He was using
Ilvera’s magic and they would be able to detect that. Convincing fairies to
work with sorcerers will not be easy. You would have better luck with dragons,
which are impartial.”


“But can dragons defeat my mother?”


“Not as easily as fairies.”


“That does us no good if fairies refuse to help us,”
Merlin said. 


 


*          *          *


 


 After a lot of discussion, we came to the conclusion
that we had to try to get the fairies on our side. If that failed, we would go
to the dragons. If that failed, we would call on friends to help us.


Only Rita could call the fairies to her, so we had to
return to Mason’s home to find them. While the others practiced with Jeb’s
rings, Thaddeus transported Mason, Merlin, me, and himself to Mason’s home. 


The ring of rainbow flowers around the cabin was just
as I remembered it. 


“Oh, I can get clothes while I’m here,” Mason said. 


“Now isn’t the time for that,” I argued. “How do we
contact them?”


“Well… a sorcerer has to cross the line.” 


“I’ve already crossed it and they didn’t come.”


“That’s probably because you have mostly light magic.
We need a… darker sorcerer to cross the line.”


We all looked at Thaddeus, who turned pale as a
ghost. “There is no way I’m crossing the fairies.”


“We’ll be right here to protect you.”


“No. I won’t do it. I would face my mother alone
before I---”


Merlin didn’t let him finish; he rammed into Thaddeus
like Goat would have done and pushed Thad over the line. Thad dropped to the
ground and covered his head just as three fairies appeared. They looked like
small women with wings, except they were all glowing light blue. “You dare
intrude on a home of light magic, sorcerer?” one of them snarled. 


“We made him do it,” Mason said quickly. 


I was too busy trying not to hide behind Merlin to
defend my brother. No matter how much light magic I might have had, I was still
an enemy of fairies. To my surprise, however, none of the fairies even glanced
at me.


“Please forgive him. He is not an enemy.”


“He is a sorcerer.”


“He can’t help it; he was born that way. We need your
help to defeat Ilvera Dracre.”


“We will not interfere.”


“My mother was cursed by Ilvera Dracre.”


“Rita Mason chose to live among sorcerers; this is
the consequence.”


“Ilvera has the magic of fourteen Sjau. If she wanted
to, she could kill every wizard on Caldaca,” I said.


“If she harms one of our chosen, then we will deal
with her. Until then, it is not our problem,” the fairy on the far left said
before vanishing. 


“Please reconsider. You’re the only ones who can
defeat her for sure.”


“We never reconsider,” the fairy on the right said
before vanishing.


The remaining fairy sneered at Thaddeus. “We will
forgive your trespasses this time, sorcerer, but not again.” She vanished.


Mason muttered angrily before smashing the flowers
under his boot. He helped Thaddeus up. “I’m sorry we made you do that. I didn’t
know they would be so unreasonable.”


Thaddeus was shaking. 


“Now what?” Mason asked. 


“Now we go round up some dragons.”


“Will that be enough?”


“It will have to be.”


 


*          *          *


 


Unfortunately, it was easier said than done. We
didn’t have time to search for dragons, because it wouldn’t take Ilvera long to
realize we were alive. Furthermore, we had many friends, but we couldn’t be
transported to them even with Thaddeus’s magic because Ilvera would detect me. 


“You need to set a trap and get Ilvera to come to
you,” my father suggested. “No matter how large or strong an army you assemble,
you cannot beat her on her home field. You need her out of her home and out of
her element if you can pull that off.”


“What do you mean?” Mason asked before I could. 


“Try to confuse her, either with the terrain or your
strategy.”


“Will you help us?”


“No, but I will stay out of your way, as long as you
don’t kill her.”


“Don’t kill her?” Sven shouted. “We have to kill
her!”


“You will not. You can take back your magic, wound
her, cripple her, or torture her as much as you want, but she will remain
breathing or I will have to stop you.”


“Is it the same as…” Kalyn’s words trailed off meekly
as she looked down.


“The same as how you can’t disobey Sven? No, Ilvera
doesn’t have a love curse on me; I just need to sacrifice her life in the
future.”


“Sacrifice her---” Mason started.


“Love curse?!” Kalyn shrieked. 


“She’s under a love curse?” I asked. 


Merlin frowned at me disapprovingly. “You did not
know that? Even I knew that.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I thought you knew. You should be an expert in
curses by now.”


“I didn’t bother to check her for a curse. I just
thought she was making bad choices. If I had known, I would have broken the
curse for her.”


He sighed. “I thought you were breaking the curse.
She has been resisting Sven more and more since arriving here.” 


“Did you know about this?” Kalyn asked Sven.


The sorcerer shrugged. “Ilvera told me she was putting
an obedience curse on you because you were going to leave. I didn’t know it was
what made you so annoyingly clingy.”


“That’s not important right now,” Mason said. “We can
use the magic mirror to talk to everyone on Caldaca. That is, if Kille will help.
I don’t think even Thaddeus has enough power to do it.” He then blushed.
“Sorry.”


Thaddeus shrugged, not offended. “That would warn my
mother of our plan, though.”


“Unless we could send out a silent call for help,”
Merlin suggested. 


I knew where he was going with that. “Do you think
the mirror could amplify my galaxy stone’s call for help from dragons?”


“Yes,” my father said easily. Although he didn’t show
it on his face, I felt like he was at least a little proud. Then again, it
could have been my imagination. 


“We need to get Ilvera here, where she isn’t used to
fighting, but we also don’t want her to know exactly what she’s going to face.”


“We can use the mirror to---” Merlin started. 


“Oh, I have an idea!” Blue said excitedly, having not
heard Merlin. “We can use the mirror to ask everyone on Caldaca for help,
except that only she’ll hear the message. We’ll make it sound like everyone
else is hearing it. That way, she’ll show up thinking she’s supposed to fight
people, and instead there’s an army of dragons.”


“What she said,” Merlin agreed. 


“That’s perfect. Will it work?” We all looked at my
father, waiting for an answer. 


“It is possible. Not everything will turn out the way
you plan, but if you adapt faster than she does, you can win.”


 


*          *          *


 


A little while later, we were all in the field. My
father retrieved the small magic mirror from Sven’s house, so we were using
that instead of trying to drag the large one outside. My father held the mirror
and the surface turned black. “It is ready when you are.”


I pressed the crystal of my staff to the mirror.
“Dragons, help me.” Blue magic glowed so brightly that everyone had to shield
their eyes. I felt magic fill the air like a cold breeze. After a moment, it
was gone…


And then a dragon appeared. 


Dragon after dragon appeared out of thin air or
landed from out of the sky. We all bowed. I had thought dragons were nearly
extinct, but by the time they finally stopped coming, there were hundreds of
them of all different shapes, sizes, and colors. One of them actually landed on
the other side of the castle and watched us over the roof. Others landed on the
roof, while some landed on trees. In fact, some of the smaller dragons landed
on larger dragons!


“I think we are in over our heads,” Merlin
said. 


“Address them, Ayden,” my father said. “You called
for help, now explain why they should help you.”


I sat up, but kept my eyes lowered. “Hello, dragons.
My name is Ayden Rynorm… formerly Ayden Dracre. I am one of the fourteen Sjau,
a sorcerer, a wizard, and bonded to a galaxy stone… as you know. I need your
help to defeat Ilvera Dracre. In an attempt to defeat Baltezore and save the
dragon egg of Vokirex, the other Sjau and I let Ilvera take our magic. She
defeated Baltezore, as we had hoped, but we didn’t know how to take our magic
back and she was able to escape. We cannot defeat her alone.”


“What do you want us to do?” a familiar voice asked.
Although I hadn’t seen the stone-gray dragon in person, I recognized Nasku’s
voice. 


I stood, and everyone else followed. 


“First, we need to know how to get our magic back
from Ilvera. Second, we need you to control her long enough for us to do it. I
didn’t mean to call so many of you. I didn’t know your numbers were so great.”


Several dragons, including the smallest and largest
dragons, flew away.


“Many of us are too powerful to meddle with mortals,
while others are too young to risk their lives,” Nasku explained. 


“Then, please, if you are unwilling, leave. I don’t
want anyone risking themselves because of my galaxy stone.”


More dragons left, including some who looked
pregnant, and a few who were flocked by hatchlings. I was glad to see them go.
I didn’t want to force any dragon to fight. Ilvera was able to defeat one
dragon who was weakened by the punishment of mortality; that didn’t mean she
could defeat a dozen dragons. To my surprise, almost a hundred stayed. Surely
she couldn’t fight that many. 


“The plan isn’t complicated; hold her here and keep
her from killing anyone until me and the Sjau can get our magic back. The hard
part is that you can’t kill her or my father will get mad.” There was some
outrage from a number of dragons and another two dozen flew away. I wasn’t sure
if they were upset they couldn’t kill Ilvera or worried that my father would
retaliate.


Nasku was one of those who stayed. 


“She’s going to think there’s an army of people here
to fight her,” Mason said. “That’s the best way we can get her here since she
already got what she wanted from us.”


“Can you tell us how to get our magic back?” I asked.



“You have what you need.”


“Dragon magic?”


“Yes.” 


“Okay, can you tell us how to do it?”


“Stab her in the heart with a blade that is burning
with dragon’s fire.”


“Well, there’s the whole killing her part again.”


My father laughed. “If that was all it took to kill
Ilvera, I would have done it already.”


“Kalyn, can I borrow your sword?”


“No way. I want to do it.”


“No mortal blade can withstand dragon fire,” Nasku
warned. “You need a blade made of magic, and you need dragon magic to wield
it.”


“Turn your staff into a sword by summoning
Veðrgramr’s power into you,” Merlin said, as if I should have figured that
out already. 


I didn’t know dragon magic as well as him. “Oh. If
everyone is ready, we’ll get started on the second part of the plan.”


“Proceed,” Nasku said. I realized at that moment that
there was a hierarchy of dragons, which was why it was only him who spoke for
the others.


Once again, my father held out the mirror. “Ilvera is
going to think it is being heard by everyone on Caldaca, but it will only be
heard by her, so make it convincing. Be yourself.”


“It’s not in my nature to do this.” 


The surface turned black and my father nodded. 


“Hello, everyone. Most of you don’t know me, but my
name is Ayden. I am the curse breaker of Mokora.” I hesitated, not sure what
else to say.


Mason rolled his eyes. “And if you don’t know what
that big hole in the sky was, it was the end of the world, which Ayden saved
everyone from. And now that he saved your lives, he needs your help defeating a
really evil, really cruel, really ugly sorceress.”


“She’s not ugly,” I whispered.


Thaddeus pinched me in warning.


“So if you’re brave enough, meet him at Magnus’s
castle on Mokora, where we’ll defeat Ilvera Dracre once and for all.”


I pushed him away. “He doesn’t mean it like that. I
don’t want anyone getting hurt, so don’t come unless you’re a master of magic
and have experience fighting powerful sorceresses. It is going to be extremely
dangerous.” 


“We’re going to train here today and ambush Ilvera at
her home on Akadema tomorrow morning at dawn,” Mason added. 


The surface returned to its normal reflective state.
“That should do it,” my father said. 


“Why did you say it like that?”


“I had to make her angry so she wouldn’t be thinking
rationally.”


“And why did you tell her it would be at dawn?”


“Because she would want to come here as soon as
possible before we were prepared, and if I said it was any earlier, it wouldn’t
be believable.”


“It is barely believable how politely you ask for
help,” my father said. “On the other hand, that was so much like you that she
wouldn’t doubt it for an instant. I will be leaving now. Try not to---”


And he was gone.


An instant later, Ilvera appeared. 


“That was a little too quick,” I said.


Thaddeus blanched. 


“What in the world?” Ilvera asked, right before a
green ring of fire formed around her. She glared at one of the dragons. “Do you
think this can stop me?” She stepped right through the fire. 


Dragons flung more spells at her, but none of them
seemed to stick. However, they did momentarily distract her, so I focused my
mind on the crystal. Veðrgramr, I need your help.


Like when I was summoning him, I felt warm magic flow
into me, but this time, it made me feel confident and serene. Power prickled
beneath my skin, ready to be wielded like a sword. I visualized turning my
staff into a sword, but nothing happened. 


“Dragon magic requires incantations,” Merlin
reminded me. “The word you need is---”


“Mækir,” I said, the word invading my mind. It was an
idea, not a word. It was magic manifested into a language I couldn’t learn. I
had to feel it. And at that moment, I felt that I needed a sword. As I
commanded, my staff changed into a sword. 


“Very good, Ayden.”


Only when a ward broke over me did I realize there
was a fight going on. Thaddeus had been trying to protect all of us with wards,
but they were easily broken by the wild magic. I hadn’t even known he could
create wards. Meanwhile, Jeb, Blue, Zelli, Houda, Gideon, Sven, Sotis, and
Kalyn were using Jeb’s jewelry to help the dragons. Ilvera was casting curses
left and right, easily holding her own against the onslaught. 


The previous battle proved that even with our
combined magic, she still needed a wand. As I watched her this time, I realized
something even more monumental; she could still only do sorcery, which meant
she had very weak defenses in comparison. Whether it was because her soul was
too dark for anything else or because she had never learned anything but the
darkest magic, it was a disadvantage for her.


Two fiery red cuffs formed around her wrists, locking
them in place. She shrieked with outrage. I rushed forth with my sword aimed.
An instant before I reached her, the red bands vanished and lightning crackled
around her, throwing me, Sven, and Jeb back. 


My body was burned and I couldn’t feel anything but
pain. However, almost as quickly as the pain struck, it faded. The dragon magic
inside me was strong. 


“Is this any way to treat your mother?” Ilvera asked.



“He told you already; you’re not his mother anymore,”
Mason said. When I stood, he gawked at me like I was a zombie. “How are you not
hurt?”


“I’ll be hurt later. We have a war to win.” 


Ilvera pointed her wand at me, but when a dragon
flung a curse at her, she focused on him and cast her curse just as quickly.
She was hit and thrown back with a cry of pain, but the dragon roared in agony
and collapsed to the ground. 


I didn’t even second-guess myself; I aimed my staff
at the dragon. “Heal.” Bright blue magic struck the dragon and covered him in a
cool blue glow. I could feel his pain, but not as if it was mine. Knowing he
would be healed and on his feet in a moment, I turned back to Ilvera. 


She was back on her feet and gawking at me. “How did
you do that?”


“You wouldn’t understand. You are the cruelest woman
I know,” I said. 


She grinned. “Flattery will get you nowhere with me.”


“You can’t understand what power the heart holds
because you have no heart.”


Mason laughed. “I see what you did there.”


Ilvera glared. “What did he do? Tell me.” She never
understood inside jokes. She had to know everything always. 


Three of the dragons used her distraction to their
advantage, combined their powers, and attacked. Once again, red bands formed
around her wrists, but this time, they glowed bright enough they were painful
to look at. I aimed my sword at her throat. The dragons magically raised their
cuffs so that Ilvera’s arms were over her head, but her wand was still in her
grasp. At the same time, another dragon put a ward around me. It was the best
shot I was going to get. 


I advanced on her until I saw a subtle change in her
eyes. Instinctively, I stopped as quickly as I could, sliding and tearing up
the grass. Right in front of me, right where my blade would have been had I not
stopped… was Nimue. 


“That is impossible!” Merlin said before
howling. “It is a trick!” 


“Sorceresses can’t create illusions,” I reminded him.



Nimue was the love of Merlin’s life, who he had had
to leave on another world when he was turned into a wolf. The last I had seen
of her, she was protecting and guarding another wizard who had been turned into
a wolf. 


She was a pretty woman with deep blue eyes and golden
blond hair, but she was currently covered in dirt. A cloth was tied over her
mouth. She barely glanced at the dragons before her eyes locked on Merlin and
she stopped shaking. The look in her eyes was stunning; she loved him. I could
see it in her heart, as if I had a mental bond with her like I did Merlin. She
was okay with dying because she got to see him again. It didn’t matter to her
that he was still a wolf or that she had no idea who Ilvera was. She had wanted
nothing more than to be reunited with Merlin. 


I had never seen love like that before. 


Ilvera got the cuffs off again, pulled Nimue closer,
and pressed her wand against Nimue’s throat. “Don’t move or the wolf’s girl
dies.”


Merlin snapped his jaw, growling and foaming at the
mouth, but he didn’t take a step closer. His body was trembling with barely
contained fury. 


“How did you get her?”


“I knew I had to destroy Merlin to really break you,
so I asked Baltezore what Merlin’s weakness was. He even brought her to me
wrapped up like a little gift before I killed him.” With her free hand, she
yanked the cloth out of Nimue’s mouth. “Tell my disobedient son to drop his
sword.”


Nimue didn’t speak Ilvera’s language, however, and
her last words weren’t for me. “Ek ann þér.”


Merlin answered with “Þess sver ek við guðin, at ek
skal þik eiga eða enga konu ella.” His posture relaxed a little as it sunk into
his mind that he hadn’t lost her yet. 


“Drop your sword,” Ilvera warned. I did. “Back away.”
I took five steps away and stopped. “Now call off your dragons.”


“Dragons, thank you for helping us, now please save
yourselves.” Because Merlin is about to release some terror that none of us
will survive. I could hear the dragons behind me as they took flight. How
could we lose again? How could I fail everyone this badly? “You win.
I failed and I give up, so let Nimue go. You can kill me, but let him have---”


That was as far as I got. I expected an attack from
Merlin. None of us expected what actually happened. In the same instant, Sven
on her right and Kalyn on her left each used one of Jeb’s rings. Sven struck
Ilvera’s wand, flinging it out of her hand, while Kalyn released a powerful
blast of energy that tossed Nimue in the opposite direction. 


 Merlin ran to Nimue. I reached out and summoned my
staff to me. It flew to my hand without hesitation. Before I could do anything,
Nasku appeared behind me and roared… and the blade of my sword lit up with
flames. I threw the sword, unleashing my dragon magic as I did, not to attack
her, but to take back what she stole. “Ǫfugr!”


The blade stabbed her through the heart, but instead
of blood gushing from the wound, magic exploded from her. It struck me, and
formed a line of power to Livia. Ilvera screamed. Just like before, we were
soon connected, except this time, we were gaining our magic back. I felt the
individual strengths of the others as it passed through me. 


Like we had theorized, none of us could learn all
types of magic, because our personalities were too specific. Although magic was
neutral, it was changed into wizardry, sorcery, illusionary magic, healing
magic, and so on, based on who we were. Everyone else on Caldaca had
personalities that matched their magic, whereas we had magic to match our
personalities. And every single one of us had light and dark magic. 


However, the connection wasn’t cut when we all had
our magic back; extremely sinister magic started flowing through me. It was
Ilvera’s magic. Several of the Sjau groaned with discomfort as the foreign
magic was divided among us. Through the connection, I could feel it changing in
all of us. For example, in Sven, it remained sorcery, but it wasn’t as dark,
whereas it transformed into wizardry in Livia. 


In myself… it did both. Some of it changed to
wizardry, while some of it just lost a little of its malevolence. Unlike the
raven’s curse, it couldn’t change us. That was a good thing; no one needed to
be more like Ilvera. 


By the time the connection broke, I felt fantastic. I
felt like I had enough energy to take on any opponent. My dragon magic
retreated back into my stone. My mother was passed out on the ground, weakened
like I had never seen her before. She looked frail. 


And then my father appeared. “Not bad. You managed to
keep everyone alive.”


“Does this mean she’s powerless?”


“Unfortunately, no. You only got a portion of her
magic, meaning she can steal more from other sorcerers. However, she will not
be bothering you again for a long time, if ever.” 


“Is Nimue okay?” I asked Merlin. The witch was
sitting with her hands wrapped around him in a hug. I didn’t know enough of her
language to address her directly, despite Merlin’s lessons.


“Yes. She is uninjured, and since she could not
understand a word your mother said, there is no emotional damage.” 


I was walking towards Thaddeus to make sure he was
okay, since he was on the ground, when I sensed movement behind me. Maybe it
was because my magic was on such high alert or maybe I was just so familiar
with Ilvera’s tricks, but I reacted instinctively. I ran to Kalyn and crashed
into her, throwing us both to the ground, barely dodging a blast of magic.


My father snatched Ilvera’s wand out of her hand.
“You stop that,” he admonished as if she were a naughty child. “You were
beaten, so stop embarrassing yourself.” They both vanished. 


Kalyn and I were both breathing heavily. She pushed
herself up and over so that she was lying on top of me. “You saved me again,”
she said. 


“I guess it’s a habit now.” 


And then she kissed me. 


It was the perfect first kiss; sweet, soft, and
innocent… at least until she jerked away. “What was that?”


“What was what?” I asked, confused and a little
insulted. 


She slowly scooted off me. “You didn’t feel that?”


“Feel what? I didn’t do anything.”


“Magic.”


“Well… that’s flattering.”


She laughed. “Not like that.”


“Have Sven command her to do something,”
Merlin said. 


“What? Oh! My father said you were under a curse!
Sven, order her to do something.”


Sven and Jeb were off to the side, discussing magic
rings. “Get over here, Kalyn, and give me that ring.”


Her response was quite vulgar and definitely not
obedient. Sven gaped at her. 


Kalyn grinned ear to ear, as if she had been freed
from the worst curse imaginable. 


“It is as I suspected,” Merlin said. He
grumbled something else, but the only word I could make out was
“complications.”


“You did it!” I said. “The curse must have been
broken when you got your magic back.”


“Maybe,” she frowned. “But I don’t have magic that
can break curses. Maybe you broke it unintentionally.”


This time I heard what Merlin said and I chose to
ignore it.


 


*          *          *


 


Nasku was gone by the time we all got our bearings,
so we headed inside. Mason, Blue, Evelyn, and I worked together to break the
curse on our friends and family. We released Rita and her sons first so that
they could help break more curses. It took all day, but we eventually freed
everyone. 


We had a large celebration meal that was bittersweet,
for Magnus was dead. My father had said we hadn’t lost anyone in this battle,
and in a way, it was true; we had lost Magnus long ago. However, he was still
my friend and I was going to miss him. We freed Vactarus and invited him as
well as Livia’s ghost daughter. Sonya wasn’t terribly upset that her father was
dead because she barely knew Magnus. 


That night, Kalyn and I talked in my room. It was
mostly stories of our past, but we also talked about what we were going to do
with our futures. I planned to continue breaking curses until the next crisis
cropped up. Kalyn wanted to see her family and apologize to them for leaving.
She hadn’t decided what to do afterwards. 


Shortly after she left, Merlin came in. “How is
Nimue?” I asked. 


He sighed mournfully. “She wants to return to
Gmork’s castle.”


“What? Why?”


“Love is complicated. Maybe… someday.
Speaking of which, how is Kalyn?”


“She’s fine. She’s going to go see her family. She’s
not hurt or anything, so she’ll probably leave before I wake up in the
morning.”


“I am sorry.”


“For what?”


“You will understand later.”


“So… I couldn’t help but notice that Baltezore has
gold eyes.”


“Yes, he does.”


“And you have gold eyes.”


“What a strange coincidence.”


“You don’t believe in coincidences. I also couldn’t
help but notice that Baltezore was a dragon… and you can be controlled by a
galaxy stone.”


“Ayden, I know where you are going with this, and
you need to stop.”


“But what if---”


“No, Ayden. It is impossible.”


“Why?”


“Because I said so.”


With a sigh, I let it go and grabbed the book off my
nightstand. “Where do we go from here?”


“Well, everyone except the Minof family and
Thaddeus are planning to leave tonight or in the morning. Livia is leaving this
castle to you. I suppose it is up to you. Do you want to stay here? Do
you want to stay with the Minof family? Do you want to live with the
Rynorm family?”


“Can we just… decide on the way? I mean, can we stay
here until we want to leave and then stay somewhere else until we want to
leave?”


“I have lived that way for hundreds of years. It
gets lonely.” 


“How could it get lonely? We’re friends, and we’ll
always be friends. Besides, you have a lot of dragon magic to teach me now that
I can do it.”


He smirked. “That is the best plan I have heard
all month.”









Epilogue


Two days after stopping Ilvera and saving magic,
Merlin and I took Nimue to her world. We appeared in her room, scaring one of
the servants who had been dusting the vanity. 


Nimue was home and happy, but I wasn’t ready to leave
yet. I pulled a book out of my bag. “We’re going to get this curse broken once
and for all,” I said.


Merlin groaned. “This is why you wanted us to come
here rather than simply sending Nimue through.”


“I’m not going to be the reason you’re trapped as a
wolf for the rest of your life if I get killed. Your life is too short as a
wolf and mine is constantly at risk.” I didn’t wait for him to argue; I headed
out the door and down the hall. I remembered the castle well enough to find
Gmork’s magic room.


“You cannot read the book,” he said, following
me. 


I pulled the pendant out from inside my shirt. “I
borrowed the Siren from Vactarus.” The Siren could translate spoken and written
word and enabled me to make the curse in the first place. 


I reached the three-story magic room, which was in a
tower. Each story had a sturdy, rough stone floor, with a wooden, winding
staircase in the center. The first level contained mostly magic books, the
second was full of dark ritual instruments and other weird items, and the third
was an alchemy laboratory, full of potions, chemicals, and potion ingredients.
On the top floor, I set the book down on the table and started gathering
ingredients and tools. When Merlin joined me, I told him to help. 


“This is not worth the risk. Dessa said you would
die when we break the curse. I cannot stand the thought of being the death of
you.”


“I’m not letting this chance slip by. I’m not going
another day knowing I’m keeping you from Nimue.”


“You are not the reason Nimue and I cannot be
together.”


I gathered a cauldron, mortar, and pestle while
Merlin finished gathering the ingredients. I didn’t bring my staff, but my wand
would work. 


There was a small pit built into a table with fire
sticks and a metal grate, which I set the cauldron on. With magic, I lit a fire
under the cauldron and started adding the ingredients. Fortunately, everything
was labeled and the dark wizard had enough ingredients for me to make the
potion a second time.


I added two bottles of bitter ale, a handful of
nightshade, a gold coin, three cobwebs, a small handful of powdered wolf stone,
a medium pinch of powdered wolf’s fang, and a large pinch each of blue lotus,
yarrow root, powdered wolf’s heart, powdered lapis lazuli, powdered black
moonstone, and powdered white moonstone. I mixed all of the ingredients
together with my wand, allowing my magic to seep into it, and brought it to a
simmer. 


I let it simmer for thirty-three heartbeats, then
pulled the dress of a young child out of a leather sack, opened a large crystal
bottle, and strained the mixture through the dress into the bottle. The potion
was a light brown color.


I dumped out a large jar of graveyard dirt in front
of the window and set the crystal bottle in the dirt. It had to sit there until
the potion turned as white as the moon. “How much of the incantation should I
have to change?” I asked. 


He read over it, although I knew he had read it many
times. “Change the last line to ‘You now become man once again.’ That should
work.”


“That’s it?”


“Magic like this is controlled mostly by your
intention. You have to want to make me a person again. You are not trying to
break the curse; you are trying to change me into the person I once was.”


“But I’m the curse breaker.” 


“Not if you want this to work.”


 


 


 


Urge, pain, overwhelming flame


Growing tail, pointed ear and sharp
fang


Blood rush, growling rage


Burning power, the wolf’s hour


Fur, claw and muzzle clad


Before the blood moon’s


Invisible red glowing sand


Muzzle, black nose, furry chest


Pierce me, and manifest


You now become man once again.


 


 


 


After speaking the incantation, there was nothing
more we could do until it changed. 


 


*          *          *


 


Nimue brought us some food after making sure everyone
in the castle (including Gmork) was safe. She asked if there was anything she
could do to help us. With the Siren around my neck, I could understand her and
she could understand me. 


“If— I mean when this works, are you going to
come back with us?” I asked her.


She blushed. “I don’t know.”


I looked at Merlin. I couldn’t ask him if he was
going to stay and I couldn’t possibly be selfish enough to ask him to leave
her. The whole point in returning his form was so that he could be with her.
Well, that and because he needed to have his independence back. “Are we staying
here when this works?” I asked.


“We shall see.”


Finally, the potion turned white. “How do we do this?
Nimue can’t really kiss you again.”


“I will drink it directly.”


“Will it work?”


“It must.” 


I helped him drink the potion and waited for it to
take effect. Maybe it was a good thing it started working immediately, but I
hated to see the pain on his wolf face. “Is it working, or is it going wrong?”


When Nimue and I both tried to help him, he growled.
“Get back!” he demanded aloud. We did, reluctantly. 


I heard his bones snapping in between his howls of
pains. His fur slowly receded and his paws lengthened and shrunk into hands
with nimble fingers. It didn’t look as painful as his transition into a wolf.
Soon, he was a man. However, unlike with shifters, he had no clothes on, so I
draped my Rynorm robe over him. “It worked. It really… oh.” I felt a tight pain
in my chest that stole my breath and the room spun. “I think I used… too
much---” a sharp pain shot down my spine, causing me to shout involuntarily. 


More pain racked my body and I dropped to the floor.
My legs wouldn’t hold me up. Merlin was trying to talk to me, but I couldn’t
hear him over my frantic heart and pained screams. I felt my bones break and
cramps stabbed at every muscle. That wasn’t as bad as the mind-scrambling itch
that broke out over my skin. I tried to scratch the itch in my chest and felt
hot blood coat my thick fur. My claws had torn my skin. 


I tried to beg Merlin to make it stop, but all that
came out was a garbled growl. I had never felt so much pain. I wanted it to end
more than I wanted to continue breathing. The next thing I heard was Merlin
telling me not to scratch as he restrained my hands… 


Paws.


They were paws now.


I had white, furry paws. 


As the pain faded, I could only whimper. Merlin was
petting me gently. When I tried to ask him what happened, I couldn’t get past
the strangeness of my elongated mouth. “What happened?” I asked in his
mind.


“We will figure it out and fix it,” he said. 


That was his comforting way of saying he didn’t know.
“Am I at least a big, frightening wolf?” 


He motioned to Nimue, who got up, found a mirror, and
brought it back to me. 


No, I wasn’t a large wolf. Even as a creature as
mysterious as the wolf… I was a runt. I was white as snow, not blond like my
hair, but my eye color hadn’t changed. Strangely, that was comforting. It told
me I hadn’t changed inside, only outside. “I can live with this.”


“What are you talking about? You have friends who
rely on you. We need to change you back.”


“This is what the dragons were talking about,
right? They kept saying that there was a price for magic. At least you
can be with Nimue now. I’ll never find someone I love the way you love her.”


“You are too selfless, young sorcerer.”


“Young wolf now,” I corrected. “I’m a
vicious hunter of the night. If Thaddeus tries to tease me, I can bite him in
the---”


“Hush, Ayden. Do not get attached to those claws,
because you will not have them for long.”


“At least you can actually break the curse.”


“You did nothing wrong. I could not have done it
better. Give me time to figure this out. Go for a run. Nimue, take him out to
the garden. He should get to experience that before I reverse this.”


Nimue’s eyes widened with fear. “Oh, no, he can’t
leave this room in that form. Gmork would eat him in a heartbeat.”


I growled. The thought of facing that massive black
wolf… made me eager. I should have been afraid. Instead, I wanted to find him
and fight him. 


Merlin patted my back. “That is the wolf instincts
trying to take control. The wolf does not care that Gmork is ten times your
size. You will have to pass up the opportunity to run as a wolf. It is a pity.
Nevertheless, I will have you back to normal before you can learn to stand on
all fours.”


In response, I carefully started moving and
stretching my limbs, getting used to them before trying to put pressure on them
and make a fool of myself. 


He laughed and got to work. 


 


*          *          *


 


When I finally attempted to stand, I didn’t stumble
once. Of course, I had spent way too long fiddling with my limbs because I
didn’t want Merlin to get discouraged. Nimue had brought us both some clothes
and then helped me untangle the scraps of mine.


My tale was harder to get used to than having four
legs. 


Merlin snapped the book shut, sat beside me with a
heavy sigh, and ran his hand through his hair. “I’m so sorry, Ayden,” he said
tiredly, dropping the usual formality in his tone. That was unnerving. “I’m
afraid I don’t know what to do because you did nothing wrong. That should have
broken the curse. Unless…” he let go of his hair and looked at me like I was
the strangest thing he had ever seen. “Unless you didn’t want it to work.”


I growled at him. “Of course I wanted it to work!
How could you think otherwise?!” The outrage and hurt made me growl
louder. My posture changed uncontrollably, as if I was about to attack. I
wouldn’t, though. I would never attack my best friend. 


Even if he did accuse me of sabotaging the potion.


Merlin grabbed my right ear and jerked it gently,
startling me. The anger evaporated. “I am not accusing you. I know you want
what is best for me. I simply think you subconsciously know what is right.”


“I don’t get it.”


“I know. It would take you hundreds of years to
understand. Hold still.” He stared into my eyes until it felt uncomfortable. 


Then it felt horribly uncomfortable; the itch
was coming back. All over my body, my white fur was melting back into my skin.
Then pain spread through my chest.


Although I knew it hurt just as much as before, I was
separated from it, as if I was dreaming it. By the time I regained full
awareness, I was back in my true form and Nimue had draped my robe over me. “I
don’t understand,” I said. My throat was a little scratchy and I was drenched
in sweat, but I was otherwise fine. 


And Merlin was a wolf again. He whined gently from
the pain. 


“Did my spell fail?”


“No,” he said in my mind. “It worked
perfectly— more perfectly than I could have thought possible. You made it so
that I can go back and forth at will.”


“At will? You mean… I’m going to have to feel that
pain again?”


“Only if I want to take the form of a man again.
Furthermore, it seems the pain lessens every time.”


“Then I didn’t really break the curse. I just…
transferred it to myself temporarily.”


“Ayden, this is what I was meant to be.”


“What?”


“I spent hundreds of years as a man. There is a
strange freedom in being a wolf.”


“But you can’t have Nimue this way.”


“I never did. I love Nimue and I always will, but
she was never mine and never will be.”


“I don’t understand!”


“I know.”


“She loves you and you love her.”


“I wish that was enough.”


“I’m going to strangle you both and lock you in the
basement until you figure it out!”


He laughed. “Since you technically transferred the
curse rather than breaking it, you might have inadvertently stopped Dessa’s
vision of your death from coming true. You defied destiny.”


My body was sore, but at least the wound on my chest
from my claws had healed. “Does this at least mean you got your immortality
back?”


“No. However, maybe this has extended my life.
Either way, I am at peace. Life is not a matter of winning and losing, because
death is the end whether you are a winner or loser, whether your life is short
or long. Life and death are balance. Without death, there cannot really be
life. Thus, I was not really alive as an immortal.”


“I think… I might understand.”


“Wonderful. Now, take us home so that you can see
what it is like to run as a wolf.”


“No way. I’ll take us home, but I’m not going to ever
feel that itching again.”
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Translation of Old Norse:


 


“Ek ann þér.”


“I love you.”


 


“Þess sver ek við guðin, at ek skal þik eiga eða enga konu ella.” 


“I swear to the gods that I will marry you or no woman otherwise.” 
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