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Narrative 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 transformed into a wolf. Since I was the one to
release him, we could talk in each other’s minds. 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. He later redeemed
himself and became a great ally. 


People from Caldaca had limitations on what type of
magic they could do. 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. 


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 do any type of
magic that didn’t conflict with their personalities. Very few people knew about
them, and there were only ever seven male Sjau and seven females. When one
died, another was immediately born. 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. 


That wasn’t to say I was an expert at it. When I
attempted to break Merlin’s curse, I ended up enabling us to switch forms
instead, so that I would be a wolf and him a man. Nevertheless, he was teaching
me magic from other worlds, including dragon magic, so I was hopeful that we
would find a better solution.


Mason, predominately a wizard/mage, knew more about
the Sjau than the rest of us. He and his wizard family were living with Merlin,
Thaddeus, and me at Magnus’s castle. 


My aunt, Livia, was also a Sjau with both wizardry
and sorcery, but she had locked her dark power away. It was with great shock
that I learned my father had loved her, not my mother. Unfortunately, his
mother forbad him to be with Livia and he ended up marrying my mother. It was
all because of power. 


My mother, Ilvera Dracre, was the most malevolent
sorceress I knew. She manipulated everyone and repeatedly tried to steal the
power of the Sjau. We ended up using this to our advantage when we had to
defeat an even more powerful opponent. 


Baltezore was an enemy from Merlin’s past who turned
out to be an ancient dragon stripped of his true form by other dragons. He was
after a very special egg; an egg containing the first female dragon to hatch in
over a thousand years. All the magic on Caldaca was produced by a dragon even
more ancient than Baltezore, and that dragon was dying. His magic had to be
passed to the female so that she could sustain the world. Baltezore wanted that
magic, but we needed it. 


When we discovered he was working with Ilvera, we
allowed her to take our power, knowing that she would immediately turn on
Baltezore. Convincing all Sjau to work together was difficult, as a few of us
were on her side to begin with. Kalyn, a magician and shapeshifter, was a
perfect example of how conniving Ilvera could be; she had put a love spell over
Kalyn to make Kalyn obedient to Sven. Sven was obedient to Ilvera because she
had kidnapped his wife. After a lot of work, we were able to form a united
front and pretended to fall into her trap.


Everything went according to plan until it came to
taking back our magic. 


Fortunately, I had a galaxy stone, which I learned
was a dragon’s heart, infused with the crystal of my staff. All of them had
power over dragons, but they each did something different. Mine could make a
dragon peaceful or call them for help. I could also summon the dragon whose
heart my galaxy stone was made from, or I could invoke the dragon’s power. I
rarely did either one because it was a dangerous strain on my energy. 


With help from dragons and all fourteen of the Sjau
working together, we were able to defeat Ilvera and regain our magic. The black
star, a massive hole in the sky that had formed when the ancient dragon died,
closed before too much damage was done. Magic was saved.









Prologue


There once was a wonderful kingdom, where the
citizens were happy and well fed, and the king and queen were greatly loved.
The only thing missing from their life was a child. With every year that came
and went, the royal couple lost hope that they would ever have children. They
began to seek mages for help, to no avail. 


Finally, a seer journeyed to their castle and told
them they would have a child if they attained a very special treasure. The seer
even told them exactly where to get this treasure. When the couple went to a
family of sorcerers, they were expected. Along with the treasure, the sorceress
gave them a potion for the queen to drink and promised that a healthy child
would soon grace their lives. 


Naturally, the queen was hesitant to listen to a
sorceress, but she decided it was worth the risk. Nine months later, they had a
beautiful baby boy. He was the perfect child and brought great joy to their
lives. Then, on his fifth birthday, the seer returned to the castle and told
the queen and king that their son was destined for something great, but first,
he would face terrible danger. 


The king and queen reinforced their castle with the
strongest magic and never let their son out of sight. For years, their lives
were wonderful. Then magic started to fail throughout the land and the
kingdom’s defenses weakened. 


The prince was brave and pure of heart, so when the
kingdom was attacked, he realized he had to do something to protect them. With
little magic left in him, he snuck out of the castle and went on a quest to
discover why magic was dying and save it. 


Unfortunately, he returned unsuccessful and
disheartened. The king and queen were so happy to have their son home safe and
sound that they threw a celebration. The magic-less citizens rejoiced and put
their fear aside. 


What they didn’t know was that two other kingdoms had
been preparing to overthrow the castle. The peaceful kingdom was attacked
mercilessly and the prince was mortally wounded. With the help of healing herbs
and potions, he lived for two days, but without any powerful mages left, there
was no hope. Only his love for his parents gave him strength. 


When a black hole opened in the sky and the sun
turned red, everyone in the kingdom thought it was because the prince was
dying. With the help of his mother, he stood and walked to the window, where he
could watch the strange phenomenon. “Is magic gone for good?” the prince asked
weakly.


“I don’t know,” his mother said. 


“I’m sorry I couldn’t save it.” 


“That was not your responsibility. It was mine to
protect you, and I failed.”


As the prince took one final breath and closed his
eyes, the black hole began to shrink. Right before it collapsed, blinding
bright shards, like miniature stars, shot out of it. One of these shards flew
through the open window and struck the prince in the chest. It filled the room
with brilliant light, and when it faded, the prince’s wounds healed in front of
his mother’s eyes. 


Over the next few days, no one in the kingdom could
believe the prince’s recovery, not even himself. Barely five days passed before
he accidentally stuck his hand in a cooking fire and was completely unscathed.
He decided that he was invincible, and when he tested this theory, it was
proved true over and over again. 


Magic had returned to Caldaca, and the young prince
was stronger than ever. 


It was only a month later that a powerful sorcerer
broke into the castle, defeated all of the castle’s defenses, and stole the
treasure that the seer had sent the king and queen to get. The royal couple had
never told the prince what the treasure was, but they were convinced that
without it, the prince would be taken from them. 


Once again, the prince snuck out of the castle and
went on a quest, this time to defeat the sorcerer. Even with the kingdom’s
fastest horse, it took him half a month to find and reach the dark castle. He
was not greeted by a vicious army or sinister curse. Instead, it appeared that
no one had been in the castle in years. He walked through the main door and
shivered from the cold that clung to the thick air. 


“Hello?” the prince called. “Sorcerer? I’m here to
take back my family’s treasure! If you give it up peacefully, I will leave
without causing trouble.” 


There was no answer. 


The prince studied the dusty room and found something
covered by a discolored sheet, which was cold to the touch. Curious, he tugged
down the sheet, revealing a mirror, almost twice as tall as he was and four
times as wide. “Creepy,” the prince whispered. Out of the corner of his eye, he
saw movement, and started to turn. The mirror creaked. Instinctively, he threw
up his arms, yet he could do nothing to stop the mirror from falling on him,
reflective side down. 


But the prince was not crushed by the massive mirror.
Instead, he was suddenly standing alone in the dark. Slowly, he lowered his
arms and tried to make sense of his surroundings. His first thought was that it
was a forest, but not the kind that grew on his homeland. The trees looked dead
and mutated, with hideous twisted, mangled limbs. Snow blanketed the ground and
the biting cold air seeped through his clothes as easily as if he was bare.
Along with his body heat, it sucked away hope and joy. Although the prince had
never known this feeling of dread before, he was brave and level-headed, so he
focused on finding a way out. 


Among the trees, he encountered items that were
surely treasured, such as jewelry and children’s toys, but everything was
eroded, as if they had been lost for many years… or as if the dark realm had
drained the love out of them. 


The prince was unnerved and his courage began to
weaken. The cold, stale air crept deeper into his bones. He was so cold by then
that he had trouble taking another step, but he knew that if he gave in, he
would soon be lost like the doll at his feet. He could feel the cold reaching for
his heart. 


And then he found a mirror. It did not reflect
himself; it was completely dark. The prince studied the massive mirror, which
was quite a bit taller and wider than himself. He knew it was a way out of the
forest, but beyond was the unknown, and that was scarier than the dark and
cold. 


The distinct sound of a twig snapping spooked him and
he turned. His eyes told him that he was alone, that he had been since he
arrived. Something else told him otherwise. A soft crunch made him look down,
where a massive print formed in the snow. It was the print of an animal’s paw
that was as long as his arm. 


A second one formed in front of it.


The prince fell back, but instead of soft snow
breaking his fall, it was hard stone that he landed on. He was now in a new
room, on the other side of the mirror he had seen in the forest. Beneath him
was a strange fabric he didn’t recognize, which he realized had covered the
mirror and prevented him from seeing the room. He scrambled to his feet.
Through the mirror, he saw the footprints slowly advancing. 


For the first time in his life, his bravery failed
him. Instead of drawing his sword and fighting the creature, he ran. The only
way out of the room was up a set of stairs. The room contained crates, but he
had no way of knowing what was in them and he didn’t have time to search them
for a hiding place. Fortunately, the door was not locked, and he found himself
in a hallway. There was one set of stairs and one other door. He decided to use
the door, which led to a room with a crackling fire. 


The room was sparsely furnished with two cushioned
chairs facing the fire, a cupboard, a table, decorative rug on the floor, and a
bookshelf. The walls were brick, the floor was hardwood, and there were only
two doors, one of which he was exiting. The most colorful feature of the room
was a large maroon curtain. A painting on the wall of a skull with mist coming
out of an old magic book suggested to the prince that this was a house of dark
magic. 


The sound of glass breaking in the basement below
made him jump, and he quickly shut the door. 


“You should have covered up the mirror,” said a soft
voice behind him. He shouted this time and spun around to see a young girl,
about twelve, with long black hair and deep green eyes. She wore a plain white
dress, which was dirty along the hems, and she was barefoot. “It looks like
something followed you out.”


“Who are you? You’re not the sorcerer who took my
family’s treasure.”


“No, I’m not. I’ve been waiting for you, Yuri
Romanus. I’m Alice. First, I’m going to tell you a story, and then we’re going
to play a game.”









Chapter 1


“Ayden, wake up,” Merlin said. It was the
sharpness in his tone, not the volume of his voice in my head that woke me with
a start. 


“I’m awake!” I shouted, startling the stranger in
front of me. 


“Yes, I should hope so,” the stranger said, eyeing me
with warning. 


I ignored it. 


I was in the throne room with Merlin, Mason, and my
brother. Mason’s family had left two days previous to gather belongings from
their home, so it was up to me and Mason alone to break the curses of those who
came to us. Mason dealt with the small curses, but most people who made the
journey to find the curse breaker did so because a wizard couldn’t handle it.
Therefore, the line of people outside waiting impatiently to have their curses
broken stretched further than I could see. 


The man in front of me didn’t have a particularly
impressive case and they all blended together after a while. “So, just to be
clear, you stole a sorcerer’s sheep five times because they kept winning in
your village’s contest, and each time, he took them back without inflicting any
sort of punishment. Then the sixth time you stole them, he cursed you to be
allergic to wool.”


“Yes, that’s what I said, now break the curse.”


“No. You would just steal his sheep again.”


“It’s not fair that they win every time.”


“Have you considered that they win because the
sorcerer puts so much work into taking care of them?”


“So?”


“So I’m not doing it. Find a new way to make a
living. I suggest the thieves guild.”


“That’s not fair! He should have warned me he was
going to curse me!”


“You’re lucky that was all he did and that he didn’t
do so until you stole them the sixth time.”


“You’re not a king, you’re a curse breaker! It’s not
your job to tell me what is right and wrong!”


“No, it was your mother’s job, so go home and ask her
where you went wrong.”


“Break this curse!”


“No.”


“You’re a fake! You can’t break it!”


I rolled my eyes. “Thaddeus, do you need another rat
for your potions?”


“Sure, but he’s a bit overweight. I’ll keep him in
the dungeon for a month until I’m ready for him.”


The man blanched and ran. “That’s what I thought.
Mason, who’s next?”


Mason checked his scroll. “The next one is a man who
cheated on his wife. His wife then hired a sorcerer to shrink his…” He trailed
off, laughing.


“Great. Another one.”


“I understand that you want to use your gift to
help people,” Merlin said, “but when was the last time it made you happy?”


“Does that matter? I thought helping people
was the point, not being happy.”


“If breaking curses does not make you happy, then
it is a job, and you need to take time off to do things that do make you happy.
You cannot save a village from burning in a fire if you yourself are drowning
in the river.”


“You’re right; I’m not an elementalist. I think
the reason I’m not happy doing this is because I don’t feel like I’m helping.
Most of the people who come here anymore deserve the curse they’ve got or
worse. People who really need my help are those who can’t travel.” I stood.
“You’re right, Merlin. I can’t keep doing this. From now on, the curse breaker
travels, and I’m going to keep changing the color of my robe in order to hide
myself.”


“Where will you go?” Mason asked. 


“Anywhere. Everywhere.”


“I should go with you,” Thaddeus said.


“I can’t go because my parents won’t know where I am.
Your father took the small magic mirror when we defeated Ilvera,” Mason said. 


Thad’s expression was conflicted. “In that case… I
should stay, because Mason can’t do sorcery and needs my help more than you
do.”


“I understand,” I said. 


“I highly doubt that,” Merlin argued. 


“What? Mason and Thaddeus are good friends.”


“Yes, they are very good friends.”


“Do you know something I don’t?”


“Most definitely. Nevertheless, I suspect you will
have difficulties escaping the castle.”


“I’ll transport us.”


“Or… they would not recognize you as a
little white wolf.”


“If you want to convince me to shapeshift, calling me
little is not the way to do it.” I went to my room and started packing my
necessities. I wanted to take all of my books, but it wasn’t like I could carry
them. There were advantages and disadvantages to traveling. Then again, instead
of reading about the world, I could explore it.


I had asked Merlin if he knew a spell to shrink my
books in order to carry them all, but he said that the energy required to do so
would render me useless in anything else. 


Aside from what I was wearing, the only clothes I
packed were two extra shirts, a single pair of trousers, and my last pair of
socks. As soon as I pulled my socks out of the armoire, Goat burst in and tried
to take it from me. “No, Goat, I already gave you a sock today!”


Goat bleated and frolicked around me, trying to
snatch it out of my hand. 


“No, Goat! Go eat Thad’s socks!”


She bleated again and bit my boot. “Thaddeus!”


“Am I going to get a goat dinner before we set off
on our adventure?” Merlin asked from the doorway. 


As if she could hear him, she dived under the bed to
hide. 


“Oh, now you scared her. What did you do? She never
had a problem with you before.”


“I might have played a harmless prank on her.”


“Why?”


“She reminds me a little of Vactarus.”


“How?”


“Because Vactarus is a crass old goat.”


Mason knocked on the open door. “Do you want me to
transport you? It should be safe now.”


“My father did say Ilvera wasn’t going to be a
problem for us anymore.” The protection spells Thaddeus and my eldest uncle
tattooed on me had long since worn off. “What do you think, Merlin?”


“I do trust your father when he says you are safe
from Ilvera. However, if your intention is to learn, explore, and break curses,
transporting yourself is not the way to do it. Life is a journey, not a
destination.”


“Are you just saying that because you want me to take
the curse?”


He sat with a disappointed frown. “Of course not.
You should not think so lowly of me. On the other hand, it has been a long time
since I was able to use magic and you should try being a wolf for a while.”



I sighed. I had only been a wolf once, but it wasn’t
pleasant. Merlin had lived as a wolf for a year. How was that fair to him?
“Okay. But you have to carry our things.”


He laughed. “Very well.”


“Will you show me how to do it myself?”


“I believe it is similar to how you learned to
speak telepathically to me in that it is something you must learn on your own.”


I finished packing and set my bag, wand, and staff
next to the door. “What are you going to do about clothes?”


“I can use Magnus’s clothes.”


I asked Mason to grab some and he agreed reluctantly.
After finding a letter in the deceased wizard’s room, no one had been in there.
Goat followed him. I took off my clothes, not wanting them to get torn or
tangled around me. “Can I be a bigger wolf? Is that a magic thing?”


“I am not sure how that works.”


“Is it because I’m less powerful than you?”


“If that is the case, then Gmork’s size indicates
that he is much more powerful than me.”


“You were taught by dragons, though. Is there
anything that could have made him more powerful?”


“There are ways, yes. You need to meet my eyes.”



I knelt in front of him and did as he said. Before I
could doubt my decision, the room spun and tightness formed in my chest. I knew
that I was in pain, that my bones were breaking and reshaping, my muscles were
stretching, and fur was sprouting over my body with an itchiness that could
drive a man insane, but I was feeling it as if it was a dream. This was a good
thing; I didn’t think I could take the agony I had felt the first time. 


When it was done, I realized I had tried to claw my
chest in an effort to relieve the itch, because Merlin was holding my paws away
from it. He was a man again, wearing my Rynorm robe. I opened my mouth
automatically to ask how long it had taken, but I only managed a grumbling
sound and bit my tongue. 


“Are you okay?” I asked in his mind. 


“I am,” he answered aloud. “It gets easier each time.
Do you remember how to stand?” 


Carefully, I stood. My legs weren’t weak despite the
energy it took to shapeshift. Walking took some practice, though, which was
weird. After knowing Merlin for a year, I didn’t expect it to be so hard to
mimic him. 


Mason and Thaddeus returned as I was starting to get
it. “Wow! That is not what I expected you to look like as a wolf,” Mason said. 


“That’s exactly what I expected,” Thaddeus said with
a smirk. 


Unlike Merlin, whose hair matched his fur, I was a
snow white wolf. I growled at Thaddeus, causing him to laugh. “You’re not big
enough to make threats.”


“I wouldn’t tease him about his size if I were you,”
Mason whispered to Thad. My brother blanched. 


“What does he mean?” I asked Merlin. 


“Never mind that; they did not mean for you to hear
them.”


Mason blushed. “He heard that?”


“Wolves have exceptional hearing, among other
things.”


“Oh… I forgot, I had that thing to do,” Thaddeus
said, quickly leaving.


“Right, and I have to be in a different room, doing
something different,” Mason said, rushing out after him. 


“What just happened?”


“You will understand someday, with any luck. Have you
spoken to Kalyn recently?”


“No,” I lied. “Last I heard, she was
looking for her family. Why?”


“No reason.”


He didn’t believe me. 


Merlin dressed and we headed out. The staircase took
a long time for me to master, but by the time we made it to the bottom floor, I
didn’t look like a complete fool. Outside, I followed Merlin closely past the
mob of people. They had traveled a long way to see me, but I couldn’t stand
helping people who deserved the curses they had anymore. 


The sheep thief was in the middle of the crowd,
telling others I was a fake. That was fine with me; my reputation hadn’t done
me much good anyway. No one gave Merlin or me a second glance. Knowing how
recognizable my face was, we decided not to shift back until we left Mokora. 


 


*          *          *


 


I enjoyed running as a wolf and would take off into
the forest at top speed. In this form, I didn’t worry about enemies attacking
or what type of magic to use. When I put my paw on my wand and tried to cast a
spell, nothing happened, and that was perfectly fine with me. I wanted to run,
not do magic. I came upon a rabbit and instead of fleeing in fear, I chased it.
I could smell and hear everything. My vision hadn’t improved, but my sense of
smell more than made up for it. I finally understood what he meant about there
being freedom as a wolf.


Merlin stayed on the dirt road and practiced magic
without a wand or staff. Wizards and sorcerers from Caldaca needed wands or
staffs to focus their magic. Otherwise, our magic was more likely to explode in
our faces than actually do anything useful. Wands were more common because they
were easier to travel with, while staffs were typically more powerful. 


There was a group of bandits on the road, but Merlin
simply waved his hand in front of them and said they didn’t see him. To my
shock, that worked. Merlin was a master wizard, much more powerful than Magnus
had been. 


Unfortunately, while I was practicing my brand new
hunting skills on a particularly sly frog, sharp pain shot down my spine. My
body contorted and a severe itch spread across my skin as my fur receded. I
could barely hear my bones breaking over my howls of pain.


At that point, before the pain could completely blind
me, my mind separated from my body. I could still feel the pain, but it was
like I was remembering it after a number of years. Some time later, my mind
started to focus again and I found myself limp on the ground, shaking. I studied
my hands, surprised to see that they weren’t paws. 


“Merlin, why did you switch us back?”


I got no response. I didn’t sense anything at all
from him, and that told me something was wrong. I struggled to my feet and
stumbled in the direction I thought the main road was. Despite finding him
quickly, I wasn’t relieved…


Because he was unconscious.


“Merlin!” I shook him. His wolf body was limp, but he
was breathing. He wasn’t having a vision; I knew how if felt in my mind. This
was pure exhaustion. 


I dragged him under the cover of a bush and only left
his side to get him some water. I dressed in my robe and prepared to transport
myself to the castle, where I could get a healing potion. I didn’t want him to
wake alone and be confused, but it was less of a strain on my energy and I
needed to be ready for anything. A moment before I could, his right forepaw
moved. 


“Merlin!”


He flinched and grumbled. “Do not shout, young
sorcerer.” He sluggishly opened his eyes. 


“What happened?”


“I am not sure yet.”


“Why did you switch us back?”


“It had not been my intention. I most likely ran
out of energy.”


“But you’re so powerful.”


“I have been without magic for so long that I am
bound to be rusty. It also might be that there is a time restraint on the
spell. This is why we need to test it out before jumping headfirst into a
situation in which we need to reverse the curse.”


“Well, obviously, you would be better with magic in a
fight.”


“Or if your reputation is detrimental.” 


“Then switch us back and we can try it again.”


He shook his head. “I am wiped. I need sleep and
food.”


“Do you want me to transform some bread for you?”


“No. Help me up. We can go to Sebsan’s inn.”


I helped him up and he managed to stay up on his own
while I dressed. Afterwards, we made our way back to the main road.


 


*          *          *


 


We arrived at a small town at sunset and I was
immediately concerned by how crowded it was. Cities like Red Rock, the center
of trade and markets on Mokora, were often bustling with activity. When a town
this size was full, it usually meant something was wrong.


On the way to the inn, we encountered a cluster of
locals, many of whom I recognized. We’d passed through the town often enough
that the residents stopped glaring at us with suspicion and instead greeted us
politely with suspicion. 


Margel, an old mage who was habitually grumpy, waved
us closer when he spotted us. I stopped, expecting it to be a trap. “What’s
going on?” I asked. He didn’t wear his usual scowl or sneer at Merlin. 


It looked almost as if he was happy. 


“The city of Spearton is sending an army to fight
us,” he said. 


Well, that explained why he was happy. 


Another resident, a seer named Sega, clarified.
“We’re not particularly worried, except that we can’t figure out when they’re
going to attack. See, they sent a message informing us that they were attacking
us at the end of the month, to make sure we were available at that time. The
problem is, our month begins and ends at the full moon, and theirs starts and
ends at the empty moon, so we don’t know if they mean our full moon or theirs.”


“This is more painful to watch than Goat trying to
take off your socks without waking you.”


“She did what?”


“Or if they mean the small moon,” another villager
added. 


“We’re free for our full moon, but on the empty moon,
we have a play to perform, and no one wants to miss it. We could invite them to
the play and then fight afterwards, but we don’t have enough seating for their
army.”


“That is a problem,” I agreed. “How about you do the
play on the full moon, for your people, and then invite them to come here on
the empty moon to watch the play and then fight afterwards. That way, they get
to see the play, and your people have already seen it so it won’t be
overcrowded.”


“That’s a marvelous idea! But, wait, will they expect
food? We won’t have enough for them.” 


I considered it for a moment. “You’ll just have to
ask that they bring their own food. What kind of magic are you expecting?”


“They’re warriors, so mostly sorcery.”


A lot of warriors were sorcerers, but few of them
actually used magic, which meant they were the least affected when almost
everyone on Caldaca started to lose their power. They were raised to be strong
and resilient, not to rely on magic. 


“They better bring their own mages, too, because I’m
not spending all day fixing them up,” Margel said. 


A few people muttered and I had a pretty good idea
they weren’t saying anything nice.


Merlin and I made our way to the inn to rest for the
night. We knew the innkeeper to be a good man who kept a decent establishment.
As soon as Merlin opened the door, Sebsan’s eyes focused on us. He was a burly
man, quite capable of defending his establishment, yet I had never heard him
raise his voice in anger. Then again, he never needed to; no one was willing to
push him that far. 


There were sturdy wooden tables around the room, a
staircase in front of me leading up, and a long wooden bar to our left. The
room was filled with a dozen people, which was all it could comfortably seat.
It was also louder than usual, but the atmosphere was jovial, so I wasn’t
expecting trouble. 


A few people did, however, when they saw Merlin, and
decided they had somewhere else to be. When we reached the bar, Sebsan
continued polishing a mug as if people walked in with wolves all the time. As
far as I knew, real wolves were extinct. 


“Good evening, Merlin, Ayden. Need a room or just
food?”


“Both, please.” We both sat at the bar as Sebsan
prepared us drinks. While he disappeared into the kitchen, Merlin drained his
bowl of water. 


The innkeeper soon returned with a plate of roast,
potatoes, bread, and cheese for me and a plate of roast for Merlin. 


“Is the world coming to an end again?”


“No.”


“Then what are you running from this time?”


“Who says we’re running from anyone?”


“No one comes here who isn’t running from or to
something and I’ve only seen the determination in your eyes that suggests the
latter once.”


“I wanted to get out of the castle for a while.”


Sebsan nodded. “I figured your reputation would get
too big. You can’t be something special without everyone wanting a piece of
you, and you’re not special at all if there’s enough of you to go around.”


“I never noticed it before, but Sebsan is pretty
wise,” Merlin said. 


“Is that your goat?” the innkeeper asked. 


I refused to look. “No way. I don’t have a goat, and
I left her at home. If you’re seeing goats, you might want to get checked out
by a mage.”


“Very well. If it’s not yours, I’ll eat it.


I turned, and sure enough, Goat was there. My
goat. 


Stupid goat. “How did you find us?”


Not surprisingly, the goat didn’t answer. 


“Make sure she doesn’t eat anything belonging to the
room.”


“I’ll try.” We chatted for a while until Merlin
couldn’t sit up any longer. On the way to the room, I asked, “Will you switch
us back in the morning?”


“It sounds to me like you enjoy being a wolf.”


“It’s not as bad as I’d thought it would be.”


“No, it has plenty of perks. Wolves are faster,
have no responsibilities, and no one counts on them. They do not have evil
mothers after them or people demanding their curses to be broken. However, we
are not wolves. This… curse… is not a means to escape our
problems.”


“Then you don’t want to be a wolf to escape your
heartache?”


“It does soften the anguish, I admit, but there
are other reasons.”


We reached our room then and I decided to drop it.
Merlin had enough problems and I didn’t have the right to tell him how to deal
with them. 


As always, the room was simple, warm, and clean. It
wasn’t nearly as nice as my room in the castle and I liked it that way. Other
than a small bed, there was a chest for clothes and a window. I dropped my bag
beside the bed and leaned my staff against the wall. Goat immediately buried
her head in my bag, looking for socks. 


“Why was I completely fine without magic? When Ilvera
took my power, I was miserable. When I was a wolf without magic, I couldn’t
have cared less.”


“It appears your heart is wild, like mine. Perhaps
more so.”


 


*          *          *


 


I was in the volcano, facing Baltezore. I knew it was
a dream; I’d had the same one almost every night since we defeated him. Every
fight was different, but the outcome never changed. This time, when Ilvera took
our power, he killed her before she could turn on him, and then he killed us. 


 


*          *          *


 


Heavy pounding on the door made me jump out of bed
with a shriek of fear. “Ayden, Merlin, you need to leave,” Sebsan said loudly
through the door. 


Merlin growled, snapping at the air until he realized
what was going on. Goat was shaking with fear, her head buried under my bed. I
slipped on my robe and boots. Merlin had already gotten the door open. “What’s
going on?” I asked. 


“There are assassins after you. Someone recognized
you last night and pointed them in your direction. They’re searching rooms.”


“It’s my mother. I hate her! Why can’t she leave me
alone?” 


“I doubt it is your mother, but that is beside the
point,” Merlin said. 


“How do we get out?”


“There’s a trap door in my kitchen that leads to
underground tunnels.”


A woman shouted with alarm in the hallway. When I
tried to peer out the doorway, Sebsan pushed me back. He raised his other hand
towards someone and fire burst from it like magic from a wand. The recipient
screamed. I was impressed by how precise Sebsan’s attack was and knew instantly
why it was so accurate.


“You’re an elementalist!”


Sebsan sighed. “Yes, and you’re a Sjau. Now run.” 


“What? How did you know I’m a---”


“Run!” Merlin interrupted. 


We did. Merlin, Goat, and I ran down the hallway and
staircase with Sebsan deflecting assassins behind us. There were a few of them,
and they were easily identified because they were all dressed in black with
their face and hair masked. Fortunately, not all of them realized what the
commotion was and none of those who did were willing to fight an elementalist.
Or, that was what I thought. 


In reality, they weren’t attacking because we were
heading right into their trap. The main room of the inn was under a strange
ward. There were five assassins in it, but none were blocking the door. I
figured that if we could make it outside, we would have enough hiding spots to
evade them. I aimed my staff at the closest assassin and ordered my magic to
attack. 


Nothing happened. 


“The ward! It’s stopping all curses!” That was good
as far as I was concerned, because although I couldn’t distract them, they
couldn’t kill me with magic. 


Every step towards the exit was increasingly
difficult. It felt like being under water, except the water became thicker the
more I fought it. It was suffocating my magic. Merlin wasn’t having as much
trouble as me; he attacked the closest assassin, who wasn’t slowed by the ward
in the slightest. 


Goat tried to ram another assassin, but assassins
were highly skilled in combat. Sebsan was not willing to cross the doorway into
the room, and instead prevented the remaining assassins from joining the foray.



Someone shot me in the arm with an arrow at the exact
moment another crashed into me from behind. I lost my staff. 


The person kneeling on my back (a woman, I assumed by
her weight) clamped my hands together with some metal restraints. Her hands
immediately searched my pockets and found my wand. 


“Whatever my mother promised you to capture me,
you’re not going to get it. She’ll betray you,” I said, hoping I could reason
with her.


“Betrayal?” she laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


I looked up in time to see Merlin snap a pendent off
of his opponent’s neck, and the assassin froze. I twisted around just enough to
see that the woman above me had an identical pendant. They were protecting the
assassins from the ward. 


Unfortunately, two other assassins advanced on Merlin.
“Don’t hurt him!” I shouted when one of them pulled something metal out of
their pocket. Only then did I see what it was; metal cuffs. He deliberately
dropped them and they flew to Merlin’s paws, clamping his front two paws
together and shrinking to fit. He snapped at the assassin even as he fell
forward. 


The other assassin pulled out rope and made a noose
with it. Merlin wasn’t a mindless animal, but whether he kept his mouth open or
closed, the assassin knew how to muzzle him. Merlin chose to keep his mouth
open and when the assassin looped it in his jaw and around his neck like a
leash, Merlin jerked gently. He would break it, he only needed time. 


Goat was… chasing two assassins, who were running in
terror.


“Don’t hurt Merlin! I won’t fight, but you can’t hurt
him.” The two men trying to restrain the wolf stopped and turned to me. 


“If you come peacefully and he doesn’t fight us, we
won’t need to hurt him.”


I looked at Merlin and he nodded. I trusted him to
get us out of whatever trouble we faced. As long as we weren’t separated, we
would make it. 


“Fine. Merlin and I will go with you peacefully… and
the goat.” The goat in question bleated with joy. At that point, Sebsan stopped
fighting. 


As if I was a dangerous, powerful sorcerer, three
assassins guided me outside to a metal cage on a wagon. Unresisting, I stepped
into the cage, but the moment I did, one of them zapped me with a curse and I
lost consciousness.









Chapter 2


I woke slowly, sluggishly,
but kept my eyes shut. I expected to find myself in a cold, dank dungeon cell
with my mother waiting for me to wake to begin torturing me. This is a
strangely comfortable stone floor, I thought. It felt more like I was in my
soft bed at the castle with my blankets and pillow. Was it all a dream?


I sensed Merlin close and hesitantly opened my eyes.
It had not been a dream; I wasn’t home. I also wasn’t in my mother’s basement. 


The room wasn’t decorated in white, silver, and gold,
like Magnus’s castle. It was much more rugged. The bed, just as large as mine at
home, was in the corner of the room, adorned with soft blue and gold
bedclothes. Somebody valued their sleep. The frame of the bed was grander,
designed to be both masculine and elegant, as opposed to all of the furniture
in Magnus’s castle, which was designed to be pretty and bright. 


Next to the bed was a reading chair with fabric that
matched the bedclothes. A massive armoire on the wall opposite of the bed was
made of delicately carved wood. Beside the armoire was a large fireplace.
Swords and axes accented the wall, which were painted with people, castles,
hills, and a few dragons. 


Four things that were most definitely absent from the
room were my wand, staff, robe, and bag. I had forgotten to grab my bag from
the room before running, but they would have taken that as well anyway. 


I spotted a candle chandelier above, but without my
wand or staff, I couldn’t light it. Still the room was well lit by the open
window. Merlin was curled up on the foot of the bed. I figured he was probably
exhausted from fighting, so I tried to get up without disturbing him. My foot
encountered fur and an alarmed bleating answered. 


Merlin popped up and landed on all fours, growling.
“Goat, hush!”


Merlin leapt down from the bed and growled at her.
She instantly stopped. “Do you have any idea where we are?” Merlin
asked.


“No, not a clue. Why would I?”


“They have not done anything to harm you since we
arrived. That means that your death is not their main objective.”


“So they’re not going to kill me?”


“That is not what I am saying. They might be
planning to torture you or threaten you, but they could have killed us both on
the way here.”


I was surprised that someone had taken my robe, but
fortunately, no one had further undressed me in my sleep. I checked the
wardrobe and found ridiculously fancy clothes made of richly colored silks and
delicate leather. I’ll stick to my clothes. “Is it safe to sneak out?” I
asked, checking the window. We were in a castle, at least five floors up. I
didn’t like my chances. 


“There is a guard outside the door.”


“Switch us. We can sneak out.”


“That still requires passing the guard.”


“Yes, but since they took my wand and staff, I can’t
do magic. You can.”


I could do things even Merlin couldn’t, like
transport us places, but the tradeoff was that I was reliant on my tools.
Merlin’s theory was that we needed focal tools because that was how we were
taught, but that I could learn to focus my own magic. I never got anywhere with
that, so Merlin taught me extreme visualization. That had proved vital; I could
sometimes do magic through an imaginary wand. 


“Very well.”


We both sat on the floor across from each other and I
prepared myself for the pain. Before it could come, however, the door burst
open. “You’ve had enough rest,” the guard said. He was a tall, muscular man, as
guards often were, with dark brown hair and dark blue eyes. 


Not a wizard or sorcerer. 


His tunic and trousers were dark blue with a gold
family crest over his heart. He didn’t wear a lineage robe, which meant he
didn’t belong to a well-known family. Or it meant he had a lot of enemies.
Whereas lineage robes began as a sign of pride, they were often worn to prove
alliances. With my Rynorm robe on, no one who was an ally of the Rynorm family
was allowed to attack me without repercussions from their own family as well as
mine. On the other hand, I was expected to know all enemies of the family by
their robe and attack them on sight, which was absolutely never going to
happen.


“It’s time to face your mother.”


“You’re not serious.”


“I couldn’t be more serious.” 


I looked at Merlin. “You have a plan, right?”


“Hold your breath on that.” 


I sucked in a breath and held it. 


“Not literally. I will figure something out on the
way. For now, stay calm and do not antagonize anyone. You still have time to
make friends who might help you.”


That was a great idea. I was good at making friends.
I stood and gave the guard my brightest smile. “Okay, lead the way.”


He gaped. “Wait, what?”


“I’m not going to make your job any harder than it
has to be.”


“Oh… well, thank you. Would you like a drink before
you face her? You haven’t drunk anything since they brought you in.”


“No, thank you. Dehydration is the least of my
worries right now. What I really need is my wand.”


“Well, that I can’t give you.”


“I know,” I said quickly. “I don’t want you to get in
trouble or anything. I just don’t like to be so defenseless.”


“Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”


“Really? That’s a relief.” Actually, that was all
kinds of confusing. I didn’t know whether he misjudged my mother or if there
was something to stop her from attacking me. Merlin, Goat, and I followed him
out. 


The castle was not decorated like a wizard’s or
sorcerer’s. It was clean, though poorly lit, with rich, dark colors and
paintings of battles and dragons. It would have been easy to sneak around at
night. We made our way down several flights of stairs until we reached the
ground floor. By the time we arrived at the throne room, I was ready to run.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t that easy; I could not leave my staff. I was afraid of
what someone like my mother could do with my galaxy stone, even if it only
obeyed me. 


I couldn’t immediately see the woman sitting in the
throne because a guard was in the way, but the man in the lesser throne next to
her was not my father. I let the guard lead me into the middle of the room,
made a gesture behind my back, and sensed Merlin moving away. When I turned to
face the thrones, I froze. I knew how to deal with my mother as much as I knew
she was likely to kill me. I knew what she wanted. 


The two people sitting before me were strangers. They
were both in their fifties, tall, and blond with blue eyes. The man’s short,
clean hair was almost white. The woman’s long hair was golden blond, almost
copper, with a slight curl. Her dress was brilliant blue with gold designs and
accents. Her husband’s clothes were the same blue, but with brown leather and
less obvious gold on his buckles and buttons. Her diamond and gold crown seemed
more like an accessory than a symbol of power. It was obvious that they were
wizards as well as the queen and king of the kingdom.


Although I didn’t know many witches personally, I
couldn’t imagine Mason’s sisters or mother ruling over people. That isn’t to
say they would be incompetent. They were highly intelligent and always happy to
help. I simply didn’t think they would like the position. Wizards were so
good-natured that they were easy to take advantage of. When they did rule a
kingdom, they had sorcerer advisors, along with seers, mages, and (if they were
fortunate) elementalists. 


Merlin, who was trying to sneak behind the thrones,
was stopped by another guard. He was too big for that tactic. He casually
joined me. The goat had disappeared somewhere on the way into the room. “I’m a
little confused,” I said.


“Look up,” Merlin said. 


I looked above the thrones and saw a painting of the
two strangers and a wizard about my age. In fact, he looked a lot like me. What
I was doing there was becoming less and less clear. Both the queen and king
were staring at me, waiting. 


“What am I doing here?”


“What do you mean?” the queen asked. 


“I mean, why did you bring me here?”


“How can you ask us that?” 


She was starting to get upset, and I didn’t like
making a woman upset. “Who are you?”


That was clearly the wrong thing to say; the
heartbreak on her kind face stabbed me in the chest. “I’m your mother.”


I opened my mouth.


No sound came out. 


I shut my mouth. 


“We have been looking for you for five months, Yuri,”
the man said, his voice thick with emotion. The queen didn’t look like she
could speak. “When you went missing after the sorcerer---”


“Wait,” I interrupted. “Who’s Yuri?”


“You are! Your name is Yuri Romanus, now stop playing
around! Do you know how terrified your mother was?”


“I’m not Yuri Romanus…” I trailed off as the
familiarity dawned on me. “I’ve heard that name before.”


“Of course you have! You’re Yuri!” The king was
losing his patience, which was worrisome, because wizards had endless patience.



“There must be more to this than we understand,”
Merlin said. “The prince must look so similar to you that not even his
parents can tell you apart.”


“How can that be?”


“I have no idea. It could be a trick.”


“If it is a trick, what is the purpose?”


Merlin shook his head. 


“Maybe... Maybe I should play along?”


“Your guess is as good as mine. I have never been
in a situation like this. If it turns sour, we will run, find a hiding place,
and switch.”


“I’m sorry,” I said aloud. “I don’t mean to upset
you. The truth is… I lost my memory. I woke up in the woods with no idea who or
where I was.”


Both the king and queen gaped.


“Quick thinking,” Merlin praised, “but now
you have to pull it off.”


“You mean, pretend to be a wizard? That’s
not that difficult for me.”


“Actually, I meant you had to act confused and
docile, but then I remembered that such is your normal condition.”


“When I’m a wolf again, I’ll show you docile.”



He laughed in my head, not at all worried by my
threat. 


I refocused on the royal couple, who both looked
extremely perturbed. Not that I blamed them, of course. “I’m sorry I worried
you both, but I don’t know what happened.”


The queen addressed her closest guard. “Get Kenja.”
She turned back to me. “You don’t remember anything?” 


“Nothing up until I woke in the forest. Can you tell
me what happened and… who I am?”


The king and queen looked at each other. I was
certain that if this was a trick, they were not in on it. They told us how Yuri
had run away when magic started to die and returned unsuccessful, how they were
attacked and Yuri almost died, and how the black star came and went, leaving
him immortal. 


That was extremely interesting to me. I didn’t want
to be immortal myself, but the fact that I had taken Merlin’s immortality
always weighed on me. Every time he was in danger, every time he was injured,
it was my fault. If Yuri had somehow figured out how to achieve immortality,
maybe I could help Merlin.


“Five months ago, we were attacked again by a
powerful sorcerer. You disappeared that night.”


“I disappeared? Did the sorcerer take me?” 


“We don’t know. We were hoping he would ask for a
ransom, but we never heard from him.”


“So… you sent assassins after me?”


“We thought you were in danger and decided that if
anyone could save you, it was them. The first time you went missing, the other
kingdoms found out and tried to capture you themselves, so this time, we kept
your disappearance quiet. Except for the assassins, no one outside the castle
knew until they brought you back yesterday.”


At that point, the mage arrived. Kenja was a kind old
man with fluffy white hair, moss-green eyes, and more wrinkles than I could
count… not that I tried more than once. His eyebrows were so thick they partially
covered his eyes. 


We were taken back to Yuri’s bedroom and Kenja
checked me for injuries by staring into my eyes while feeling every crevice of
my head. I wanted to ask him why it was necessary to be weird, but I decided it
would have made it weirder to talk about it. 


“I haven’t found anything wrong with you,” he said,
replacing the bandage around my arm. I hadn’t even realized anyone tried to
patch me up after the assassin shot me with an arrow. The wound was still
pretty bad, though, so I knew no one had tried healing me before. “Your
memories could return any moment.” 


“I doubt it,” I said. 


“Ayden,” Merlin warned. 


“Now, I suggest a bath, clean clothes, and rest,” the
mage continued. A girl walked in. She was thin with braided blond hair and
light blue eyes. Her simple, knee-length dress was the same blue that everyone
else seemed to be wearing, with the castle’s gold emblem over her heart. 


“Give the prince a bath, clothes, and food, and put
the wolf in the field.”


I expected Merlin to growl. Instead, he walked over
to the side of the bed and settled down as if for a nap. “What are you doing?”


“A wild animal would snap at them and they would
be afraid of me hurting you. By playing the part of the house-trained, loyal
pet, they will be less inclined to ‘put me outside.’ Furthermore, how are they
going to move me? I have fifty pounds on the little bloke and one of the
strongest bite forces in the animal kingdom.”


“Oh.” I didn’t know what he was talking about,
but I was getting pretty good at faking it. “Don’t mess with Merlin. He stays
with me. You can take the goat, though,” I said. 


“What goat?” the girl asked, not taking her eyes off
Merlin. 


I pointed to Goat, who had snuck onto the bed and was
chewing on the bandage around my arm. The mage and servant immediately tried to
shove Goat away, but she was a tenacious little pain. 


Another woman entered. She was older than the blond
girl and less thin, with medium brown hair and light brown eyes. There was
something about her that I liked, but I couldn’t figure out what, since she
hadn’t even spoken yet. 


She snapped her fingers, somehow getting the
attention of Goat. When the goat looked at her, she unbuckled her right boot,
deliberately stripped off her sock, and held it up. Goat leapt up from the bed
and reached her just as she tossed it out into the hallway. She closed the door
behind Goat. 


“I’m here to take the prince for his bath,” she said.



“I can take a bath on my own,” I insisted. 


“Nonsense. Princes don’t bathe themselves.” She
grabbed my arm, causing me to wince with pain. “I’m sorry,” she said, obviously
not sincere, and continued pulling until I had to stand. 


“Merlin, do something!”


“It would be wrong to stand in your way. You two
have fun.”


“What? No! Merlin, help!”


Just before she pulled me out the door, he sighed. “Very
well. For every minute she spends on you, spend ten minutes on her, use
protection, and whatever you do, do not cry.”


I was not amused. 


 


*          *          *


 


I stopped fighting the woman and let her lead me to
the bath, which was a huge room with a stone floor. In the middle of the floor was
a massive hole filled with crystal clear, steaming water. 


“Who keeps the water warm?” I asked. 


“I heard it had something to do with the planet’s
natural heat. Now, get naked.”


“No.”


She laughed. “You’re going to take a bath with your
clothes on?”


“I’ll get undressed when you leave.”


“I’ve seen the male form before.”


“Well, you haven’t seen mine.”


“What are you talking about, Prince Yuri? I’ve
seen you naked many times.”


At that point, I started to doubt my decision to play
the part of the prince. It wasn’t like I could stay. I would eventually have to
tell the queen her son was still missing. It would upset her, but the prince
needed to be found and he wouldn’t be if they stopped looking. Then again, he
had been missing for five months. There was a good chance he was no longer
alive to be found. 


“Fine,” the woman said. “I will turn around, but I’m
not leaving until you’re clean. It’s my job, after all.”


She turned and I got undressed. The queen was the
first one I needed to confess to, and I needed to break it to her gently. I got
in the water. It stung scrapes and scratches I didn’t know I had. “I’m in,” I
said. 


She turned, set her bag down, and pulled out a
sponge. 


“I really don’t need help.”


“Would you rather me be on the street without a job?”
she asked. 


I sighed and let her scrub my arms and shoulders. “Do
you know… me well?” I asked. 


“Not as well as I’d like to, but better than you
think.”


“Right.” That was supremely unhelpful. “You heard
that I lost my memory, right?”


“Yes. The servants talk. What are you going to do
about it?” 


“I guess figure out what happened and try to…” I
trailed off, not sure what to say. I hadn’t realized that was my plan all
along. Something happened to the prince. I could either face his mother and
break her heart, or I could find out myself and possibly save him. The queen
was a stranger to me, but she loved her son and that was something I didn’t
want to get in the way of. 


“You’re going to save the prince, aren’t you?” she
asked. 


“What? Did I say that out loud?”


“No. I guess you’re a hero after all. I thought I was
special.”


I turned to face her, to ask her what she was talking
about and apologize for offending her, but she kissed me. It was amazing, for
some reason I couldn’t fathom. It was soft, innocent, and promised nothing
more, but it was perfect. 


I broke away. “Kalyn?”


She smirked and her appearance changed to fit the one
I was familiar with. She was about my height and age with long, dark red, curly
hair and eyes the color of honey. The outfit she wore didn’t do her justice. 


“Now I’m flattered.” 


“What are you doing here?”


“Trying to repay a favor.” She pulled out a letter
and handed it to me. Cautiously, I unfolded it. The first thing I noticed was a
blue hawk painted on the paper. It was subtle, though, so it could be written
over. I ran my finger across the paper, feeling no paint. Except for the hawk,
it was whiter than any paper I had ever seen. It was definitely strange.
Unfortunately, the letter itself was even stranger. 


 


 


 


Kalyn,



 


I
need you to come to the Romanus castle on Ademora and convince everyone that
I’m the prince. You’ll understand more later. And because I’m going to forget
to say so at the time, thank you.


 


Ayden


 


 


 


“I didn’t write this.”


“It looks like your handwriting.”


“How do you know what my handwriting looks like?”


“Well, it’s kind of pretty and it certainly sounds
like something you would write. I got here a few days ago and I’ve been
learning as much as I can about the prince.”


I agreed that the handwriting was identical to mine
and it was something I would say, but I didn’t write it. Someone else wanted
Kalyn here, and knew me enough to send her a letter in my name. 


“Ayden, focus. The prince wasn’t taken.” 


“He wasn’t?” 


“Three servants saw him leave. He even took his
favorite horse with him.”


“So, he doesn’t need help?”


“He probably does. The sorcerer that attacked the
castle didn’t take Yuri; he took a specific item which the king and queen
treasured. It was a magical object. The king and queen were supposed to protect
it and that had something to do with why Yuri was born. I couldn’t learn much.”


“You’ve learned a lot more than I have.”


“When the sorcerer stole the treasure, the king and
queen were afraid, so Yuri left in the middle of the night to go after him.”


“Why sneak away?”


“Because they would have stopped him.”


So, he thought he was doing what was best for them. 


“He never came back. No one thinks he just ran away;
that wasn’t like him. Something went wrong.”


I nodded. “A lot could have gone wrong. A wizard
should never have gone after a sorcerer himself. He has defensive magic, but
what can he do against sorcery?” 


“Maybe he found a way. Are you saying you don’t want
to save him?”


“I’m not sure he’s alive, but I will find out what
happened. If he’s alive, I’ll save him. If not, at least I can explain what
happened to his mother. Speaking of which, have you found your family?”


She shook her head. “How are we going to find Yuri?”


“Without my wand or staff, I can’t do anything. Do
you know where they are?”


“I don’t, but I will find them. I can go where others
can’t.” Magicians needed hats to focus their magic instead of wands or staffs,
but Kalyn was special; she didn’t need any tool. 


“Good. I will work with Merlin to find Yuri, and
we’ll leave after you get my tools. When we leave, do you think you can play
the prince?”


“Easily. Until then, you have to sell it, though.”


“How hard can it be to pretend to be a prince?”


Little did I know, I would be set on fire before nightfall.









Chapter 3


When I was clean enough to
pass for the prince, Kalyn retrieved lavish clothes from her bag. I knew I had
to wear them, but that didn’t mean I was going to be happy about it. Despite my
insistence that I dress myself, the numerous folds, ties, and buttons turned
out to be too complicated for me. 


“I think this is prettier than a girl’s clothes.”


Kalyn laughed. “Certainly prettier than anything I
have. Magicians can disguise our clothes to look as fancy as we want. I can be
wearing a flower sack and fit in at a ball.”


“No, you wouldn’t. You’d stand out as the prettiest
girl there.”


She blushed. “The first thing any magician learns is
that looks mean nothing. Sure, I know what a sorcerer or wizard is going to do
and I know them by their appearance, but I can’t know if a seer is on my side
or against me. You look like a wizard, so I should be able to trust you
completely. You’re not a wizard, though, which makes you… like me.”


“We’re both Sjau.”


“That’s not what I mean, though. I do trust you, not
because you look like a wizard, but because I’ve gotten to know you. I’m sorry
I tore open your chest with my bear claws.” 


When I first met her, she was in the form of a bear
and was supposed to take me to my mother. “It’s okay. You had problems. I
should have realized you were under a curse when you said you couldn’t disobey
Sven.”


“I think your father was wrong, though; I don’t think
it was a love spell. I hated Sven as much as I was… enamored. It makes me sick
to think about it. I wanted to be with him when I was with him, but when he was
out of sight, I couldn’t figure out what was keeping me there. Every day, it
got worse. I was losing myself to doubt and self-disgust.”


“I imagine if there is one thing in this world Ilvera
can’t do, it’s create love. After all, how is she supposed to understand
something she can’t feel?”


“Well, if that was love, I don’t want to feel it
again.”


“Some people believe there is a person out there for
each of us that we are supposed to be with. Merlin told me about it, but I
don’t think he believes it. Or if he does, he believes Nimue was the only woman
on any world for him.”


“That’s too much pressure. What if her life is too
different from his? Then she has to either give up everything she knows and
loves in order to put his happiness first, because otherwise he’ll be
miserable.”


“Maybe not. He could find someone else who makes him
slightly less happy. Merlin told me something about clues to solving a mystery
that seems to make more sense when talking about him and Nimue. He said, ‘just
because they are two parts of the same puzzle, it does not mean they fit
together.’”


“What’s a puzzle?”


“I have no idea. He explained it to me three times
and I still don’t get it. I’m sorry I stabbed you with a sword when you were a
bird.”


“That’s okay. I dropped you on purpose.”


By then, I was fully dressed, so Kalyn transformed
into the servant disguise and led me back to Yuri’s room, where Merlin was
waiting. Fortunately, he was alone. “You knew she was Kalyn, didn’t you?” I
asked him as Kalyn left to find my tools.


“Of course. Did you not?”


“Not until she kissed me.”


He laughed. “I see.”


I didn’t want to know what he meant by that. “She’s
going to look for my wand and staff. We need to find Yuri. He went after the
sorcerer who took the castle’s treasure, and he might need our help.”


“Well, you are moving dangerously close to
becoming a hero rather than a curse breaker.”


“Kalyn said something to the same effect. I don’t
care. We left the castle because I was tired of helping people who deserved
what they got. Yuri might really need us.”


“Why is it your job to help him?”


I shrugged. “It’s not. But… it has danger, treasure,
and a powerful sorcerer. How is that not better than sitting around in a
castle?”


“That, I can agree with.”


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin said he would need something silver, a map of
Caldaca, five candles, and a slice of chocolate cake.


Suko, the same guard who had taken me to see Yuri’s
mother, was standing watch outside my door. Apparently, the queen thought her
son needed extra protection, so I was going to have a pretty tenacious shadow.
That could be good or bad, depending on how acute his hearing was.


I told him what was needed and, although he was
confused, he set about getting the supplies without arguing. I supposed there
were some advantages to being a prince. When he returned with everything, I
thanked him and closed and locked the door. 


Merlin switched us. It was still painful, but it was
less so each time. The itchy sensation of growing fur was the worst part about
it. Nevertheless, once I was in my wolf form, I realized I had missed it. There
was a strange comfort in not being me for a while. I had worked so hard to
accept myself, but being a wolf was fun, too. 


Merlin fashioned the sheet into a dress to cover
himself temporarily, since none of Yuri’s clothes would fit him and I didn’t
have my bag. He insisted it was a toga, not a dress. I figured a toga was a
man-dress people from his world wore and dropped it. 


Once he was sufficiently covered, he got to work
immediately. He unfolded the map on the floor and placed the candles around it,
one at each corner and the fifth on the map over the kingdom. Then he gathered
some hair of Yuri’s that he found on a brush in the nightstand and placed a
single hair on each of the candles. 


In a display of class I could never achieve with my
wand, he blew on the candles like one would do to extinguish them. To my shock,
they lit. 


According to the map, Ademora was the name of a
massive land, broken into the Romanus kingdom to the south, a smaller kingdom
to the northeast, and what looked like free lands to the northwest. We were the
farthest north we had ever traveled, about halfway between Akadema and the ice
lands, and far west.


“The assassins must have used magic to get us here
from Mokora,” I said.


“I was not conscious the entire time, so I suppose
they did.”


While I was studying the map, Merlin sat beside it
and clinched the silver coin in his fist. I desperately wanted to ask what he
was doing, but I knew that was a terrible idea.


“What are you doing?” I asked. 


Oops.


“I am concentrating.”


I got the hint. “I’m your student.”


Again, oops. 


He sighed. “Believe it or not, transformation is not
as easy for me as it is for you. I am reconstructing the silver to form a shape
more conductive of magic.”


“Why?”


“If you wait, you will find out.” When I didn’t
argue, he closed his eyes. After some time, he opened his fingers and revealed
a small, silver ball. Then he said something in another language. When he was
finished, he tilted his hand. The ball rolled off, hit the map with a loud
thud, and kept rolling. It rolled in circles on the map, even stopping and
changing direction several times. 


The longer it went, the more concerned Merlin’s
expression grew. “What’s it doing?” I asked. I had an idea, but I wanted
confirmation that it was doing what it was supposed to. 


“It is supposed to stop on Yuri’s location, but it
has never taken this long before.”


And then the ball rolled off the map, quickly
disappearing under the bed.


I had a bad feeling about that. “Please tell me
that doesn’t mean what I think it does. I don’t think I could tell his mother.”


“It means that he is no longer on this world. Either
he died, or he traveled to another world.”


“Can you determine which?” 


“I can find the last location he was alive on
Caldaca.” He swirled his hand over the four candles around the fire and the
flames left their wicks to follow his hand. When he combined the flame in the
middle and then slammed his hand downward on the candle, the flame shot down and
out. It didn’t burn the map, though, not until it reached the edges, which
caught on fire. The map burned inward, faster on the east and south until a
single spot was left of it, the size of my hand. The only label on the spot was
Bloodburn Castle.


“Where is a magic mirror when you need one? If
he’s in trouble, we’ll never make it to him in time without transporting to
him, and I can’t---”


“It has been five months,” Merlin interrupted. “If he
needed our help, we are already too late.”


“What if he’s imprisoned? They could be
starving him to death slowly.”


He studied the map for a moment. “I have all of my
abilities back, even my strength, but my… stamina… is subpar. It is probably
the reason we reverted to our normal forms involuntarily. I am not sure whether
it is because holding this form is sapping my power or if I have been without
power so long that I have lost the capacity.”


“When I get my wand and staff, you can tell me
what to do.”


He considered the map again and shook his head. “If
using this much magic is beyond me, then I should remain a wolf forever. I have
magic or nothing at all.” He held his right hand over the piece of map and took
a slow, deep breath. When he exhaled, the room grew cold. I could sense images
going through his mind and retreated away from them. It wasn’t the air that was
cold. Wherever Yuri was, or was last, at least, it was a bad place. 


“The castle is gone.”


“What? How does a castle---”


“No, wait. It came back.”


“If you can see it well enough, I can transport us
there.” I wasn’t looking forward to it; it was far away and I had never
been there, so the chance of something going wrong was pretty high. 


He nodded, opened his eyes, and retracted his hand.
“I saw it, but we need to switch back now before it is done for us.” Instead of
immediately switching us, he picked up the slice of cake. 


“How does that help with the spell?” I asked. 


He frowned at me like I was insane. “This is not for
spellcraft. This is for eating.” He started to eat the cake in front of me. 


Without offering to share.


“Why did you ask for cake, then?”


“Do you know how long I have gone without cake?”


“No.”


“Neither do I.” 


Once he was done, he sat across from me on the floor.
It was much easier when the change was voluntary, and after a painful and itchy
transformation, I was a person again. Someday, I wanted to break Merlin’s curse
completely, but this was a definite improvement. I trusted Merlin never to
transfer the curse to me permanently. 


“You seem more energetic.” 


“Another reason I requested cake. I am not
normally a fan of sweets, but it does have its advantages.”


“Once Kalyn brings me my staff, we can go,” I said,
trying and failing to redress myself in Yuri’s extravagant clothing. 


“Until then, you must either tell the king and
queen the truth, or sustain the deception by performing Yuri’s duties.”


“I don’t want to tell the queen until we know what
happened to her son. If we save him, we’ll never have to tell her.”


“Maybe Yuri will share his mother since you had
none.”


I rolled my eyes. “That’s not what I want and you
know it. Just because my mother tried to kill me and all my friends doesn’t
mean all mothers are evil. Only sorceress mothers are. Besides, there was no
way being a prince could be as bad as being the curse breaker of Mokora.”


 


*          *          *


 


“Ayden, wake up,” Merlin said. It was the
sharpness in his tone, not the volume of his voice in my head that woke me with
a start. 


“I’m awake!” I shouted, startling the stranger in
front of me. 


“Yes, I should hope so,” the stranger said, eyeing me
with warning. 


I ignored it. 


I was in the throne room with Merlin and two guards.
The man standing in front of us was a citizen of the kingdom and demanded that
I fix the problem with his crops. The problem being that it hadn’t rained in
three weeks. 


Outside, there was a line of people waiting
impatiently to have their problems magically solved by me. Me and my shiny
metal hat. 


I motioned for Suko and he leaned closer. “Is it
unusual for Ademora to go so long without rain?” I whispered.


“No, Prince. It rained yesterday.”


“It rained yesterday? Then why is he complaining that
it hasn’t rained?”


The frustrated citizen heard me and explained, “It’s
because of those elementalists across the road from me! They won’t let my crops
get any rain!”


There are elementalists in the kingdom? That
explains the nice weather. “Why not?”


He flushed, half with anger and half with shame.
“They don’t want my son courting their daughter.”


“Well, it’s normal for parents to protect their
little girls, so---”


“She’s twenty-six! She’s been married to my son for
the past five years, and they just won’t believe her! She’s carrying his child!
They live together in a house my son built in Bradith!”


I held up my hand the way Merlin would and the man
fell silent. 


“I will deal with it.”


“When?” 


“By the end of the month,” Merlin said. 


“That might not be enough time.”


“If he comes back to you, you can tell him there
was a mix-up on account of the full-moon/empty-moon/large-small moon.”


That made sense, so I did as Merlin suggested. The
man beamed with pride. “Thank you, Prince Yuri. I will bring you a gift after
the harvest.”


He left quickly. “Shall I inform the elementalists
that they have to provide him with rain?” one of the guards asked. 


I sat up straight. “You mean I don’t have to do it?
That’s great!”


Merlin shook his head as if I was missing the point.
“The prince’s job is to learn to take over the kingdom. The king— or
the queen, in Caldaca’s case, is in charge of the entire kingdom, so he cannot
be taking care of everyone’s problems himself. He delegates. Thus, it stands to
reason that the prince can delegate tasks as well. After all, a prince has more
training than a wizard or sorcerer.”


“That sounds ominous.” 


“Do not fear; I will be judging you the entire
time.”


The guards let in another citizen. 


 


*          *          *


 


Since word that I had lost my memory spread
throughout the castle quickly, I was able to ask questions that would have
otherwise been suspicious. Although no one had any information on the sorcerer
or the magical item he stole, I did speak to someone who had seen him sneak
out. 


Suko explained my duties, which included a day packed
with lessons after a morning of council. My morning had started far too early
and I feared it would end far too late. 


Yuri was trained in all kinds of skills, from
carpentry to poetry. His mother had also encouraged him to spend time with all
magic users, including sorcerers. Yuri was even known to argue his opinion,
which was against wizard nature, as they tried to avoid conflict. 


Well, Mason argued, but he was a Sjau.


“Your mother insisted you learn to argue so that you
could stand up for yourself and the kingdom without a sorcerer,” Suko said.


I was finding myself with a lot of respect for the
queen. For a witch to teach her son to deny his nature for his own good took
strength I didn’t know they had. 


 


*          *          *


 


“You’re not as good at this as I was told,” my rude
tutor accused. He was tall, but not particularly muscular. He also wasn’t
particularly fast, coordinated, or respectful.


“If I had my wand, I’d show you how to---”


“Ayden,” Merlin warned.


I forced myself to give him my best fake smile. He
flinched. 


My father had tried to teach me to use a sword when I
was too young. After leaving my mother, I was trained by a rich pirate and then
a warrior who taught other warriors to fight. I wasn’t the best— I never would
be because of my size— but I was fast and not nearly as awkward as I once was.
I used the sword to defend myself, not kill.


This tutor had a completely different style
and insisted I relearn it “the right way,” which did not utilize my speed. I
couldn’t tell him I had been taught by a warrior since Yuri hadn’t been. It
wasn’t even Yuri’s normal teacher, because the castle sorcerer that normally
trained him in swordsmanship was sick. I wondered why the mage didn’t help him
before deciding it was rude to ask. 


To make matters worse, Yuri’s clothes were too stiff
and constricting. Every time I tried to swing the blade, my arm caught on one
of the vest’s gold clasps. 


“Do I really have to do this?” I asked Merlin.


“Only if you want to spare the queen her misery.”
He walked away, making the point that it was my choice. I stayed. 


 


*          *          *


 


“You’d better not be asleep!” The shrill woman’s
voice made me automatically check to see if my ears were bleeding. 


“Would you leave me alone? I can’t enjoy this with
you shrieking in my ear.” We were in the castle library and I was supposed to
be reading about the castle’s history, but my tutor wouldn’t leave me alone.
She acted like reading was the most boring thing in the world and every time I
really got into the book, she shouted at me. 


I had been looking forward to this “lesson” all day
and I was tired of being yelled at. I didn’t believe they would yell at a
prince, but Yuri was apparently one who loved swords and hated books. I was the
opposite, as were most wizards. 


She stared at me, wide-eyed. “You were reading it?”


“I’m trying to.”


“Why?” she narrowed her eyes. “What are you up to?”


“I want to know if Gredon Romanus married the princes
or went into the thieves guild.”


“But you hate reading.”


“Merlin says that if you hate reading, it’s only
because you haven’t found the right book.”


“Who’s Merlin?”


“My wolf.”


She looked at Merlin. 


Merlin looked at her.


She walked away, shaking her head and talking about
the prince losing his mind. 


 


*          *          *


 


Kalyn found me as I was being escorted to my room for
food and privacy. Still in the servant disguise, she looped her hand around
mine and told Suko she was borrowing me for a while.


“What for?” Suko asked. 


“The queen ordered me to take him to the mage for
more treatment.”


“I didn’t get that order.”


“Well, that’s strange. Maybe you should go and
question her orders,” she said politely. When I opened my mouth to interject,
she squeezed my arm hard enough to get the point across. And to add a few
bruises to my collection. 


Suko’s face was conflicted. He knew better than to
question his queen, but he also knew he shouldn’t take a servant’s word for it.


Before he could make a decision, Kalyn pulled me
toward her and down the hall. Suko started to follow at a distance. When we got
to the end of the hall, we turned right and he turned left. 


“Did you make him think we went the other way,” I
asked when he was out of sight.


“Of course not. I can’t make anyone think something.
I can only make them see something, and yes, I made him see us going in
the other direction.”


“Are you impersonating someone?”


“Yuri’s personal servant, Lemi. She had nothing to do
with the prince gone and was having to scrape by at the bottom of the servant
hierarchy. I doubted you could fool her into thinking you were the prince, so I
told her to go visit her family. She’ll return when Yuri does.” 


“Kalyn seems to have some knowledge in royal
hierarchy and culture,” Merlin said. I asked her about it. 


“Magicians are in high demand for all castles, no
matter who or what the royals are. Some kingdoms will try to steal good
magicians away from others. You’ll finds schemes in every kingdom, even wizard
ones like the Romanus castle. 


“If you have something nice, someone else wants it,”
Merlin said, before stopping suddenly. “I trust you can find your way around
if I leave you alone for a while?”


“Sure. Why are you leaving, though?”


“I have an errand to run.” With that, he
disappeared down another hallway.


“So, where are we going?” I asked. 


“We need to quell some doubt as to your identity.”


“People doubt me?”


“Yes, you could say that.” At that point, she led me
through a door into the courtyard. There, a mob of around three dozen people
surrounded us. 


“Show us proof!”


“We want proof that you’re really Yuri!”


“Of course I am. Don’t I look the same?”


“You don’t act like the prince!”


I tried my hardest. I thought I was pretty good at
it. 


“Looking the part is most of the battle,” Kalyn
whispered to me. “Most people don’t question their eyes. Stay calm.” 


That would have been good advice if she had also told
me what she was going to do beforehand. 


“If you all want proof that this is Yuri Romanus, you
shall have it,” Kalyn said to the crowd. When she led me to another side of the
courtyard, I trusted her not to endanger my life. Thus, it was quite a shock
that she led me to a pile of sticks and straw with a large wooden stake
sticking out of the middle. It was blatantly obvious what it was used for.


“Everyone knows that the prince is immortal, so we
will set him on fire and when he emerges unscathed, you will know it is him.”


The crowd cheered their agreement.


I was less enthused. “Maybe you haven’t realized
this, but I’m not immortal,” I whispered to Kalyn. It was at this point
I realized I didn’t know her as well as I thought I did. 


“Trust me,” she whispered back, still smiling at the
crowd confidently.


I wanted Merlin there to tell me I wasn’t being
overly paranoid, but he was off doing his wolf duties, apparently. Kalyn began
strapping me to the stake with its attached metal shackles. I figured she had
some kind of plan to cause a distraction and enable me to escape. Instead… she
set me on fire. 


I didn’t see what she was doing behind me, but I did
see a small fire catch in the straw at my feet and smoke blow towards me,
caught in the wind. The crowd increased their cheering when the flames reached
my boots. I lost hope that Kalyn would let me go. 


Only, it wasn’t real fire. 


It absolutely looked like my feet were being consumed
in flames, but I felt nothing. The more it enveloped me, the calmer I became. I
was in no danger. It was an impressive show and completely convinced the crowd.
Eventually, I felt the cuffs releasing my wrists and I stepped out of the
harmless flames. Kalyn was holding a wand. This was not just any wand, though;
it was mine. 


My first thought was that it was an illusion she had
created to convince everyone she was a witch and therefore couldn’t have been a
magician. However, when she joined my side, I sensed the power of the tool and
recognized it. It was definitely real, and I wanted nothing more than to take
it, but that was not the sensible thing to do. I could wait until we were
alone. 


It took way too long to get Kalyn back in my room,
were we found Merlin and Goat. All four of Goat’s feet were bound with two
pairs of trousers and she was on her back. “How did you manage that?” I asked. 


“Perseverance,” Merlin answered. 


Goat bleated miserably. 


“Your staff is on your bed,” Kalyn said, handing me
my wand.


I didn’t see it, but I patted the bed anyway. Sure
enough, I felt it. As soon as I touched it, the invisibility illusion fell away
from it. I understood that the king and queen took my tools because they were
afraid their son would run away again. It didn’t stop me from being irritated
that they did. 


Before I took my hand away, my robe also appeared,
its deep red a stark contrast against the dark blue bedspread.


“Transporting us to the sorcerer’s castle could be
extremely strenuous. If it’s far, I’m going to need to sleep and eat before I
can fight anyone.” Not that I could fight in Yuri’s clothes anyway.


Kalyn pointed to the nightstand, where a cloth bag
rested on a folded stack of my normal clothes. “I figured as much, so I snuck
some food out of the kitchen for you.”


“Meat?” They hadn’t given me meat on account of Yuri
being a wizard and not eating it. Although I never craved meat, the fastest way
to develop such a craving was to be denied it. 


“Lots of it. Your clothes have also been cleaned and
repaired. They wanted to throw them away, but I convinced them not to. I didn’t
think Yuri’s style was to your tastes.”


“I really appreciate that.”


“They might not be in Yuri’s tastes, either,”
Merlin said. “I doubt the prince has any say in what he can wear. This is
the castle we need to go to.” As he said it, an image came to mind of a
castle, as if I was remembering it for myself. 


At that point, Kalyn created an illusion over herself
of me. It was creepy, like I was looking into a mirror, except she was moving
independently. “That’s a little too perfect.” 


“People rarely question their eyes,” she said with my
voice. 


That was even weirder. I grabbed my things. “Be
safe,” I said, right before transporting Merlin and me to the sorcerer’s castle.









Chapter 4


Transportation was dangerous
magic. If I didn’t have a clear image of where I wanted to go in my mind, if my
thoughts strayed, or if I didn’t have enough energy to get there, then I could
end up transporting only parts of my body. Or worse. 


Distance was a factor, as was how many people I was
transporting or what I was carrying. For example, if I was in good condition,
carrying nothing, and alone, I was pretty sure I could transport myself from
Mokora to Akadema. If, however, I was exhausted, had more than two people with
me, and was carrying everything I owned, I probably couldn’t transport myself
across a road. 


In this case, I felt the strain immediately when the
world formed around us, because we had traveled a fair distance. Fortunately,
the image of the castle in Merlin’s mind was accurate enough that we didn’t
lose any pieces of ourselves. We were on top of a hill, standing just far
enough back to take in the grandness of the castle without having to stop to
make camp before reaching the front door.


The castle was similar to Magnus’s in shape, but
whereas the wizard’s was silver and white, this one was red and black. The
stone walls were old and the color of rust, while the roof and doors were
black. Even the cobweb-covered windows were black. Thick vines crawled up the
walls as if the ground was slowly trying to swallow it whole. Around it, the
few unfortunate trees that had grown on the hill were dead. 


I found a spot behind one of the dead trees where I
didn’t think anyone could see me from the windows before changing into my
regular clothes and robe. Then I sat in the grass, pulled out the food, and
started eating the bread. I wasn’t hungry; I was only eating to get enough
energy for the fight with the sorcerer I was expecting. There was also roasted
bird, so I gave half of it to Merlin. If we had to switch again, he would need
more food afterwards. 


Once we were done, I braced myself for a violent
attack and we headed towards the castle. No mad sorcerer burst out and attacked
us. I opened the door without knocking, surprised to find that it was unlocked,
and a dusty old hat flew out. 


“That was weird.”


“I have learned to expect the unexpected on
Caldaca.”


“Hello?” I called. “Sorcerer? I’m here to find Yuri
Romanus. If you tell me where he is, I will save him and leave without
trouble.” 


There was no answer. 


The room was massive, full of dusty furniture, and
looked abandoned. Who would abandon a castle, though? The furniture was
definitely outdated. There were no scuffs on the floor or worn fabric on the
chairs. It was as if someone had built the castle and never used it; the only
damage was caused by time. 


One thing that didn’t belong was a massive mirror. I
studied it for a moment, but it didn’t do anything that was unlike a mirror, so
I decided to explore the rest of the castle. The sorcerer must be the most
egotistical man on Caldaca. There were mirrors everywhere; at least two on
every single wall in the castle. Some were massive, while some could fit in my
hand.


I wasn’t a complete fool; I realized there was
something more to them. I figured they were magic mirrors, or that one was and
the rest were there to hide it. 


After a while, I stopped looking for Yuri and the
sorcerer and started looking for Merlin, who had went off to search on his own.
I found him in the main room, staring at the first mirror we had seen. “What’s
wrong?” I asked.


“I think I saw this mirror in a vision. It was
hundreds of years ago, though, so I may be confused.”


“Do you want to…” I trailed off as he stood… and
walked straight through the mirror. Like the surface of a calm lake, the
reflective mirror rippled and gave to his solid form. Part of me panicked. The
last time I walked through a mirror, I ended up facing a sorcerer version of
myself. A bigger part of me was more afraid of getting separated from Merlin
again. I rushed forth into the mirror. 


Instead of meeting my end in a very gory fashion, I
was hit with a gust of cold air. As if it realized that I wasn’t used to such
cold weather, my robe suddenly changed. It was subtle from the texture aspect;
it became slightly thicker. In the weather-proofing aspect, it made a
substantial difference. 


I hadn’t even known it could do that. 


We were in a forest, in which the trees were dead and
mangled. It reminded me of those Merlin and I saw in a forest on Akadema, which
had been sucked dry of life and magic by the approaching black star. It was
night, but there were no stars in the sky, as if they had been snuffed out.
Somehow, there was still enough light to see. The ground was covered in snow,
yet there were objects scattered around on top or only half buried. 


“If these were here for a long time, they would have
been buried by the snow,” I said, picking up a doll. It was missing an eye and
its hair was cut at a strange angle, but it was not eroded like everything
else.


“Unless the snow has been here for just as long
and never melted.”


Many of these objects were children’s toys or
household trinkets, and most of them were old, broken, and faded. I found a
letter. Although I couldn’t read the language it was written in, I did
recognize it, because Merlin had considered teaching it to me. 


“What is this?” I asked. 


He barely glanced at it. “A love letter.”


I dropped it and let it fall slowly to the ground.
The cold was seeping through my robe, somehow making me feel hopeless. It had
been a mistake to come here. “Where are we?”


“I cannot say for sure, but I have heard numerous
legends about places like this. It appears to suck the life out of everything
in its path, which I think that includes the love, hope, joy, magic, and
everything else positive. It is completely devoid of anything good. It is a
place of loss; containing lost memories, love, and magic.  If we do not get out
soon, we will be lost as well.” Suddenly, he jerked his head up and growled. 


“What’s wrong?”


“Something is coming.”


“Something like a sorcerer?”


“Something like a monster that wants to eat us.
Run.”


“Run where?”


“Anywhere will do. Look for a mirror.”


We both started running, and that was when I heard
loud crunching sounds in the snow and the snapping of dead branches in the
trees. We were being followed. I ran with everything I could, but it wasn’t
long before I couldn’t stand the curiosity. I glanced over my shoulder to see
what was after us.


Nothing. 


Snow was kicked up and trees were disturbed, but I
didn’t see what was causing it. And then, my right foot failed to make contact
with the ground and I went flying through the air. Merlin immediately stopped,
which was difficult to do in the snow. Wolves were apparently better at
stopping in slick terrain, though, because by the time I hit the ground, he was
next to me, growling at the oncoming opponent. 


“Get up,” he demanded. 


I did, half on reflex, and stared dumbly at the
mirror in front of me. Instead of reflecting me, it was completely black. 


“Go through it!” Merlin urged.


I turned to face our opponent instead. I trusted my
magic over a portal to the unknown. Before I could cast a curse, however,
Merlin shoved me through. I tripped over the rim of the mirror and landed on my
back. This room was so dark it was almost black. I was on some kind of cloth,
but that didn’t provide much comfort from the stone floor. I barely rolled out
of the way before Merlin leapt through the mirror. I could see the forest, and
I could see that the invisible creature was still advancing. I did the only
thing I could think of; I pointed my staff at it and said, “Stop the creature.”


Magic burst out of me into the mirror, there was a
flash of light, and then the mirror was tipped backwards. The sound of glass
breaking was terrible. I drew my wand from my pocket and used magic to make the
tip glow. 


We were in a basement, but not like one I had ever
seen before. The walls and ceilings were made of white blocks. There were
crates, some wooden, some that were made of a flexible material I couldn’t
identify. It was halfway between wood and paper. I spotted the stairs which led
to a door, but I was curious, because this basement was similar to a tunnel. We
followed it around the corner. On and on it went, but we only found more crates
until we reached the end. The wall had magic symbols painted all over it. 


“Come away from it,” Merlin said, backing up.


“What is it?”


“A form of magic even I do not like to use.”


“You mean like blood magic?”


“Worse.”


“What’s worse than blood magic?”


“I know it as demonic magic, but you would have no
concept of such a thing.”


“Then explain it to me.”


He sighed. “You know blood magic as a bad thing.”


“Right. It’s using blood for magic or even
sacrificing people or animals for magic.”


“Well, the truth is that there is nothing
inherently evil about it. It can be used for good, just like almost every other
kind of magic. After all, blood gives you life. It is more often used in a
sinister way because it is so very powerful. If you cannot control it, it will
control you, and as I have told you; power corrupts. Blood magic, even when
used correctly, can erode the purity of your heart.”


“That sounds pretty bad to me.”


“But it can be used for good. Demonic magic cannot
be. It feeds on the soul.”


“I don’t understand that, either.”


“I know. Most societies on most worlds have a
concept of a soul in one form or another. It is your being, your life force.
Whatever you call it, demonic magic feeds on it. Someone who uses it can attain
anything they want, but while doing so, they become hollow.”


“Their organs and bones disappear?” 


“No. Their love and happiness does. Additionally,
it is a slippery slope. One such man I knew who used it did so for the first
time because he was in love with a woman who would not give him the time of
day. He made her love him. He should have been happy. Instead, she made him
miserable. So, he used demonic magic again to attain money, which he used to
keep her happy. Money does not just appear out of thin air, however. It was
tainted by the misfortune of those who went without. And it did not make him
happy. He kept demanding more and more and he received everything he ever asked
for, but he never once asked for joy, and he never felt it again.”


“How do you know what is demonic magic and what
isn’t?” I asked, getting away from it. 


“You cannot use it accidentally,” Merlin
assured me. “It is taken from powerful other-world beings.”


“Like dragons?”


“More powerful than dragons. A person can make a
deal with these creatures for demonic magic, threaten them, or even steal the
power.”


“How do you know that is demonic magic?”


“It is written in Enochian, the demonic language.”


“Can you read it?”


“Only demons can. Now, I think that is enough of
this. You have no need to worry about it. Compared to many worlds, Caldaca is
beautifully innocent.” 


Although he was ready to move on, I was a little
shaken. I didn’t like the idea of there being such a terrible thing as magic
that takes away love and joy. Even sorcerers weren’t that cruel. 


I followed him back to the stairs and opened the door
for him. We walked into a cramped space with only another door and a set of
steps leading up. We tried the door and entered a living room. 


There were two people in this room; a girl, and Yuri
Romanus. I knew who Yuri was instantly, and I finally understood why his
parents couldn’t tell us apart; the prince was completely identical to me. He
had the exact same blond hair, blue eyes, and small build. Even his facial
structure was like mine. 


One crucial bit of information I forgot to consider
was that although I knew the prince was similar in appearance to me and that I
was coming here, he did not. 


He screamed. 


It was not the kind of scream used by someone who
panicked over anything and everything. This was the kind of scream a brave
prince uses when he sees himself walk into the room. 


“Wow,” Merlin said. “I was not expecting
this.”


“Please calm down,” I told the prince. “You’re going
to make me start.”


“If you do not cease your screaming, I may have to
eat you, and that would be detrimental to our quest,” Merlin said aloud. 


Yuri’s eyes widened further and he screamed louder. 


“That’s not helping, Merlin!”


Merlin smirked. “Perhaps not, but how often do I get
to have such fun?”


“Everyone, settle down,” the girl said. “I enjoy a
good bloodbath as much as the next girl, but we need to hurry this up if you’re
going to win this game.”


“Game?”


She shrugged. “Well, quest, journey, life, it’s all
the same thing, isn’t it? You win and lose until you die and that’s game over.”


“I’m sorry, but who are you?” I asked. Although she
was a pretty girl, something about her threw me off, as if she was hiding
herself. I wanted to send out my magic to sense hers, but somehow, I knew that
was a terrible idea. 


“Who is she? Who are you?!” Yuri screeched. 


“You two will have to get acquainted on the way. My
name is Alice. You don’t know me but I know plenty about you.”


“You do? How?”


There was something innocent about her, yet there was
also something… deranged. That combination made her creepier than a sorcerer. 


“It doesn’t matter.”


“What do you think?” I asked Merlin.


“I have no idea. I am at a loss; I cannot sense
her magic, but I feel like she might be more powerful than she is letting on.”


Alice continued. “You came here to save Yuri, but
that’s not going to be all that easy to do. You’re very late. Let me explain
the rules and objective of this game. Not everything, of course, because that
would be boring. You have all come here to save the treasure.”


“No, we haven’t. Merlin and I came to save Yuri… who
we expected to be… well, more captured.”


“You and Merlin can leave, but without the treasure,
Yuri will die, and he can’t save it alone.”


Yuri blanched. “What are you talking about?”


“Your parents were told they would have a child if
they protected a treasure. That treasure was stolen.”


“But what does that have to do with---”


“It is a dragon egg.”


Silence. 


“I’m not going to tell you why, because you should
figure that out for yourself. I will tell you that if you don’t save it, you
will die,” she said to Yuri. 


He was shaking. “But I’m immortal.”


“Only for as long as that egg is safe.”


“Okay,” I said. “How do we find the sorcerer and
defeat him?”


“How you defeat him is up to you. The finding him
part will be easier; Yuri can lead you.”


We all looked at Yuri, who was so pale I was afraid
for his health. He shook his head. “I don’t know how.”


“I can help you this once, but you’re going to have
to learn the rules of the game quick. The sorcerer, Zuras, can use mirrors as
portals. He can open them on any mirror, to anywhere. I will open the first
portal to get you close to him. You need to defeat him before he can escape. If
he does, that doesn’t mean you’ve lost him; the portal closes very slowly. You
have about half an hour to make it. Don’t be later than that.”


“How do we find him?”


“Yuri will be able to track the egg.” 


“I can’t do it,” Yuri said. 


“You don’t have to do it alone,” I said. “Merlin and
I will help you.”


“Why would you help me?”


“Because your mother is worried sick over you and I
don’t like seeing her upset, even though she’s a stranger to me.”


Alice gestured to the table, which had been clear a
moment before. Now, however, it was covered with books, scrolls, and other clutter.
“This should help.” We followed her to the table, where she grabbed three
potion bottles. 


Yuri picked up a small piece of cake with a note
saying “eat me” and a potion with a similar note saying “drink me”. Yuri raised
the potion to his mouth. 


“That’s not for you,” Alice warned him. He set them
down. “Don’t just eat or drink something because it tells you to. What’s wrong
with you?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know. I normally
wouldn’t, but I didn’t think about it.”


“Great, another one,” Merlin said dryly.


“What?”


“Nothing, nothing.”


Alice gave Yuri and me each a potion. “This will
enable you to understand, read, and speak any language for three days.”


“That’s impossible.”


“Nothing is impossible, only extremely unlikely.
Merlin, I’m not sure how well it will affect you.”


“I will risk it,” he said. 


I wasn’t surprised. He knew many languages because he
wanted to learn them, so the opportunity to temporarily be fluent in them all
was pretty difficult for him to pass up. “He says he’ll take it anyway.”



I drank mine. It was sweet like apple juice, not like
any potion I had ever tried. I waited for something to happen while Merlin and
Yuri drank theirs. 


“I don’t think it worked,” I said. 


“It worked fine. What were you expecting?” When she
turned to a maroon curtain and yanked it down, I gaped; there was another huge
mirror. “The world you’re about to visit is one of the strangest I know. I
won’t spoil the surprise, though.” She waved her hand and the mirror’s surface
turned black. “Have fun.”


“You two don’t have to risk yourselves to help me,”
Yuri said. 


Heroically. 


I looked at Merlin and he nodded. “You wanted an
adventure. We might die, but then again, we might not.”


I turned back to Yuri. “Don’t be such a wizard. We
already said we’d help.”


We reached the mirror when Alice suddenly said, “Oh!
I almost forgot one thing. You can’t just jump from world to world. You have to
go through the Mirror Realm, which is full of danger and mirrors. Yuri will
lead you to the right one. The others can send you all over the universe, so be
careful. Also, if you fall asleep in the Mirror Realm, you will be lost
forever, and your reflection will be taken from you. You will be able to watch
people, move some things, and make noise, but they won’t be able to hear or see
you.”


“Thank you for telling us, but I think we can manage
not to fall asleep in there.”


“And one more thing. My kitty went missing, so if you
see him, please let me know.”


“Your kitty?” Yuri asked. “What does he look like?”


“He’s black. He’s such a gorgeous kitty.” 


“That might be a little too ambiguous.”


Merlin and I stepped through the mirror. 


 


*          *          *


 


We were back in the cold, dark forest, yet we were in
a different spot. Behind us was the mirror, and I could see Alice and Yuri
through it. “I don’t know if we should trust Yuri or not. This could be a trick
to get us trapped on another world. It seems too convenient that his parents
sent assassins after him, and they found us, and we happen to be in a position
to help him. And then there’s Alice, who I definitely don’t think we should
trust.”


“You are usually trusting of everyone.”


“That’s how Sven almost defeated us.” I would
probably have trusted them both if I wasn’t waiting for Baltezore or my mother
to suddenly jump out from behind us and curse us. 


“No, he almost defeated us because you were not
being yourself. Besides, we also should not drive away our allies.” 


“It just seems strange that someone who looks
identical to me could need my help. Also, he’s immortal, so that’s weird.” 


“I learned to expect the unexpected from Caldaca.
How about this; you trust him and I will distrust him.”


“That works for me.” As long as Merlin was keeping a
watchful eye on them, I was free to be me. I stuck my hand through the mirror’s
surface. It was like breaking the surface of water. Feigning confidence, I
gestured for him to join us. He did, although his confidence was even less
convincing than mine. 


“You’ll be fine,” I said when he joined us on the
dark side of the mirror. “Can you sense the egg?”


He hesitated for a moment before nodding and pointing
north. “I think we go that way. I don’t like being here.” 


“I agree with you there.” We started traveling
northward as quickly as we could without full out running and drawing the
attention of whatever invisible creature had followed Merlin and me. 


“I still don’t know who you are.” 


“I’m Ayden Rynorm, the curse breaker of Mokora. This
is Merlin, a wizard from another world. I can hear him in my head and he can
sometimes talk out loud.” 


His eyes widened in recognition. “I read about you in
Itela!” 


“I wasn’t in Itela.” 


“No, I was in Itela. It was on a scroll.” 


“Itela was on a scroll?”


“No, you were.”


“What? Never mind.”


Merlin was watching us carefully with an expression
of deep thought. He was obviously trying to figure out why Yuri and I looked so
similar. 


Yuri stopped. “Wait, I’ve seen you before.”


“I thought you read about me.”


“Yes, but you also sold me your boat. You had a green
robe then and I didn’t see your face. I saw Merlin and your staff, though.”


“That was you? Huh. Small world. Did you make it
okay?”


“Yes. The boat sailed well. I was running from
another kingdom’s assassins. That was before my magic died completely. I always
wondered why you had a boulder in the boat.”


“We wanted to rock the boat,” Merlin said.


“How do you know anything about me?”


“Your parents sent assassins to get you. Not to kill
you but to bring you back. They got me.”


“And thought you were me,” he said, nodding with
understanding. 


“It wasn’t the first time I was confused for you, either.
An assassin, considerably less efficient than those your mother sent, ambushed
me in a forest, thinking I was you. To be fair, his drawing was dreadful.”


“What happened?”


“Well, when I realized even your parents couldn’t
tell us apart, I played along in order to figure out what happened to you.”


“You must have been traveling quickly to catch up to
me.”


“What do you mean? You disappeared five months ago.”


“I only left the castle half a month ago!”


“When you pass through realms like that, time gets
a bit distorted,” Merlin explained. “That might have been what Alice was
referring to.”


“This is so confusing.”


“Yes, I’m starting to get used to it.”


“Why do you look like me?” he asked. 


“I don’t know. I’m just as surprised as you.”


A twig snapped. 


“Oh, no, not this again!” both Yuri and I said
simultaneously. Our wide eyes met. 


“You, too?” I asked. 


He nodded. “It chased me almost until I reached the
mirror. I thought it came through, but that was you two that broke the mirror
in the basement, right?”


“Yes, it was an accident.”


“It was probably a good thing.”


“We should hide,” I said.


He shook his head and drew his sword. “I ran last
time. This time, I’ll fight.”


“Interesting,” Merlin said vaguely. 


I wanted to ask him what was so interesting, but I
was more worried about the monster that wanted to eat us. “I don’t know how to
fight something we can’t see. Maybe we can make it visible.”


“How?” Yuri asked. “We don’t know what makes it
invisible in the first place.”


“Well, we at least need to be making progress if
we’re not going to hide. Keep moving. Maybe we’ll lose the creature.” The cold
was trying to steal my determination. When we continued northbound, it was
obvious we were being followed. Although I couldn’t hear it, I could sense
something licking its sharp teeth. 


Yuri’s steps started to falter. “Maybe we’re going
the wrong way.”


“We’re not. You have to find the egg or we’re stuck
here. We need you to do this.” 


After a moment, he nodded and his resolve
strengthened. “Okay. I’m right; it’s this way.” 


On the way, Merlin would occasionally circle us or
stop and growl into the dark. When I asked him what he was doing, he said he
was making sure the creature that stalked us knew we were aware of its presence
and that we didn’t feel threatened.


I felt pretty threatened. 


We passed many mirrors before Yuri finally stopped in
front of one. “This is it.”


The mirror, floating in midair, was half as tall as
me and wide. It showed us what I suspected was an otherworld tavern. There were
people who all looked healthy and daylight streamed in. “That doesn’t look so
bad,” Yuri said. 


Merlin groaned.


Between an invisible monster in a snowy wasteland and
a warm tavern with friendly-looking people, it wasn’t a difficult choice. We
stepped through the mirror.









Chapter 5


Although it was my intention
to enter the strange tavern gracefully, the mirror was actually behind the bar,
and I had to climb down using several shelves as a ladder. What I hadn’t
accounted for was how many bottles there were on those shelves. Needless to
say, I caused a lot of damage, which drew the attention of everyone in the
tavern. Merlin leapt through the mirror and landed gracefully. Yuri watched my
struggles and learned, so when he followed me, he didn’t knock down a single
bottle. 


He really didn’t have to try that hard, though, as I
had already destroyed most of them.  


Everyone was staring at us, not with outright fear,
but definitely nervousness. It seemed like they were waiting for something bad
to happen. All of the six men in the room wore fitted trousers, hats with wide
brims, and vests. There were only two women, both outfitted in frilly dresses
that emphasized their gender. Everyone had dirt on their clothes. 


That wasn’t the strange part, though. 


The trio that had suddenly appeared in the
saloon took in their surroundings cautiously, half expecting a devious sorcerer
to jump out at them. The townspeople waited for an introduction,
none willing to be the first to move unless it was to pull a gun on the
newcomers. 


I looked around to see where that voice had come
from. It was deep, but not like a dragon’s. It seemed half bored, half amused. 


Before the young wizard, Ayden, could voice his
confusion, he noticed there was something peculiar happening to his skin.


I looked down and tried not to panic at the sight of
myself. My clothes and skin were fading to gray. I searched the room for any
color and found none. “Merlin, something is wrong with my eyes.”


Said the young wizard.


“It is not you, but the world that is wrong,”
Merlin said. 


The wolf responded in the young wizard’s head
that the issue was widespread. Although the wolf had already figured out
exactly what was happening, he did not think the young wizard would understand
and didn’t want to explain. 


“You can hear Merlin?”


Asked the young wizard to the air.


“I’m asking you, not the air.”


Insisted the young wizard. 


“I’m not that young! You know my name, so use it.”


Implored the young wizard. 


“Stop it!”


Demanded Ayden…


“Thank you.”


… the young wizard. 


“What is going on?” Yuri asked. 


The prince felt out of place in the saloon, but
he was still more concerned with the fact that another person looked identical
to him.


“He’s just showing off,” a man said. Although I
understood his words, they didn’t match the movement of his mouth. His accent
was also strange, not anything I could place, yet the words were clear. Alice’s
potion was amazing. 


Mr. Charcoal said calmly, hoping to stop the
three newcomers from exacerbating the situation and instigating an amazing
battle. 


Mr. Charcoal looked at the ceiling. “Thank you, I can
take it from here.” There was no answer. He made a motion with his hands to the
other people and that seemed to calm them. “He likes to make a scene. As long
as no one tries to lie or keep a secret, he doesn’t bother us much. He really
likes to cause havoc.” 


The man was thin and middle-aged with dark hair and
light eyes. If we were on Caldaca, I would have taken him for a mage, except he
wore a hat, like a magician did. Since he wasn’t a native of Caldaca, I
couldn’t assume anything based on his appearance, which was discouraging.


He stepped behind the bar, grabbed a cloth from under
the counter, and started cleaning a mug. Realizing that he was the tavern
keeper, I wanted to apologize about the mess, but since he didn’t even look at
it, doing so would have felt awkward. 


“Who is he?” I asked instead.


“We don’t know. None of us do. He has been here for
as long as people have. He can’t be seen or shot. He knows everything we do or
think, even things we haven’t done or thought yet, and he’ll say whatever he
wants to amuse himself.”


“Why do you stay?”


He shrugged. “We’re used to it. Let me get you
something to eat.”


“Actually, we’re after a sorcerer.”


He shook his head. “You’re in the wrong place for
something like that. We don’t approve of magic here.”


“Not even wizardry?” Yuri asked.


“Caldaca is the only world that differentiates
wizards and sorcerers,” I told Yuri. 


He paled slightly. At least, I thought he did. “This
really is another world then…”


“What do you do without magic? How do you keep the
peace?”


“We respect everyone we don’t want to start a fight
with and we shoot those we do.”


“With arrows?” 


“With pistols.”


“What’s a pistol?”


“Never mind that,” Merlin said. 


Mr. Charcoal didn’t hear him, though, and pulled a
metal device out of a harness on his belt. It was silver with what appeared to
be a wooden handle. It looked harmless enough.


“Well, if you can point us towards the sorcerer, we
can defeat him and get out of your… tavern.”


He shook his head. “I haven’t seen any strangers
until you two.”


I studied Mr. Charcoal as he spoke, trying to read
his expression since I couldn’t judge his appearance.


The young wizard wondered if the bartender was
lying. 


“How did you know?” Yuri asked.


No, you’re the prince. Ayden is the… never
mind. 


“Yeah, we’ve learned not to bother hiding anything,”
Mr. Charcoal said. 


“Okay, let’s focus on catching the sorcerer. He could
have gone anywhere in the universe. Why did he come here?”


“To get to the other side,” Merlin answered.


“What?”


“Nothing.”


“What does this town have that he wants?”


“Typically, when a sorcerer goes to a realm that
has less technology than him, it is to show off his skill.”


Merlin, who is normally extremely intelligent,
offered Ayden an explanation that the young wizard would understand. Little did
he know, he was completely wrong.


“You could just tell us,” I said. 


The young wizard, who was not used to having to
use his own brain, asked the air to solve all of his problems for him. Of
course, that would be---


“Yes, yes, I know. You’re extremely annoying.”


It was funny he should mention that, because
just the other day, he---


I held up my hand. “I know… what you’re about to say.
Can I just retract my statement, please?”


… he thought how annoying Merlin was when the
older wizard would not stop pestering him to meditate when all he wanted to do
was use his friend’s magic mirror to spy on a girl he liked.


Everyone stared at me as if I was being creepy. 


Which was so creepy that he would never have
admitted it to his friends. 


“It wasn’t that creepy.”


It was, the voice said with finality.
He was obviously used to having the final word. 


“It wasn’t!”


It was.


“Do you find me annoying often?” Merlin asked.



I turned to him, feeling as if the world was ganging up
on me. “Not often, no. I’m sorry.”


But he wasn’t. 


“I am!”


He wasn’t.


I groaned, but Merlin just laughed. “It is fine,
young sorcerer. You are bound to not like some of my lessons. If I never pushed
you, you would never grow. You stuck with it despite your perverted nature and
that is what counts. On the other hand, if you have enough time to spy on
Kalyn, I am not giving you enough work.”


I groaned louder and addressed Mr. Charcoal. “Has
anyone strange come here?”


“Aside from you? No. You might check with Becky in
the general store, though. She’s the town gossip.”


Mrs. White, sitting unnoticed in the corner,
wondered how to get the attention of the identical newcomers, her mind playing
out fantasies she never knew she had. 


We all looked at one of the two women in the room.
The man beside her jumped out of his seat in outrage and yelled, “How could
you?!”


Mr. White was furious with his wife, despite
having been thinking the exact same thing. 


Eager to get away from the voice (and the strange
couple) we went outside. It was hot, sunny, and dusty. Like the people inside,
everyone outside was covered in dirt. I disliked this world immediately. 


Most of the buildings were connected on each side of the
road. I could tell they were separate businesses because they were each built
with a different design. The one thing they all had was a covered porch, which
basically lined the road. 


Sensing an epic duel of the supernatural kind,
everyone except for the sheriff rushed to get outside before they missed the
action.  


I ignored the voice, not looking forward to “the
action” myself. A couple dozen people left their shops and piled under their
porches with all the enthusiasm of a vampire in a vegetable garden.


At the end of the road was a mine with cobwebs and
broken boards. A dusty sign above the partially-boarded up mouth of the mine
read Get Rich Gold Mine.


“Do you know where we are?” I asked Merlin. 


“I really hope not.”


Merlin, being the most intelligent member of
the group, wondered why a town with no color had a gold mine. 


“It looks abandoned from here,” I said. 


“Right, which means that they used to mine gold
and now they do not.”


“Because who cares about gold without color.”


At this point, even Yuri thought Ayden was a
bit slow.


I glared at Yuri, since I couldn’t glare at the
voice. He put his hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry, but you should have
realized it the moment the voice mentioned it. It means the town once had
color, so gold was valuable. Something made the town lose its color.”


“Oh.”


“Your auditory processing skills are slower than
your visual processing skills,” Merlin said. 


Merlin said the first thing that came to mind
to comfort the wounded wizard, knowing Little Ayden wouldn’t understand it.


“I understood that just fine!”


He didn’t.


“I’m not an idiot!”


What Ayden didn’t realize was that his outburst
of emotion was overheard by the very sorcerer they were after.


We turned and saw a sorcerer standing in the entrance
of the mine. I assumed his hair was black and his eyes were red, which was
normal for sorcerers, but I couldn’t be sure since there was no color. What was
odd was that he wore a mask made of some type of shiny black material. It
stretched from his eyebrows to the bottom of his nose and ear to ear. 


His robe was dark velvet with lighter accents and no
family emblem. He was hooking a small, white cloth bag to his belt, which
enabled me to see a much larger sack next to it. I was a little surprised that
his pants didn’t fall down.


He saw us watching him and smirked. “Two wizards and
a wolf?” the sorcerer asked snidely. “I broke into the most protected castle in
all of Caldaca, and they send two wizards and a wolf? I think I’ve been
insulted.”


I waited for the voice to correct him, but he didn’t.



“The voice wants us to fight,” Merlin
explained.


The wolf was happy to clarify the matter to
Ayden. What he neglected to tell his apprentice…


Merlin groaned.


… was that the sorcerer looked strangely
familiar.


Merlin often had dreams of the future and it was
perfectly logical that he would have foreseen this opponent. What was odd was
that Merlin didn’t tell me.


Suspicion blossomed in Ayden’s mind. 


“Can we stay focused, please,” Yuri asked. 


Despite his attempts to distract his new
friends, he was wondering if the mysterious voice knew his dark secret as well.
Yes, but we’ll get to that later. 


“Oh, no.” He blushed, although it was hard to tell
when there was no color. 


“Maybe you should just tell us,” I suggested. 


“Later, maybe.”


“Twin wizards?” the sorcerer questioned. I realized
at that point that he had been talking and we had accidentally ignored him.
“It’s been a while since I battled an identical duo.”


The sorcerer’s bravado reminded the wolf of
someone, and that made him try even harder to remember where he had seen the
sorcerer.


“What are you going on about?” the sorcerer asked the
voice. 


The voice didn’t answer. 


“You stole the precious treasure from my castle,”
Yuri said. “I’m here to take it back.” 


His voice was off, almost shaky. It wasn’t too
obvious, though, so I ignored it. 


The sorcerer laughed. “You? You are in way over your
head. Prepare to meet your death from Captain Chaos, the most powerful---”


“Nobody cares.” Yuri drew his sword. “Give me the egg
and you can leave here alive, with your dignity intact.” 


“Or, at least you can leave here intact,”
Merlin amended. 


“I thought your name was Zuras,” I said, worried we
were facing the wrong sorcerer. 


The sorcerer hesitated. “I changed it to Captain
Chaos,” he explained, somewhat deflated.


“Oh. You don’t really look like a captain to me.” 


Zuras glared at me. “What do you know? You won’t be
alive long enough to see my evil plans unfold!” He cackled dramatically. “Now,
prepare to meet---”


“You said that already,” Yuri interrupted. 


Zuras’s chest deflated and his eyes bugged slightly,
which was amusing with his mask on. “Would you just be quiet and let me say
what I have to say?” 


Zuras hadn’t yet realized that the young prince
could barely stand through the pain in his head.


Although Yuri was facing away from me, he did seem
stiff.  “Yuri, what’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


He lied. 


“Getting the egg back is our top priority.”


Zuras took advantage of the distraction. He reached
into his robe pocket and pulled out what looked like a metal book. I took a
moment to admire the size of his robe’s pockets. 


It wasn’t a book that he held, though, and he didn’t
open it. One side of it was covered in short, blunt metal teeth. “What is
that?” I asked Merlin. 


“A control board of some kind, judging by the
knobs all over it.” 


“What is that?” I asked Zuras.


He laughed malevolently. “This is my greatest
invention— a weather machine!”


Black lightning shot from the control board into the
sky. The sky darkened and angry clouds formed. It was especially ominous
without color. Merlin bit my robe and jerked me back so that I was on the
covered porch. Merlin dashed out and grabbed Yuri by his fancy tunic and tried
to pull him back, but the prince had already started advancing on Zuras and was
more determined than I was not to be moved. It started raining. This wouldn’t
have been a problem if it was water that fell from the sky, but instead, it was
black goo. 


Zuras protected himself from it with an umbrella,
which he had also pulled out of his robe. Merlin and Yuri struggled as the goo
clung to them, making it impossible for them to stand. My first instinct was to
help Merlin, but the best way to do that was to make it stop raining, and the
best way to do that, was to defeat Zuras. 


That being said, I couldn’t let Merlin’s situation
get worse. I aimed my wand and levitated them. The goo tried to hold them to
the ground, but I was stronger. As I floated them across the open rain and onto
the covered porch, sticky strings of black followed them all the way from where
they had been on the ground. I considered attacking Zuras with my magic alone,
but decided that it was better to defeat the sorcerer in one move than try and
fail to fight him with a number of lesser attacks, which would have only
depleted my energy.


So I pointed my staff at the open air in front of me
and yelled, “Veðrgramr!”


I focused on my dragon, visualized him appearing, and
directed my magic through the staff. The power of the galaxy stone surged
through me. It was my magic in the sense that it was what I used every time I
wielded my staff. However, it was also different, because the staff had a mind
of its own. 


After flowing through me, magic rushed back out in
the form of smoke. Inside that smoke, the dragon took shape. 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 was a beautiful dragon. Although he wasn’t the
oldest, largest, or wisest dragon I had met, I thought he was perfect. He was
also under my control, which I felt a little guilty for. Of course, if it
hadn’t been me who bonded with the galaxy stone, it would have been someone
else controlling him. 


Unlike everything else on this world, Veðrgramr
retained every bit of his color. The black rain also had no effect on him
whatsoever. The townspeople who had been reluctantly watching the “epic duel”
were now enthusiastically running back into their shops to hide. Every window
in town that could be shut, was shut, and every one that couldn’t, was
barricaded. 


Zuras took one look at my dragon, shrieked, and
tossed the control board aside. I had never seen someone realize they had
underestimated their opponent so quickly. The rain stopped and the sorcerer ran
into the nearest building. Veðrgramr looked at me. I shrugged. “I guess I overestimated
my opponent,” I said. 


“I do not like being summoned for petty squabbles,”
Veðrgramr said with obvious warning. 


“I’m sorry. He stole a dragon egg.”


I didn’t get the chance to say anything else before
the dragon roared and faced the building Zuras had disappeared into. Please
don’t burn the building down.


Veðrgramr did not burn the building down. 


Instead, he roared and the building collapsed in on
itself. 


The dragon stepped forward, undoubtedly to make sure
he had killed Zuras. It was then that I realized my dragon was irresponsible.
Every dragon I knew, no matter their age, was wise. Mine, however, had just
destroyed a building to save a dragon egg, despite the fact that Zuras probably
had the egg on him. 


Veðrgramr could have just killed the egg.  


Merlin must have known exactly what I was thinking. “It
takes more than that to harm a dragon egg,” Merlin assured me. 


Unfortunately, it also took more than that to defeat
a sorcerer. 


Veðrgramr dug in the rubble of the building,
cluttering the street with furniture and wood. There was no sorcerer to be
found. There was, however, a broken floor-length mirror. “We’re too late! He’s
gone!” I wished I could blame someone, but it was just bad luck on our end.


That was exactly what Zuras had wanted his
adversaries to think, and while Ayden was trying to convince himself it wasn’t
his fault, Zuras was escaping through a side door into another building.


Thank you, I thought to the voice, even while
hoping he didn’t hear me.


You’re welcome.


I turned my attention to helping Merlin and Yuri,
despite the fact that Zuras had to be stopped. They were now unable to move at
all, as the goo had hardened, and Merlin was struggling to breathe. Yuri’s
mouth was covered, but his nose was clear. Before trying magic, I touched the
black goo. It was dry, but not hard like wood. It had almost a soft, dried sap
texture. I wedged my fingers between it and his snout and pulled. It was
difficult and took time, but it did slowly come off. Once I had enough space
between the substance and his fur, I used my knife to cut off more. I got his
snout free first and as soon as I freed his entire head, he started struggling.
He bit it and tore it easily, so I left him and freed Yuri. 


Yuri was white as a ghost and couldn’t take his eyes
off of Veðrgramr. “Is that a dragon? Did you summon a dragon?”


“Yes, sort of.”


“What’s ‘sort of’ about that?” He pointed to the
dragon. “How did you do it?”


“I’ll explain later. It’s a long story.” 


Yuri seemed satisfied with the promise of getting
answers later. 


Down the road from the battle, a door opened.
Sheriff Gray, having finally dragged himself out of his depression enough to
pretend he didn’t hate his job and everything about the town, stared long and
hard at the dragon, before deciding that nothing was worth taking another step
forward. He went back into his house and got into bed.


The strain on my magic that Veðrgramr caused was too
much and I had to let him go. He dispersed back into a cloud and was reabsorbed
into my galaxy stone. As this happened, it felt like a huge weight eased off my
chest. 


“We made a mess,” Yuri said. 


“That was Zuras’s fault not ours.” 


Nevertheless, it would be the townspeople who
would have to clean up the mess. For months. All by themselves. Without help. 


“Yes, I know! I’ll leave them some gold… no, not
that. I’ll do something nice for them later. Now, we know he needs a mirror
large enough for him to fit through to escape. We should go back to the tavern
and make sure he can’t get out.”


Ayden’s plan would have been a good one if only
Zuras had entered this world through the mirror in the saloon, instead of the
one in the general store. In fact, Zuras had not even known there was one in
the saloon. 


The sorcerer in question could be heard yelling
obscenities from the building across the road from me. 


Neither of them knew that there was another
mirror in the building to the right and the building to the left of the general
store, and there was no way Ayden could guard all three before Zuras could
reach one. 


“Where is the general store?” I asked. 


“Perhaps it is the one with the sign over it that
says, ‘general store’. I say we try that one,” Merlin said.


We all started running towards the general store. The
moment we reached it, Zuras ran out of the building across from us. All he had
to do was cross the street, but it was a lot easier for us to hold our position
than it was for him to break through our defense. That wasn’t to say it was
impossible, of course. 


Ayden had a plan, and it would have been a good
one had he been dealing with the typical villain. Unfortunately for him, Zuras
was not one such villain. 


“My name is Captain Chaos!”


Zuras insisted. 


He pulled another device from his pocket. This one
resembled a pistol, only larger and made of black metal. “The weather machine
was a dud, but you’ll all perish before my grow-ray!” He pointed it at
something a little ways up the road, by the mine. Lightning shot from it and
struck the road. Before my eyes, a small pebble grew and grew until it was a
massive rock that was taller than me. 


“How did you do that? That’s elemental magic!”


Zuras laughed maniacally. “I have my ways.”


To Ayden, that was a perfectly good
explanation.


“What? No it wasn’t!”


The wolf and prince, however, were getting
pretty tired of the sorcerer’s bravado. 


The rock started rolling down the road towards us,
gaining speed as it did. “Do something,” Merlin said. 


“Like what? I’m not an elementalist.”


Yuri drew his sword as if he intended to stab the
rock. 


Just then, Ayden got an idea. It was a silly
idea, and that was why it would work.


“Um… thank you?” I pointed my staff at the advancing
rock and focused my mind. I was not an elementalist, so I couldn’t control dirt
and rocks, but transformation was one of my strengths. I focused my mind and
unleashed my magic. Energy shot into the mass and transformed it into a large
rock creature. It had a clunky, crudely shaped body, similar to a troll. Its
head looked like a regular boulder, except it had two eyes and a mouth. 


Confused, the creature considered us and Zuras. It
didn’t know who to attack and since I couldn’t control rock, I couldn’t tell it
to attack Zuras. 


“Don’t move,” I whispered. 


Zuras must not have realized I couldn’t control the
creature, because he darted back into the building. His sudden movement drew
the attention of the creature and it attacked. Well, it attacked the building
Zuras was hiding in. 


Aside from destroying the building, it didn’t get
very far, because with a flash of light, the creature exploded, showering us
with small rocks and dirt. 


“Did you think I would be that easy to defeat?” Zuras
boasted, climbing out of the rubble that had been a building a moment before.
He tripped on a board and coughed. He was covered in more dirt than the locals
now.


“Tell him ‘You will never get away with this!’ It
should cause him to tell you all his plans.”


“I don’t want to hear his plans. We need to save
the egg so that we can get out of here.”


He muttered something I was glad I didn’t hear.


“Now you will face the wrath of Captain Chaos!” Zuras
crowed, reaching into his robe pocket again. I pointed my staff up. 


My magic surrounded us in a ward at the same moment a
small vial landed at my feet. It was full of sand, which spilled out
harmlessly. “Am I supposed to be afraid of that?”


“You were clever to escape my torturous rain and
monstrous rock, wizard, but let’s see you escape quicksand so easily!” 


I didn’t need him to explain what he meant; I saw it
for myself. The sand beneath my feet turned to mud and I was sinking. I aimed
my staff at Zuras. Attack. Magic surged from me to the staff, and from
the staff into him. He dived behind the rubble of the building. 


I tried to step out of the mud, only to sink a little
further, as if it was pulling my legs in. It wouldn’t let go of my feet. 


“Do not move!” Merlin demanded out loud. Yuri and I
froze. “Keep calm. If you fight it, it will suck you in.”


Zuras reemerged and crossed the road, staying well
away from the circle of mud around us. Yuri clutched his head in pain. Zuras
stopped before entering the building and turned to us with a purpose.


The sorcerer decided to monologue instead of
making a clean escape. Little did he know, it would be one of many mistakes he
would make that day. 


Zuras hesitated, gazing skyward. “On second thought,
never mind.” He went into the building. 


The mud was now almost to my knees. “Merlin, what do
we do?”


“Stay calm.” As if to emphasize his point, he
slowly tilted onto his side. “Distribute your weight across the surface as
much as possible. Do not try to pull out your legs yet.” Once he was lying
in the mud, he made short kicks until he could work his legs free, then he sort
of swam on the surface until he was out of the mud. 


“I’m having a very hard time staying calm,” Yuri
said, panic lacing his tone. He seemed to have recovered from his headache. 


“Reassure the prince and make sure he does not
struggle. Take off your robe, too. I will be back in just a minute. You cannot
drown in it.” 


He ran into the rubble of the broken building. I took
off my robe and tossed it to the dry sand. 


“Where’s he going?” Yuri asked. “Isn’t he going to
help us?”


I took a deep breath. “Don’t worry. Merlin will be
back. He’s got a plan. He always does.”


“What if he doesn’t?”


“I trust Merlin.”


That seemed to calm him more than anything else I
said, as if he could tell how strongly I did. No one in the Dracre family would
lift a finger to help me except for Thaddeus. The Rynorm family would avenge my
death, but if I needed their help, I wasn’t worth it to them. Although my
friends would do what they could, there was only so much they could do. Merlin
was the one who wouldn’t let anything happen to me. He was my mentor in magic,
and to him, that meant he had a responsibility to protect me. To me, he was my
best friend. 


Merlin returned dragging a door. I couldn’t imagine
how difficult it was for him to drag an entire door in his jaw without magic.
He let it go at the edge of the mud pit, went around it, and pushed the door
towards me. It was just large enough that it was braced on either side of the
pit. “Do I climb on?” I asked. 


“Lean your upper body onto it so that the
quicksand cannot suck you in further. Then kick in small jerks to work a water
channel around your legs.” I did as he explained. “You should be able to
work your legs free at that point.”


With my weight on the door and staying calm as I
kicked, my legs soon came free of the mud. I crawled back to the sand and
panted with exhaustion. 


“This is really starting to hurt my legs,” Yuri said,
now almost waist deep. I scooted the door over to him and explained how to get
out exactly as Merlin had. It took him longer, as he had been deeper, but he
eventually freed himself of the mud.


“We lost Zuras and the egg,” Yuri said, trying to
catch his breath.


“We’ll get him,” I said. “What happened? He came out
and you clutched your head in pain. The voice said you were in pain before,
too. Is Zuras hurting you in some way?”


“No. I just had a headache.”


The prince lied. 


Yuri sighed. 


I glared up at the sky. “A lot of good you were when
we were being sucked into the mud!” 


Not surprisingly, there was no answer.


“Does that have to do with your secret?” I asked
Yuri, picking up my robe and putting it on.


“Yes.”


But it was still a lie. It was not headaches
that plagued the young prince, but voices. Although he could not understand
them, he knew they had something to do with his immortality, since they started
when he was healed from his mortal wounds. 


“Can I hire you to follow my mother around and reveal
all of her secrets?” I asked. 


Silence. 


“I’m serious.”


Still, more silence.


“They never hurt before, though,” Yuri said. “I was
able to block them out. When the egg was stolen, they stopped completely.”


“Until you saw Zuras?”


“They actually started again as soon as we arrived on
this world, but they weren’t painful until we got near Zuras.”


Merlin and I looked at each other. “And that’s the
big secret the voice was talking about?”


“Yes.”


But… it wasn’t. 


If Yuri was capable of casting curses, the voice would
have been in trouble. 


Then again, Ayden hadn’t been completely honest
with the prince, either. 


Yuri’s eyebrows lifted. “I haven’t lied,” I insisted.
“I only neglected to tell you everything about me. We haven’t had a chance to
talk.” 


And he didn’t trust Yuri.


“Well, we did just meet today,” Yuri said. 


Zuras finally found the mirror he sought, only
to realize with great embarrassment that it was so old and tarnished that it
could not be used as a portal.


The profanity we heard coming from inside that
building was so vulgar I was pretty sure my mother was blushing. The voice’s
mother, on the other hand, was being called all kinds of mean and nasty things.



I saw movement in the corner of my eye and turned to
see Mr. Charcoal peeking out of his saloon. Then Alice appeared with a quick
flash of light. No portal or mirror; she just appeared there, much like
transporting. I knew, however, that it couldn’t be used to go from world to
world. And like Veðrgramr, she was in color.


“Hello. Have you seen my kitty?”


Mr. Charcoal jumped a little, as if he hadn’t seen
her appear in front of him. “No. I haven’t seen a cat in a year or so.”


“Oh…” she pouted. “I thought he came this way.” And
then she vanished. 


We had a more pressing issue. 


Realizing that Zuras seemed to be exceptionally adept
at finding rear and side entrances, we split up. Yuri and Merlin went to the
saloon to guard that mirror. I went to the general store. As soon as I entered
the shop, everyone decided they had important business elsewhere. 


Inside, there was everything from clothes and
furniture to food and medicine. The mirror was with the clothes. It was
actually in pretty bad shape, but I supposed it must have been good enough to
use as a portal. It was almost as tall as me and a little wider, so the
sorcerer had to contort himself to get through. 


Before I could even contact Merlin telepathically and
tell him I was in place, I heard a window open in the back. My plan was to hide
and wait for the sorcerer to approach the mirror, but when I didn’t hear
anything else, I ran out of patience. Staying low, I snuck towards the back,
where I saw an open window. Zuras himself was not there.


Instead, there was a crate beneath the window. In
bold black writing, it said ACME. A lot of good Alice’s potion did.
I figured it probably didn’t have anything to do with Zuras, but it couldn’t
hurt to see what was in it. 


Curiosity killed the cat, and Ayden was about
to prove himself no smarter. 


I froze. “Are you on my side or Zuras’s?” I asked. 


No answer. 


“I don’t know if you’re trying to help me stop Zuras
or trying to get me killed.”


Still, no answer. 


With a groan, I turned and walked away from the box.
I didn’t get more than three steps away before an explosion behind me sent me
flying forward. When I hit the wall, it was head first. The room spun and I
wanted to throw up, but I couldn’t figure out how to roll over and I had enough
self-preservation not to vomit on my back. Sometime later, Merlin was trying to
draw me back to reality. I saw him because my eyes were open, but I didn’t
register his presence.


I also heard the voice again. I ignored it. The
throbbing in my head grew worse until I couldn’t hear them over it. Yuri pulled
me to my feet and into the portal, which was still open.









Chapter 6


The gust of cold air helped
me to clear my mind. I touched the back of my head, winced in pain, and checked
my fingers. My skin was still gray, but my blood was red, which was gruesome in
contrast. Before I had a chance to fear that I would always be gray, my hand
started gaining color from the blood outward. I wiped the blood off on the
snow, noticing how much it stood out. 


“Ayden, we have to go,” Merlin said. 


“I’m tired,” I said in his mind. 


“No, you are concussed.”


“I need a mage.” I closed my eyes. 


“Ayden, open your eyes and get up!” Merlin said out
loud, sounding more like my father than I was comfortable with. I opened my
eyes, though, and struggled to my feet. Yuri had his sword in one hand and my
staff in his other. 


“Whatever this creature is, it’s getting impatient,”
Yuri said, holding out my staff for me to take. 


I took it and braced myself on it. “If you could put
a ward over us… I don’t think I can do anything.”


“You have to. I’ll fight it off with a sword.”


“I’m more likely to throw up than to cast a ward.” 


After a moment, he grabbed my arm. “Then we’ll have
to run.” He started dragging me along without giving me a chance to argue. 


And I definitely wanted to argue. 


I made a mental note to throw up in his shoes the
first chance I got, but I was too dizzy and forgot what I was thinking. 


I fell and the next thing I knew, Yuri was carrying
me over his shoulder and behind us… massive footprints were following. Not just
following, though; they were gaining on us. 


I saw the prints veer to the side and was about to
warn Yuri, but I was too late; something crashed into Yuri and sent both of us
flying into the snow. Merlin growled and bit the creature, but it was able to
lift him off the ground and shake him. He let go.


Yuri smacked my arm and made me sit up. “Don’t go to
sleep. You heard what Alice said.”


“I’m trying not to, but my eyes won’t listen.” 


He pulled me to my feet. “Cast some magic to help
us.”


“You do it,” I insisted.


“I can’t.”


I tried to look at him, but the world spun and made
me nauseous. “Why not?”


“I don’t have… I… I lost my wand,” he finally
whispered.


The last person that told me he lost his wand turned
out to be a liar who wanted to hand me over to my mother. Despite that, I
didn’t hesitate to take my wand from my pocket and hold it out for him. “You
can use mine.” It was bonded to me and therefor couldn’t be used against me. 


“No. I don’t use other people’s wands.”


“What, you think I spit on it or something?”


“No. I just don’t use other people’s wands.”


I groaned and pointed the wand upward. “I bet I can
use it better than you, anyway.” I focused my mind and magic on what I wanted
and said, “Make Yuri, Merlin, and me impenetrable.” My magic engulfed us… and
then returned to me unsuccessful. “I can’t focus.”


“You mean, you could have done that earlier and you
didn’t?”


“It would not have helped,” Merlin said,
backing up to us. 


“It only protects against scratches and small bites.
It basically protects our skin. It’s not extremely useful.” I was low on energy
and it was getting harder to focus. I fell back into the snow.


“Let me switch us,” Merlin said. “It will
help you to heal and I can do magic to defend us.”


“Okay.” I didn’t look forward to the pain or itching
even if it did help with the pain in my head. 


“Open your eyes.”


“Oh, I forgot.”


“Open them.”


I opened my eyes and they immediately closed again. 


“There’s no time,” Yuri said. He pulled me back up
and took my staff. “We have to go now, before he falls asleep and gets himself
trapped here.”


And then he was carrying me again. I dropped my wand,
but Merlin snatched it up on the way. The creature was not far behind us. I
pointed my hand and focused my magic as best as I could, knowing it wasn’t
going to work. I was counting on it not working. “Distraction,” I said.


My energy couldn’t find a focal tool, but I pushed it
out anyway. A flash of light and explosion disorientated me so that I couldn’t
tell if I was successful or not. 


We fell through a mirror and hit a rock floor. It was
dark and warm and I couldn’t hold on any longer. Just as I passed out, I heard
a woman scream.


 


*          *          *


 


In my dream, I was in the crystal cave, standing in
front of the crystal I had used to find Vokirex’s egg. Baltezore was there in
his dragon form and wanted me to find Merlin. “What do you want with him?” I
asked.


“Oh, it’s not me who is after him now. Any one of
your brothers would have killed you given half the chance, yet you wouldn’t do
the same to them. Why?”


“Because I don’t want to be a killer. I don’t have
the right to take their lives and I don’t want it.”


“What a waste of power. You don’t want power over
life and death, yet your world has mages to heal the sick. How is that not the
same thing? You even have necromancers.”


“You wouldn’t understand. You’re immortal. Or, at
least, you were. Dragons can live forever and they’re nearly indestructible…
but you can still be killed? Doesn’t that mean you’re not immortal?”


He laughed, causing smoke to fill the cavern. “Now
you’re beginning to understand what I have been trying to tell you for months.”


“No, I don’t think I am.”


“Dragons are immortal.”


“But you can be killed.”


“Not in the way you think. Death is such a fickle
thing.”


“No, it isn’t. This is just a nightmare. You’re dead.
The female dragon destroyed you. You can’t scare me.”


The dragon laughed again. “How simple your mortal
minds are that you cannot see what is right in front of you.”


 


*          *          *


 


When I woke, it was to a cold wet cloth on my
forehead and the sound of people whispering softly. “Merlin?” I asked. 


“I am here.” I felt his paw touch my hand
gently.


“Baltezore was…”


“It was just a dream. You should rest more.”


I ignored his recommendation and opened my eyes. My
head still throbbed badly. Healing potions had the downside of making me
lethargic, but at least they made the pain go away. 


We were in a cave. The air was warm, which I didn’t
like because it reminded me of the volcano we faced Baltezore in. The walls
were dark and slick with jagged stalactites and stalagmites like the teeth of a
massive creature. 


I was on a bed. To my right was a metal bookshelf,
full of tiny, colored glass bottles. I was pretty sure they were potion
bottles, except they were extremely decorative. Beside them on the shelves were
devices made of metal and glass. Some of them appeared to be leather and glass
boxes with gears and latches on them. There were a lot of gears. One object
looked similar to a boat, except it was as long as my arm, covered in metal,
and had wings out to the side as well as sails. 


Along the walls and ceiling was a network of pipes.
Three balls that were attached to the pipes glowed bright white and provided
all the light in the cavern. Yuri was in another bed, asleep, and Merlin was
beside me, his rear paws on the floor and his front paws on the side of the
bed. 


We were not alone, either. Between the beds, a woman
was mixing a substance in a mug. She wore a brown leather corset with brown
velvet sleeves that attached to a frilled collar around her neck. It left her
chest exposed. 


She also wore an extremely short brown skirt… over
matching, skin-tight leggings. Her knee-high boots had tall, pointed heels and
were made of thin, shiny, black leather that I suspected was more for accenting
her outfit than protection. Her hands were protected with black gloves, but the
fingertips were cut out of them, which defeated the purpose in my mind.
Finally, a small, black, decorative hat topped her perfectly curled blond hair.



Another woman and man whispered to each other on the
other side of the cave. The woman was dressed similarly to her kin, except she
didn’t wear leggings under her short skirt and her hair was dark brown.


The man was dressed more conservatively; he wore a
brown vest, lighter brown trousers, dark brown boots, a black, fitted robe,
brown gloves, and a black hat. All three of them were a strange blend of
elegance and functionality. Since I had spoken only in Merlin’s mind, they
hadn’t realized I was awake yet. 


“Where are we?”


“I am not sure where we are. I have not seen the
outside of this cave yet,” Merlin said. 


“Do these people know anything?”


“Not much. Yuri explained to them that we were
trying to find and defeat a sorcerer. They were not particularly frightened to
see world travelers, and immediately began treating your wound. I have not
spoken to them because I do not want to be responsible for giving them a heart
attack. Furthermore, I have seen them do no magic, so it could be that this
world does not have any. For the moment, I suggest we avoid any mention of
magic unless they bring it up.”


I sat up, which only made my headache worse. A wet
cloth fell off my forehead, yet I still felt something there, so I reached up.
A bandage was wrapped around my head. My movement also got the attention of the
woman with a mug in her hand. “Go slow,” she said gently. She approached me
cautiously, as if I was an easily startled animal, and held out the mug for me.
“Drink this. It will help you heal.” 


Her face was quite pretty. Her skin was flawless with
slightly pink cheeks, her eyes were almost glowing blue, and her lips were
painted red. If she were on Caldaca, I would have pegged her for a witch, so I
automatically wanted to appear less like a sorcerer. Of course, we weren’t on
Caldaca, and I didn’t look anything like a sorcerer anyway.


I took the mug politely, although my hand was shaking
as I did. The pain in my head was worse than hunger, but both made me feel
weak. The mug was actually made of bone, which had clearly been pounded into
shape. Inside was a light yellow liquid. I held it out for Merlin to smell and
after he did, he nodded.


“It is green tea. Not as effective on your
injuries as a healing potion, but it will do wonders for your state of mind.”


“We’re not going to hurt you,” the woman said. While
her accent was different than the one people on the black-and-white world used,
the words were perfectly understandable. 


I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t
have been rude, so I said nothing.


“My name is Adel Thatcher.”


“I’m Ayden. This is Merlin and he’s Yuri.”


“Your brother explained that you were following a
sorcerer.”


I didn’t bother to correct her, because explaining
that we were unrelated, completely identical people was even harder than
explaining magic to someone who had none. I still really wanted to find out why
we were so identical. 


“Zuras is a bad guy. We’re not here to cause trouble;
we followed him to stop him from hurting others and take back what he stole.”


“What did he steal?”


I looked to Merlin and he nodded. “A dragon egg. Do
you know what dragons are?” Adel frowned at the other two and they returned it,
all of them suddenly anxious. “Are you enemies of dragons?”


“No,” she said, turning back to me. “We just never
thought we would see one again, let alone help save one. The man you seek did
come through here. He attacked us, but he wasn’t prepared for our defenses. He
didn’t stick around long enough for us to retaliate.”


“Did he go back through the mirror?”


“No. He left the cave. I doubt he’s still alive. We
will send our best scouts immediately to look for the egg. If it made it, we’ll
bring it back.” 


“What do you mean? He’s a powerful sorcerer with
magic. Why would he not be alive?”


“Ask about their defenses.”


“What do you need defenses for?”


“It is easier to show you.” She stood and extended
her hand to help me out of the bed. 


I let her and gulped down the rest of the tea to hide
the fact that I was extremely dizzy. “Is Zuras the one who gave you the head
wound?”


“I tried to stop him from getting off world, but he
had some kind of exploding box.” I checked the pocket of my robe and found my
wand still there. She grabbed my staff and handed it to me before leading
Merlin and me out of the cavity. There were no doors, only tunnels and other
open caverns. 


“Your wolf hasn’t left your side since your arrival;
I’m surprised he let anyone else catch you unaware.” 


Merlin growled. 


“It was my fault. Yuri can’t fight, so I had Merlin
stay with him.”


“That was foolish.”


“I know. Yuri has a sword.” I didn’t see the need to
explain that Yuri couldn’t fight with magic, because he only had wizardry. 


“That’s not what I mean. I can see how deeply the
wolf cares for you, and he doesn’t feel the same for your brother.”


“Yes, but---”


Adel continued as if I hadn’t started speaking.
“Separating you two is always the wrong choice.”


I shut up and listened. 


“I suspect he would fight ten times harder to save
you than he would if your life was not directly in danger. I also suspect that
if you were killed without him there to at least try to protect you, he would
forever blame himself.”


“I hadn’t really thought about it that way.”


“She is refreshingly wise,” Merlin added. 


At that point, we stopped and she pointed into a
cavern. It was full of large chests and in the far corner were three floor
mirrors, which were arranged to see a person’s attire from every angle. “This
is where you came through.”


“Which reminds me… I heard someone scream.”


“Oh, you were awake, were you? You three happened to
come through at the moment Bridge was changing and I’m afraid you gave her
quite the scare.”


“Is she okay?”


“Yes, she’s fine.” With that, she walked away, so we
followed her. 


We saw into some cave rooms that were empty, some
that were full of storage, some that were living quarters, and some that housed
machines. These machines were massive and mostly made of metal with levers,
gears, and glass windows to see into them. Most of them pumped out steam, which
was sucked into holes in the ceilings above them. They were stunning,
brilliant, and horrifying all at the same time. 


In some rooms, people were building them. One such
contraption I recognized was the boat with wings. Most of the people who were
in these machine and building rooms had huge, bulging eyes with metal around
them. They were frightening, but I didn’t want to be rude by bringing attention
to them. 


I did, however, ask Merlin about them. “They are a
fashion statement,” he said. “When babies are born, they implant a
special metal that grows as they do. The bigger they are, the more attractive
they are considered. The only problem is that they get squeaky and have to be
lubricated regularly, which requires removing the eyes to reach behind them.
That is why they appear to bulge; they never fit right after the first removal.”


I was horrified. “Are you serious?! That’s
disgusting!”


Merlin laughed. He laughed so hard he had to lean
against the wall. 


That told me he wasn’t serious. 


“Good day, Adel,” a man said, stopping in front of
her. He had the same eyes… which he reached for right in front of me. His
fingers closed over the metal part and pulled. 


“No! Don’t take out your eyes in front of me!” I
shrieked. Only then did I see his eyes were fine and the bulging metal part was
something that had fitted over them. They were both staring at me in shock. 


Merlin was on the ground, laughing so hard I could
feel it echoing off the walls of my head. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. My face had to be redder than a
tomato, as I could feel myself blush down to my toes. 


“Who’s he?” the man asked Adel.


“A newcomer from another world.”


“Yeah? Make sure he doesn’t go near the engine room.
We don’t need him distracting the crew.” He left and I glared at Merlin. 


Finally, Merlin got himself under control and stood.
“Those were goggles,” he said, as if that explained anything. 


“I will get you back for that.”


That sent him laughing again. “Whatever you come
up with, young sorcerer, I have already thought of it. Furthermore, nothing
will make me regret that when the timing was so perfect. The look on your face
when you thought he was taking out his eyes…”


Completely unaware of our conversation or my
embarrassment, Adel continued where she had left off before we had reached the
mirror room. 


“What surprises me is that your brother doesn’t seem
to care about you the same way your wolf does. He seemed to be more concerned
with fighting the sorcerer than getting you treatment.”


The change in subject was a little too abrupt when I
still hadn’t fully recovered from getting my head bashed into a wall. “Oh…
well, I just met him yesterday, so… I think it was yesterday. I don’t even
know, because just now was the first chance I’ve had to sleep since I met him.”



She didn’t seem to know what to say about that. 


“Anyway, I did have a big family, but they all hated
me, except for my father and one of my brothers, and now my brother is living
with me and my father is off doing whatever he is doing, which is really kind
of sad, because I’m sure he’s up to no good, but---”


“Ayden, enough,” Merlin said. 


“Sorry.”


She laughed. “You do not need to apologize for
feeling awkward about families. I had an estranged one as well.”


“Do you still see them?”


“No, they’re all dead.” We stopped at a wall.
“Unfortunately, the gate was open when Zuras came through, or we would have
been able to capture him.”


“What are you---” I cut myself off with a shout of
surprise. The entire wall flickered away, like a ward collapsing. Outside and…
down… were massive trees. “You do have magic!”


“Not magic, no. You see, we were once simple and
happy people. Unfortunately, our world could not sustain us. Dragons tried to
save us, but our resources could not be maintained for long, even with their
magic. Although they left, one of them contacted someone who could help us; a
man named Kiro. He was the most powerful wizard we had ever known.”


“He saved your world when dragons couldn’t?” I asked.



“No. He brought us here, to Soenus. He took everyone
who was willing to leave to the only free world he knew that could accommodate
us. We had a lot of adapting to do, but we were grateful. We have rebuilt our
society better. For everything we take, we give. If we cut a tree, we plant a
new one. We use the energy the world provides, like water, wind, and the suns,
instead of---”


“I’m sorry, did you just say ‘suns’? As in two?” 


She laughed. “Of course not. There are three suns.”


I choked. Not on anything, I just choked. 


“We are still constantly struggling to live, though,
as we were not the first to inhabit Soenus.” 


“You aren’t? What else could live on a world with
three suns?” She pointed to something in the distance. I had to squint to see a
dark smudge. Obviously, these people had better eyes than me. “If there are
three suns, why isn’t it brighter out there?”


“You’re still looking through a screen, which is
shading us from view and protecting us from the suns. Besides, the three suns
are never in the same sky at the same time.”


By then, the smudge was close enough to tell that it
was moving… or advancing. I started to get a bad feeling about it. 


“We introduced a gas into the air that is harmless to
everyone; animal, person, and plant. For certain times of the day, it is not
safe for us to be exposed. When this occurs, the vegetation turns blue.”


“Doesn’t the vegetation die if the suns are that
harmful?”


“Evolution is a beautiful thing. The suns protect the
animals and plants from danger and the animals instinctively know how to
survive its harm. We are intruders here; it is up to us to adapt, not the
world. If we get killed, it is our fault, not the fault of the suns or animals.
Soenus is a gift.”


“Couldn’t Kiro have taken you somewhere safer?”


“No, I don’t think so. Every world has its advantages
and disadvantages. Your world has magic, right?”


“Yes.”


“How well would you survive without it?”


“I get your point. We almost lost it six months ago.”



“We had better technology on our old world, but that
was why we ran out of resources in the first place. Besides, we are innovative
people. Our society now runs on renewable energy. Aside from solar power, which
we have an endless supply of, we maintain our machines mostly with steam. We
have sky ships, trains, and cars to travel between the cities.”


“So this isn’t the only group of you?”


“No. There are many of us in cities all over Soenus.
The desert lands are the most dangerous.”


Before I could say anything else, the creature
finally flew close enough to identify it… only, it was not like anything I had
ever seen or heard of. 


It had massive, thin, medium brown wings, a long
neck, a light brown beak on its head, and a pinkish feature on top of its head.
“Is that some kind of dragon?” I asked.


“No. They have no magic; they are simply animals,
looking for food like every animal does. It would eat you without a single
regret. We call the native creatures of this world gobrin.”


“It looks similar to a quetzalcoatlus northropi,”
Merlin said. 


“Um…” I said wisely. 


“A twenty-foot-tall pterosaur. There are some
discrepancies, however. I have only read about creatures of this type from
books.”


I was picking up mixed feelings from him, and that
had never happened before. “Are you afraid?”


“I would be a fool not to be. At the same time, I
am amazed. I have seen numerous wonderful things in my life, and it was always
when I was alone. After a while, beautiful phenomena and even the mysteries of
life lose their allure. This… this is a new one. I never thought I would
experience something like this, especially after losing my immortality.” 


I was glad to be there with him. I couldn’t
understand what it was like to experience new things alone because I met Merlin
just a few days after I left home. Since then, everything I experienced was
with my best friend at my side. “Can it eat us through this… ward thing?”


“No, we’re safe until we step outside.”


“Which we’re going to have to do to find Zuras.”


“Like I said; I doubt he made it.”









Chapter 7


Yuri woke and we were all
given food… well, I was told it was food. It was white and clumpy, similar to
porridge, except it had bits of meat in it, and it tasted like transformation
clay. 


“This is kind of gross,” Yuri said. 


“Then don’t eat it. More for the rest of us,” I said,
trying not to gag. We were in the same room we had woken up in and the
residents had left us alone to decide on what to do. Still, I didn’t want to
insult them when I was pretty sure food was hard to come by with monsters
running around outside. 


“You can’t possibly like it.”


“Not all of us grew up in a castle with anything we
could want to eat.” 


Merlin finished his bowl and kept his opinion on it
to himself. I suspected he’d had to eat far worse things in his life. 


Yuri scowled and scarfed down the rest of his food to
prove a point. “We should go after Zuras.”


“I agree. I just don’t want to die doing it. We need
to be prepared. We also need help from those who know how to survive out
there.”


“Why don’t you use your magic?” a man asked, entering
the room. It took me a moment to realize he was the same person who had taken
his goggles off in front of me and scared me half to death. Merlin didn’t
bother to hide his smirk. 


“For one thing, it’s really hard to focus our minds
when something is trying to eat our faces. When we do magic as a reaction
instead of thinking it out, it can be dangerous.”


“If you’re not going to use it to save yourself, what
good’s it for?”


“You don’t like magic, do you?” Yuri asked. 


“No, I don’t. Wizards are lazy and get out of work by
having everything magically done for them. Then they go and think they’re
better than everyone else ‘cause of it. They think they’re smarter.”


“Magic isn’t the easy way to do something, it’s a
different way,” I said. “It takes a lot of work. I have met some brilliant
magic users and some foolish ones. There are some people on our world without
magic, some who have too little magic to survive on, and some who refuse to use
their magic because they see a better future without it. No one thinks any less
of them.”


Merlin and I had spent a lot of time discussing it,
and from what I heard, magic was difficult on every world. 


The man grabbed a couple of the bottles on the shelf
and shook his head. “Just stay out of the engine room.” He left.


“I don’t know where or what the engine room is, but
it sounds dangerous,” I said.


Yuri grinned. “I bet it’s something amazing. We
should go find it.”


“I was just thinking the same thing.”


Merlin groaned. 


“Can you hear the voices?” I asked.


Yuri nodded. “They’re quiet, though.”


“Do you know what they are?”


“No. They started when I got my immortality, and they
stop when I’m not anywhere near the egg, so I know they have something to do
with it, but I don’t know what.”


“Maybe he’s hearing the dragon that hasn’t hatched
yet,” I suggested in Merlin’s mind.


“That is hard to believe even coming from your
world. I would like to know what caused him to be immortal. I have several
ideas, but no answers as of yet.”


“Do you understand what any of the voices are
saying?”


“No. I’m not sure they’re saying anything. I don’t
hear words. How is it you and Merlin can talk to each other silently?”


“I released him from a magic box and it… sort of
happened. We never really found out why.”


“And why was he in a magic box?”


“Because an old friend of his cursed him and tried to
kill him.”


“There’s a lot you haven’t told me, isn’t there?”


“More than you need to know right now.”


“I’m a prince; I need to know everything.”


“Ignorance is bliss,” Merlin said, “unless
you are aware of your ignorance. Then it is a---”


“If we’re going to go, now is the best time of day,”
Adel said, entering the cavern. She had shed her sleeves and was strapping on
brown leather gloves that covered her skin up to her shoulders. Crawling up the
gloves like vines were metal strips and gears. 


“Do those protect you from the sun?”


“Among other things,” she answered. She made a fist
with her left hand and pressed a circular piece of metal on her left wrist with
her right hand. I heard something metallic release and four curved blades
extended from the knuckles of her fist. “We never take a life unless we must,
but I will not be hunted down like an animal. Before anything else, we are
survivors.”


She grabbed two pairs of goggles from the shelf and
tried to hand them to Yuri and me. “No, thank you,” I said. 


Yuri, not knowing what they were, didn’t reach for
them either. 


Adel sighed. “They will protect your eyes.”


“I don’t like people doing anything with my eyes,” I
said. When my mother had taken my magic, I lost my sight. Even though it only
lasted a moment before Baltezore healed whatever she had done, it was something
I never wanted to experience or think about again. 


“Fine, but you’ll regret it when you’re outside.
Speaking of which, we need to get going.” She put the goggles in the pocket of
her skirt. 


“I can lead us to the egg, but it is already far
away. I don’t see how we can catch up to the sorcerer let alone defeat him.”


“Don’t worry about speed. You lead us, and we’ll get
you to him before he has time to spit.”


That is a weird expression, I thought, but was
too polite to say.


“That is a weird expression,” Yuri said, not at all
too polite to say. 


We were led out of the room again, through several
more tunnels. As I wondered if we were heading to the engine room, a flash lit
one of the rooms that we were passing. In it, three people were mercifully
interrupted from their meals when Alice appeared. “Hello. Has anyone seen my
kitty? He got out of the house and I can’t find him.”


The three people gaped with eyes so wide I was afraid
they would pop out of their sockets.


“No? Okay.” And she vanished with another flash of
light. 


“That is one strange little girl,” I said.


“Who is?” Yuri asked.


“Alice.”


We arrived at a tunnel that was perpendicular to the
one we were in, where three wooden crates intercepted us. They were too small
to carry large objects in and were without lids. Beneath them were flat, metal
bars that disappeared into the dark on either end of the tunnel. “What is
this?” 


“You’ll see. Get in.”


I approached the crates cautiously and saw that each
one had a seat and a metal lever in front of the seat.


“No, thank you,” Merlin said. “I will wait
for the bus.”


“What’s a bus?”


He groaned and hopped into the crate, which wobbled.
“This is going to end in tears and bloodshed. I wish it was a boat.”


His hesitation scared me outright. Merlin got
seasick. I got airsick– although it was only when I was flying a ship or being
flown by a dragon. I was perfectly fine with levitating myself. The chance of
one of us getting sick from sitting in a box was low, but Merlin was typically
a better prophet than me when something was going to go horribly wrong. 


I got in the crate behind Merlin. Yuri and Adel got
into the other crates. “Push the lever forward to speed up, pull it back to
slow down. If we bump each other, it’s going to speed us up, so you need to
pull back until we can get all three of the carts under control.”


“I changed my mind,” Yuri said. “I want to go another
way.”


I suspected the prince was not used to being so
nervous and somehow felt partially responsible. Although I was acting like the
physical similarity between us didn’t bother me, it did. Maybe my lack of a
reaction is worrying him. Did he expect me to act and think like him?


We were both keeping something from each other,
trying to keep some part of ourselves separate. I didn’t want to be like him,
which was strange, because there was nothing wrong with him. Nevertheless, his
show of fear (which was weakness as far as sorcerers were concerned) made me
want to prove I wasn’t afraid. 


I reached over Merlin and pushed the lever forward.
We instantly lurched forth into the darkness… and then down. 


As the crate flew downhill, it increased speed. Metal
scraped metal, but in the dark tunnel, I couldn’t see anything… at least, not
until sparks formed under the crate. Due to their meager illumination, I saw
that the bar we were flying on veered to the right, so I held onto the lip,
trapping Merlin between my arms. I didn’t expect him to be very good at
gripping anything. 


Behind me, I heard Yuri screaming. When we suddenly
stopped flying down and started flying up, only to dive back down, I screamed
as well, but for an entirely different reason. I loved it. It was faster than a
dragon flew and even the rattling of metal was… exciting. For someone who faced
death every few months, I should have hated it. After a few more sharp turns
that almost sent us flying free of the crate, I stopped thinking about it and
trusted the crate to get us somewhere safe. 


At the top of a slope, about to go down, I thought I
saw two glowing green eyes staring at me. Only, these eyes were each as large
as my head.


“Slow down when you see the light!” Adel shouted, her
voice echoing and being distorted by the wind. 


I actually predicted what would happen and started to
warn Yuri, but it was too late, and my voice was lost in the screech of
clashing metal and wood. Yuri had heard “slow down” and pulled his lever so
hard that Adel, who was behind him, couldn’t stop in time. She hit his crate,
increasing the speed of both carts. Their crates gained on mine. I pointed my
staff at them, but Merlin was smarter; he pushed our lever forward, propelling
us faster and avoiding a worse collision. By the time I saw the light at the
end of the tunnel, Adel and Yuri had gained control of their crates. “I’m
slowing down fast!” I shouted. 


“I am, too!” Adel shouted. 


Yuri just shouted. 


I pulled the lever back hard, but decelerated slowly.
Sparks shot everywhere. The light outside the tunnel was so bright that I had
to close my eyes and shield them with my arm, so I didn’t see where the crate
would end. I did not expect to hit a soft surface that absorbed whatever impact
I made when I stopped. It was gentle. I sat there for a while, not able to
uncover my eyes. I heard Yuri and Adel stop as well, and Yuri complained that
the sun was too bright. 


When I felt Adel try to move my arm away from my
face, I pushed her hand away. “Trust me,” she said. 


I found that a little hard to do when she strapped
something around my eyes. “Are you blindfolding me?”


“No, I’m putting the goggles on you that you insisted
you didn’t need. You can open your eyes now.” 


“No, it’s too bright.” The goggles were extremely
tight and I was afraid to see what damage they had done.


“Open your eyes, Ayden.”


I did. It was still sunny, but the brightness was
reasonable. I tried to touch my eyes and felt metal and glass in the way. 


“Don’t mess with any of the dials or they could
switch to a different filter, and you don’t want that.” She took another pair
out and put them on Yuri’s eyes. 


We had landed in a shallow pond with unnaturally blue
and clear water. Large stones lined the bed and bank. Adel was wearing her own
goggles and standing in the pond, which reached the hem of her skirt. The metal
bar that supported the crates was barely under the surface of the water. This
meant that we weren’t submerged. It also meant that I had a ways to go to get
down. 


I pulled off my robe and set it on the seat before
climbing over the lip of the crate. There was nothing to brace my boot on, so I
plunged feet first into the pond. It was warm, not hot, and not as bad as I had
been expecting. Of course, my trousers were going to chafe and my socks were
soaked, but it could be worse. 


We had come out of a tunnel, which was in the side of
a massive cliff. In every other direction was jungle. The ground growth was
taller than I was. There was some color in the thick of it, but mostly, it was
every shade of green and most shades of brown. Ideal for getting lost and never
found in. 


Part of me wanted to say there was no way Zuras
survived in there and call it a loss on the egg, but that wasn’t fair to Yuri
or the egg. “Is there anything we need to worry about in there?” I asked,
wading to dry land with my robe held above me. It was hot and humid, so I
wasn’t in a hurry to put my robe back on.


“You mean like carnivorous plants, venomous reptiles,
monstrous bugs, things like that?”


“No, I mean vampires, werewolves, and ghosts.”


“No, just carnivorous plants, venomous reptiles, and
monstrous bugs.”


“Oh, good.”


I bet there are some giant, hungry snakes in
there, waiting to swallow us whole. 


“So, how long do you think before we’re swallowed by
a huge snake?” Yuri asked before carefully climbing out of his crate. Merlin
hopped out easily. The water reached his chest.


“I think my brain must be leaking,” I said
privately to Merlin. 


“Did you think the exact same as him the exact
same time he said it?”


“Yes.”


“Interesting.”


“No, it’s not. It’s creepy and annoying. Just
because we look the same don’t mean we are anything alike.”


Adel went to a clump of foliage next to the wall and
started pulling apart the vegetation. She soon revealed a stiff tan blanket,
which she yanked off a machine. It was made primarily of black metal, with gold
front and back ends. The front half was just a rounded block of metal. The back
half consisted of two rows of red leather seats, one facing the front, one
facing the back. The machine had wheels like a wagon, but they were black, not
wooden. From the front to the back wheel on each side of the car was a
gold-colored, wooden step. 


“What is that?”


“A car. If you liked the carts, you’ll love this.” 


“Oh, no. Please, no,” Yuri said.


Merlin threw up. 


It took Adel a while to start the car, which she did
by opening the front end of it and setting some wood on fire. The wood was in a
small cage. “How does it work?” I asked. 


“The wood burns, creating heat, which travels through
that pipe there and heats the water in the steam tank. The water molecules
expand and turn to vapor, which pushes a piston that powers the pump. Get it?”


“No, but keep going.”


“That’s it, really.”


“Do you have any books that explain it more?”


“Well, yes, but they’re really just designs and
instructions. They’re not stories.”


“That’s fine. If I read what it does and see what it
looks like, I can probably figure out how it works.”


She smiled. “Do you want to learn how to drive it?”


“Absolutely.” 


She used the step to climb into the car smoothly, not
unlike one would mount a horse. I followed her lead and sat in the seat beside
her. In front of me was a metal panel covered in glass circles and squares. In
front of her was a wooden wheel, which looked similar to the wheel of a ship. 


“Is there a sail?” I asked. 


“No need.” She pointed to one of the glass circles.
Through it, I saw four gold circles and a gold spike. “That is the most
important gauge in the car. It tells you if any gobrin bigger than the car is
near.”


“Oh. What if there is?”


“Then you’d better drive faster or get out of the
way.”


Merlin and Yuri got into the back seat and watched. 


“This one here,” she said, pointing out more gauges,
“tells you if there is anyone on the road, coming the opposite direction. If
that happens, you have to stop the car and flip this switch.” She flipped a
tiny lever into the upward position and I got an instant headache. Merlin
growled furiously and Yuri covered his ears. “Make it stop!” the prince yelled.


Adel did. “Once they signal back, you can both
continue until you meet and very carefully pull off the road in order to pass
each other.”


“I don’t know what that has to do with the car.”


“You will.” She pulled out a knob on the right side
of the wheel and pushed it back in. “This is the pump that gives the car power.
If we have to run from something, we pump this. Not too much, though, or it’ll
blow out the engine.” She pumped it twice more before the car started growling.


“It’s mad now!” Yuri said. 


I aimed my staff at it, but Adel calmly put her hand
on the crystal of my staff and lowered it. “This is why we’re taking the car
and not the plane. It’s not alive.” She grabbed a lever on the left side, which
was all the way down. “And this gives the car speed. She slowly pushed it up
and suddenly, the car lurched forward. 


Before I could voice my shock, the car was moving
steadily. It was like a carriage, except without the horse or the top half of
it. Once that concept dawned on me, I realized it was no scarier than being on
a unicorn.


“This is better than the crates!”


“I’m going to be sick,” Yuri said, trying to sink
down to the floor of the car. Merlin was… being sick off the other side. 


The car followed the cliff until there was a break in
the jungle. A narrow road had been carved through the foliage, which was barely
wide enough to accommodate the car. Nevertheless, that was where we went, and
we steadily gained speed until we were going twice as fast as a horse and
almost as fast as a unicorn. 


“Can I get one of these for Caldaca?” I asked
Merlin. 


“When goats fly.”


“I can definitely make that happen!”


“I will bite you.”


I was quiet for a moment, trying to think of some way
to convince Merlin that we needed a car. Then I asked Adel, “Can I sail it?”


“No!” Yuri and Merlin shouted at once. 


 


*          *          *


 


Eventually, the jungle thinned out and the road
widened slightly. The trees were still massive and the air was still hot and
humid, it just wasn’t as dense. In areas where we could see the sky through the
trees, there were white bars that started on one side of the road and curved in
the sky to touch down on the other side. Adel said that these were designed to
keep the flying predators from attacking the car, but I thought they looked
more like perches for the flying predators.


Giant gobrin roared in the distance or cawed in the
sky. I watched the gauge closely, but it didn’t say anything. “Are you sure
this is working?”


“Yes. You’ll know if a gobrin larger than the car
comes within range.”


“Because we’ll see it,” Yuri said. By this point, he
had gotten used to the car and didn’t seem to be bothered by it. 


Merlin wasn’t doing so well. “We will be fine,”
Merlin said, lying in the seat. He had nothing left in his stomach. “Monsters
rarely like fast food.”


It sounded like he was making a joke, so I ignored it
and focused my attention on Yuri to distract myself from the fear of being
eaten. “You’re immortal. Why are you so afraid of the cars?”


“You heard Alice. With the egg, I’m immortal. Without
it, I’ll die.” 


“She said that you would be immortal for as long as
the egg is safe. I’m sure that if it was destroyed, you wouldn’t be able to
track it.”


“How do you know?”


“I don’t. I’m simply not ready to give up yet.
Besides, if you would take my wand, maybe you wouldn’t feel so defenseless.” 


“I don’t use other people’s wands!”


“Stubborn goat.” 


“Smelly peasant.”


I stood. “Conceited ponce!”


He stood. “Ugly… I mean…” he stammered. 


“Call me ugly to your face again!”


“Children, behave.”


“Turn left!” Yuri and I said simultaneously. Then we
both blushed and sat back in our seats simultaneously. 


Adel swerved off the road and kept on going. This
made the ride even bumpier than before, and she had to focus all her attention
on dodging trees. 


“Are you sensing the egg as well now?” Merlin
asked. 


“No. And if I am, it’s because of my galaxy stone,
not because of Yuri.”


“You do realize that the chances of you looking
identical and not somehow being---”


“Merlin, no. For once in my life, I’m happy being
me. I’m not ready for there to be another me.”


“There is a thought. Perhaps he is you.”


“What did I just say?”


“I have explained that there are many worlds.
Consider, for a moment, that there are numerous realities overshadowing each
world.”


“I don’t get it.” 


But he wasn’t listening; he was thinking in my head.
He called it teaching, I called it annoying. The one time I said this, however,
he told me that he had to use my head, because his was too full and mine
wasn’t. 


“For each choice a person makes, he creates a
future based on that choice. Seers can predict the consequences of our choices.”


“Merlin.” 


“For example, say that a man chooses between two
women, and we will call them Sally and Suzie. If he marries Sally, he will have
two children and live until he is eighty. He affects many people and his
children affect many people. They have children who affect more people. He has
essentially created a reality. However, if he chooses Suzie, well, it turns out
she’s barren. Also, he gets run over by a reindeer two days later because he
had to run out and get some milk for her. Now think of all those people he
didn’t affect. He has created a completely different reality.” 


“I’m going to jump out of the car and die, Merlin.”


“My point is that there are so many of these
realities, perhaps there was one in which you were born to wizards instead of
sorcerers. Of course, that makes no sense at all if you were born on any world
other than Caldaca.”


“I’ve been checking on Kalyn with Mason’s magic
mirror every night since she left and I’m not really sure why.”


“It could be that when the black star was at its
peak, some of reality started to unravel on account of Caldaca being a world
based on magic. Maybe an alternate version of you ended up misplaced in our
reality.”


“I lied; I do know why. I’m going to ask Kalyn
to marry me.”


“Then again, it begs the question of genetics;
your parents both have black hair and you have blond. You have blond hair
because your magic is primarily light and that is a well-known concept on
Caldaca. It is also rather insensitive of the world, to make everyone with dark
magic have dark hair. I have dark hair and I would hardly consider myself a
sorcerer.”


“I have the perfect plan to defeat Zuras. It’s so
great that I’m not even going to tell you what it is. Just know that it will be
huge.” 


“So, is he some alternative version of you, is he
somehow connected biologically, or are you two so similar of heart that the
extremely specific combination of physical characteristics happened to occur
twice at roughly the same time? Perhaps the un-hatched dragon has more
answers.”


“Thaddeus and Mason are getting married.”


“What?” he asked, blinking as if I had
appeared in midair.


“Welcome back.”


“What did you say about Thaddeus and Mason?”


I shrugged. “I was only trying to get your
attention. You are so weird sometimes.”


He sighed. “And you, young sorcerer, are so
oblivious sometimes.”


Before I could decide whether or not I wanted to ask
what he meant, Adel stopped the car. Yuri had been giving her instructions
while Merlin and I were distracted. We were at a house, smaller than my
mother’s cabin looked from the outside. The walls were primarily glass windows
with some stone to support them and wood to frame them. The roof was curved and
reflective like a black mirror. 


“This isn’t on the road. No one should be living out
here on their own,” Adel said, getting out of the car. 


I heard a loud crash and someone shouted with
distress.









Chapter 8


It took a lot of convincing,
but eventually, Adel agreed to wait outside and guard the car in case we needed
to escape suddenly. 


We went inside… because that was apparently the thing
to do when there was the obvious sign of a battle inside. I pushed up my
goggles, mostly to give my eyes a break, and was relieved to see that the
sunlight wasn’t blinding in the house.


The inside was small and cramped. Tables lined every
wall, but there wasn’t a single speck of visible surface. They were piled high
with scraps of metal, gears, springs, bottles of oils and powders, books, and
tools. There was no organization whatsoever. Every scrap of wall and half of
the windows were covered in drawings of machines, most of which had wings or
sails. 


In the center of the room, a statue of a creature
stood, posed in a striking position. It was unmistakably reptilian. Although we
didn’t have many reptiles on Caldaca, I had seen a lizard before. It was
considerably less intimidating than this creature. 


Green and brown, scaly skin, yellow diamond eyes, and
wicked claws made me glad it wasn’t a creature native to my world. Its mouth
was posed closed, but I had no doubt it contained sharp teeth.


It was a biped, though its arms were long and thin,
held inward as if their length was a hindrance, and the creature slumped over
as if it was meant to be a quadruped. Its tail was thick and long, ending in a
thin whip. On each hand and foot were three black claws as long as my hand. 


As if the weapons it was born with weren’t frightful
enough, it was also covered in shiny metal armor. This was not part of the
statue; someone had put real armor and a real saddle on the statue. They were
planning on riding one of these creatures. 


This wasn’t the focus of the room, however; Zuras was
in the middle of a duel with another man. Zuras was using a short, fat, metal
wand, which emitted a thin beam of red light that was half the length of my
staff. Instead of casting curses, however, he held it like a sword. His
opponent was a short, scrawny, old man with white hair and sky-blue eyes. He
wore goggles that made his eyes look huge. He was also fighting with magic. 


He didn’t have a wand, but he kept blasting fireballs
at Zuras. Zuras blocked them with his light beam, which absorbed the flames. 


A thud made me turn to see Yuri on the floor,
clutching his head in pain. I pointed my staff at Zuras’s wand. “Brjóta!” I
yelled. Blue magic struck his metal wand and disintegrated it. 


Merlin had been teaching me dragon magic since we
learned I could do it and especially since we learned how I could do it.
It was a greater strain on my energy and I had to really feel what I
wanted, but it was far more powerful. Most importantly, my wand or staff could
misinterpret my normal magic; it couldn’t misinterpret my dragon magic. If I
doubted myself, said the word wrong, or didn’t desire it enough, my dragon
magic would fail. If I screwed up my normal magic, I was likely to make things
worse. 


We now had Zuras’s full attention, and he couldn’t
have looked more shocked to see us. “How did you follow me?”


“We have our ways. Give up the dragon egg. You can
leave and we’ll go back home.”


“You can’t defeat me!”


“That’s not our intention. We just want the egg.”


“He is here for something,” Merlin said. 


“Saving the egg comes before recovering stolen
goods.”


“That is not my point.” 


Just then, the stranger who had been fighting Zuras
struck the sorcerer in the chest with a fireball. Zuras flew back. The old man
was huffing and puffing with his arms stretched out. 


I tried to help Yuri up, but he flinched away, so
instead, I approached Zuras cautiously, my staffed aimed at his chest. He
groaned. “How are you doing this to Yuri?” I asked.


“I’m not doing anything to him,” he said, clutching
his chest. 


Yuri showed no sign of recovering, which told me Yuri
had been right; it was the egg, not Zuras. It occurred to me that the egg could
contain a malevolent dragon. Zuras’s robe was open, revealing two small pouches
in addition to the larger one, which I hoped contained the egg. I reached down
to grab it, only to see his hand move towards his pocket. I stabbed his hand
with the end of my staff, which left me vulnerable to Zuras’s kick. 


Fortunately, his aim was off and I was kicked in the
thigh instead of where he had intended. I ended up tumbling over my staff and
landing next to him. He rolled and snatched my staff out of my hand. He stood
above me, laughed triumphantly, and said, “Now you will pay for pursuing the
mighty Doctor Time!”


“I thought you had named yourself Captain Chaos.”


“I changed it!”


He could have swung the staff down, bashed it into my
head, and killed me instantly. Instead, he wanted to gloat. 


Merlin leapt onto a table, and as the mountain of
junk started to slide off, he jumped up and latched onto a chain handle. He
pulled it down with his weight, causing gears and chains to rattle. A ladder
above Zuras released and hit Zuras in the face. The sorcerer went down. Only
then did I notice that there was a second level to the house. 


Pushing that out of my mind, I scrambled to my feet
and grabbed my staff. By then, Zuras had pulled another device out of his
pocket, which looked similar to the grow-ray, except it was light blue. He
aimed it at the stranger. “You think you’re so smart to blast me with fire!” 


Merlin slammed himself into the side of the same
table he had cleared and flipped it on its side. 


The stranger opened his mouth to speak. 


“Silence!” Zuras shrieked. “Tremble before Doctor
Time and his freeze-ray!”


Merlin was already shoving the table towards the
stranger by the time blue light spewed from the device. An instant before it
was too late, the table intercepted the path of the blue light and became
encased in ice. The ground was also covered in ice, however, and Merlin
couldn’t stop in time to avoid it. He slid across the ice and into the wall.
Zuras turned the freeze-ray on me. I aimed my staff at him. 


Zuras was faster than me…


Yuri was faster than him. 


A ward closed around me and Yuri at the same moment I
realized Yuri had jumped in between me and Zuras. My ward did absolutely
nothing against the weapon. Yuri froze solid in a block of ice. 


Zuras decided he was outmatched and reached into his pocket
yet again. I was a little envious of such large pockets, and wondered for a
second time how his trousers didn’t fall. He retrieved a small cloth pouch,
which he threw down at his own feet. An angry cloud of smoke burst forth and
hid him. 


Glass shattered and the smoke faded, mostly through
the newly broken window that Zuras had leapt out of. 


Merlin staggered to his feet, carefully sidestepping
the ice. The stranger also got to his feet and pushed the table aside. “Thank
you for your help,” he said. 


“You can thank me by helping me save…” I trailed off
when water started to drip. “Oh, right. He’s immortal.” The ice was slowly but
surely melting. Deciding he was in no danger, I turned my attention to the
stranger. “Are you hurt?”


“I’m fine, thanks to you all. I don’t think I could
have held him off much longer.” He leaned against one of the upright tables.
“My name is Ivan Theophilus Hawk, by the way. You can call me Hawk.”


“I’m Ayden, this’s Merlin, and that’s Yuri. Why did
Zuras attack you in the first place?”


“To cover his tracks.” He got a few deep breaths in
before explaining. “Zuras hired me three years ago to make an item. He locked
me in here in something he called a force field and said he would only release
me when he returned for the item.”


“How did you get food and water?”


He uncovered a small chest on the table and opened
the lid. Out popped a tiny reptile. Saphorus here was with me when Zuras sealed
me in, and he could slip through the force field. He’s been bringing me food
and water.”


“No one else could get in?”


“No one else could even see my home or hear me
yelling for help.” He rubbed Saphorus’s head lovingly.


“Is that one of those…”


“Gobrin? Yes. He’s a native to this world. He’s just
a small variation and he only eats animals that are smaller than him. He was
injured as a hatchling and abandoned by his nest. I took him in.”


The ice around Yuri’s head, shoulders, and chest had
melted away, so he was struggling to break the rest of the ice. There was also
steam coming off of him. 


“What did Zuras want you to make?” I asked. 


“A paintbrush.”


“A paintbrush?”


“Yes, a paintbrush.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know.” Hawk picked up a stack of paper from
the table, causing a glass and gold ball to roll off and hit the floor. Instead
of breaking, it vanished and appeared back on the table. Hawk ignored it. “He
gave me an extremely peculiar spell to make the brush with, though. Maybe it
will mean something to you.”


He handed it to me, but it was nothing more than a
mess of symbols and numbers, so I laid them out on the floor. Merlin studied
them for a few moments and nodded with understanding. “You know what he’s
doing?” I asked. 


“Not a clue,” he answered. “I have seen
some of these symbols, but the magic is not any kind I know.”


“Zuras is probably the strangest sorcerer I’ve
ever seen. For one thing, I haven’t seen him do any magic; he’s only using
magical devices.”


“Aside from his endless pockets, I agree. I think
he might be summoning those gadgets with magic. The devices or ‘inventions’
themselves, however, are not magical. Furthermore, I have a hunch as to where
he might be getting his ideas.”


“It doesn’t matter where he’s getting his ideas.
It matters that we stop him.”


“You are thinking two-dimensionally, young
sorcerer, which is not like you. We can predict his moves if we know what his
plans and styles are. He is not an idiot.” 


“He seems like one to me.”


“And if you continue thinking so, you will be
defeated.”


“This was my design,” Hawk said, handing me another
paper. “He got the actual paintbrush and decided to kill me to make sure no one
would know what he was after. I fought back, and that’s where you came in.”


The handle was gold and glass, with magic symbols
etched on it. Inside was another glass tube, surrounded by metal gears and
triggers. I was more concerned with the symbols on the handle. “It looks like a
wand.”


“Yes, but I only used the magic he told me to. I
don’t know what those sigils do, because they’re ancient.”


“We know a few people who might be able to figure out
what they’re for. Can we keep these?”


“Yes. I don’t want to ever see them again. It only
took me two days to make it. I’ve been trapped here for three years for
nothing.”


“When you cross realms, time can be severely
distorted,” Merlin reminded me.


“Now, can we go after Zuras?!” Yuri was so anxious he
was shifting his weight from foot to foot. Of course, that might have been to
shake the rest of the ice out of his trousers. 


“Yes.”


“Transport us to him.”


“No. We don’t know what he’s doing. He could be in
the middle of being eaten by a monster.”


“Animal,” Merlin corrected me. “These
gobrin are not monsters; they are simple, nature-driven animals. We just happen
to be on their menu.”


I picked up a glass box that had what looked like
spider webs made of gold inside.


“Don’t touch that,” Yuri said irritably, snatching it
from my hands rudely. “You’ll break it.”


“I wasn’t going to break it! Besides, this morning,
you were all for going to find the engine room because it sounded like trouble,
so---”


“Stay out of the engine room,” he interrupted. “It’s
dangerous.”


Merlin shrugged. “Maybe Yuri is insane.”


Hawk carefully took it from Yuri. “Actually, this is
both delicate and dangerous. Thank you for saving me, now please get out of my
shop.”


We went out to the car and Yuri led us onto the road.
Yuri was quiet, only speaking when he needed to give Adel directions. The heat
of the day should have dried him, but it was too humid. It didn’t help that
storm clouds were forming in the sky. Well, it did help to cut down on some of
the heat. 


“Thank you for what you did back there,” I said after
a while. 


It didn’t get the response I was hoping for. “I
didn’t do anything,” he said despondently. 


“What do you mean? You jumped in the way of that ice
pistol. You saved me.”


“You and Merlin did all the work while I rolled
around on the ground. I was useless.”


“Were we at the same fight? You saved me.”


“I didn’t stop the sorcerer or get my parent’s egg
back.”


“Is it me, or did his mood completely change way
too quickly?” I asked Merlin. Before he could answer me, I sensed the ward
and felt the air around us change, as if we had passed through a thin shield of
water. “Did you feel that?” 


“Yes.”


“Stop the car,” I said to Adel.


“What?” 


“Stop the car! He set a---”


A loud explosion cut me off and a tree fell across
the road. Because she had listened to me, Adel was able to stop the car in time
to avoid being crushed under the tree. Zuras floated out of the cover of the
forest and halted above the fallen tree. Actually, he wasn’t floating; he was
standing on a floating metal plate. His robe billowed in a nonexistent breeze. 


“You are a tenacious team, I’ll give you that,” Zuras
said. “But no matter how many times you pursue me or thwart my villainous
plots, I will always be two steps ahead of you, so---”


“But my arms reach that far,” I interrupted. 


He stopped talking and his eyes widened as if I had
somehow offended him. “What does that have to do with anything?”


“If you’re only two steps ahead of me, I can reach
you.”


“No, I mean… you know what I mean.”


“Yes, but my point is that the way you talk is
strange.” He raised his head to glare down at me, which again, I thought was
strange. 


“I have decided to show you mercy,” Zuras continued,
as if to distract me. 


“We don’t want mercy; we want the egg you stole,”
Yuri said. He didn’t look like he was in any pain. 


“Don’t interrupt me!” Zuras shouted hysterically. He
closed his eyes and breathed deeply to calm himself. 


I aimed my staff at him, but Merlin put his paw on my
hand to stop me. “You do not want to accidentally hurt the egg.”


“If you agree to stop chasing me, I will give you the
dragon egg,” Zuras said with false tranquility. 


“Okay. If you give us the dragon egg, we will leave
you to your business of collecting paintbrushes.”


“And whatever he got at the monochromatic world,”
Merlin added. 


Zuras untied the large sack from his side and held it
out. It floated to me. Yuri snatched it out of the air and worked the egg out
of the sack. The egg was deep, brilliant blue with gold veins. It was gorgeous,
but it didn’t radiate power like the other eggs I had seen. 


“Well, now that that’s settled, I’ll be on my---”


“It’s fake,” Yuri interrupted. 


“It’s clearly a dragon egg!” Zuras insisted. 


“It’s an illusion,” Yuri insisted. 


“Sorcerers can’t create illusions,” I said. 


Merlin growled, but it was almost imperceptible. It
was what I called his self-growl; the sound he made when he was frustrated with
himself. “I know I have met him before, but I have too many memories and I
cannot figure out how I recognize him. I do not know his name, and that is what
is throwing me off.”


That gave me an idea. “Zuras, what is your family
name again?” I asked. 


“Lyons,” he said instantly.


“That’s a northern name, right? Are you from
Akadema?” 


He hesitated for a moment before nodding, “Yes.”


I laughed. I couldn’t help it. 


Zuras glared. “What is so funny?”


“Nothing,” I said, pulling myself together. “I just
didn’t realize how easy it was for someone to fake being from my world. No one
ever questioned you, did they? You practiced a fake name, but you didn’t bother
to learn the geography of Caldaca. This is a fake.”


He smirked and said, “No, it’s not.”


As he said this, the color of the egg faded. “Oh.
It’s a gobrin egg. You stole a similarly disguised egg and disguised it,
knowing we wouldn’t expect it because we thought you were a sorcerer from our
world without illusion magic.”


“I guess I played my card too early, but I figured
out your hand as well. You’re able to find me because your twin there can
detect the egg. When I hid it, you had no idea I was here.” 


“How do you speak my language? I mean, I figure you
could have learned it, but you also understood the voice on the last world and
Hawk.”


“I took a potion— I mean an experimental substance…
harvested from the venom of a radioactive… scorpion,” he said, obviously making
it up on the spot. 


“That’s original,” Merlin said sarcastically. 


I didn’t care about that, because I had a chilling
thought. I looked at Merlin and his expression told me he was thinking the same
thing. “Is Alice deceiving us? Is she working with Zuras?” I
asked in his head.


“Although I doubt she is the only person who could
make such an impossible potion, she is likely the only person to put in the
effort to do so. Before we accuse her of helping him, however, we might
consider the possibility that he stole the potion.”


“But it would help to explain why Yuri looks like
me and why we’re here if Alice caused all of this.”


“For what purpose?”


“For her own amusement. If she could create a
potion that can make someone understand any language, surely she’s powerful
enough to do this.”


“I agree, but placing the blame is the simple
solution, and the simple solution is rarely the right one.”


“So, he can do light and dark magic?” Yuri asked me. 


“That’s the beauty of it! I don’t need magic to
defeat you! Magic is for weaklings. I use my superior brain!”


“But you’re using magic to hover.”


“No, I’m not! This is another one of my amazing
inventions; it’s my anti-gravity disk! And with it, I will take over---”


“We really don’t care,” Yuri interrupted. “Give us
the real egg.”


“Never.”


“He doesn’t have the egg on him,” Yuri said. 


“So what?” Zuras asked. “I know wizards from Caldaca
can’t do any dark magic.”


“No, they can’t.” I aimed my staff at him. I
didn’t want to kill him, but there were many other ways to incapacitate an
enemy. “Atrið kvilla!” Blue lightning struck him and left him… standing in
midair. 


He smirked at me. “Am I supposed to be afraid of
that?” he asked mockingly. 


Merlin frowned at me. He knew what I said, but it
wasn’t a spell he had taught me. I shrugged. “No, I shouldn’t think so.”


He reached into his pocket and retrieved another
control board. “Then prepare to die at the hands of Master of Mayhem! I’m no
longer going easy on you; now I’ll defeat you with my sonic vib…” he trailed
off. His face paled and he started wobbling on his disk. “What did you…” that
was as far as he got before he fell off the disk, hit the ground, and threw up.



“What did I do? I only made you a little motion
sick.”


“You cursed him?” Yuri asked. “You’re a sorcerer?”


“It’s hard to explain.”


“Are you a sorcerer or not?! It’s not that hard!”


“Well… technically, yes, but can we discuss this
later? We’re kind of in the middle of---” 


“No! You tricked me! You lied to me! Why? What did I
ever do to you?” 


“This is a really bad time to---”


“For honesty?! Now is a bad time for honesty?!” 


“Actually, I agree with Ayden,” Adel said. 


Furious, he hopped out of the car and drew his sword.



“Focus on Zuras or you will lose the advantage you
have!” Merlin warned. 


I pointed my staff at Zuras. Turn him to stone.
I focused on what I wanted and released my magic. 


Zuras wasn’t as much of an idiot as I’d thought; he
grabbed the disk and used it as a shield, which apparently deflected energy. My
curse bounced off the metal and struck the car. The car, unlike the disk, was
affected by the curse; it turned to stone. Merlin, Adel, and I got out of the
car. It definitely wasn’t drivable anymore. 


“You don’t like magic?” Yuri asked Zuras as Zuras got
to his feet. “Well, I’ve lost my wand, and I’ll still beat you.”


“You have crossed the line between bravery and
stupidity,” Merlin said, although Yuri couldn’t hear him. 


I doubted Yuri would have listened anyway. Yuri leapt
on top of the tree and pointed his sword at Zuras. Since Zuras wasn’t floating,
it meant Yuri was on higher ground. Zuras frowned as if he didn’t know what to
think of Yuri, either. “Tell me where the egg is!” Yuri demanded. 


“And if I don’t?” Zuras asked.


“You will,” Yuri answered. 


“And if I don’t?” Zuras asked louder.


“You will!” Yuri answered louder. 


Zuras wasn’t impressed. While I was distracted by
Yuri’s abrupt change in attitude, Zuras pulled another ray-pistol out of his
pocket. I aimed my staff at him, but Yuri was between us and it would have been
too easy to hit him instead of Zuras. 


Zuras pointed the ray-pistol at Adel. It produced a
green light that hit her. She was suddenly lifted in the air. “Not so fast!” he
said as Adel floated closer to him. “Kill me, and the girl dies, too.” Adel
fought, but there was nothing to break free of. When she was set down right in
front of him, the light died and he grabbed her arm. “Back away!” he demanded. 


Reluctantly, Yuri did. 


Dragging Adel with him, Zuras got back on his disk
and started to rise, only to immediately go pale. As soon as he was above me in
the air, he threw up. 


“Oh, gross!” Adel shrieked, trying to get away from
him without falling off the tiny disk. 


“Hold still or I’m going to throw up again, and next
time, it’ll be on you.” He was definitely a little green at this point. “Be
prepared! When we meet again, you will be---” 


And then he threw up again before disappearing into
the trees. 


“That didn’t work,” I said. 


“You think? Sorcery never solves problems!” Yuri
said. “It creates problems! That’s why it’s sorcery!”


“Actually, that doesn’t make---”


I cut myself off as Merlin shook his head
frantically. 


“I can’t believe you lied to me!”


“Well, to be fair, I only met you---”


I cut myself off again as Merlin shook his head even
more frantically. 


“What are you objecting to?” I asked him in
his mind. 


“The prince is not himself right now. I suspect he
has not been himself this entire time. Arguing when he is in this state will
only exacerbate the issue.”


“You know what’s wrong with him?”


“I have a theory.”


“I can’t even look at you!” Yuri yelled before
stomping off into the forest, still carrying the fake egg in his arms. 


“Does your theory explain why Yuri and I look
identical?”


“No, it does not. We need to get out of the
open. We can follow the road under cover of trees and return to Hawk.
Perhaps he knows another way to get back to the caves.”


“What’s the point in returning to the caves? We need
to save Adel.”


“They have scouts. They can send out a search
party for her. Furthermore, I doubt Zuras knows much about this world; he will
most likely return to the mirror he came from to leave.”


“But by the time we get there, we’ll be too late.”


“Based on his characteristics and reactions so
far, I suspect she is alive and well… for now.”


“For how long?”


“Strictly based on the pattern we have seen, he
took her because she’s the only woman who has been with us and she will be safe
until we find her, at which point she will suddenly become in grave danger. Do
you feel up to transporting us to the caves?”


I shook my head. “All three of us across that
distance? I don’t have that much energy left. Something could go horribly
wrong. I might have enough energy to summon my dragon, though. I bet he could
fly us to the cave.”


“It would be a waste. His wings are too large; he
would not have the clearance to get into the sky.”


“I’m sorry.”


“It is not your fault. You have been protecting us
since we arrived and we are supposed to be a team. Do you want to switch for a
while? It would be easier for you to travel without carrying anything.”


I shook my head. “We don’t know how much rest we’ll
need between switching, and we could be attacked at any time by… anything.
Besides, you need to tell me what your theory about Yuri is.”


“Soon. First, I will go and placate the distraught
prince.”


I found a spot to rest and try to recover my energy.
I sat in the soft, damp dirt and focused on being calm. It wasn’t easy knowing
Yuri had run off on his own, especially since he was the only one who could
find Zuras, assuming Zuras had the egg with him again. Also, we had to save
Adel and we weren’t getting any closer by sitting around. I fell back with a
frustrated groan.









Chapter 9


Merlin and Yuri returned a
while later. I was practicing my visualization, both because it didn’t require
energy and because it would come in handy if I ended up without my wand or
staff. 


“Merlin explained everything,” Yuri said cautiously,
as if I would suddenly attack. 


I sat up. “Everything?”


“Everything he needed to know,” Merlin
corrected. 


“He told me how you were born a sorcerer with no dark
magic, that there are others like you who can do more than one kind of magic,
and that you stopped the black star and returned magic to Caldaca. I don’t know
what to think about it. My mother made sure I spent a lot of time with sorcerers,
but I never felt like they lied to me.”


I opened my mouth to speak. 


“But I understand why you didn’t tell me,” he said
quickly. “With a secret as big as yours, I would be cautious, too.”


I stood and he stepped back. “I’m not going to hurt
you.”


“Can you control your sorcery?”


“Yes.”


“Have you… tried being a wizard?”


“Yes, and I’ve tried being a sorcerer. It doesn’t
work. I am what I am and I’m not ashamed of it. I mean, I have to hide it
around most people, but I’m friends with some of the other Sjau, so that
helps.”


“I’m not like you.”


“I know.” 


“Even though we look the same, I’m a proper wizard.”


“I’m sure you are. Oh, except for being immortal and
hearing voices in your head. Other than that, you’re perfectly normal.”


“At least you know what you are.”


“I do now. I thought I was a freak two years ago.”


“Then you’re lucky. I don’t know why I’m immortal.”


“Immortality is not the same as being a sorcerer with
only light magic. My mother tried to kill me.”


“I died! My mother had to watch me die because there
weren’t any mages left who could heal me! How is that any better? Citizens of
my own kingdom sent assassins after me to test me!”


“You have two loving parents waiting for you!”


“You think they’re going to want me to come home
empty-handed?!” 


“Yes!” I shouted. He blinked, taken aback. “Of course
they want you home! They wouldn’t care if you came home with sorcery and a body
count. They don’t care about the egg. They love you no matter what you are or
what you do. Some of us don’t have that, so stop trying to throw it away.”


“I’m not trying to throw it away!”


“Then why did you leave? You know now that you have
to save the egg, but why did you leave before then?”


“Because I… needed to…” He looked half angry, half
sick. “You wouldn’t understand.”


“What wouldn’t I understand?”


“Ever since the black star brought me back… I don’t
think I’m a wizard anymore.”


That had to be the least clear way to phrase what he
meant. “What do you mean?”


“I grew up around all magic users, but I was always
still a wizard. After the black star… I’ve felt things I didn’t before. Anger,
for one thing. And it makes me mad that I feel anger.”


“That is called puberty,” Merlin said aloud. We
glared at him and he shut up. 


“We both know wizards aren’t supposed to feel anger,
but maybe it’s not as unusual as we think. Maybe every wizard gets angry, but
because they know they aren’t supposed to, they hide it.”


“That… makes a lot of sense, actually,” Yuri said.
“It also makes sense that I would feel differently for a while after losing my
magic and almost being killed.”


“Not to burst your bubbles, but you have just
confirmed my suspicions,” Merlin said. 


“What suspicions?” Yuri asked. 


“You have not ceased being a wizard, you have simply
lost your wizard personality.”


“What does that mean?” I asked. 


“It means that I lost the emotional constraints of
wizardry,” Yuri said before Merlin could. “It means that I can now feel every
emotion, but because of that, my normal personality is in flux, or possibly
gone completely. I seem to be mimicking the personalities of people I’m near.
I’m mostly channeling you, because we look alike, but also Hawk when we were at
his house and Zuras just a bit ago. That was why I got so furious; I was
picking up his manic personality. I wasn’t angry with you so much as confused
as to why I felt so powerless and instead of internalizing it, I took it out on
you. Don’t get me wrong, it does bother me that you’re not a wizard and that
you lied, but I realized afterwards that I was being overdramatic on account of
Zuras’s personality. Actually…” he pulled my wand out of his pocket. “I think
he’s a bit of a kleptomaniac.”


I gaped and checked my pockets. My wand was gone.
“How did you do that?” 


“I’m not sure. I was trying to get the paintbrush
from him earlier, assuming it was on his belt along with whatever he took from
the black-and-white world, but he didn’t let me get close enough.”


“I think Merlin’s right about your personality.”


“Because I’m channeling Merlin? Of course I am; I
just spent the better part of an hour alone with him and you’re not exactly the
easiest person in the world to be with your growing, chronic heroism.”


“Yuri, that’s not---”


“I mean I kind of understand it now; you’ve made a
name for yourself as a curse breaker and it has become an identity to you. You
might as well be a mage, because you’re a healer of sorcery.”


“And you’re definitely channeling Merlin.”


Yuri went on, more lost in his thoughts (or maybe
Merlin’s thoughts) than talking to me.


Merlin grinned at me. “We should leave him this way.
We’re better off with two of me than two of you.”


“Well, it explains why he was afraid of the crates
and the car; that was you.” I was confident that Merlin was blushing under his
fur. 


“I still want to find out why I’m immortal, though,”
Yuri said, finally winding down. 


“After we save the egg, we can go talk to the
dragons. I bet they’ll have some answers.”


 


*          *          *


 


We followed the road under the cover of trees, but
walking in the rainforest was a struggle. Yuri and I were both dressed for
Caldaca’s weather. The trees provided shade, but it was still extremely hot and
so humid that I had trouble breathing. Carrying my robe instead of wearing it
somehow made me feel worse. Merlin suggested that it was blocking harmful
ultraviolet rays, but when he offered to explain it to us, Yuri and I both
begged him not to. 


Yuri’s prince clothes were worse than mine, because
mine were made for warm weather and his weren’t. Also, the sack containing the
gobrin egg that was attached to his belt didn’t help. 


Merlin had suggested we leave it behind, that it was
too dangerous. Yuri and I argued that the egg could be hurt and that it wouldn’t
survive on its own. We decided that if it did hatch into a monstrous gobrin, it
wouldn’t be big enough as a hatchling to do any harm anyway. The plan was to
take it to Hawk and have him decide what to do. 


It would have been easier if we weren’t being
followed. A group of little gobrin surrounded us, hiding just out of sight. We
could hear them chirping to each other, but only a few had ventured close
enough to be seen. They were cute, albeit a little annoying. 


“We need to stop for some water,” Yuri said before I
could suggest it. He wiped his damp hair out of his eyes and I saw how badly
his hands were bleeding. He had been doing most of the work in holding back
vegetation so that we could get through. 


“Speaking of immortality---”


“Which we weren’t,” he interrupted. 


“Why are you bleeding?”


“Immortality doesn’t mean I can’t bleed, only that I
can’t die. Fire seems to have no effect on me, but blades hurt just as much as
before.”


“So, if someone cut your head off…”


He frowned at me. “I think I’m going to sleep in a
different room than you tonight.” He looked up at the sky. Even full of
rainclouds, it was bright. “Whenever tonight might be.” 


I pointed my wand at him. My magic didn’t need any
encouragement; bright pink, sparkly magic surrounded his hands and settled into
his skin. He was clearly shocked. 


“Did a unicorn just sneeze on me?”


“That has happened to me before. I made it so that
your hands can’t get cut worse. I can’t heal your cuts, of course.”


“My hands feel cold and numb.”


“That means it’s working.” 


“What about conserving your energy?”


“That’s why I just did your hands. You saved me. I
owe you at least that much.” 


He looked guilty rather than thankful. “You wouldn’t
have been in danger if it weren’t for me and the egg.”


“It’s Zuras to blame. I really don’t get how someone
like him got as far as he has.”


“Zuras is not a fool,” Merlin said aloud. 


“He can’t even remember his own name,” Yuri argued. 


“He isn’t as bad as my mother,” I said.


Merlin sighed and shook his head. “You are both underestimating
him.”


“Because he’s inventing things that don’t work?” Yuri
asked. “He doesn’t even have magic.”


“He does have magic.”


We stopped walking. “I haven’t seen any.”


“Yes, you have. He creates his devices with magic to
make it appear that he has none. He prefers science fiction over supernatural.
He is an extremely powerful wizard.”


“You mean sorcerer,” Yuri said. 


“They call all magic users from other worlds wizards,
even the malevolent ones,” I explained. 


“Doesn’t that get confusing?”


“More than Merlin knows.”


Merlin rolled his eyes. “Focus. Zuras is not weak or
dimwitted. He is acting, and he is doing it flawlessly, which suggests
intelligence. He is mimicking the behavior of famous villains, only he has
picked villain plots that never worked.”


“Then how does that make him smart to just repeat
other people’s mistakes?”


“The line between winning and losing can be
remarkably thin. I believe this is all a game to him. He uses magic so that he
can bring those inventions to life because he wants to play them out. I doubt
he even wants to kill anyone.”


“But he tried to kill me,” I said. 


“I think that was our fault. He wants to play
supervillain and we brought magic into it.”


“I don’t get it,” Yuri said. 


I felt a glimmer of pride for a moment that (finally)
I wasn’t the one to say it, but before I could express my enthusiasm, I
realized I was probably the reason he said it. 


“He has immersed himself in a world of delusion
intentionally. He is acting the part of certain villains, and thus, he must
play by their rules. He is even adapting their characteristic traits. By using
magic on him, we are changing his rules, and throwing him out of the game. He
is going to fight to stay in the game. He wants his delusion.”


“It sounds like you’re impressed with him,” Yuri
said. 


Merlin didn’t hesitate. “I am. I find it fascinating
how deeply he has committed to it. Along with being powerful and at least
moderately intelligent, he is creative and adaptable.”


“But we still have to get the egg back.” 


“I am not disagreeing. I am simply telling you to be
cautious.”


 


*          *          *


 


We had continued on our way, eager for water, yet not
desperate enough to drink anything from the forest. The gang of small gobrin
that followed us was growing. I suspected that not many people wandered this
far out, considering it could only end in death. 


“Maybe the forest isn’t so dangerous,” Yuri
suggested. 


“Why did you have to go and say that?” Merlin
asked. 


I froze. “Listen,” I ordered when Yuri opened his
mouth. They both stopped. 


“I don’t hear anything,” Yuri said.


“Exactly. There was noise up until now.” 


“We should run.”


“Isn’t that more dangerous to---”


“Run now!” Merlin shouted out loud. The three of us
ran. We didn’t get very far before a creature emerged from between two trees. I
couldn’t see it before it moved, but I couldn’t miss it once it did. 


The animal had green and brown reptilian skin,
camouflaging it in the trees. Its head was covered with spikes and its yellow
eyes were full of rage. Most frightening, however, was its terrible teeth and
claws. The creature was bipedal, similar to a larger version of the gobrin
statue in Hawk’s house, except that its back was arched high over its head. It
looked much less nimble. It became painfully obvious that its girth was a
deception, however, as the creature had no problem with speed.


I tried to shoot curses at it, but my aim wasn’t
great while I was running. “Make us impenetrable!” Yuri yelled.


“No time! Merlin, I’m going to make us invisible!”


Merlin and I were so in tune with each other that we
both came up with the same plan at the same time and knew exactly what to do. I
stopped running and turned, angling myself and using my staff to brace with so
that I didn’t fall. Merlin didn’t stop, but instead switched directions and
started running towards the monster. 


That wasn’t an easy thing to do; Merlin had a lot
more courage than me. The gobrin roared, trying to bite Merlin as he ran around
it. It wasn’t as graceful as we were and ended up rolling. Yuri hadn’t stopped
with us, so he was out of the way. Unfortunately, I couldn’t make him invisible
when he was fleeing. 


I pointed my staff at Merlin. “Make him invisible.”
Magic struck him and he disappeared. The creature rolled to its feet, flinching
as the invisible Merlin bit it from multiple angles. It turned its attention on
me and roared.


I was about to make myself invisible when Yuri ran
back to me. “Wait!” he shouted. “Don’t hurt her!”


“I’m not trying to hurt it! I’m trying to stop it
from hurting me!” I said. Merlin had ceased his attack when Yuri interrupted. 


“She isn’t here to eat us.”


“Well, she sure acts like it!”


The creature didn’t like us talking about her,
apparently, because she rushed forth. Merlin growled in warning, but she wasn’t
intimidated. Yuri didn’t try to fight. Instead, he pulled the egg off his belt
and took it out of its sack. The giant gobrin skidded to a clumsy stop when she
saw the egg.


“She’s not trying to eat us; she’s trying to save her
egg,” Yuri explained. Slowly, he set the egg down and stepped back.


The gobrin roared. 


We both backed away cautiously. The gobrin advanced
just as cautiously, as if she was afraid we would hurt her egg before she could
get to it. 


“How did she know we had it?”


Yuri shrugged and asked, “Why do I want to talk to
her and apologize?” 


“Sorry.”


“You have issues.”


“I know.”


The gobrin picked up her egg and, after giving us the
most hateful glare a wronged mother could give, she disappeared into the
forest. “Do you think she blames us?” Yuri asked. I didn’t know if he was
serious or joking, so I stayed quiet. 


 


*          *          *


 


The rest of the trip was agonizing. I was tired,
hungry, and thirsty. When it started raining, we took a break to drink, but it
also brought out other creatures we didn’t want to face. We had lost the road
when the gobrin had attacked. Since we hadn’t been paying much attention on the
way to Hawk’s house and didn’t find any road, I had very little hope that we
would find him. 


Fortunately, Merlin had an excellent sense of
direction. 


Eventually, we came upon a clearing with Hawk’s
mostly-glass house. I had never been so happy to see a house before. We had
actually reached Hawk’s home alive. We went to his door and knocked. The
complete silence that followed worried me, until I heard a faint, hesitant,
“Hello?”


“Hawk? It’s Ayden, Yuri, and Merlin.”


The wizard sighed with relief before opening the
door. “I was afraid it was Zuras again. Why do you look so… exhausted?” he
asked. 


“Because we are exhausted. We need to get back to the
caves before Zuras gets there, and we have to go a different way than we were
going, because the road is blocked. And do you have any food, because I could
eat a stick right now.”


“Well, I do happen to have a stick I wasn’t going to
eat, but I don’t think it’s enough for all three of you.” His expression could
not have been more serious. 


 


*          *          *


 


Hawk gave us some roasted meat, which happened to be
slimy and chewy, with the distinct taste of mud. Despite the fact that most
wizards never ate meat, Yuri was too hungry to argue. When I asked Hawk what it
was, he asked if I really wanted to know.


I didn’t.


After that, he told us we could take one of his cars.
It took a while for it to sink in that someone could have two of those wondrous
machines. Meanwhile, he pulled out maps and showed us the way to get back to
the caves.


“Are you sure you don’t want to go with us?”


“I have too much time to make up here. I will make a
trip there in a few days. By the way… a little girl popped in a while ago and
said she was looking for her cat. Nearly gave me a heart attack. She was with
you, right?”


“No, but we know who you’re talking about. Why would
you think she was with us?”


“Because you’re the first people I’ve seen other than
Zuras in three years, and she just happens to show up an hour after you leave.
That doesn’t sound like a coincidence to me.”


“I doubt she means any harm,” Yuri said. “She might
be confused as to the limitations of cats, though. Then again, if any creature
aside from people could learn to travel across worlds, it would be cats, if for
no other reason than to trip people on stairs. My castle was once haunted by a
ghost cat who knocked things off shelves, clawed up the furniture, tripped
people, and rested on our faces while we slept. Four necromancers had to be
called in before one of them finally got the bright idea to call in a ghost
wolf to chase it out. Then it took another month to get the wolf out. He wasn’t
as much a nuisance except that he kept howling all night.” Yuri was channeling
Merlin again.


Merlin, who had been looking through the papers on
Hawk’s desk, froze. I could feel his apprehension as his ears flattened. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked, automatically transforming
my staff into a sword. Yuri drew his and Hawk jumped back from us. 


“This pocket watch. I have seen it before,” he
said, pulling a metal and glass device towards him. 


“Are you sure it doesn’t just look like the one you
saw?”


“I am certain; it was mine.”


Hawk saw what Merlin had found and rushed forth to
take it away. “Don’t touch that!” He snatched it up and held it like it was
precious to him. 


Merlin growled. 


“I’m sorry, it’s just that this is extremely
important to me.”


“What is it?”


“It’s a watch that my mother gave to me. It belonged
to my father before he was killed by an evil wizard.”


“I was mistaken,” Merlin said quickly. “We
should go. Now.”


“Wait, what?”


“He was killed before I was born, but I---”


“I thought you came from a world without magic,” I
interrupted. 


“No, I come from a world of magic. The other people
came from Kragra, which was depleted of natural resources. I was brought here
from Dios. Everyone lived underground on my world, so Soenus is a real treat
for me.”


Merlin paled so fast even his fur lost color.


“Merlin, you said it was your pocket watch, and he
said it belonged to his father, who was killed by a wizard. Did you kill this
man’s father?”


“No, Ayden. We should go now.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I was mistaken, Ayden.”


He said the words in my head as if through gritted
teeth, and he never used my name two times in a row like that. He was my best
friend, and I knew I should let it go. I owed him that. “What are you hiding?”


Unaware of our conversation, Hawk continued. “It even
has my father’s name engraved on it,” he said, showing me the shiny gold
surface. From the condition of it, I knew he cleaned it and held it every day.
The name engraved on the surface was not one I could read or even that I
recognized. 


That was strange, considering Alice’s potion had
worked flawlessly up until that point.


Without looking at it or answering me, Merlin went
outside. I followed him out with no intention of saying anything. “We’re
friends, Merlin. You can trust me.” 


Oops. 


He sighed. “I have lived a very long life, and I
have made many mistakes. I have made more mistakes than you ever will, and
probably worse ones, too.”


“You were a child once.”


“I was a man once. Everyone thinks of me as a
wizard, raised by dragons, wise, and destined to end the war on magic. People
forget that I do not always know what is right. I take chances. I use
hard-learned lessons to make better choices, but I was not born with infinite
knowledge.”


“But your divination---”


“Can help me see what I will face and sometimes, it
can help me make a better choice. Not always; not reliably. And, sometimes—
many times, in fact— I have disregarded such premonitions. I have even rebelled
against them. The point I am trying to make is that no one is perfect, and I am
capable of making mistakes.”


“What does that have to do with Hawk?”


“I always talk about being alone as if no one ever
wanted to stay with me. That is somewhat of a deception. Sometimes, the only
companion I could trust is isolation. Sometimes, I preferred to be alone than with
someone who could hurt me. That is all I will say on the matter.”


“But I still don’t understand.”


“And I hope you never will.”


Hawk joined us outside and excitedly ran around to
the back of the house. We followed and caught up to him as he was checking out
a mound. It was not a mound of dirt and rocks, but a strange, huge blanket made
of leaves that were preserved somehow with a waxy substance. Hawk pulled back
the blanket, revealing two cars that were identical in every way, except one
had a wheel to steer it, like the car we had used before, while the other one
had a metal lever, like the one in the carts. 


They were not the same as the car Adel had driven.
They were brown, for one thing. They were half as long as the black car had
been and only had one wide, wooden seat in each car. There were more gages.
While the lever and pump were similar in position as the black car, they were
fancier. There wasn’t a step, but the sides were lower, so we could get into
them without much trouble. The main problem I saw was that the wheel wasn’t
close enough to the seat to be functional. 


“I meant to put a bucket seat in this one,” Hawk
said, patting the side of the one with the wheel. 


“You built these?” I asked. 


“Yes. I’m an inventor. Unfortunately, most of what I
invent is a bit beyond my time and nobody really wants what I create.”


“That’s so sad. But why wouldn’t they want a car?
They have them, and these look nicer.”


“I built these to their standards, not mine. My
design was a car that could fly itself, used solar energy, and cleaned the air.
They didn’t trust it, so I built these instead.”


“How did you come up with your designs?” I asked.
Merlin was looking anywhere but at Hawk or me. 


“Mostly dreams. Since I was a child, I would dream of
technology I’d never seen before. If I was ever stuck, I would dream of the
solution. People thought I was crazy, but I never let that stop me. I couldn’t
let that stop me.”


I started to get into the car that had a lever, but
Merlin put his paw on the side to stop me. “As much as I hate to say this,
young sorcerer, I cannot drive a stick. If we have any issues, I might need to
take over, so we should borrow the other car.”


“Fine, but I’m still driving.”


“I suppose there is no reason to ask you to keep
to the speed limit.”


“What’s a speed limit?”









Chapter 10


Driving the car was as much
fun as it had looked. I was sitting on a wobbly wooden stool, which Hawk had
provided in lieu of a proper seat so that I could reach the wheel, but it
worked. It took a while to get used to the wheel because although it was harder
to turn than one on a ship, it turned the car faster. 


Merlin, who was sitting on the floor beside me, was
not enjoying the car. The seats were not finished, so Merlin felt it was safer
to be on the floor. Unfortunately, there wasn’t nearly as much room as Adel’s
car had, and Yuri, who was trying desperately to stay on the wooden seat, kept
accidentally kicking my stool and stepping on Merlin’s tail. Coincidentally, my
staff (which was on the other side of Merlin since I couldn’t hold it while
driving) kept sliding to the left and smacking Yuri in the stomach. 


“This is much safer than walking!” Yuri said. 


Merlin and I groaned simultaneously… an instant
before the gobrin gauge started chirping. “Go faster,” Merlin warned. 


I pushed the lever up all the way… and the car
stopped with several sickening lurches. 


“Do it the other way!” Yuri said. 


“I know how to sail this thing!” Yuri tried to push
the lever down, so I smacked his hand away. 


“You tried to accelerate too quickly,” Merlin
said. “The car needed more power. Decrease the speed and hit the pump.”


I lowered the lever to halfway and frantically pushed
and pulled the pump. The car stayed silent. 


“Hurry!” Yuri said, now beating his hands on the side
of the car in an attempt to rush me. It was clear that it would be my head he
was pounding on next if I didn’t heed his warning. 


“I’m trying!” Another dozen attempts. Nothing. 


“The flame might have gone out,” Merlin
suggested. 


Yuri jumped up. “Use sorcery! I don’t want to be
eaten on this strange world!”


I turned to him and gave him my best sorcerer glare.
“Sit down, quiet down, and calm down!”


He sat and meekly said, “Okay.”


I pulled out my wand and pushed it into his hand.
“You’ll have to help us this time.”


Yuri’s face paled. “I told you, I don’t---”


“Get over it! It doesn’t matter whose wand it is! Use
it!”


“I can’t!”


“It’s a perfectly fine wizard wand!”


He paled even further. “I can’t,” he said, barely
more than a whisper.


“Because a sorcerer touched it? Remember that when
we’re being eaten!”


“I can’t use your wand because I can’t do magic!” he
yelled. 


“What? Since when?”


“When everyone else gained their magic back, I
didn’t. I got immortality instead. I hate it.”


“Now is not the time,” Merlin said regretfully. 


By then, we could hear the gobrin approaching. The
trees shook, and because of the water falling from their leaves, it sounded
like they were trembling in fear. I lightly banged my head on the steering
wheel once before deciding that I could freak out later, if I survived that
long. I jumped out of the car, ran around the front, and opened the front end
like Adel had shown me with the black car. Sure enough, the flame was out.


“Can’t you just levitate us?” Yuri asked. 


“No. No, I can’t.” I didn’t enjoy the “meat” I ate,
but I was afraid it would be worse coming up. I pointed my wand at the wood.
“Set it on fire.” My wand, sensing my urgency, didn’t pull any of its usual
tricks. With a flash, the fire was set. I closed the lid, jumped back in the
car, and started working the pump again. As soon as the car started growling, I
slowly raised the lever. 


The car shot forward at the same moment the mother
gobrin that had attacked us earlier crashed through the trees beside us. I
hope that’s the same one. It was somewhat worse to be attacked by more than
one of those creatures. 


As she emerged from the foliage, her camouflaged skin
darkened to appear gray and black. Rather than frighten me, it was slightly
comforting, because it was a common ability of non-magical creatures on Caldaca
and made her seem less strange.


She snapped at us, narrowly missing Yuri’s head. I
couldn’t drive off the road because the jungle was too thick. Our giant foe
solved that problem for herself by destroying all the trees in her way. She ran
after us. I thrust the pump and lever and the car growled angrily. I gained
speed. She gained speed. 


I gained less speed than she did. 


She tried to take a bite out of the side of the car
and missed, thanks to a large rock with impeccable timing that sent us flying.
“Switch with me,” Merlin demanded. 


“What, now?! I don’t think switching while we’re
running— driving— for our lives is a good idea!”


“I meant our seats! I will drive while you
try to slow her down with magic!”


“Oh… that makes much more sense.” Merlin reached up
and put his paws on the wheel. I moved out of the way. The stool fell over, but
Merlin didn’t need it anyway. I picked up my staff and stood, using the back of
the seat to steady myself. I aimed my staff at the creature, but not without
(accidentally) knocking Yuri on the head with the butt end of it. Yuri’s
fingers were digging into the seat, holding on for dear life. 


“Slow her down,” I demanded of my magic. Blue magic
struck her and… did nothing at all. “Are you joking?!” I yelled, shaking the
staff slightly. I knew it wasn’t the staff’s fault, but it wasn’t like I could
shake the monster that was chasing us.


“What happened?” 


“My curse bounced off her!”


“Her hide is probably so well adapted to the sun’s
radiation that it is also magic-resistant. Hit her in the face, especially in
her mouth if you can manage it.”


Oh, I can manage. Trusting Merlin to warn me
if there was anything particularly bumpy in the road, I let go of the back of
the seat and held my staff out with both hands. “Alright, monster, are you
hungry? Open wide!” 


Tempted by my shiny crystal shoved towards her face,
she did, and in that moment, I fired my curse. Magic filled her mouth and she
stumbled. As we drove away, I watched her roll to her side on the ground. 


Merlin started to slow down when we were out of
sight. “What are you doing? Go faster.”


“I thought you got her.”


“I did. With a momentary dizzying curse. She’s going
to be back on her feet any moment.”


“Why did you do that?” Yuri asked. 


“Because she has an egg to protect. I may not like
her, but I’m not going to be the reason her egg dies.”


“You are way too noble.”


A wizard prince was calling me too noble. 


 


*          *          *


 


I decided not to bring up Yuri’s admission to having
no magic, as it was no worse a secret than that I was a Sjau. As soon as the gobrin
gage fell silent, I took over the driving again. It was quiet for a while.
Unfortunately, the sky was getting brighter, not darker, and Yuri and I soon
had to put our goggles back on. 


The road widened and two metal bars that were
slightly raised over the ground merged into the road. “Is this for carts?” I
asked. 


“It appears to be railroad tracks for a train,”
Merlin corrected. 


“What’s that?”


“It is like a number of carriages linked together,
but much, much larger. And louder. And without the horses pulling it.”


“That doesn’t sound fun to ride in.”


“What? What’s Merlin saying?” Yuri asked. 


“Nothing to worry about.” I followed the road, hoping
not to meet one of these trains, until Yuri finally told me to stop.


“He’s here. Or at least the egg is.”


“How close?”


“Not close enough to be painful, but the voices are
loud enough that I can barely hear you over them.”


“Can you understand any of them?”


“No.”


“Well, well, well!” Zuras’s voice called out. “We
meet---”


“Hey, we’re talking here!” Yuri interrupted in an
arrogant tone. 


“Oh, not that again,” I groaned quietly.


Yuri glared at me. “It’s not like I can help it!” 


“Can’t you channel Merlin or me? We’re right here.”


“Do you think if I could control who I could channel,
it would be him? Or you for that matter? Do you think you’re a fun person to
be?”


“I’ll wait,” Zuras said meekly. At that point, he
stepped out from behind a tree. He looked shorter when he wasn’t hovering. He
wore goggles, which I suspected were Adel’s. I hated the idea of her being
blinded by sunlight because he’d stolen her protection. 


“You stay right there!” Yuri demanded, turning his
focus on the sorcerer. “Now I’m tired of chasing you all over the worlds and
it’s going to end here and now.”


“Or what?”


“That wasn’t an ultimatum; that was a fact! Give me
the egg and the girl and I won’t hurt you too badly.”


Zuras looked confused. I was just glad it wasn’t me
who was confused.


“Wasn’t that an ultimatum?” I asked.


Yuri shot me a glare. “And I’ve got something to say
to you before this wears off.”


That gave Zuras the chance to get his wits about him.
“You can have the girl, but you’ve got to make a choice first.” He pointed down
the road, where I could see the tracks split into two different directions. In
the left direction, however, there was a gap. There was also a lever in between
the split. “The girl is tied up on the track to the right. The left tracks,
which lead to the cliff caves, have been damaged. If the train goes left, it
will derail and kill everyone.” He laughed dramatically. 


“How can you know it will kill anyone?” Yuri asked,
not showing any concern.


“It’ll crash through the cliff and through the engine
room!”


“So?”


“It’ll explode!”


“But that will ruin the mirror you entered through.”


He lost some of his steam and rolled his eyes. “Well,
obviously! I’ll already be on the other side. I’m not going to stick around.”


“So we’ll be trapped here. Let the girl die or we’re
trapped here, is that what you’re saying?”


Zuras frowned again. “Yes?”


“You should have led with that. Why are you here now
if your plan was to leave?” 


“To explain the choice!”


“What’s the choice?” I asked. 


Yuri rolled his eyes. “Obviously, we either have to
let everyone die or pull the lever to make the train go right, effectively
killing Adel. Keep up, would you?”


“Shouldn’t you be rolling around on the ground,
crying about your headache?” I asked.


“Took you long enough to notice. He doesn’t have the
egg on him.”


“But it’s close,” Zuras said. 


“We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”


At that point, we heard a loud rumbling sound. Zuras
smirked. “It’s decision time!” He pulled out another sack and threw it to the
ground. Once again, smoke concealed his escape, but when it faded, the bushes
he had escaped through were still settling back into place. 


Yuri went to the lever and pulled it. The metal bars
lifted up, turned, and settled down to fill the gaps in the other track. 


“What are you doing?” I asked. “We can’t kill Adel.” 


“We’re not. We’re going to save her, but if we lose,
one woman dead is better than an entire population along with our way out.”


I didn’t bother arguing. We followed the tracks
towards Adel and found her quickly, tied to the tracks with chains. “Help!” she
yelled, struggling against her restraints. She had a cut on her forehead that
was bleeding into her blond hair, but it wasn’t a mortal wound. Of course,
experience told me that all wounds could be healed if they were seen by a mage
in time. This world didn’t have mages. As far as I knew, she could get an infection.


When I touched her hand, she flinched away. “It’s
us,” I said. 


“Oh. Thank you for not leaving me.”


“We wouldn’t have left you.” Yuri and I pulled at the
chains, but there was no end or beginning. “How did he do this?” I asked. 


“He had some kind of metal manipulator. He called it
something dumb, though.”


“What do we do?” I asked Merlin. The roar of the
train was getting closer. 


“Magic.”


I pointed my staff and focused my mind. “Break the
chains.” Magic shot through me and into the chains, which rattled a little and
then settled back into place, unbroken. I tried again. “They’re
magic-resistant.”


“You can make her impervious,” Yuri suggested
worriedly.


Obviously, he was no longer channeling Zuras. “That
wouldn’t protect her bones from being crushed.”


“I don’t want my bones crushed!” Adel insisted. 


At that point, the train rounded the corner. It was
the size of a house and it was moving faster than the car had. Merlin latched
onto my robe and tried to pull me out of the way, but I grabbed the chain.
“Yuri, take him and get out of the way.” 


Yuri did as I asked without arguing, although Merlin
was not easy to move. He probably knew I had an idea, but he also knew that if
my idea didn’t work, I was dead. 


The instant Yuri and Merlin were far enough away from
the tracks, I grabbed Adel’s hand and concentrated. I concentrated as hard as I
ever had before. That was a difficult thing to do when the train was advancing
on me with horrifying speed. I felt it in the track. Adel was screaming. 


I focused with everything I had and my magic finally
enclosed us. 


It took too long. I didn’t feel any pain, but
transporting myself never took this long. I couldn’t hear, see, or feel
anything except the veil of magic over me and Adel’s hand, which was no longer
squeezing mine. 


I had enough time to panic; enough time for a hundred
different horrifying scenarios to cross through my mind. I hadn’t concentrated
enough, I didn’t have the strength, I got unlucky… any number of things could
have caused it. Transportation was dangerous, so I used it as rarely as
possible.


There was no doubt in my mind that something had gone
wrong and that I was dead or about to be. At least it was painless.


I had enough time to wonder if I was a ghost before
light returned to the world and my magic dispersed, leaving me kneeling over
Adel in the grass. 


We were both alive. 


Behind us, the train was still going, blocking us
from seeing Merlin and Yuri. “Merlin, we’re safe,” I said in Merlin’s
mind. 


His response was to describe exactly what he would do
to me when he got to me and if I ever put myself in harm’s way like that again.
It was both terrifying and disgusting, and I was pretty sure it was also
physically impossible for him to pull off without thumbs. All I knew was that I
was glad there was a train between us at that moment.


By the time it passed, Merlin’s anger had cooled.
Adel had thanked me repeatedly. She and Yuri wanted to know all about what I’d
done as we made our way to the car. Although wizards could transport
themselves, Yuri hadn’t ever been taught to.


Merlin insisted he drive so that I could rest. I
didn’t think it was necessary, but before Merlin could even get the car started
again, I fell asleep in the seat next to Adel. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke as we reached the caves. Yuri and Merlin were
whispering so that they wouldn’t worry me, but they were clearly concerned. The
carts weren’t in the water. Then again, it wasn’t like the carts could take us
up the mountain. 


“What do we do?” Yuri asked. 


“Fly, I suppose,” Merlin answered. 


Yuri tried to wake Adel, but she just groaned and
swatted his hand away. At that point, he noticed I was awake. I got out of the
car and Merlin and I began discussing the best way to reach the mouth of the
cave high on the cliff without being eaten by the flying reptiles. I suggested
flying the car, but Merlin assured me it would make me as sick as flying a boat
did. He suggested I simply levitate us while Yuri used his sword to protect us.
I was not comfortable being that high up, suspended in midair. We finally
decided I would summon my dragon to fly us, since there was plenty of clearance
for his wings. 


“Hey, Ayden?” Yuri called. He was pointing to a lever
in the mouth of the opening we had come out of. “There’s a lever here that says
up and down. What do you think will happen if I switch it to up?”


Merlin and I looked at each other. “Go for it,” I
said. 


He pushed the lever up and two carts rose out of the
water on the same metal track. Their levers and seats were facing towards the
cave. “Oh, no, not this again,” the prince moaned. 


“Fantastic,” I responded enthusiastically. 


Merlin mimicked throwing up.


 


*          *          *


 


The ride up was a lot slower than the one down had
been, but it was enjoyable nonetheless. Merlin and I were in one car while Yuri
and Adel fit comfortably in the second. She only woke once we reached the top.
There was no damage, injured people, or evidence of ridiculous “inventions.” 


“Are we sure he came through here?” Yuri asked.


“Do you sense the egg?”


“No, but I wouldn’t if he escaped.”


While Adel was being treated for her head wound, we
found our way to the mirror room. The mirror was still there, and it was
intact, which made me wonder where the broken glass on the floor had come from.
Merlin said some rather inappropriate things when he saw them. 


“I take it we’re too late to follow him through the
portal,” I said. 


“We would not have made it even if we were right
beside him,” Merlin answered. “He smashed the mirror from his side.”


“So, we’re trapped here?”


“No. We can return to Caldaca through a standard
portal. However, if our goal is to go after him, we need a different plan.”


“Well, I think I’ve got one.”


 


*          *          *


 


Adel was given medical aid and we were given… food…
unfortunately. I explained my plan to Merlin and Yuri as I tried to calm
myself. It was not easy to sleep when my mind was racing, so when I explained
my plan (and predicament) to Adel, she gave me tea. It was not the same tea as
I had been given earlier. I could barely keep my eyes open long enough to
finish it. 


My dreams at first were full of fear; primarily due
to my mother, but also with some of Baltezore mixed in as well. No matter how
much I focused and told myself it was just a dream, I couldn’t control my
surroundings. 


Then Merlin appeared, in his person form, and I knew
he was dreamwalking. We probably should have practiced this over the months
since we defeated Baltezore. We were suddenly standing by the creek near
Magnus’s castle, which I considered the most serene spot on the planet. 


Merlin kept the fear away so that I could focus on my
objective. I visualized a pen, bottle of ink, and scroll, as Merlin had taught
me to. After a while, I was able to clear my mind enough that I could see them
perfectly. I could feel them in my hands. 


Trying to restrain my own urgency, which would have
broken my concentration, I wrote out a quick letter. 


 


 


 


Zuras
broke the mirror from his side so we can’t follow him. We need help.


 


 


 


I signed my note and hoped it was enough. I had
doubts she could even find us, but if she couldn’t, she wouldn’t have been much
help anyway. Although my backup plan was to send a message to my father, I was
more likely to be cursed by him than I was to receive help. Assistance was one
thing my father would never give me. 


With the letter in hand and my mind trying to wander,
I imagined the mirror I saw in Alice’s home, which we had used to get to the
black-and-white world. I recalled every detail I could, with Merlin’s help.
Once it was as close as I could get, I rolled up the scroll and threw it
through the mirror. 


Then I woke with a jump when I heard a terrible
sound. The room was shaking and dust was falling free from the ceiling.
“Merlin?” I called when I didn’t see him.


“I am here,” he said, waking from his position
next to me. 


Before I could figure out what was going on, Alice
appeared in front of us and the shaking stopped. “You better have a good reason
for waking me up.”


Unlike the previous times we had seen her, she looked
annoyed. She also looked adorable in her white dress with pink, fluffy hearts. 


“Like I said in my letter, we need help to go after
him.”


“Couldn’t you call someone else?” 


“No, I don’t think so.”


She rolled her eyes. 


“Can you teach us how to open a portal?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because I’m grounded. I’m not even supposed to be
here.”


“What did you get grounded for?”


“Making a world.”


“Making a… world?”


“Yes. My dad said I’m too young. My brothers got away
with whatever they wanted when they were my age but I’m too young.”


“So, even though you’re powerful enough to… create a
world, you sent us after Zuras because you didn’t want your father to punish
you? That seems like a stretch.”


She shrugged. “Well, it’s also because I was planning
on Yuri being a protector of magic on my world.”


“I’m not going with you,” Yuri said. 


“Not now, no, but you will. Right now, you are needed
on Caldaca.”


“Are you working with Zuras?” I asked.


“How should I know? I work with a lot of people. I
don’t always get their names. Nobody who knows how powerful I am wants to give
me their name.”


“Why not?”


“There is a lot of power in a person’s name. Merlin
should have taught you that.”


“I have said those exact words to him a dozen
times,” Merlin grumbled. 


I didn’t remember hearing it, but that just meant I
didn’t write it down. 


Alice motioned to the mirror and it turned black.
“Hurry. I have to get home. And if you see my kitty, let me know.”









Chapter 11


As soon as we stepped through
the mirror, the cold hit me hard. I had adapted to the warm and humid jungle.
We walked for a long time, each step a little slower than the last. The cold
seeped under my robe and tried to make me feel hopeless. 


After a while, Merlin told us stories of the mischief
he and his childhood friend used to get into. I didn’t mention to Yuri that
Merlin’s friend was Gmork, a malevolent wizard who betrayed Merlin and held the
love of Merlin’s life prisoner. It was enough of a distraction to keep us from
getting depressed. 


The invisible monster didn’t attack us, so I figured
it had moved on. Finally, Yuri stopped in front of a mirror. Through this one,
I saw a white curtain. 


On the other side of the mirror, I entered into one
of the smallest rooms I had ever seen. The mirror consumed an entire wall. On
the wall to the left of it, there was a bench and hanging above that were two
metal hooks. There was no wall across from the mirror, only a white curtain. I
could hear women speaking on the other side of the curtain.


Merlin and Yuri joined me, filling every crevice of
the tiny room. “How are people supposed to sleep here?” Yuri asked, on the
verge of disgust. 


“This is not a bedroom,” Merlin answered. “This
is going to be a tough one.”


“A tough what?”


“Both of you will need to listen to me carefully
and if I say to run, you do it without arguing.”


“Run where?”


“We need to run?” Yuri asked. 


“If Merlin says so.” 


“If we are where I suspect we are, you are both
going to see some things that you have never even imagined. The best way I can
describe it is that it is magic from a new world. It will be more shocking to
you than the monochromatic world or Soenus, and you both have to act like
everything is completely normal. You have to pretend that you have seen it all
before.”


“You’re worrying me, Merlin. Where do you think we
are?”


He hesitated, as if he couldn’t bear the thought. “I
believe we are in a shopping mall.”


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin insisted there was no way to prepare us for
what we were about to see and said it was best just to get it over with. We
knew we had come through the mirror closest to the egg, so Zuras was probably
just as close. 


“Yuri, whatever we may see or fight out there, you
have to stay focused on the egg. Don’t get distracted or… killed. Merlin seems
really concerned.”


Yuri, being reasonable, drew his sword. 


“That is the last thing we need right now,”
Merlin said.


“No swords, then?” I asked. I had been just about to
transform my staff into a sword. Merlin shook his head and I told Yuri to
sheath his weapon. He did so, confused. We exited the room into a larger room,
which had another mirror, seven more curtains, and a door. 


“No dawdling, no taking in the sights. Go, now,”
Merlin said with great urgency. 


I gently shoved Yuri and the three of us rushed out
into… 


Chaos. 


Absolute chaos. 


It was obviously a dress shop, but the dresses were
on display all over the shop and it was crowded with women and loud noise was
blaring from the ceiling. One of the women saw us enter the shop and shouted
insults at us. 


We left quickly, but what we met outside was even
worse. It was a hallway, larger than any hallway I had ever seen in my life,
filled with people who were clearly in a hurry. These people came in all shapes
and sizes, wore the strangest clothing made of the strangest materials, and
carried items I couldn’t even comprehend. There were bags I could see through.
There was glass everywhere, and windows into shops. Windows indoors! 


Even the ceiling was glass. In the shops, the ceilings
were white, but there were beams of light in them, keeping them brighter than
they needed to be. I could see this through the indoor windows. The floor was
some kind of shiny white stone with perfectly straight black lines, while the
walls were less shiny white stone with less obvious black lines. It had more
white than Magnus’s castle, yet that didn’t convince me it was a place of light
magic. 


The noise alone was enough to put me on edge. I could
handle the noise a crowd made, even when they were yelling. This crowd included
numerous sounds not made by man or instrument. I asked Merlin what they were
and he explained that aside from chimes, beeps, and alerts, every store seemed
to be playing a different song. I argued that whatever was being blasted from
the stores was a weapon to a person’s senses, not music. 


If that wasn’t enough to give me a headache, the
smells were. Many were good, many were bad, but all of them together smelled
like rotten berries.


A woman passed in front of us and Yuri had to jump
out of her way. The unfortunate woman must have been extremely poor, for her
sparkly pink shirt did not cover her stomach and her blue trousers were cut off
at mid-thigh. I couldn’t imagine not having enough money to fully clothe
myself!


“She’s naked!” Yuri shouted, earning a glare from the
woman in question. 


The woman seemed to be more interested in the object
she held to her ear, though, than explaining her nudity to a stranger. The
object looked like a sheet of obsidian; black and reflective. 


“She is naked by choice,” Merlin explained.


“Well, that makes no sense.”


“I believe some women do that either to attract a
mate or to show males of her species that her body is hers to do with what she
will. I never could figure out which. From my dreams, I have deduced that it
has more to do with her father than money.”


“So, you haven’t been here before?”


“I have seen it in dreams, but I have never dared
to go to a place like this because their… technology does not mix well
with magic. Most importantly, you must not use magic in front of anyone unless
it is to save their lives.”


“No magic? Why not?”


“We got lucky on the last two worlds. On worlds
like this, magic can get you killed. I have been to planets with even greater
technology than this where magic is not outlawed, but they are rare and have
their own adversities. Focus on finding Zuras.”


I turned to ask Yuri where we should go, but he was
already gone. We quickly spotted him on the other side of the hall, standing
before a bar, which was not made of wood but some kind of colorful material. I
dodged people as politely as I could to reach him. 


“We have to find Zuras.”


“They have food. Don’t you smell it? It smells really
good.” 


“We can get food later.”


“It won’t take long,” Yuri insisted. 


“No, but it does take money,” the proprietor said. I
hadn’t even given him a real glance, but when I finally did, my attention was
drawn to his head.


“What’s wrong with his head?” Yuri asked, shocked. 


“It’s a hat,” the proprietor explained, obviously
insulted. 


I disagreed. The red paper, which was folded to mimic
a boat, could not possibly be confused with a hat. Hats protected people from
sunlight or rain. This was made of paper. It was for writing on. Unless he
wrote on his head, it had no business being there. 


“You two aren’t from around here, are you?” he asked.
I shook my head and his expression softened. “How old are you? Do you have
parents?”


“Doesn’t everyone have parents?”


“How long has it been since you ate?”


“Food?”


He rolled his eyes. “Yes, food.”


“It’s complicated.”


He grabbed a sheet of translucent, white paper,
opened a glass crate, and retrieved a piece of bread. “On the house. This time,
only, though, as a welcoming to our town.” He held it out. 


I took it, wondering why he had wrapped bread in
paper as if it was cloth, and asked, “What’s on what house?”


He laughed. “You’ll fit in fine here.”


“I really doubt that.”


“Give it a chance. You’ll never find another place in
the universe like White Hills.”


Yuri and I thanked the strange man and refocused on
looking for Zuras. 


“What a strange place,” Yuri mused after a moment.
“They use paper for hats and plates.”


“They use glass for cabinets and boxes,” I added. I
studied the bread the proprietor had given us, which was not a loaf like I was
used to. It was hard, so I figured it was pretty stale, but I wouldn’t
complain. 


“It smelled so fresh,” Yuri complained, disheartened.



“Well, you asked for it, and it was a gift, so deal
with it.” I took a bite and nearly choked as I realized it was fresher than
anything I had ever tasted in my life. And it was fantastic. Yuri tried to take
his half from me, but I jerked it away. “No, I was wrong. You’re a prince; you
shouldn’t have to suffer such meager gifts. I’ll eat it for you.”


“But I’m hungry enough to eat a tree.” He froze,
because he had almost walked right into a tree. “Why is there a tree inside?!”


“Is that really any weirder than the black-and-white
world or the---”


“Yes!” he interrupted. “That’s so much weirder!” 


To shut him up, I shoved a piece of the bread into
his gaping mouth and walked around the tree. I didn’t get very far before he
had caught up to me and was trying to steal the rest of my treasure. 


I froze when I saw something even stranger than the
tree in the middle of the hallway; there was a tiny hut with glass objects on
display. These objects represented all kinds of things, from animals to people
with wings, but what had caught my eye was a rose. It was only as long as my
hand, with delicate red petals, flawless green leaves, and sharp thorns. I
could see through it, but the glass was colored as naturally as a gem. 


“Is that for sale?” I asked the man behind the glass
display shelf. 


“It sure is.”


“It’s pretty, but we have more important matters,”
Yuri said. 


I was already pulling out my coin purse and decided
to ignore him. Realizing this, the man grabbed the rose and a small, black box
from out of sight. He carefully set the rose in the box. “Who’s the lucky
lady?” he asked. 


“What?”


“Who are you buying it for? You have that look in
your eye I see every once in a while. You aren’t really seeing the rose when
you look at it, you’re seeing someone who isn’t here, so that tells me it’s not
for yourself.”


“Kalyn.”


“Good name.”


“How much is it?”


“Twenty-nine, ninety-nine.”


“Um… I don’t know what that means.” I pulled out a
gold coin. “Will this work?”


He leaned on the glass shelf and pursed his lips.
“Oh, you’re one of them… why didn’t you say so? Yeah, a gold coin will
cover it and something else if it catches your fancy.” I handed him the coin
and he bit it. 


I reminded myself not to be surprised. On Caldaca, if
a wizard gave a proprietor gold, the proprietor trusted them because wizards
never lied. Here, they didn’t have such rules, so it made sense that he had to
check it.


I had just never had a stranger doubt my coin before.



Without a word, he slipped the coin into his pocket.
“Did you want anything else?”


I looked around and was about to say I didn’t, when I
saw a little glass bear. It was not a scary bear; it didn’t have claws or
teeth. In fact, it was smiling. “That one,” I said. 


He put the bear in another box and put both boxes in a
clear bag. When he handed it to me, I expected to feel fabric, but that wasn’t
what it was. It was smooth, indescribable. “Whoa.”


The man laughed. “Don’t have plastic where you’re
from, do you?”


“Is it some kind of leather from an invisible
creature?” I asked. 


“No, it’s a synthetic, man-made material. Have a good
day now, and welcome to White Hills.”


“Um… thank you.” It was a little creepy how accepting
he was. “Where’s the egg?” I asked, attaching the sack to my belt. 


“That’s what I was trying to tell you while you were
busy buying trinkets. I’m having a hard time figuring it out. This place is full
of magic.”


“But Merlin said… wait… where is Merlin?” In my
excitement, I hadn’t even realized his presence had disappeared from my side.
We looked in every direction, but he was nowhere to be seen. Considering he was
the only wolf we knew, it shouldn’t have been difficult to spot him in a crowd.



I was about to call to him mentally when someone
tapped me on the shoulder. Yuri and I both turned… and we both jumped. “You
have blue hair!” Yuri squeaked. 


The man just grinned, not offended at all. His hair
was short, spiky, and bright blue. “It came out great, right? I saw you two leaving
the women’s store with the wolf. You might want to go get him before security
does.”


“We can’t find him.”


“He’s in the comic book store.” 


“What’s a comic book store?”


 He pointed to a shop next to the one we had arrived
in. “Thank you!” I shouted, grabbing Yuri’s arm and dragging him with me. The
comic book store was a book shop, which I was excited about, except that the
books were not like those I had read. The shop was full of shelves, and every
shelf was stuffed with colorful books. Most of them had artistic drawings of
battles on them. I ignored my desire to study them and instead looked for
Merlin. 


I found Zuras first. He was in the back of the shop,
reading one of the books. It made sense why we had arrived where we did; there
was no mirror in here, except for a small one in the corner of the ceiling…
which I thought was a very inconvenient place to put it. 


Bookshelves in the middle of the room made it quite
difficult to maneuver. There were only three other people, but the room was
hardly large enough for one person to walk around comfortably. I motioned to
Yuri, who went around the other side of one of the shelves, effectively pinning
Zuras into the corner. He hadn’t spotted us yet, obviously completely
enthralled in his book. That, I could understand. 


There was also a white counter along the north wall,
which was covered in comic books and tiny, unrealistic statues of people in
weird clothes. Zuras could run behind it to bypass us, yet I was confident I
could curse him before he did. As if they sensed there was a battle coming, the
two other patrons put down their books and hurried out, leaving only the
proprietor behind the counter, Zuras, Yuri, and me. 


I met the proprietor’s eyes and he nodded to me, as
if he knew Zuras was an evil sorcerer and we were there to defeat him. There
was definitely something strange about this town. 


He pointed to the mirror and I looked up. It took a
moment for me to spot what he was trying to tell me; Merlin was crouched behind
the counter, watching Zuras. “I’m here,” I said in his mind. “What do
you want me to do?”


“For the moment, do nothing. If he looks up from
the book, distract him and draw his attention as far away from me as possible.”


Just then, a loud woman’s voice filled the shop.
“Between two and five, there will be a buy one, get one free event at the---”
the rest of the sentence was cut off by an annoying scratchy sound. Yuri and I
had both jumped. It was not the same voice from the black-and-white world. 


Zuras turned to us and his eyes widened with shock.
Merlin lunged at him, hitting him full-force in the chest and slamming him into
the wall. Merlin latched onto Zuras’s arm and pulled him away, throwing Zuras
to the ground with a jerk.


“Hey, man, no blood in my shop,” the proprietor said.
“Take it outside if you’re going to fight.”


Obligingly, Merlin let Zuras go. “He was after
something on Caldaca, the monochromatic world, and the last world. Ask him what
he came here for,” Merlin said. 


I glanced at Yuri, who was clutching his head in
pain. “What did you come here to take?” I asked Zuras.


“Nothing!”


Merlin growled at him. 


Zuras sounded afraid, not angry. “Why this world?
What is your plan?” I asked.


“To read… I’ve been trying to find this book for
months.” He pointed at the book on the floor, which he had dropped. “I’m not
playing around right now! I just wanted a few minutes to myself!”


“You stole from my parents!” Yuri yelled, bracing
himself on the shelf. 


“I didn’t target your parents, I just needed the
egg!”


“Why?”


“Because I---” Zuras gasped with shock and clutched
his head. 


“Not you, too!” I said. “Don’t tell us you hear
voices.”


Yuri dropped to his knees. “They won’t stop!”


Zuras let go of his head and reached into his pocket
while Merlin was distracted by Yuri. What he pulled from his pocket was similar
to the sphere of light that magicians made… except it was black. Instead of
being blindingly bright, it was blindingly dark, and consumed all light in the
shop. 


It was pure black in an instant. I heard Merlin
growling and snapping, and a couple of shelves were knocked over. 


When light returned, Yuri, Merlin, the proprietor,
and I were alone. The proprietor was hiding behind the counter, Yuri was
pushing a shelf off of him, and Merlin was half buried under books. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have done something.”


“Hindsight is twenty-twenty, young sorcerer. We
were all distracted by the possibility of answers. Neither of us was reminding
you to use magic.”


“It was a waste to come here; Zuras has probably
already found another mirror.”


“He ran pretty fast,” Yuri agreed. “He’s either found
another mirror or he’s far enough away that we won’t catch up to him before he
does. I can’t hear the voices.”


“I doubt Alice will help us again.”


“That’s okay. Zuras will come to us.”


“Do you think he’s that arrogant?”


“Regardless, he’ll be back… once he realizes he’s
lost something.” He pulled a small sack out of his pocket. It was one of the
sacks that Zuras had carried on his belt. “I was trying to get the egg, but it
was kind of dark.”


“It doesn’t matter. You’re right; he’ll return. Even
if it’s not vital to his plans, whatever they may be, he’s too arrogant to let
us get away with stealing it.”


“We need to get out of here now,” Merlin said.


“Where do we go?”


“I will explain on the way.” He led us out of
the shop and back into the hallway. We turned the corner and met another,
equally large hallway… and I froze. Merlin stopped with a sigh. 


“Is that a car?” I asked, pointing to the bright red
machine in the middle of the room. I ran towards it, trying hard not to bounce
up and down. It didn’t resemble the car from the previous world in any way, yet
I couldn’t imagine it being anything else. It looked like it was one massive
piece of curved metal. Some features were black and there was glass on the
front. There were windows into it, but they were too dark to see through, so I
assumed the car was bigger on the inside than the outside, since that was a
common effect on house windows when the houses contained that type of spell. 


“Yes, young sorcerer, it is a car, and no, you
cannot drive it.”


“Where’s the owner? I want to buy it.” 


“I doubt you can afford it,” Merlin said. 


A woman who had been walking past me overheard me.
“You can’t buy the car; it’s not for sale. You have to win it.”


“Oh! A tournament! That makes sense! What kind of
tournament?”


“Ayden!” Merlin warned. 


I realized what I was saying and blushed. “I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean to pester you.”


She laughed. “No worries. Welcome to White Hills. We
have all kinds here.”


“I don’t know what that means.”


“Talk to the sheriff. He’ll explain.” With that, she
walked away, leaving me more confused than ever.


“Is there a problem here?” a man asked, stopping in
front of us. “The dog can’t be in here.” 


He was a tall, muscular man with a tan shirt, dark
green trousers, a silver star on his shirt, and a belt overcrowded with black
gadgets. I wondered if any of them were like Zuras’s pistol-rays. 


“What’s a dog?” I asked.


His eyebrows lifted. “Oh. You’re one of them.
I thought I sensed it, but we have to be careful with strangers. Welcome to
White Hills.” He looked at Merlin. “You need to be more discreet.” 


Merlin nodded. Instead of panicking, the strange man
walked away.


“I understood none of that.”


“This is getting weirder by the minute,”
Merlin agreed. “We need to figure out what is going on here.”


“Maybe they know all about magic.”


He nodded thoughtfully. 


 


*          *          *


 


We walked outside into a field… except it was not a
grassy field. The ground was black and solid, more like rock than dirt, and
there were lines and shapes painted all over it in yellow or white. Yuri and I
hesitated to step on it, but it was solid. 


There were also cars everywhere, of unimaginable
colors, shapes, and sizes. Some were no bigger than the car I’d driven on the
other world, while some were larger than the gobrin that had chased us in the
car.


Merlin didn’t let us soak in the sights; he led us
off of the clean black ground and onto a faded gray ground, which had some
holes in it. This was a road, but it was much wider than those I was used to. I
realized that was because it was for cars instead of people, horses, and the
occasional cart. 


“Zuras is here for a reason, and it is not to read
a comic,” Merlin said. “He stole something from each of the worlds, so I
think it is safe to assume he is here to steal again. Furthermore, he would not
be here for any random magical item.”


“So, we need to find something very powerful.”


“Correct. Strangely enough, this town seems to be
swimming in magic energy, but there is one spot that stands out. Moreover, I
recognize the energy I sense from it.”


“It’s a person you know?”


“An old friend.”


“That’s… convenient.” 


“Not likely. This particular friend is prone to
hopping over the fire and into the pan.”


“What?” 


“Never mind.”


He stopped in front of a little shop. The entire
front was glass, although I couldn’t see into it. There were two signs on the
door. 


 


 


 


Sorry, 


We’re Open


 


Hours of Operation:


Mon – Sun


Whenever I feel like it.


 


 


 


“Is your friend… weird?”


“Yes. Yes, he is.”


Before I could try to open the door, a loud explosion
erupted behind us.









Chapter 12


The loud explosion included
sound and light, but when we turned to see what had happened, there was no
damage, only Zuras standing there. “How did you know I was coming here?” he
asked. 


“You’re not as clever as you think.”


He raised his hand towards the sky and clenched his
fist. I pointed my staff at him. “Make him into a bat.” 


Magic shot from my staff… and hit an invisible ward
around him. 


He laughed dramatically. “Your puny powers stand no
chance against Master Whirlwind’s superior mind!”


“Can you transform me into something big enough to
hurt him?” Yuri asked. He was sweating, but he wasn’t rolling on the ground in
pain. I didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. 


“The greater the difference in shape and size, the
harder it is, and it would take too much time.”


Zuras pulled another weather machine out of his
pocket. Once again, black lightning shot into the sky and storm clouds formed,
but it was rain, not black goo, that fell. 


“Is that really what you’re going with?” I asked. 


Zuras grinned. “Wait for it.”


Whatever “it” was, I definitely didn’t want to wait
for it. I wanted to stop him before “it” came to pass. I pointed my staff at
him and focused my willpower rather than my mind. In addition to summoning
Veðrgramr to save me, I could also call any nearby dragon for help. It didn’t
drain my energy like using my own dragon did. 


Instead of dragons flying in to save the day, three
cars, all with matching designs, stopped in front of the shop. Five men got
out, and they stood with authority I only knew sorcerers and kings to have. 


One of them held up a tiny black box to his mouth. “I
am Taylor McCoy, the sheriff of White Hills. If you don’t know what a sheriff
is, it means you do as we say or we shoot you.”


“Are you challenging me?!” Zuras asked. 


“I’m warning you.”


Lightning shot out of the sky towards him and… curved
out of the way. The man didn’t have a ward around him or anything; it was more
like the lightning was afraid to hit him. One of the other men drew a black
device from his belt that somewhat resembled Mr. Charcoal’s pistol. 


Zuras pulled a black ball out of his pocket and threw
it at the sheriff. Although his range was great, his aim was not; it struck the
man directly to the sheriff’s right. The black substance splattered on contact
and clung to him. 


“What is this gunk?!” the man asked, shocked. He
tried to move his arms, but it was sticky and kept growing to engulf him. Two
of the other men tried to help him. 


“Surrender yourself and I won’t shoot you. Continue
resisting and you’ll find yourself on the wrong side of a bullet.”


“What’s a bullet?” I asked Merlin. 


“I will explain later.”


Zuras pulled out another ball. 


“Zuras!” Yuri shouted to distract him.


Zuras glared at him. I told you my name is Master
Whirlwind!”


“If you would stop changing it, maybe we would
remember it.”


Zuras’s eyes darted between us and them, and then he
tossed the black ball aside. “I think this party is getting too crowded. Until
next time.” With that, he pulled a broom out of his pocket. 


A full-sized broom.


Out of his pocket. 


Then he threw one leg over the broom and flew up into
the sky, soon out of sight.


“Did he just fly away on a broom?” asked the guy to
the left of the sheriff. The man who had been struck by Zuras’s goo ball was
mostly freed with the help of his friends. 


“He just flew away on a broom.” 


“That’s a new one on me.”


“Who would have a magic broom?” I asked Yuri. “I
mean, who would look at a broom and say, ‘that looks comfortable to ride,’ and
then enchant it?”


“I know. That’s so weird.”


Movement behind us caught my attention and I turned
to see the shop door close and the top sign flip over slowly. 


 


 


 


Go away,


We’re Closed


 


 


 


“Boys, I don’t suppose you have some answers for me?”
the sheriff said, approaching us leisurely. He even walked like a sorcerer; he
was confident and expected people to respect him without question. He was a middle-aged
man, average in size and build with dark brown hair and narrowed gray eyes.


“Why would you suppose that? Everyone has an answer
to something. They may not be the answers to your questions, or what you want
to hear, but I have lots of answers.”


One of the other men laughed and Taylor looked slightly
less suspicious. That was good. Slightly. 


“What can you tell me about our friend?”


“Your friend? I’m sorry, I’m new here, I don’t know
about any missing people.”


Yuri punched me in the arm, not hard enough to hurt.
It was actually a lot like what Thaddeus had started doing. “He means Zuras.” 


“But he said it was his friend.”


“He wasn’t being serious.”


“Oh.” I turned back to the men. “His name is Zuras.
He’s evil and he stole something and we need to get it back.”


His eyes narrowed again. “You boys… have parents,
right?”


“Is there a shortage of parents on this world?” I
whispered to Yuri. He shrugged. “I thought everyone had parents,” I answered. 


“I mean, do I need to be speaking to your parents?
Are you of legal age to be questioned?”


“Is it illegal to talk here?”


Now two of the men behind Taylor started laughing.
The sheriff was not amused. “This is serious. It’s not illegal to question
minors without their parent’s permission unless I’m arresting you, but I’m not
going to question you if you’re runaways. Do your parents know where you are?”


“No, I doubt they do, but we didn’t run away.”


“How old are you?”


Yuri shrugged as I answered, “Older than I look and
younger than you’d think.”


“What?” Yuri asked me. “That makes no sense.” Then he
addressed the man. “I’m five months older than I was a month ago, so I’m not
sure how old I am anymore.”


The man rubbed his forehead the same way Merlin did
when I was giving him a migraine. 


“I am getting too old for this. Please tell me there
is someone else with you who I can talk to.” He said it slowly, as if I
couldn’t understand what he was saying. 


“Sure. You can talk to Merlin,” I said, pointing to
Merlin, who was peering into the windows of the store. 


“Thank goodness. Merlin, are these two old enough to
be questioned?”


Without looking, Merlin answered, “Old enough, yes.
Mature enough, I highly doubt it.”


The man looked relieved to have an answer rather than
shocked that a wolf spoke. He pulled out a small book and started writing on it
with a strange pen. 


“Do you have a lot of talking wolves here?” I asked. 


He laughed. “In their wolf form? No. I’ve never met a
shifter who could speak in his animal form.”


“Shifter? You have shapeshifters here?”


He stopped writing and stared at me. “Yes. Like your
friend here.”


“No, Merlin’s not a shapeshifter, he’s a… well… I
can’t say.”


“I am a wizard,” Merlin said instead.


The man nodded and started writing again. “I see. And
what’s your name?”


“Merlin.”


He stopped writing and looked at him. “Funny. I’m
serious.”


“As am I.”


“Named after the Merlin, I presume.”


“I am the only Merlin I know.”


That seemed to shake the man up a little, but he
continued writing. “And your names? If you say what I think you’re going to
say, I will flip out.”


“Flip out of what?” I asked.


“I’m Yuri Romanus, he’s Ayden Rynorm. Can we go now?
We’re running out of time.”


“Time to do what?” he asked. Yuri didn’t answer.
“You’re after the dragon egg, right?”


I gaped at him. “How did you know about that?”


He sighed. “You really don’t know where you are, do
you?”


“We’re in White Hills. People keep welcoming us. It’s
creepy.”


“Magic, shifters, vampires, and everything else
supernatural is kept a secret on our world. White Hills has become a sort of
sanctuary, where we can be ourselves without being hunted down with pitch
forks.”


“You have magic?”


“Not much. I’m more similar to a shifter. I take it
you’re a wizard?” he asked. I nodded hesitantly. “People wander into our town
occasionally, so you need to be discreet with magic, but no one here is going
to discriminate against you for it.”


“Are you saying that we happened upon the one town on
an entire planet that accepts magic?” Merlin asked. 


“We were following Zuras. He must have come here on
purpose.”


“To steal something from this shop,” Merlin
said in my mind. 


“Now that you know you can speak freely,” the man
continued, “I have to ask you some questions. The easier you answer them, the
faster you three can get on your way. What does Zuras intend to do with the
dragon egg?”


“I don’t know.”


“Why is he here?”


“I don’t know.”


“Where can we find him?”


“I don’t know.”


“You’re not being very helpful!”


“Neither are you! I don’t know! We got here a little
while ago and came straight to this shop from the mall. We’re trying to save
the egg. That’s all I know about the matter.”


He closed his book and put it away. “We’ll find him.
Stick around until we can put him behind bars.”


“And you’ll give me back the egg?” Yuri asked. 


“Not a chance. The egg will stay with us, where it’s
safe.”


“It’s safe with me!” The prince was angry, and I
wondered who he was channeling, because the man in front of us didn’t look
angry. Because of that, I wasn’t expecting Yuri to try to grab my staff.


“Whoa, slow down. Wait.” I pushed him away from my
staff. “We’ll get it back before they do.”


“You can take it from Zuras and we’ll just confiscate
it from you. It doesn’t matter to us how we get it.” Yuri tried to respond, but
I shook my head. He fell silent. The men got in their trucks and drove away.
“They don’t realize we can go back to our world as soon as we have the egg. Let
them think we’re on their side until one of us gets our hands on the egg. Right
now, Zuras is our enemy, not them.”


“You really are a sorcerer.”


“When I want to be. What is it you took from Zuras? I
never got the chance to ask.”


He pulled the sack off his belt. “I forgot to check.”
He took the object out. Our eyes met, both of us confused. “Was it a trick?”


“It had to be. Who would go through all that trouble
for a bottle of ink?”


 


*          *          *


 


We went inside the shop. There were five bookcases,
piled high with everything I would expect to see in a magic room. There wasn’t
any strange technology, only bottles of potions, potion ingredients, books,
crystals, precious stones, and small boxes. 


The shop was so small and cramped that I could barely
squeeze between the bookcases, which were sticking out from the left wall.
Along the right wall was a glass cabinet, full of rings, coins, and wooden
plaques with sigils etched into or painted on them. There was only a small isle
between the bookcases and the counter. Against the far wall was an old reading
chair. Next to the chair was a small table with a lit candle upon it. 


The reading chair was occupied by a middle-aged,
slender man with shaggy brown hair and silver eyes. He paid us no attention
until Merlin approached him and sat. After a moment, the man lowered his book
and smiled brightly. “It’s good to see you again, Merlin. You were a little
taller the last time.”


“And you were older,” Merlin said aloud. 


The man shrugged. “It happens. Time, age, sanity…
it’s all so fickle.”


“I see that you left magic behind, like you said you
would,” Merlin said sarcastically.


“I did get out. I clawed my way out three times. But
every time I thought I was free, someone from my past would latch onto my ankle
with his cold, wet hands and pull me right back in.”


“Power is addictive,” Merlin said. 


“It was never about power.”


“It was about knowledge, and knowledge is power. You
have not changed, Ascelin.”


“What are you here for?”


“We’re following a dark wizard named Zuras who stole
a dragon egg. He stole things on other worlds and then he came here. Upon
detecting your magic, I assumed he was after something of yours. Do you know
what that might be?”


“I might have a few ideas. Who are your friends?”


“Ayden, my apprentice, and Yuri. This is Ascelin
Ares, an extremely powerful and dubious acquaintance I have had the great
displeasure of being friends with.”


“You flatter me, Merlin.” Ascelin smiled at me and
explained. “When you go back and forth in time, it can be difficult to keep
track of what people know and don’t know. I have made the mistake of saving
Merlin before he needed saving and then missing the actual opportunity to help
him.”


“Yet he insists on being friendly when we do meet and
that makes it very difficult to break his nose.”


“You’d be surprised how well that defense works.”


“Now is not the time.” In my mind, Merlin said, “Do
not give Ascelin any information about yourself, not even your last name or the
world you come from.”


“I recognize that name,” Yuri said. We all looked at
him. 


Ascelin smiled. “Oh, did we meet before?”


“No, I just heard someone say your name.” His eyes
conveyed the strain it took for him to remember. “It was one of the voices. One
of them said the name, but I didn’t think anything of it.”


“Have the voices said anything else that you can
understand?” 


“No, not really.”


“What do you mean, ‘not really’?”


He shrugged. “I’ve heard other words I thought were
nothing. One in particular was said a few times, but it didn’t make any sense.
It hadn’t really occurred to me that it could be a name until I heard
Ascelin’s.”


“What was the word,” I asked. 


“Rheim.” He shrugged. “It’s probably nothing,
though.”


From Merlin’s mind, I could feel that it was very
important. Because we spent many months were I was the only one he could talk
to and we were often speaking to each other privately, we also sensed what each
other was thinking and feeling. Aside from complete shock and confusion, Merlin
was hopeful.


“Is he another person you know?” I asked. “Can he
help us?”


“Oh yes, I know him.”


“Why do we keep running into people you know?”


“It is intentional, and now I know why. I know why
I recognize Zuras, and why we keep encountering people from my past. It is for
revenge.”


“Revenge? Who’s trying to get revenge?”


“Rheim was my apprentice around fifty years ago.
He was left on my doorstep when he was six with nothing more than a letter from
his mother and the clothes on his back. He had been the sole survivor of a
plague. I thought he was mute, because he didn’t speak for a year. His mother
was a student of mine and begged me to teach him. I did.”


“What went wrong?”


“Before he started talking, I taught him to read.
He loved books. I would tell him about other worlds and that was when he spoke.
He couldn’t get enough stories. He was a good child, always willing to do more
than his fair share of work, but when he was sixteen, he fell in love with a
girl who was friends with the wrong crowd. He was always the first person to
take a risk or jump off a cliff, so to speak, to impress her. She reveled in
his affection and that of every other boy in the village. She never cared about
any of them, though, and when he was the first to admit his love to her, she
laughed in his face and said that he was too poor for her.”


“Ouch.”


“So he burned down her house.”


“Oh.”


“I tried to be reasonable. I tried to see things
his way. We moved and I was willing to forgive his actions, but he was never
the same after that. He refused to see the good in anyone, thought they were
all laughing at him. I was not his father and had no way of helping him to
understand that he had to be better than the girl who had broken his heart.”


“Did he hurt others?”


“Not that I could prove. He no longer took pride
in his work. Over the years, he distanced himself from me emotionally. He
believed he could not trust anyone, not even me. He wanted to learn more,
faster, and what he wanted to do became darker and darker. He stopped caring if
he hurt anyone and became arrogant and impatient. When he was twenty, two girls
went missing in our village. I asked him if he knew them and he lied to me, so
I told him he needed to make his own way in life. He wanted to stay and continue
training. He promised that he would do his work and never lie to me. I wanted
to believe him, but it was too late.”


“That was tough for both of you, but you did what you
thought was right. How could he seek revenge on you?”


“It is impossible for someone to see reason while
holding a grudge. Holding a grudge against someone is like drinking poison and
expecting the other person to die. I believe he never forgave the girl who
broke his heart and since I was the one who abandoned him, he turned that
hatred on me.”


“So he sent Zuras to get a dragon egg on Caldaca? How
could he have known you would be there or that we would come looking for the
egg?”


“To answer your second question first, that is the
part I have not figured out. The first part is easy; no, Rheim did not send
Zuras after us. Rheim is Zuras.”









Chapter 13


“What could Zuras be after?”
I asked. 


Ascelin shrugged. I sell everything magical except
one-of-a-kind artifacts. Anything I don’t have, I can tell you where to get
it.”


“Your selection does not look all that impressive,”
Merlin said. 


Ascelin laughed. “I wouldn’t keep the good stuff on
display. I display the standard craft, ritual, and new age supplies, some good
starter grimoires, and a few classics. It would be irresponsible to put out the
dangerous stuff.”


“It is irresponsible to sell it at all.”


“So I’ve been told. You could spend a month looking
for what he wants or you can ask Zuras yourself.”


“That’s hard to do when he’s trying to kill us,” I
argued.


“That may not be a problem now that we know who he
is,” Merlin said. “There have not been many apprentices of mine who I distrusted,
but I was cautious. If I felt like one of my apprentices were a danger to me or
others, I embedded a sort of failsafe in them. Rheim was one such apprentice.
We simply have to draw him somewhere and trap him there.”


“This place will work,” I said. 


“I don’t remember agreeing to that,” Ascelin argued.


“Well, thank you for letting us do it anyway. What do
we need?”


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin showed me how to create the trap while Yuri
gathered the ingredients. Ascelin said he had things to do and disappeared into
the tiny room behind the bar. From the glimpse I got of it when he opened the
door, I saw that there wasn’t even enough room for him to sit. 


We didn’t have the necessary floor space to make the
trap inside the shop, so we made the entire shop the trap. Of course, he would
be in a room full of magical supplies, but I trusted Merlin to know what he was
doing. 


As I was painting sigils on the window, a man
approached us. “Hey, a weird guy came up to me on the street and asked me to
tell you to find him.”


“Find him where?”


“I don’t know, man, he just said to find him. I
wouldn’t do it if I were you; the guy was creepy.” He left. 


“It’s a trick,” I said. 


“Of course it is. He wants us away from the shop
so that he can get whatever it is he came for,” Merlin said. 


“What do we do?” 


“Look for him.”


“Why are we going to do that?”


“Because he is not actually going to expect us to.”


“I’m confused.”


“You usually are. Zuras is not an idiot. He will
expect us to stay here, but by saying that he is waiting for us, we are
supposed to expect him to stay away. Knowing him, he will leave the egg with
some minor trap so that Yuri will not detect his approach. Thus, if we leave,
we will be able to get the egg.”


“While he gets whatever it is he came for.”


“Yes, he will get it, but if the trap is set, he
will be unable to escape with it.”


“What bugs me is that you said you haven’t seen him
in fifty years, and he clearly isn’t fifty years old. Are you sure he’s not the
son of your apprentice?”


“There is a very high chance of that. But no, he
is not. He is definitely Rheim.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


“Get back to work.”


 


*          *          *


 


After finishing the trap and explaining the new plan,
Yuri led us across town without any hesitation. That freed me up to be
distracted by every amazing thing we passed, from the displays in the shop
windows to the odd behavior of the people around us. A lot of people were out
walking wolves of all different shapes, colors, and sizes. When I asked why the
wolves were on leashes, he explained that they were not actually wolves but
domesticated descendants of wolves, called dogs. They were bred by people for work,
hunting, competition, or simply to be companions. He said that wolves preferred
the company of other wolves, whereas dogs preferred to be with people than
their own kind. 


“That’s strange.”


“It is, yes, unless you consider a person’s
nature. The most basic instinct of any and every creature, no matter how
primal, is to procreate. I believe, however, that a person’s most basic desire
is to love and be loved.”


“You told me a long time ago that the most basic
desire is to be important.”


“Wow. You were actually listening?”


“No, you made me write it down.”


“Nevertheless, the two are related. If you are
loved, you are important to someone. People who feel loved also feel important,
whereas those who are important do not necessarily feel loved. That makes love
the most preferred emotion. Consider your mother. She has never been loved, so
she fights tooth and claw to be important, even if that means everyone hates
her. The problem with that is that when you do not hate her, she is no longer
important. Thus, she will never be important enough. Now consider Nimue. I love
her and she knows it. She never has to fight to feel important because she
knows she is. That is enough for her.”


“Okay, that makes sense. But we were talking about
wolves and dogs.” 


“Yes, we were, and we still are. It can be
difficult to get enough love from another person, so some people seek it
outside of their species.”


“And wolves don’t love people?”


“Not like dogs do, not naturally.”


“What about Vinr?”


“He did not love me. We were friends and I know he
appreciated what I did for him, but there is a difference. That is why there
are as many worlds with dogs as there are with wolves, although most of them
look more like wolves than… that,” he said with a grimace as we were
passed by a person and a dog. The dog could not be mistaken for a wolf, as it
was the size of a kitten, bald, wearing a pink sweater, and had a sparkly pink
necklace. 


“What did they do to that poor rat?!” Yuri asked,
having not heard Merlin’s explanation.


The woman glared at Yuri, highly offended. I had to
side with Yuri, though; I couldn’t believe anyone would shave their dog. Then
after she had walked away, I realized my mistake and felt extremely foolish.
“Yuri, that was rude!”


“What?” he asked.


“That animal was obviously ill!”


He blushed with shame. “Oh, you’re right. She had
even tried to make it feel better by giving it clothes. I must have hurt its
feelings. We’re here, though.” He pointed out a huge house with fifteen doors.
“Why are there so many doors? Is it a trick?” Yuri asked. The front wall was
wide, two stories tall, flat, and light brown, with eight doors on the second
floor and seven on the first. There was also a set of metal stairs leading to a
balcony in order to access the doors on the second floor.


Merlin shrugged when we both looked at him for an
answer.


“Maybe it’s fifteen houses squished together,” I
suggested.


“This place is definitely stranger than the other two
worlds.”


Merlin and I nodded our agreement. “Try to find which
house… or door… we need to use to get the egg. We started at the farthest door
to the right and headed down the walkway. Soon, Yuri stopped and backed up to
stand in front of one particular door. “It’s this one. I can feel it strongest
here.”


I tried the door and it opened into a room. There
were two beds and a nightstand between them with a strange lantern on it.
Beside the door was a large glass window, covered by a thick red curtain. On
the wall across from the beds was a set of furniture I really didn’t have time
to figure out, because of the spider webs. 


Because of the spider webs in every corner that were
each as tall as I was. 


On the far side of the room, there was a door. Next
to the door was a large mirror over a wide shelf. The egg, identical to the
gobrin egg Zuras had tried to fool us with, was placed carefully on a pile of
clothes. 


The instant Yuri shut the door behind us, a dark
shape burst out from the spider web and landed in front of me. I screamed. 


“What?” Yuri asked.


At that point, I realized it was only a spider, which
had long, thick, furry brown legs and a sturdy brown body. Its body only came
up to my knees, although if it reared up, it would have been taller than
Merlin. I finally caught my breath and sighed with relief. “I’m sorry, spider.
I thought you were a rabbit. Oh, you gave me such a scare.”


“Your girly shriek scared me,” Yuri said. 


“Okay, wait, stop, back up,” Merlin demanded aloud.
Yuri and I both stepped back, confused. “Not literally! I get that you are not
afraid, young sorcerer, because it seems like something sorcerers would be used
to, but how is Yuri not wetting himself over a giant spider?”


Yuri was now very confused. “Why would I be
frightened of a spider?” he studied the spider.


The spider studied him. 


I think the spider was more confused than we were.


“It could be venomous.”


“So?” I said. “It’s only deadly if it bites us, and
spiders only bite if you scare or harm them.”


“Wait, what? Spiders bite?” Yuri asked, taking a
hesitant step away from the spider.


Merlin’s answer was quite inappropriate and not the
least bit helpful. The spider, however, seemed to remember at that point what
his job was; he attacked. 


I smacked it out of the way with my staff. The spider
hit the wall with enough force to leave a hole. “Ayden!” Yuri admonished.


“I’m sorry! The wood here must be extremely delicate!
I didn’t hit him that hard.”


Another spider appeared out of nowhere and landed on
Yuri’s shoulder. As it reared up to sink its hand-length fangs into Yuri, I
aimed my staff at it. “Stone,” I said, directing my magic. Energy struck the
creature and turned it to stone. It slipped off Yuri’s shoulder and shattered
on the floor. 


“I guess they really do bite.” He wobbled and grabbed
his head. 


“I’ll get the egg. You go outside.”


He shook his head and squinted his eyes with pain.
“No. I can get it.”


I could have gotten it just fine, but he sounded
determined. He wanted to prove to himself that he could do it. I didn’t want to
take that away from him. As he struggled to make his way across the room, I
fought off two more spiders that tried to eat us. Whether he was immortal or
not, spider venom probably wasn’t much fun to live through. 


Yuri made it to the egg, grabbed it, gasped, and
closed his eyes.


“Does it hurt?”


“No! I can still hear the voices, but it doesn’t hurt
anymore. It feels… calm. Safe.” 


Although he still had the sack Zuras had handed over
the gobrin egg in, he didn’t look like he was in a hurry to put the dragon egg
away.


When I turned to leave, I saw something familiar on
the nightstand and picked it up. It was a stack of paper that was glued
together, but what was interesting was the hawk painted on it with light blue
ink. It was the same as on the letter Kalyn had said I wrote to her. 


I could be slow to understand things, but I wasn’t an
idiot. “I did write it.”


“What?” Merlin asked. 


“I’ll explain on the way. We need to get to a magic
mirror.”


“I know where to find one.”


 


*          *          *


 


It was night by the time we returned to the magic
shop, and the sign said it was closed. When I pulled the door handle, it
wouldn’t open. “What do we do now?” I asked. 


“Knock loudly on the door with your staff and say,
‘Trick or treat.’”


I did so. There was no answer. “Is that a magic
phrase or something?” I asked.


“No, I have just seen it work and always wanted to
try it.”


“What if he’s not in there?”


“He should be… but I do not sense him. That
is worrisome.”


Yuri knocked on the door and said, “I have the dragon
egg. Let us in, wizard.”


The door opened. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”
Ascelin asked. “Let’s see it.” We entered and he shut the door behind us.


“Where is Zuras?” I asked. He pointed to Zuras, who
was crumpled on the floor between two bookshelves. “What happened to him?”


Yuri checked his pulse. “He’s alive.” Then he kicked
Zuras in the stomach. “Good and out, though.” He had to be channeling Ascelin. 


“His ego got the better of him and he thought I
wouldn’t put up a fight when he tried to break our deal,” Ascelin said. 


“What deal?”


“First, let me see the dragon egg.”


“You can’t touch it,” Yuri said defensively. 


“I didn’t ask to touch it, I asked to see it.” Yuri
pulled the egg out of the bag and hugged it tightly to his chest. Ascelin
studied it thoughtfully. “Yes, I can see why he wants it. That has to be the
most beautiful dragon I’ve ever seen. You’re lucky, Yuri Romanus.”


“Do you mean the egg is beautiful?”


“What?” he glanced at the egg again, less closely,
and shrugged. “Sure, the eggshell is fine. It’s kind of like a geode.”


“Now, tell us what deal you made with Zuras and why.”


“I had to.” He sat heavily in his chair, as if he was
much older than his appearance let on. “I was perfectly happy with my magic
shop, not interfering with anyone, when Zuras showed up out of the blue and
stole my ring. I cannot let my magic be used for such nefarious purposes, so I
made a deal with him to get it back.”


“Why?” Merlin asked. “You could have defeated him on
your own easily.”


“I am not as powerful as I once was. I have…
settled.”


“I highly doubt that.”


“Nevertheless, I agreed to give him what he wanted in
exchange for my ring. That way, no one would get hurt.”


“What did he want?”


“Three very unique items. So unique, in fact, that I
only had one. He wanted a very special paint, so I told him where he could find
it. He wanted a very special paintbrush, so I told him who could make it for
him. And third, he wanted a very special book, which I told him I would give to
him after he got the other two artifacts.”


“What about the egg?” Yuri asked. 


“He got that on his own. I had no part in it.”


Unlike with Zuras, I didn’t know if he was telling
the truth or not. “We know about the paintbrush, but it’s still strange. Why
would Zuras want a paintbrush and paint?” I asked. 


“I wondered that myself.” 


Yuri pulled the bottle of ink out of his pocket. “So
it wasn’t a trick? This is paint, which he got on the black and white world?” 


“Yes. It will never run out and can become any color,
mid stroke. Colors you have never even heard of.”


“So… Zuras wants to paint a lot?”


“Didn’t those books he was looking at have drawings
in them?” Yuri asked. “Maybe he wanted to paint in them.”


“I still don’t see why he went through all the trouble
for magic paint and a magic brush. Does he want to make his own books?”


“What book is he after?” Merlin asked. 


The wizard pointed at the book on his table and I
went to it. It was a massive, old, black leather book with a portal embossed on
the front. I opened it to somewhere in the middle and knew immediately that
this book was trouble. 


“This is one of the oldest and best grimoires on
portals that has ever existed on any world,” Ascelin said. “In addition to
keeping a detailed diagram of every portal known to man, it also explains quite
a bit about the world, its magic, and the beings there. So much knowledge in
the wrong hands could be a disaster. He could set Nyarlathotep loose on
Angadine or Cthulhu on Caldaca.”  


“Then why would you give the book to him?” Merlin
asked. 


“My ring is even more dangerous, and I’m the only one
who can keep it from hurting people. He didn’t want to make the trade, though;
he wanted to take my book and refused to hand over my ring. Besides, I doubt
Zuras could summon a carrot let alone a Great Old One or one of the Ancients.”


“I’m really lost,” I said.


“So am I,” Yuri added.


“He is saying that if the wrong person gets that
book, they could use it to cause chaos on numerous worlds.”


“Then why not destroy the book?”


Ascelin’s eyes widened with horror. “How could you
say that? This book is precious.”


“Give it to us to keep safe,” Merlin said in
my mind. 


I repeated the order to Ascelin, who shook his head.
“No. Not until I have my ring. If you get it from him and return it to me, I’ll
give you the book, but if he brings it to me first, I’m giving him the book.
Unlike him, I don’t go back on my deals. Unfortunately, he didn’t bring the
ring with him.”


“What’s the plan?” Yuri asked. 


“Our plan does not change,” Merlin answered. “Unfortunately,
he does have to be awake for it.”


“Wake him up.”


“Shouldn’t we prep the spell first?” Yuri asked.


“Merlin just has to say it. Zuras should be
sufficiently trapped. Our job is to prevent him from killing us long enough for
Merlin to say the incantation.”


“I have to say it three times,” Merlin
reminded me.


That didn’t seem too hard to me. “What’s the
incantation? If something happens to stop you from speaking, maybe I can do
it.”


“I made sure it only worked for me, in case one of
my apprentice’s enemies found out about it.”


“How do we wake him?”


“Why not just kill him while he’s unconscious?”
Ascelin asked. 


“Because that’s not what we do.” 


Ascelin scoffed, as if that was a ridiculous answer.  


“You’re not channeling him, are you?” I asked Yuri.


“No. Now that I have the egg, I seem to have better
control over it. When we returned here, I was, but I have since been able to
pull myself out of it. I feel… calm. I can sense the personalities of everyone
in the room, but I’m not feeling them myself.”


Ascelin selected a vial from one of the shelves,
uncorked it, and held it under Zuras’s nose. A moment later, he closed it and
stepped away. 


“What was that for?” I asked. 


Before he could explain, Zuras jerked up as if
someone had burned him. “What happened?” Then he realized he was surrounded by
his enemies and climbed unsteadily to his feet. He also spotted the egg Yuri
was holding. “How did you defeat my terrifying tarantulas?”


“Terrifying? Was that supposed to be a trap? I
thought you had just wanted to surrender, but you couldn’t figure out a way to
do it.”


“You were supposed to stay here.”


“So that you could surprise us. We know. That’s why
we didn’t stay here.”


“How did you find other people I knew?” Merlin asked
him. 


Zuras gaped. “Did your wolf just talk? How long has
he been able to talk? Why isn’t anyone else freaking out over the talking wolf?
Am I the only one who heard him?”


Yuri looked at me. “He’s honestly confused and a
little frightened.”


“Wait, so you don’t know who the wolf is?” I asked. 


“I assumed he was your familiar.”


“Then it’s a coincidence?”


“Or it is a trick,” Merlin said in my mind. 


“Should we tell him who you are?”


“Not yet.”


“Are you working with Alice?” I asked. 


“Who?” Zuras asked. 


“Probably not, then. Where did you get the ability to
speak so many languages?”


“I made a deal for it.”


“A deal with who?” 


“Not a who, a what.”


“What does that mean?”


“You’ll never know.”


“Ask him what he wanted the paint and brush for.”


I did, and Zuras nervously told me that it was none
of my business.


“He’s afraid,” Yuri said. 


“You don’t know anything!” Zuras insisted. 


Ascelin’s expression showed that he thought we were
insane. “How can you stand in front of your enemy and just talk?” he asked. 


We were trying to get answers out of him. That turned
out to be a bad idea. While Yuri and I were distracted, Zuras got his bearings
and whipped out a folded net. 


“Olani vamelom mad odlonshin, Rheim, niis oiad
fetharsi olora,” Merlin said aloud. 


Zuras ignored him and threw the net at me. As I held
out my staff, Yuri jumped in front of me. It instantly unfolded and engulfed
him. Yuri collapsed. When I tried to help him, he said “I’ve got a sword; I can
take care of this.” The net had thick strands that were obviously squeezing
him. Soon, it would cut into his skin. 


“Olani vamelom mad odlonshin…” This time, Merlin had
to dive behind the counter to avoid one of the black globs that Zuras threw. “…
Rheim, niis oiad fetharsi olora.”


I pointed my staff at Zuras. “Sárr.” I knew the word,
but I wasn’t a hateful person. I didn’t want to cause pain, even to my enemies.
Although I wanted him to be punished, I couldn’t wish harm on him enough to use
dragon magic to debilitate him. Fortunately, I had other methods. “Distract
him,” I said to the staff. Merlin had warned me to stop using vague orders with
my tools, because that encouraged them to interpret my commands unpredictably.


Zuras’s clothes disappeared. 


Zuras screamed. 


Ascelin cringed. 


Yuri gagged. 


I looked to Merlin, who was trying very hard not to
comment. “Finish it,” I said. It did no good for me to distract Zuras if the
distraction also prevented Merlin from focusing. 


Merlin nodded and said, “Olani vamelom mad odlonshin,
Rheim, niis oiad fetharsi olora.”


Zuras dropped to his knees and heaved. Out of his
mouth spewed dark gray smoke. 


“Are you killing him?” Yuri asked, sickened. I felt
pretty queasy myself. 


“Magic is a beautiful thing, but his has been
tarnished beyond recognition.”


When it was over, Zuras was weakened. “What did you
do to me?” he asked. 


Merlin went to him. “I have told you that there was a
price for magic, Rheim. Consider this your payment and go in peace.” 


Zuras looked up at him and his eyes widened with both
hope and horror. “Merlin?”


“How is it you did not know it was me?”


“I couldn’t sense your magic. I’m sorry, Merlin. I
was wrong. I didn’t want to hurt anyone!”


“But you did.”


“No! I never hurt anyone! I just scared people!”


“What about those two girls in our village. Remember?
I asked you if you knew what happened to them and you said no. You were lying.”


Zuras opened his mouth to argue, then reached into
his pocket, only to realize what Merlin had done to him. 


“No! No! Give me back my magic! It wasn’t supposed to
be this way! I was going to have everything! I was going to have an entire
world with superheroes and supervillains! It was going to be amazing! I never
would have hurt anyone outside my world.”


“That does not erase the damage you have already
done.”


“I didn’t hurt Sheena and Teres.”


“You lied to me.”


“I had to. They made me promise to keep their
secret!”


“What secret?”


“Sheena’s father was going to marry her to another
boy in the village. She didn’t love him, she loved Teres, so I helped them run
away.”


Merlin looked shocked. He frowned, trying hard to
detect a lie that wasn’t there. Finally, he said, “You need to stop running and
hiding from your past. You can only be forgiven if you learn to forgive
others.” 


“You don’t know anything!”


“Why did you take the paint and brush?”


“I had to.”


“Why?”


“They were supposed to be---” He clutched his head
and cried out in pain.


“Calm down, Rheim, and tell me what is happening. Is
someone hurting you?”


Yuri, who had finally freed himself of the net,
groaned in pain. “Stop yelling!”


Zuras continued shrieking. I pointed my staff at
Zuras. “Do I do it?” I asked Merlin. 


After a moment of hesitation, Merlin nodded. 


I transformed Zuras into stone. He couldn’t feel pain
or regret in that state. Afterwards, I levitated him outside and wrote a sign
for the sheriff to take him. He would revert to a person after a while, but he
wouldn’t have the magic to hurt anyone. 


“Now all we need is some floor space and paint.”









Chapter 14


When Ascelin offered to
protect the magic paint, Yuri refused to hand it over.


When I offered to protect the portal book, Ascelin
refused to hand it over.


There wasn’t a lot of trust between us. I wasn’t
particularly concerned that Zuras still had the brush, since he didn’t have the
other four things he was after. Merlin, on the other hand, was worried that
everything seemed too convenient and coincidental. 


“If you find my ring, send it to this address,”
Ascelin said, handing me a folded note.


“What does it look like?” I asked, slipping the
letter into my pocket without checking it.


“The band looks like the body of a silver snake
wrapped around the finger twice. The head of the snake is the setting for a
black star sapphire, which is trapped within the snake’s fangs. 


“Are we going to call Alice again to get home?” Yuri
asked. 


“No. I trust Merlin’s magic over Alice’s, so we’re
going to use a regular portal. We just have to find a place large enough and
private enough.”


Ascelin disappeared into the back, saying he was
making room for a portal. I wanted to tell him there was no way the tiny space
would accommodate a portal, but I didn’t want to insult him. 


The portals Merlin taught me to make were wide enough
for ten people to stand in. They had to be to fit all of the sigils inside the
pentagram and between the inner and outer circle. The combination and placement
of sigils determined the world it opened on. It could even determine the time. 


“So I can go back to when I left and save my mother
all that misery?” Yuri asked when I explained it to him.


“No,” I answered before Merlin could even begin. “If
you go back to a time before we went to rescue you, it would create a paradox
that would eat the world.”


“Tear the world apart,” Merlin corrected me.


“And it would tear the world apart.”


Yuri looked horrified. “What’s a paradox? How do we
kill it?”


“We can’t kill it, we have to make sure it isn’t
created by following its rules.” I did the best I could to sound like I knew
what I was talking about. In Merlin’s mind, I asked, “Is that right?”


“Close enough, young sorcerer.”


“I’m going to be a king someday, so I will make the
rules,” Yuri said. Despite his bravado, he had gone pale when I explained what
the paradox was. 


“That doesn’t help us right now. We have to go back
to sometime after we left.” I looked at Merlin again and he nodded. 


“Yuri is holding something back,” Merlin said.



“What are you not telling us?”


Yuri glanced between us nervously. “The voices are
quieter, calmer, but I still can’t understand most of them. She keeps saying
one word over and over.”


“Who does?”


“I don’t know. I hear at least three people. I can’t
make out much, except one keeps saying ‘paradox’ and I didn’t know what it
means.”


“Is it warning you that there will be a paradox?”
Merlin asked. 


“Oh!” I pulled out the stack of paper. “I need to
write a letter to Kalyn.” Then I blushed. “I can do that afterwards, though.”


“No, young sorcerer. A paradox is too great a
threat to risk creating. Write your letter before we get interrupted,”
Merlin said. 


“Does anyone have something to write with?” I asked.
Yuri checked his pocket and shook his head. Without my bag, I didn’t have many
supplies. 


Ascelin, who had come out of his room to set some
books on the table, handed me a silver pen with black metal on the top and
bottom. It wasn’t like any pen I’d ever used, but I didn’t want to make a fool
of myself, so I pretended that I knew how to work it. “Do you have ink?” I
asked. 


Ascelin laughed. “Underdeveloped worlds are adorable.
The ink is inside the pen. Just write as you would if you were dipping it in
ink.”


I decided not to comment. The idea seemed so simple,
yet impossible to implement. How did they keep the ink inside? “Merlin, I
don’t think I like this world. Does it make me an idiot to not understand this
stuff?”


“No, young sorcerer. You were not taught because
your world follows the way of magic. The simplicity of your world’s technology
may make people who grew up in a later time laugh, but it is more conducive to
magic. Furthermore, I see beauty in it.”


I quickly wrote my letter exactly as I remembered it written
and folded it. “I need a magic mirror.” Ascelin pointed to the table, where a
handheld mirror was now right beside the book. “That wasn’t there before.”


“No, but you asked for it. What’s your point?”


Merlin stopped me and made me show the letter up to
the mirror. The words didn’t make any sense. Merlin explained that I had to
write it again, to make it match the mirrored letter perfectly, or it would
come out wrong. 


I did as he said without arguing, and it took a long
time to rewrite it. After several bad attempts, I showed my effort to the
mirror. In it, it looked like my original letter. “How can that be?”


“When you send a message through a mirror, it is
reflected. Mason and Alice were smart enough to read the letters you wrote in a
mirror, but I doubt Kalyn knows anything about mirrors.”


“How does that work? She doesn’t have a mirror.”


“It has to go through a magic mirror. If you send
it through a dream, it has to come out a magic mirror. If you send it through
one, it can appear in front of someone out of thin air. If neither of you have
one, it will not work.”


Deciding not to respond, I pointed my wand at the
mirror and said, “I need to see Kalyn Goldom… before she goes to the Romanus
castle.”


The mirror immediately changed to show Kalyn sleeping.
She was in a forest, resting on wildflowers, and from the dim light, I guessed
it was sunrise. Her dark red hair was accented by the deep purple flowers
around it.


“Ayden,” Merlin said. 


I had been staring at her for a while. “Oh, sorry.” I
tossed the letter through, hoping not to wake her, but the image vanished and
returned to being a mirror before I could see where it landed. 


“It’s ready for you,” Ascelin interrupted, coming out
of the back room. 


“What is?”


“The portal. You’re going to have to paint the code
for yourself, though.”


I went around him and opened the door… to find that
the room was massive. “How?” I asked. 


“How what? I said I would make some room. Did you
think I was lying?”


It was now a magic room that could put my mother to
shame. It was larger than her cabin had been. There were shelves and desks
lining the walls, covered in magical tools, potions, and ingredients. In the
middle of the room was a pentagram that glowed blue surrounded by an inner and
outer circle that both glowed red. 


“It would be easier if they were white, but that’s
amazing,” I said. 


Ascelin pressed a white panel on the wall next to the
door and the lines turned white. “So innocent,” Ascelin muttered as he turned
and walked back to his reading chair.


“How did you know to draw that?”


“That design is the root of many spells, not just
portals. I use it all the time. Keep the pen. I have plenty.”


“Thank you.”


I lit a few candles and set them around the circle in
order to see my work. The light of the circles and pentagram actually came from
carved lines in the floor. It was something in the floor that was glowing. 


Merlin found a jar of white paint on one of the
shelves and had me paint the sigils using it. Merlin had made sure I knew the
code for Caldaca in case we ever got separated on another world. Unfortunately,
we never got to the actual traveling part, so I had lost hope I would get to
see other worlds. 


“The last time we did this, you focused on finding…
you… and I focused on finding… well, you. How do we do it this time?”


Merlin smirked. “Who do you most want to see again?” 


“Um… I don’t know,” I lied. 


“Is that so?” He was not buying it. “In that case, we
need to decide where to go first.”


“We need to get to the Rynorm family so they can help
Yuri with his egg.”


“I want to go home first and see my mother,” Yuri
argued. 


“I don’t have the energy to transport all three of us
from your castle to the Rynorm family.” 


“Ayden, I need to see that she’s safe!” he insisted
forcefully.


“You really weren’t raised like normal wizards. Your
mother must be extremely brave. I can focus on Kalyn. She’s the only one at the
castle I know enough. Is there anything we should do here before we go home?” I
asked Merlin


“There is no time to waste!” Yuri insisted. 


“There will be time for traveling later,” Merlin
said. “Right now, we have a prince to return and a dragon egg to hide.”


“The portal’s ready.” 


We all stood inside it. This was Yuri’s first time
traveling through a non-mirror portal. I cleared my mind and imagined seeing
the night sky full of stars. I visualized the stars aligning themselves with
the glowing lines. Then I unleashed my magic. I had done this enough times that
my magic knew what to do, yet not enough that it was second nature. Thus, I
wasn’t startled when my energy was immediately sucked into it. The portal began
pulling on my magic forcefully. Although I wasn’t doing physical labor, my body
reacted as if I was; I started sweating and breathing harder. 


 


*          *          *


 


There was no point in trying to predict what
situation we would interrupt. I didn’t know if we would appear in the middle of
a crowd or alone with Kalyn… possibly during her bath… or if the king and queen
would be there. I didn’t know what they would say if two people who looked
identical to her son appeared. 


The last thing in the world I expected was to appear
in Yuri’s bedroom with Kalyn (in her natural form) on the chair while Thaddeus
and Mason sat on the bed. 


But that was what happened. 


“Welcome back, Ayden, Merlin. And this is Yuri, I
presume?” Kalyn stood and approached us. 


Yuri blushed. “Yes. I’m Yuri Romanus, prince and only
heir to the Romanus kingdom.” He reached out to take her hand, but I
accidentally stepped between them. 


“Before we get into that, what are you two doing
here?” I asked. 


Thaddeus and Mason stood. “You asked us to come,”
Mason said, pulling a letter out of his pocket. The first thing I noticed when
he handed it to me was that it had the same blue hawk as the note I had sent
Kalyn. Unfortunately, I couldn’t read a word of it. 


“This is extremely unhelpful.”


“You’re the one who sent it to us.” He walked over to
a familiar object, covered by a familiar sheet. When he pulled down the
familiar sheet, it revealed his familiar magic mirror. He used it to show me a
reflection of the letter. 


 


 


 


Mason
and Thaddeus, 


 


The
Romanus castle on Ademora is under attack. Kalyn is there disguised as the
prince, Yuri Romanus, who looks exactly like me. It’s creepy how much he looks
like me. Anyway, please help Kalyn. She’ll explain more.


 


Ayden


 


 


 


“The castle is under attack?” Yuri asked. 


“It really is creepy how similar you two are,”
Thaddeus said. “I can’t tell you two apart, and your my brother. The clothes
and staff are the only giveaways.”


“What do you mean?” Kalyn asked. She studied me
closely, and then gave Yuri the same scrutinizing gaze. “How are they similar?”


We all gaped. “How are we similar?” I asked. “I
can’t tell us apart.”


She scoffed. “Silly Ayden. I’m a magician. We don’t
see with our eyes.”


“That makes no sense.”


“I’ll explain later.”


“She’s right,” Mason said. “We need to focus on the
battle.”


“Other than the fact that I wrote it in my letter,
why do you think the castle is under attack?” 


“The kingdom spies have warned us.”


“What about the seer?” I asked. Every kingdom had at
least one seer.


“He went into hiding when we lost magic,” Yuri said.


“Why would anyone want to overthrow this kingdom?”


“Because the Romanus kingdom is unbelievably
wealthy,” Yuri said. “I don’t mean just the castle, either. There is no poverty
or hunger here. Everyone has immediate access to a fantastic mage, a large
family of elementalists keeps the crops in excellent condition and provides
delightful weather, a warrior family keeps everyone safe, and our land is
teaming with gold and precious jewels. If that isn’t enough, my parents are the
most loved king and queen I’ve ever heard of, so they receive more gifts than
they know what to do with.”


“You just said you have warriors. Why can’t they deal
with it?”


“They’re not really good for that kind of thing.”


“How are warriors not good at being warriors?”


“They keep the peace between our own people and they
fill in for guards sometimes, but they aren’t official guild members and they
aren’t prepared for outside attacks. Relying on them was how I got killed in the
first place. We need to protect the castle ourselves.”


I nodded. “Kalyn, Mason, and Thaddeus, you stay here
and protect the castle. Yuri, Merlin, and I will go to the Rynorm family.”


Only Yuri disagreed. “We can’t leave!”


“We have to protect the dragon egg. You’re immortal
for as long as it’s safe, but you’re also powerless. You can stay here, but I
need to get the egg away from the battle.”


He carefully pulled the egg out of the bag and held
it to his chest again. “I know you’re right, but I don’t want to give it up.”


“Why do you have to be the one to take him to the
Rynorm family?” Mason asked. “You would be more help here.”


“Because I’m a Rynorm. They’re more likely to help me
than you or Th… Kalyn.”


Thaddeus glared. “Kille Rynorm is my father as much as
he is yours.”


“Yes, but you haven’t met them.” The only reason they
tolerated me as one of them was because I was a Sjau. Shaerl wanted a Sjau in
her family and was willing to overlook my Dracre lineage in order to get what
she wanted. I highly doubted they would do the same for Thaddeus.


“It’ll be fine,” Mason said, trying to keep the peace
as usual. “You can get there, stick the egg somewhere safe, and get back before
sunset.”


“It’s going to take a little longer than that. I
don’t know how far Kalika is and transporting three people twice will be
difficult enough. I wouldn’t be able to fight afterwards.”


Mason grinned knowingly. “You won’t have to.” He
pointed to his red, sparkly boots.


“They suit you,” I said reassuringly. Merlin and I
had found them and gave them to him as a gift. I had no idea why he was
bringing them up, but I was glad he liked them. 


“You never bothered to figure out what they were, did
you?”


“They’re boots.”


“They’re more than that.” He stomped his right foot
and vanished. Thaddeus wasn’t surprised. “Aren’t they neat?” Mason asked,
appearing right beside me. 


I did what any sane person would do; I shrieked and
jumped back, crashing into Yuri. Thaddeus laughed hysterically. I was not
amused, and neither was Yuri, who had landed on his back in order to protect
the egg. I helped him up and we both checked the egg over, trying to hide our
mutual embarrassment. 


“Does he do that often?” Yuri whispered. 


“You mean, be a jerk or vanish?”


“Both.”


“No. I think Thaddeus is rubbing off on him.” 


Merlin said something in another language and I was
positive I didn’t want to understand it. Mason and Thad finally got themselves
under control and Mason removed his boots. “Take these. Anyone and anything
you’re touching will be transported with you. I don’t know how much they can
handle, because I haven’t had a chance to do much practicing with them. Use
them just like you would your wand when transporting yourself. Imagine the
place you want to go and stomp your foot. They will do the magic for you so it
doesn’t use up your energy.”


“Impressive.”


“I know. I’m so smart.” 


“I meant the boots.”


“I know. I meant me.”


“You have been spending way too much time with my
brother.” To change the subject, I gently took Kalyn’s arm. “I’ll be ready very
soon, I just want to talk to Kalyn for a moment alone.”


Thaddeus muttered something that made both Mason and
Merlin laugh. I was positive I didn’t want to hear it. 


In the hallway, I detached the plastic sack from my belt.
“I saw these on one of the worlds I was on and they made me think... of you… I
mean, I thought you might like them.”


She studied the plastic. “It’s very pretty,” she said
genuinely, poking the box gently through the clear material. 


“No… you can have the plastic, too, but your gifts
are inside.”


She found the opening and pulled out the boxes.
Holding them in one hand, she carefully folded the plastic as if it were a
treasured shirt, and put it in her pocket. I took the smaller box so that she
could open the larger one and she gasped when she saw the rose. “That’s…”


“I know it’s weird for me to get you anything. I
mean, we were enemies a year ago, but…” 


She shook her head and put her hand over my mouth.
After a moment, she looked up at me from the box and said, “It’s not weird.”
Her voice was slightly different, as if she had trouble speaking. “If you
apologize, I’ll hit you. I love it. I love roses, but I hate that the moment I
pick it, it dies. This one never will. Thank you.”


Then she kissed me. This time, it was longer than
either of the previous ones. When she pulled away, there was some hesitation in
her eyes. “What’s wrong?” I was certain I didn’t screw up; I hadn’t done
anything at all.


“It’s not you. It’s Sven.”


“Gross.” That killed my mood in an instant. 


She sighed. “That came out wrong. I don’t want to
ever feel under someone else’s control again. I don’t think I can trust
anything I feel… ever again. I know you don’t understand.” 


I laughed. “I don’t? I was under the raven’s curse
when we met. I yelled at Merlin. I had been slowly losing control over myself.
Merlin was the one who made me see it, and even then I couldn’t fight it.”


She thought about it for a while before nodding and
reaching for the other box. When I pulled it away, she frowned at me. 


“I think I should save this one in case I ever upset
you.”


“How could you upset me?”


“I’ve been told, on occasion, that I can be
stubborn.”


She smirked. “That’s not always a bad thing. And you
think that whatever is in that box will make me forgive you?”


“I know it will.”


She laughed. “In that case, you better not get hurt
at the Rynorm house. I want you to come back safe and give me that box.”


“Nothing is going to happen. I’ll be there and back
before you know it.”









Chapter 15


We appeared in a small valley
between two mountains. There were huge boulders rather than trees sprinkled
randomly across the field. In front of us was my grandmother’s home. It was
made of thick logs and had a large covered front porch. Windows on either side
of the door were completely black. It did not look big enough to house eight
adult men along with the head of the family, but it was larger on the inside. 


The Rynorm family was unusual in that all of the sons
stayed near the home to help with the dragons instead of living far away with
their wives and children. Kalika was a cluster of islands, so the sons could
live nearby while also giving their wives the space they needed from Shaerl
Rynorm. Although she was kind to me, it was only because I was a Sjau. None of
her sons’ wives were good enough in her opinion, and she could be extremely
domineering. My father was the exception; his wife was so vile that he was sent
away, despite the fact that Shaerl had forced him to marry her in the first
place. 


“I might not have told you everything you need to
know about my family,” I said to Yuri. 


“I know how sorcerer families work.”


“I doubt you know how this one does.”


A scuffle behind us made us turn to see my oldest
uncle, Malaki. He wasn’t one of the largest men I’d ever seen, but his posture
warned of danger. His rust-colored eyes were a stark contrast to his short
black hair. 


I was more concerned with the scene unfolding behind
him. He glanced at each of our faces before heading past us towards the house.
“I’d warn you not to bring strangers to the Rynorm home, Ayden, but if you’re
anything like your father, you aren’t even listening to me at this moment.”


“What? Did you say something? Why are a unicorn and a
dragon playing in your yard?”


The dragon was young, standing no taller than me,
with dark blue scales and light blue eyes. He had small horns on his head and a
spike on the end of his tale. The unicorn was pure white with a silver mane,
silver hooves, and pearlescent horn. He wasn’t as large as the only other
unicorn I knew, which gave me the impression that he was an adolescent. 


“What did you expect them to do? Fight?”


“No… but there’s a unicorn at the home of sorcerers.
Why?”


“Unicorns dislike sorcerers, but not as much as they
dislike dying out. After your team saved Caldaca from the black star and
your mother, a lot of magical creatures are afraid. Every single one of them
dropped a notch in the food chain.”


“Why?” We followed him into the house. 


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 chandelier hung high, covered in dust from neglect. Instead, a
walk-in fireplace crackled lively on the east wall. Above the fireplace were
rows of paintings, each with one or more members of the Rynorm family. 


Two large, durable couches and three chairs 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. 


“Because dragons are regaining their numbers every
day. Whatever you did, and I don’t want to know what it was, you saved the
species. Since the black star vanished, at least three female dragons have
hatched a day.”


“Female dragons?” 


“It stands to reason that when we defeated
Baltezore, we broke his curse,” Merlin explained. 


“Okay, that makes sense. But why are so many females
hatching?”


“Because dragon eggs are neutral gender before they
hatch, so they can be hatched male or female depending on necessity,” Merlin
explained out loud.


“Oh, you can talk now,” Malaki said. “Good on you.”
He sat at the dining room table, where two other Rynorm sons sat, each reading
books. I wasn’t sure if I’d met them or not, since the Rynorm sons all looked
extremely similar. 


A cold draft was the only warning before my father
stepped into the room through the doorway on the opposite wall. Although he was
the youngest Rynorm son, wasn’t as muscular as a warrior, and was technically
the runt, he was stronger than a sorcerer needed to be. His hair was black and
short, adding to the severity of his face. His jaw was angular and closely
shaven. What people noticed first was his eyes, which changed colors with his
mood. They were a coppery rust color at the moment. 


“I did not give you the Rynorm name for you to bring
your problems to us,” he said by way of greeting. He might have been the one
person in my family who wouldn’t smother me in my sleep, but he was definitely
a sorcerer. He was also someone people naturally knew not to talk back to. 


“I haven’t brought my problems to you. I brought you
a dragon egg. I figured you’d be pleased.” 


He barely glanced at the egg. “Not hardly. We can’t
take that egg.”


“Why not?”


“I’m not sure. Ask it.”


“It’s an egg. It can’t talk. Even if it hatched, I
thought hatchlings can’t talk.”


“You aren’t getting any faster at learning, are you?”


“Didn’t you say Zeustrum was your smart son?” one of
his brothers asked him. 


“Yes,” my father answered easily. “But Ayden defeated
all of his brothers, so that makes him my best son.” 


“Thank you? Why can’t you take the egg?”


“I already told you,” my father said helpfully.


“What he is implying is that the egg doesn’t want to
stay with us,” Malaki explained. 


“How can you tell?”


“When you spend your entire life around dragons, you
learn to sense their desires.”


“Like when they want to eat you. It helps to detect
that before they actually attempt it,” one of my uncles said. My father and
Malaki nodded their agreement. 


“Well, what does the egg want?”


Both my father and Malaki tilted their heads as they
studied it. Finally, my father shrugged. “It’s pretty content where it is now.”


“It wants to hatch,” Malaki argued. 


“It’s not that keen.”


Malaki rolled his eyes. “You are just like Father.
Put it in the fire then. If it hatches, I’m right, and you have to give me your
gold Greska grimoire.”


“Fine. If it doesn’t hatch, I’m right, and I get to
sell your first born.”


“Fine, but not until she has the baby.”


“No, you don’t get to add contingencies! You either
bet or you don’t.”


Malaki stared at the egg again. “I’m out.”


“Fool. Of course it wants to hatch. I just wanted to
watch you back out of a deal.”


“Go back to your wife and leave us alone.”


“I’ll go back to your wife. She deserves a
treat for putting up with you.”


“Can we get back to the egg issue?” I asked.


“What issue? Hatch it or take it with you. It makes
no difference to us,” Malaki said. 


I took the egg from Yuri and set it on the table. “We
have stuff to do. I like dragons, but I’m not a dragon trainer and I’m not
doing another dragon-related quest for at least a month. If it has a problem
being here, it can take it up with you when it hatches. Goodbye.” Yuri tried to
grab the egg, but I held him back. 


Malaki laughed. “He’s got his mother in him, too. No
one can stand up to a Rynorm like a Dracre.”


“I’m not a Dracre and I have no mother.”


“And no one can hate a Dracre like another Dracre,”
my father said. 


“I am not leaving my egg here,” Yuri insisted.


“Just to protect it so that we can go defend your
castle.”


“The egg wants to stay with me.”


Before I could respond, the egg rolled off the table.
I shouted and tried to grab it, but I was too slow. It hit the wood floor and
rolled past me. There was no visible damage whatsoever. Yuri tried to grab it,
but it dodged him. “What’s happening?” I asked.


“It really wants to hatch,” Malaki answered. 


The egg rolled across the living room and into the
fire. “Okay, that’s obvious.” Almost immediately, it started hatching. “It’s an
impatient little one.”


Two tiny dragon paws reached out of the egg and
pushed the edge of the eggshell away. “That is so cute that I’m going to be
sick,” I said. 


Yuri was the one who crouched by the fire, though. He
easily reached into the flames and helped the dragon peel the eggshell off. He
didn’t say a word, but he did smile when the deep red head popped up. 


“Congratulations, it’s a girl,” Malaki said. 


Yuri jerked his hand back and clutched his head in
pain. I had no idea how to help. When I tried to go to him, my father put his
hand on my shoulder to stop me. I knew if I struggled, his grip would become
painful. 


“Are the voices hurting you again?” Merlin asked. 


“I see… I’m seeing something I don’t understand.
There’s a hole in the sky and a cave that’s lit with liquid fire. You’re there,
and Ayden, I think, or me. I can’t tell. It’s blurry and it hurts.”


“The hatchling is trying to tell you something. You
need to let her do it.”


“It hurts!”


“I know. She knows that and she is not doing it to
hurt you. She is doing it because you need to know. Listen to her.”


“What if she hurts him accidentally?” I asked. The
hatchling was squirming out of her shell, clearly exhausted by her efforts. Of
course, she was probably tired from rolling herself off the table and into the
fire. 


“Don’t interfere,” Malaki warned. “None of us know
what is happening. This is something new.”


“Switch with me,” Merlin said. “I can help
him.”


I nodded, undressed, and sat across from him. Merlin
wasted no time and because he was in such a hurry, the spell went quickly. It
was also more painful. When it was done, I was panting and achy. Merlin dressed
in my robe and got to work on helping Yuri immediately. 


Yuri, who hadn’t witnessed the shift, asked Merlin
who he was, while still clutching his head in pain. The hatchling had made it
out of her shell by then and was flexing her tiny, underdeveloped wings. As she
did, her pristine scales seemed to turn from rich red to deep purple, and then
to brilliant blue in the light. Ascelin had been right; she was gorgeous. 


I didn’t see any sign of horns. If a dragon could
look feminine, she would be the example of it. Even newly-hatched, she moved
with uncoordinated elegance, which was a strange phenomenon. She was slender
and it looked like her wings would be narrow when they were fully developed.
The hatchling scampered to the prince and hopped onto his chest. 


Merlin put his hand on Yuri’s head, which the hatchling
did not approve of; she snapped at him and, when that didn’t scare him off, she
exhaled an adorable puff of smoke. 


“Settle down,” Merlin said gently. “I am trying to
help him.”


She reluctantly let him help and focused her
attention on staring at Yuri. When Merlin put his hand on Yuri’s head again,
his gold eyes glowed a moment before he closed them. Soon, Yuri stopped
cradling his head and relaxed a little.


“What’s going on?” I asked. 


“Hush, young sorcerer. We will discuss it later.”


Yuri flinched a few times, but otherwise remained
motionless, as if asleep. Soon, Malaki and my father lost interest, and
insisted I leave Merlin and Yuri alone. They showed me to a room. It was
nowhere near as fancy as my room at Magnus’s castle or Yuri’s, but I preferred
it. Like Sebsan’s inn, it was designed to be functional, not lavish. It
contained two sturdy beds with dark blue bedclothes, a chest, and a writing
table. There wasn’t anything personal in it because it was meant for Shaerl’s
visiting grandchildren or step-daughters, and Shaerl made it quite clear they
were not welcome to stay long enough to unpack any possessions.  


I wondered if being a Sjau warranted me an extended
welcome in addition to the special treatment I already received, but I never
bothered to ask, both because I didn’t believe it did and also because I didn’t
really want to stay. 


Soon, Merlin brought in Yuri, who was conscious, but
only barely. Yuri got into one of the beds and the dragoness curled up on his
chest. Merlin and I returned to the dining table. As we ate, surrounded by four
of the Rynorm sons and Kalage, Shaerl’s husband, Merlin explained. 


The voices Yuri had been hearing were mostly the
dragon’s. He had not been able to understand them because she had not learned
to speak to him gently. In a way, it was similar to how Merlin and I talked in
each other’s heads, and that was intentional. He had also been hearing through
the dragoness’s ears before she had hatched, so the other voices were of people
who spoke around the egg. Only once she hatched could she explain everything
that he was and why.


When Merlin and I were in the volcanoes with
Baltezore, the special dragoness had been watching us. After she absorbed the
power of the ancient, she knew that more dragonesses would be born, and because
people have not changed their ways, the hatchlings would be hunted. 


She came up with the plan to create dragon guardians.
Yuri was only one of them, but he was the first one to find his dragon. This
was an experiment; if it worked well, more would be created. 


These dragon guardians were chosen from those in the
cusp of death and given immortality so long as their dragons were safe. They
were each bonded to an un-hatched dragon that would fit the best with them. To
encourage them to find their dragon, they were temporarily stripped of all
power except their immortality so that they could focus on listening to the
dragon’s call. Once their dragon hatched, they gained back their magic. They
could also share magic and speak telepathically with their bonded dragon. 


She had seen how well Merlin and I worked together
and based the bond between the dragon and guardian on us. Hearing this made me
a little sick, because that was a lot more pressure than I was prepared for. 


Of course, all this was explained to Yuri through
visual messages rather than words, since the hatchling was still learning to
communicate herself. 


“We can train the new dragon guardians to raise and
care for their dragons,” Kalage volunteered. “Shaerl will welcome them.”


“Where is she, anyway?” Merlin asked. 


“We woke up this morning to find every adolescent and
adult dragon leaving, only saying that they were not fond of snow.”


“This is summer.”


“Yes, it is. Shaerl is trying to find out what is
actually going on with them. Even the youths and hatchlings are acting
strange.”


“Did the dragoness say anything about why Yuri and
I are identical?” I asked. “Is it because of our bond? Are there
a dozen other immortals out there who look like me?” 


“What a frightening thought.”


I rolled my eyes. “I was hoping one of the dragons
could tell us, since they always know everything, but if they’re gone…”


“Is there a seer on Kalika, by any chance?” Merlin
asked. 


“With dragons here, there’s hardly a point,” Malaki
said, “but Lodeki’s wife is one of the most powerful seers there is.” He
pointed to my second oldest uncle. 


Lodeki nodded. “She only comes home to see the
dragons. I would get more attention if I had married my bed. At least it’s
there to come home to at night. She and the dragons have private meetings. She
so powerful that she can’t even function when she has a vision.”


My blood ran cold. “He can’t mean…”


“Does your wife happen to be---”


“What are the odds?” Lodeki interrupted, gesturing to
the door. 


Merlin and I both turned. “Hello, Merlin, Ayden,”
said Desandra Lenore. She had long white hair and kind blue eyes. Her face,
while symmetrical and pleasant, was soft and pale. 


I met Dessa when I was a child and had since thought
of her as a friend. It never bothered me that her advice was always cryptic
until Merlin and I started learning about the Sjau. That was when she started
sending us on quests and keeping information from us. That was when I started
feeling used by her. 


Now it made sense; she was married to a sorcerer. She
was never my friend to begin with. 


“How could you not tell me you were married to my
uncle?” I tried to ask. It ended up going through my mental connection
instead of out loud, so Merlin asked her for me.


“Lodeki has nothing to do with us or my visions.”


“Okay, I’m only a little offended by that,” Lodeki
said. 


“I married him because he works with dragons,” she
continued as if she hadn’t heard him.


“Okay, now I’m a lot offended,” Lodeki amended. 


“And because he’s a lot of fun to be around and not
hard to look at.”


“Okay, I’m not offended anymore.” He rose from his
seat, kissed her on the cheek, and headed for the door before she could say
anything else. “I’m going to quit while I’m ahead.”


She ignored him, as if he hadn’t been in the room at
all. “I wish I could answer all of your questions, but it would do more harm
than good,” she said.


Merlin shook his head. “I comprehend that more than
most people. Ayden, however, sees things differently, which you should
understand. He has never held anything back from you and sees it as a betrayal
that you cannot return the favor. If you came here to visit with him, he would
forgive you, but I suspect that is not the case, is it?”


“No. I have come to explain some things, though.”


“Then you are an associate or ally, not a friend. You
need to stop pretending to be his friend and he needs to get over the fact that
you are not one.”


I wanted to defend her, but Merlin was right, as he
usually was. I wouldn’t have been nearly as upset with her if I thought of her
as someone who occasionally had answers rather than someone I was supposed to
trust and could be myself around. 


“I know why Yuri and Ayden are identical.”


“Why is that?”


“I caused it. I foresaw everything that happens here
and on the other worlds. I selected the egg I knew Yuri would be bonded to and
told Shaerl that the Romanus family would come for it. Then I went to Magnus and
Livia and instructed them to make a special potion, which I brought back to the
Rynorm family for Yuri’s mother. Before Yuri was conceived, I went to Ravindra
Romanus and Kelseym Haywood, and I told them they needed to go to the Rynorm
family and protect the egg. There, they were also offered the potion, which
Ravindra took.”


“And the potion made Yuri look like Ayden?” Merlin
asked. 


“Yes.”


“For what purpose?”


“Haven’t you thought it was odd that everyone keeps
talking about your destiny, but not Ayden’s?”


“I do not hold the same faith in ‘destiny’ as people
seem to think.”


“Well, they can be dangerous, especially when the
wrong person can see it. I had to protect Ayden and Yuri both from the wrong
person interfering with their destinies. By making them identical, I concealed
them. No one can see what their destinies are, not even dragons. It protected
Ayden from Baltezore more than you can know and it will protect Yuri time and
time again in the future.”


After dumping that monumental information on us, she
said she had to smooth some ruffled feathers and left. 


Merlin and I returned to our room to check on Yuri
and absorb what we had learned. We reverted to our normal forms after a while
to rest, but when Yuri woke, disoriented and defensive, we switched again so
that Merlin could communicate easier with him. Also, I preferred to be a wolf
for a while. It felt more natural than being a Rynorm.


 


*          *          *


 


Yuri was still resting when I sensed the mood of the
entire house change. Shaerl Rynorm had returned. I could sense her magic as she
made her way to the room. She had rust-colored eyes and long, braided black
hair draped over her shoulder, accented with a ruby necklace. Her facial
structure was softer than her sons’, but the aura of power around her was
strong enough to warn anyone that she was dangerous. 


“Hello, Merlin, Ayden. It’s good to see you two
again. And he must be Yuri Romanus, one of the new guardians of dragons.”


“How in the world can you tell them apart?” Merlin
asked. “You have only seen Ayden once, and they are identical.”


She laughed. “They aren’t alike to us. Let me explain
how I see people.” She gently grabbed his shoulders and turned him to face away
from Yuri. “Describe Ayden.”


“He is blond, blue eyes, about five and a half feet
tall, a bit thin, could do with a haircut.”


“Now describe Yuri.”


“The same. Yuri’s hair might be a tad shorter.”


“That is because you’re not from Caldaca.” She turned
him back to Yuri. “Ayden has told you that the appearances of people from
Caldaca are not deceptive. So what does Yuri’s appearance tell you about him?”


“That he is a wizard and therefore selfless and best
at defensive magic.”


“But what about his appearance tells you he’s kind?
Is it his hair, his face, or maybe his eye color?”


“I suppose. I am not a fair judge, because the same
rules do not apply on other worlds.”


“The problem is not the rule, the problem is that you
are looking for physical tells, of which there are none. I look at Yuri and I
see that he’s lost. He lost his magic, his home, his comfort, and his
mortality. Instead, he has gained a purpose, and he won’t get anything else
back until he accepts it.” 


“How do you see that?”


“That is the way everyone from Caldaca sees people, though
some focus on the wrong things because they were secluded growing up or because
their minds will not let them see the world as it is.”


“How is that different from Ayden?”


She looked at me and smiled. “Ayden has not lost his
home; he found it.”


“Ask her what she knows about the immortals.”
He did. 


“I know less than you do, I’m afraid. This is a new
concept even to dragons. The Sjau are the bridge between people and dragons,
the protectors of Caldaca itself. Magic was returned to Caldaca after you killed
the black star, but it was not the same. These new dragon guardians are not the
only change we will see.”


“Should we tell her about the dragoness that took
over for the ancient dragon?” I asked.


“Do you trust her enough to tell her the most
powerful secret of Caldaca?”


“I don’t know. You know her better than I do. If I
was a proper sorcerer, I would hold onto the information until I needed to
trade it for something.”


“It is what she would do. However, it is your
secret to share with who you choose.”


“I’m not her. The other Sjau might also be sharing
the secret and I don’t want my grandmother to be the only one who doesn’t know.
Tell her.”


He nodded and did as I asked. Shaerl listened
thoughtfully. “Thank you for telling me,” she said when he was done. “It
comforts me to know our magic is in the hands of a dragon.”


“Why?”


“Because I believe in dragons. I trust them not to
make mistakes.”


“Baltezore was a dragon and he would have killed us
all.”


“I always accepted the fact that we could lose magic.
I was prepared. The black star was even prophesized. Although it was
prophesized to be the death of magic, I think we have more now than we ever
did.”


“Do you mean that people are more powerful?”


“I mean that Yuri is just the beginning. I believe
that with a new dragon, it stands to reason that she will change the rules of
magic itself. It is possible— probable even— that there will be new types of
magic users on Caldaca. Maybe they have yet to be born, or perhaps people are
already discovering their magic has changed. Who knows what powers Yuri will
have now that his dragoness has hatched?”


“Why do you think anything will change?” 


“Aside from the fact that change is the way of life?
Aside from the fact that there has already been change? The dragons have
foreseen it. There will be people who can bend minds the way elementalist
command the weather. There will be people who can stop time, even reverse it,
rather than just seeing the future.”


“That sounds terrible.”


“It is the natural step forward in our society. We can
only hope it will be gradual, and that dragons will help teach people to
control themselves the way Cennuth taught you. Imagine what you would have
become without him?”


“Without Caedmon or Brynjar, either. All three of
them made me who I am today.”


“As did Baltezore.”


“Yuri will need guidance.”


“We will be happy to provide it, but he must choose
to accept it, just like you had to.”


“I was different. I was younger, for one thing, and I
did not have a kingdom to protect. He will have to choose between his dragon
and his family.”


“No,” I said. “First, he has to choose
between warning other immortals about their dragons and saving his kingdom.”


Shaerl left and soon after, Merlin and I switched
back. It was definitely easier when we did it voluntarily. It was my first real
chance to relax since Merlin and I reached Zuras’s castle, so I quickly fell
asleep.









Chapter 16


I saw a man walking down a
hallway. His face was blurry. The hallway, however, was clean and well-lit. On
either side of him were four prisoner cells, all empty. At the end of the hall,
however, he stopped at a ninth cell that was separated from the others. Inside,
Zuras paced restlessly. The stranger watched him for a while before clearing
his throat. Zuras jumped, shrieked, and tried to dive under the bed. 


“Stop embarrassing yourself,” the stranger ordered.
“Stand and face me, Rheim.”


As if he couldn’t help himself, Zuras stood and approached
the bars, his eyes lowered. 


“I had everything except the book,” Zuras said. 


“And if you had gotten the book as soon as you
reached White Hills instead of playing around, you would have succeeded. You
would have had an entire world to do with what you will. It was your arrogance
that lost you everything.”


“Please. I can get it all back.”


“Behind bars?”


“If you can return my powers, I can escape.”


“Why would I do that? Why would I reward failure?”


“But I still have the paintbrush.”


“That is one less thing I have to hunt down myself.”


“Please don’t leave me here.”


“Oh, I didn’t plan on leaving you here. You know too
much.”


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin and I woke simultaneously and with a definite
gloom. Merlin blamed himself for not realizing someone else was behind Zuras’s
attack, even though he had believed the situation was strange. How could
someone that dimwitted cause so much mayhem? I blamed myself for trapping
Zuras on that world without any way to defend himself. 


When Yuri woke, we went over everything the dragoness
had told him, just in case he missed something, as well as what Desandra had
done to make us identical. He wasn’t taking it well, so we couldn’t bring
ourselves to tell him what we saw. As far as we were concerned, he had enough
to deal with. He understood that he needed to tell others about their dragons,
but he also had a duty to his kingdom. 


“Merlin and I can return to the kingdom and help
them.”


Yuri shook his head. “I can’t ask you to do that.”


“You haven’t figured out how to use your powers yet.
I can summon a dragon. Besides, you have a lot to learn about raising a
dragon.”


Yuri considered it while Merlin and I went to get
food. Fortunately, there was plenty, despite the fact that dinner was winding
down. I was surprised to see fourteen of my female cousins there, without any
male cousins. All of them were within five years of me. I decided not to say
anything. 


When Yuri emerged from our room with the hatchling on
his shoulder, it took me a moment to realize what I was seeing. “Did your dragon…
change color?” I asked. She was now emerald green, but when the light moved
across her, she looked sapphire blue. 


“Apparently, she can do that.”


After giving Yuri a plate of bread and cheese, my
grandmother officially offered him marriage to any of my cousins he
wanted. As confused as I was, Yuri nearly choked on a piece of bread. The
dragoness turned her head until she was peering at the girls upside down. 


That explained why my cousins were there.


“You are a new type of dragon guardian, and we don’t
know if it is passed down genetically or not,” Shaerl said. “I want that in our
family. We have been guardians of dragons since dragons ruled Caldaca. It only
makes sense that the new guardians would be Rynorms as well. We could help you
and the others to raise and care for your dragons. We can help you bring about
a new era of dragons on Caldaca. Even though your children wouldn’t have the
Rynorm name, they would have an alliance with our family.”


He simply shook his head, turned, and walked away. Merlin
and I caught up to him in our room, followed closely by Shaerl. 


“I don’t want to marry for an alliance,” Yuri said as
if he hadn’t stopped. I figured he just hadn’t wanted to speak in front of the
girls. “That was one thing my mother said I would never have to do as king.”


“We’re talking about something better than being a
king.”


“I don’t care. Being a king is not something I ever
wanted. It’s something I was born to do. It’s not a privilege; it’s a duty. My
purpose is to protect my kingdom. They’re my people.”


“So are the immortals,” I said. They both looked at
me. “Bear with me, because I’m not good at explaining like Merlin is. You have
land that can support a great many people. I bet it could also support dragons.
Maybe your destiny is to help the other immortals… and your kingdom. Imagine
how safe your land can be with dragons defending it. You can gather immortals
and help them find their dragons, then bring them back to your castle and help
them raise their dragons. Even young dragons who aren’t bound to immortals can
find shelter at your kingdom the way they do here.”


“People are going to start hunting dragons again,”
Shaerl said. 


“That’s why it’s better to have them all together.
It’ll be easier to protect one kingdom of dragons who are working together than
to protect dragons scattered all over the world.”


“You need caves for them to live in.”


“We have a lot of mountains, so maybe there will be a
few caves,” Yuri said doubtfully.


Shaerl grinned. “If you have mountains, dragons can
make their own caves.”


“It’s up to you, Yuri. You have to go with your
heart,” I said.


“No, that is how you make mistakes,” Shaerl argued.
“You have to listen to your head.”


“I don’t know what either of them is saying.”


“No one can tell you. We can give you advice, but
it’s your life and your decision.”


“I don’t want to decide.”


“Let me talk to him alone,” Merlin said. 


“Do you want to switch?”


“No, I think Yuri is more comfortable with me as a
wolf and I know the hatchling is.”


Shaerl and I left. I found my father sitting alone in
front of the fireplace, reading. I stood in front of him, not willing to speak
first, and for a while, he ignored me. Finally, I did what I never would have
when we lived under the same roof; I interrupted. 


“What did you do with Ilvera?” 


Instead of telling me to go away or getting angry, he
said, “She is somewhere safe, where she can’t cause trouble and I can retrieve
her when I’m ready for her. She’s not going to be bothering anyone.” 


“I haven’t been able to rest easy since she
disappeared. Not knowing where she is at all is worse than knowing she’s after
me. I feel like she’s going to attack me any moment. Please, just tell me.” 


He made a motion with his hand and a familiar chest
appeared. It was made of dark wood and shiny silver metal. 


“The syrus? How did you get that?” The syrus was a
magical box that could contain powerful beings. In fact, it was the magical
prison I had released Merlin from. It was probably the only safe place to
contain my mother.


“You never wondered why I stayed at Magnus’s castle
so long?” 


“I thought it was to help us.” 


He laughed. “I don’t do anything for nothing.”


“How did you trap her?”


“It was easy.”


“Then why hadn’t you done it before?”


“Because you needed her to help you defeat
Baltezore.”


Merlin had told me numerous times, “It is not
necessary for you to blurt out every word that pops into your brain.” He
thought that I never listened, but I did. Even terrified of my parents, I was
known to say anything and everything that came to mind when I lived with them.
Fortunately, I avoided them as much as I could, so it was mostly my brothers
who punished me. No amount of torture could teach me to keep my mouth shut.
Merlin’s patience, however, proved more effective. 


I carefully considered what I wanted to say to my
father. I wanted to tell him that he should have told me what would have
happened ahead of time, that he didn’t know what was best for me, and that I
didn’t trust him because he had lied to me too many times. 


Then I carefully considered what his responses would
inevitably be. He would tell me that if I needed him, I wasn’t worth his help,
that he did what was best for himself, not me, because he was a proper
sorcerer, and that I was right not to trust him and wrong not to lie to him in
return.


I considered how my relationship with my father was
perfectly normal for sorcerers, and if I was a sorcerer, it wouldn’t bother me.
He was, however, just a sorcerer. He cared about me in his own way, and it
wasn’t his problem that I didn’t see things the same way. Mason had a great
relationship with his father, which I often envied. I would never have that. 


And then I realized that it didn’t matter. I had
Merlin and many trustworthy friends. I even had a goat that adored me and a dragon
that didn’t eat me when I summoned him. Merlin would do what was best for me
and he didn’t lie to me unless he had a very good reason to. How could I be
envious of Mason or anyone else when I had more than many people? 


My father smirked at me, as if he knew exactly what I
didn’t say. “Was there anything else, son?”


“No.”


“Good. I see that Merlin has taught you well.” 


I went outside to join Shaerl, who was sitting in a
chair on the porch. I sat in the chair next to her and we silently watched two hatchlings
wrestle in the yard. When they weren’t biting and clawing, they would use the
boulders to hide and ambush, run, shoot fire, and even ram into each other head
first. I wondered if my grandmother was going to say something, but eventually,
I realized she didn’t have anything she needed to discuss. 


I did, though. 


“Has a Sjau ever had a Sjau child?” I asked. 


“No.”


“You didn’t allow my father to be with Livia because
she was a Sjau, right?”


“Yes.”


“I don’t get that. He was still the seventh born son
and he could have had sons with her. My life would have been different if she
was my mother. Maybe they were meant to be together.”


“It doesn’t work that way.”


“You don’t know that. I can’t imagine living with
someone I hate.”


“Your father did his duty and made the Rynorm name
proud. Now that you are old enough to be without a mother, he can be with
whoever he wants.”


“Ilvera Dracre was hardly a mother. I don’t know what
plot you were---”


“I wasn’t plotting against anyone. I was protecting
Livia.”


“From my father or Ilvera?”


“Yes.”


I didn’t understand, but for some reason, I
remembered her telling me that she was supposed to be a Sjau. The death of her
older sister broke the line, however, and she was born without Sjau magic.
Every Rynorm had strived for Sjau children in order to have their power in the
family. Then I thought of Merlin and Nimue, and how miserable they both were by
being separated. “Were you protecting Livia from love?”


“I was trying to.”


“Your husband wasn’t the man you wanted to marry, was
he?”


“Kalage is a good husband.”


“That wasn’t my question, but your avoidance answers
it anyway. Who did you love?”


“Koufax Niblock. My mother introduced me to him when
I was just a girl, right around the same age as Livia and Kille were when they
met. I was supposed to learn about Sjau from Koufax. My mother realized I loved
him before I did, and she ordered him to betray me. Instead, he told me what
her plot was and that he couldn’t break my heart. Then he did break my heart by
telling me I had to go home and pretend to hate him.”


“I take it that didn’t last long?” 


“I thought I would hate him for real for siding with
my mother over me, but eventually, I realized he was trying to protect me. I
confronted my mother. I was young and impulsive, full of anger, as any scorned
sorceress was. She punished me severely and swore if I ever set eyes on Koufax
again, she would kill him.”


“Did she have that power? He’s a Sjau.”


“I don’t know, but I thought she did at the time.
Besides, he had an alliance with our family and I couldn’t risk damaging it. By
the time I recovered a couple months later, I was engaged to Kalage.”


“Why was she against you being with Koufax?”


“She said that if a Sjau had seven children, it would
break the dragons’ spell and there would never be a Sjau born again.”


“Why not just stop you from having seven children?” 


“I couldn’t control Koufax through marriage. My
mother wanted a Sjau grandchild.”


“Well, that obviously didn’t work out. What
happened?” 


“The dragons told her that if I married Kalage, a
Sjau would be born in the Rynorm line once again. She thought Kalage was the
seventh son, but he wasn’t; he had an older sister.”


“So you were forced to marry him for nothing?”


“No. The dragons were right; you were born and you
are a Rynorm.”


“How could you prevent your son from marrying who he
wanted when you knew how hard it was when it happened to you?”


“Because my mother was right to do what she did.
Caldaca needs the Sjau and I would not be responsible for their extinction. I
tried to reason with my son, but he was even worse than me at that age.”


At that point, Yuri and Merlin joined us. The
dragoness was now dark blue and looked gold when the light flickered across
her. 


“Merlin explained a lot of things to me,” Yuri said.
“What it comes down to is that I don’t have to be perfect to be a king; I only
have to do my best, and that means listening to the advice of others but not
always taking it.”


The dragoness, still on Yuri’s shoulder, hopped onto
his head and chirped at the two older hatchlings, who stopped playing
immediately and turned to listen to her. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to
roar or speak. After a moment, both other dragons took off in the opposite
directions like their tails were on fire.


Yuri shuddered. 


“What did she say to them?” Shaerl asked.


“Something about the snow. I still don’t understand
her very well, but I got a sudden chill. It’s gone now.”


“So, what are you going to do about the kingdom and
the other immortals?” I asked.


“I’m going to return to my castle, help my parents
defeat the opposition, and then ask my mother to bring in a lot of dragons.
It’s her kingdom, not mine, so until it is, it’s not my choice.”


I didn’t agree with the decision, but it was his to
make. 


“I will get together a kit for each new dragon guardian
to make sure that they can properly care for their hatchlings,” Shaerl said. 


“Thank you for your help,” I said. 


“I am willing to help all dragons. I will also train
you, Ayden, if you want to help Yuri. I’m glad you came to us. As always, you
are welcome here.”


“How touching. Family reunions are the best. Oh,
except for you, right Merlin?”


The man who appeared before us was… forgettable. I
looked right at him and couldn’t say what color his hair or eyes were, if he
was tall or short, if he was over or underweight. His clothes were black and
fitted, not like anything we had on Caldaca. The robe he wore was black leather
and clung to him. In his right hand was the paintbrush Hawk had designed. In
his left was an unmarked, black leather book. 


If I didn’t focus on his appearance, I could describe
him easily; he was evil. He was emanating malevolence like any sorcerer, but it
was strong enough to scare a dragon. At that moment, I would rather have faced
my mother and Baltezore by myself! Either of them would have just killed me.
This person wanted to make everyone suffer. I had no idea how I knew that, but
I did. He wanted to hurt people, not kill them. He wasn’t after power.


“Go inside, Ayden,” Shaerl said. She was probably the
most powerful sorceress on Caldaca, and she was trembling. 


The stranger laughed. “Go inside? And miss all the
fun? Wouldn’t you rather see your pretty little robe painted with your friend’s
blood? I would so love to see it. I want to see how pale your skin gets when
you’re drenched in your blood. I bet it would look like blood in snow. Oh, yes,
there’s an idea. Snow will make this scene perfect, don’t you think?”


I shook my head, although I didn’t know what I was
disagreeing to.


He scoffed. “Well, what do you know about setting a scene?”
He opened his book and started painting in it. “While I’m at it, is there
somewhere you would rather die than here, Merlin?”


Merlin didn’t move; his eyes were wide with shock as
he stared at the man. Obviously, it was another one of Merlin’s acquaintances,
but I didn’t think it was a friend. 


“Who are you?” I asked. 


He stopped painting just as snow began falling. “Oh,
where are my manners? You can call me the Painter.”


“That’s not very scary.”


“It’s not supposed to be. I’m not evil. I only want
what everyone else wants; happiness, love, freedom… revenge.”


“Are you implying that Merlin wronged you somehow?”


He grinned. “Wronged me?” He laughed. “Wronged me?!
He---” He cut himself off mid-shout, took a deep breath, and grinned again. It
was a deranged grin. “He did much more than wrong me.” Now his tone was
too calm. “He made me who I am today. I take it he didn’t tell you about me?
I’m not surprised. What a shameful little secret. You must know all about his
secrets, don’t you? You’re his apprentice. Did you think he always tells the
truth?”


“I don’t know why you’re so mad, but I think you have
the wrong---”


“Mad?” he interrupted. “No, I’m not mad. I’m excited.
I’ve been waiting a very long time for this day.” He looked at Merlin. “Go on,
Merlin. Tell me you don’t remember me. I’ll kill you a lot faster and less
painfully. I want to hear you lie once more. For old times’ sake.”


“What’s going on?” I asked Merlin. 


Slowly, Merlin nodded. “I remember you. I never
forgot you for a day.”


“Oh, that’s so sweet,” the Painter said with false
sincerity. “Maybe I shouldn’t kill you.” Then he laughed. “I’m only joking. I’m
still going to kill you. I just…” he shuddered. “There are so many ways it’s
just so hard to decide.” He looked at me. “Now there’s an idea. You can decide.
What’s the worst way to kill Merlin?”


“Leave Ayden out of this. He has done nothing to
you.”


“If you can’t keep your mouth shut, Merlin, I will
shut it for you.”


“I’m not going to help you,” I said.


“Sure you will. You’ll take some persuading, but
that’s the fun part. Don’t take my word for it; I’ll show you.” He pressed the
paintbrush to the book again and Shaerl screamed. I had never heard such a
sound of agony. Black lines formed under her skin, giving the impression that
she was cracking from the inside out. Blood flowed from her nose, ears, mouth,
and eyes. 


“Stop!” 


The Painter smirked. “Don’t tell me you’re giving up
already. I’m only getting started.” At that point Shaerl passed out and the
Painter stopped with a pout. “Never mind. I thought that would have lasted
longer. Who’s next?” He looked at Yuri, who took a step back, cradling the
dragoness against his chest. “I guess it’s as good a time as any to take my
dragon back.”


“Why do you want her?”


“Isn’t it obvious? She’s the most beautiful dragon
I’ve ever seen. I love beauty. That is why I want to use her blood as my paint.
I can use magic paint, sure, but that’s not the same as painting with a
dragon’s blood, and if I’m going to use a dragon to make art, it needs to be a
beautiful dragon.”


“Please don’t.”


“Please don’t what?”


“Please don’t take her.”


“Why not?”


“Without her, I’m powerless. I have to protect my
family and she’s now part of it.”


I thought the Painter would laugh. I was afraid he
would kill the dragoness in front of him. Instead, he nodded. “Very well. I
know what it’s like to lose your family. Right, Merlin? Besides, your
begging amuses me. You can keep the dragon on two conditions. First, you give
me the paint, and second, you tell me the worst way you can think of to kill
someone.”


Yuri swallowed and looked at me, carefully avoiding
eye contact with Merlin. 


“You can’t do this,” I said to the Painter. “There
has to be someone on Caldaca strong enough to stop you.”


“I am losing patience, Yuri,” the Painter said, ignoring
me. Yuri pulled the bottle out of his pocket. “That’s it. Now hand me the
paint; I won’t bite.”


Yuri crept closer. When the dragoness hissed, he put
his hand over her head to try to hide her better from the Painter. I was
certain it was a trick, but he didn’t have a lot of choice. Anyone who could do
what he’d done to Shaerl was too much for Yuri. He stopped just out of reach,
as if his feet wouldn’t move a step closer. 


The Painter took it. Yuri scrambled back, still not
able to look at Merlin. 


“Now for the second part.”


“I heard of a…” Yuri swallowed. “Of a kingdom that
was overthrown. They made the king and queen eat their own children before they
were allowed to die themselves.”


The Painter laughed loudly. “Very clever! Good job.
You can keep the dragon. Run along now before I change my mind.” 


“I’m sorry,” Yuri said to me. 


“You have to put your dragon first. I understand.”


Yuri ran. The Painter quickly lost his mirth. “On
second thought, that’s not even close to the worst way to die, so I won’t use
it. It might be fun on someone else, though.”


Shaerl stirred on the ground and somehow, she must
have silently called to her family, because an instant later, her husband and
seven sons spilled out of the house, armed with their wands and fury. 


They reacted instantly by blasting magic at the
Painter. Merlin and I ducked. It was over quickly, but when I looked up, the
Painter wasn’t there. 


A laugh towards the cabin told us this wasn’t over.
The Painter was now standing in front of the door, completely unharmed. “You’ve
insulted me. I thought the ‘great Rynorm family’ would at least be able to give
me some exercise.”


“You do not threaten our family and get away with
it,” Kalage warned. “By this time tomorrow, you will be dead.”


The Painter’s eyes lit up. “Is that so? That sounds
like a bet. Now you’re making it fun for me again. Let’s see.” He glanced at
the setting sun. “How about, by sunset tomorrow, I’ll be dead… or all of you
will be.” He painted something in his book and a moment later, the ground rumbled.
It was over quickly and there was no damage. “There now. None of you can get
out and no one else can get in. That means your dragons, too. This time
tomorrow, if you haven’t killed me, you will all sink into the ocean and drown.
Except for Merlin. He will return to his crystal prison and be trapped for all
eternity, without magic, knowing that he’s the reason you’re all dead. Bye for
now.” He touched something in the book and vanished.


An instant later, he reappeared. “Oh, I almost
forgot. Whenever you feel prepared to fight me, call my name three times. You
get as many chances as you want and I won’t kill any of you. Good luck.” 


He vanished. 


An instant later, he reappeared. “Well, I mean, I
won’t kill you, but I will hurt you. Really bad. So don’t call me unless you actually
think you are ready to face me.”


He vanished, and this time, I felt the tension start
to leave my body. The Rynorms focused their attention on Shaerl. Kalage picked his
wife up gently and carried her inside. I hoped they had a healing potion,
because I believed the Painter when he said we couldn’t leave. It was still
snowing. 


“Merlin, I think you need to explain.”









Chapter 17


“I made a terrible mistake,” Merlin said
solemnly. We were alone in our room. Although everyone else wanted to know and
had a right to know who the Painter was and why he was after us, Merlin
insisted on telling me alone first.


“I thought you weren’t keeping anything from me
anymore.” He had kept the fact that he knew my mother from me until I learned
of my aunt. I was upset at first, but I forgave him, because he didn’t know me
well at the time. Later, I learned that he had lied to me about how his mother
died. Again, I forgave him, because that was his personal business. He was the
one who told me he wouldn’t keep anything else from me. We were supposed to be
able to trust each other. I trusted him more than anyone else. 


But it turned out he was still lying to me.


“I should have told you about him. I did not know
he was still even alive.”


“Who is he? How did you meet him? What did you do to
him?”


“To be honest, if it was not for him, you would
not be my apprentice today. When I escaped the cave, I told myself I would
never do anything I would regret ever again. It was a promise I would break
just a year later. I was trying to live a quiet life and reaffirm who I was. I
needed to figure out where I fit in. I had a dream that this boy would be
amazing. I saw him do extraordinary things to help millions of people. Save
worlds, even. I thought it was my chance to atone for what I did to my mother
and for not avenging her death.”


“You were desperate for forgiveness.”


“That I was. I just had not yet realized I was the
only one who could forgive me. I went to him and observed him from a distance.
He was a farm boy, not at all afraid of hard work, yet he was a dreamer, too. I
knew he had some amazing power, but it was not power like you or I had. He had
no idea what he could do. What I did know was that I had gone to him too early.”


“So you left?”


“No. I should have, but no. I was too eager to
show him his destiny. You see, his father was a cruel man, and while his mother
never hurt him herself, she never helped him, either. They were breaking him of
the innocence all children are born with. He was a fascinating child; creative
and clever. I went to him and explained what it was I had seen. I told him he
would be magnificent, the greatest man I knew, and then I told him he was too
young.”


“Oh. I can understand why he would be upset.”


“I wish that was the end of it. I said that when
he was old enough, he would discover his power, and that he could come and find
me. I promised to teach him. I had never seen a child so happy in my entire
life, and I probably never will again. I should have guessed his power would be
paint.”


“I don’t understand. If you offered to help him, why
does he hate you? Did you wait too long?”


“No.” He was silent for a few moments. “I
left his world with the intention of watching over him. I was so certain I
could help him… and then I had a new dream. In it, I saw him using his
powers, just like before, but this time, it was to kill people. The innocence
in him was gone, leaving him something more monster than man. I was confused. I
was even frightened. How could he go so wrong?”


I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. 


“He found me. I had tried to hide myself, but the
minute he discovered his powers… the minute he touched a paintbrush…
he was already more powerful than me. He could make anything he painted come
true. If there were limits to his powers, I am unaware of them. He was still
innocent, though. He was so happy he was shaking when he came to me and said he
was ready. He was ready for me to take away his misery and make him a great man.”


“And you turned him down.”


He lifted his head and howled mournfully. “I gave
him hope and I took it away! I was afraid of him and his magic. I was afraid I
was the reason he would become malevolent and I was right! By rejecting him, I
made him what I feared. I knew it the minute he left, but by then, it was too
late. I never found him again because he never wanted to be found.”


“How is he still alive? That was hundreds of years
ago.”


“He has more power than I can imagine. Time travel
is nothing. Death itself is probably a game to him.”


“This actually explains why he chose the people he
did to help him; they were a way to manipulate you. Like, you were helping him
against your will, through people you knew. It also explains why he
automatically hates me. You were going to train me to be a sorcerer before I realized
that being me was better.”


Merlin nodded. “As I had said; if it had not been
for him, you would not be my apprentice. He is not in the wrong here; I am.
Everything he does stems from what I had done to him. I never told you about it
because I was too ashamed, and because I never thought I would see him again.”


“He knows a lot about you.”


“His power is infinite.”


“Thank you for telling me.”


“You will die tomorrow, and it will be my fault.”


“I don’t blame you, but because I know you won’t
believe me, I forgive you.” I stood. “Now, I need to tell Kalyn I’m going to be
late making it back to the castle.” He howled again, but I didn’t stop. I
didn’t want him to see me upset. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t blame the
Painter, either. 


It was Merlin’s visions that were the problem.


 


*          *          *


 


Several of us had tried transporting out to get some
healing potions, but it didn’t work. Although it looked like Shaerl would
survive, the Rynorm men were somber. They just hoped she would wake in time to
join the fight. To them, it would have been a dishonor if she missed it, since
she was the heart of the family. Malaki directed me to my father’s room, but
before I could knock, I heard a familiar voice. 


“You’re not afraid of anything,” Livia said. My
aunt’s voice was clear as day and easily recognizable. 


“He defeated my mother. I know when I’m outmatched. I
never have been before, but apparently, it is a concept I comprehend. I thought
I owed it to you to say goodbye.” 


“Don’t you dare,” Livia said angrily. Since she’d had
her sorcery removed, I was shocked to hear her so demanding. “You said we would
be together in the end. You promised me that. We don’t get to have a life
together and I understand why. I got over it. But when we die, it will be
together and it will be after my sister is gone. Do you understand?” 


No answer. 


“Do you understand?” she asked, louder and slower. 


I heard my father sigh. “As you wish.”


“Good. Then tell me you love me and answer the door.
I think your son wants to say something.”


He whispered something and then said, “End call.”
After a moment, he sighed again. “Come in, Ayden.”


I did, hesitantly, and saw that he was holding the
small hand mirror. “You took it so that you could keep in contact with Livia?”


“What does it matter? You came in here so you could
use it to contact someone.”


I nodded. “Her name is---”


“Kalyn, I know. She was the girl at Magnus’s castle.”
He stood, approached me, pressed the mirror against my chest, and whispered in
my ear. “If you want that girl to keep breathing, you will never mention to my
mother that she’s a Sjau. You don’t know what it’s like to be separated from
the person you love because Shaerl Rynorm doesn’t agree to it.”


“But, I don’t love Kalyn; I’m just trying to talk to
her because I promised I would help her fight.” 


“Keep telling yourself that. It will help you sleep
at night.”


I made a promise in that moment, that when we
survived the battle, and after I helped Yuri save his kingdom, I would come up
with some way to help my father be with Livia. It would be a little weird when
my father was also my uncle… but I would get over it for their sake.


And unlike Merlin, I never broke a promise to myself.



 


*          *          *


 


“I don’t understand,” Kalyn said.


“When is the other kingdom going to attack?”


“In three days.” 


“Then I’ll make it. I just can’t get back today, like
I said I could. I wanted you to know so you wouldn’t worry.”


“Why aren’t you going to be back today?”


“I told you. I’m trapped on the Rynorm island by an
extremely powerful sorcerer who is going to sink the island at sunset tomorrow
if we can’t defeat him by then. I’ll be a couple of days late.”


“How can you be sure he won’t kill you? If he’s
powerful enough to stop you from transporting out, he’s powerful enough to kill
you.”


“Like I said; I’m stubborn.”


 


*          *          *


 


“Mother hasn’t woken yet,” Malaki said. “We need
healing potions, but my wife can’t get to us.” His wife was the only mage in
the family.


Merlin, Yuri, the Rynorm sons, and I were all in the living
room, surrounded by hatchlings. While I had been talking to Kalyn, they had
been bringing the young dragons in out of the cold. Kalage was by Shaerl’s side
so that she wouldn’t wake up alone. 


“I know some…” Yuri’s voice faded when everyone
turned to him. 


“Yes, Yuri?” I asked. 


“I was trained by mages. I could only do wizardry,
but I was raised to know as much as I could about everything. While I can’t
enchant a potion like a mage can, I know plants that can be used to help. I can
make all kinds of teas for everything from energy depletion to open wounds.”


“We don’t have many resources on the island and what
we do have is being buried in snow as we speak, so go now. Keamon and Kador, go
with him.” As they got to the door, the dragoness struggled. “It’s too cold out
there for a hatchling,” Malaki said. 


Yuri reluctantly turned to me. “Will you protect her
for me?”


I nodded. He came to me and gently transferred the
hatchling to my arms. “Why me, though? The Rynorms are the best in raising
dragons.”


“You helped me chase her across three worlds to save
her, and I know if anything happened to me, you would do it again if she needed
you. Most importantly, I know you won’t punish her for what I did.” With that,
they left. 


The hatchling stared after him and let out a
mournful… howl… as soon as he was out of sight. “Merlin, did you have something
to do with this?”


“What? You think I am her father? I
will take a paternity test to prove otherwise.”


Unfortunately, our attempts to lighten the mood had
no effect on the Rynorms, or the dragoness. In fact, when I looked down at the
hatchling, she had turned solid black. “What’s the plan?” I asked. “He has to
have a weakness we can exploit. We need to set a trap for him.”


“The Painter has no weaknesses. He could not kill
me because I was immortal. Now he has returned to finish the job. I will face
him and I will die, but in doing so, I might be able to convince him to let you
all go.”


“You can’t just give up and let him kill you.


“I deserve it for telling him he was unworthy of
my training. I gave him hope and---”


I stood up angrily, startling the dragoness in my
arms. “Stop!” The dragoness hopped onto my shoulder and hissed. “You didn’t
make him like this. You rejected him, but you’re the only one calling it a
mistake. There’s no telling what he would have done to you if you had agreed to
train him. For all you know, his parents made him like this. Life can be pretty
hard, Merlin. Not everything that happened to him is your fault. You weren’t
responsible for him. You did the best you could for everyone. You did what you
thought was right and having seen him myself, I’m pretty sure you succeeded!
You rejecting him once isn’t what did that to him, at least not if his mind was
stable to begin with.”


“You cannot---”


“I’m not finished!” 


He shut up. 


“You’re my best friend! If you hadn’t come along, my
mother would have killed me a long time ago, so don’t say you don’t deserve to
live. I deserve for you to live! I don’t care that you lie
sometimes. I believe in you and since you’re the one who taught me to
believe in myself, I think it’s about time you do the same.”


The room was filled with nothing but the sound of my
irritated breathing.


And that was irritating. 


“I’m finished, so someone talk before I start up
again!”


No one said a word for a very long moment. 


“Well, that was such an impressive speech I regret
missing the part that got you so fired up,” came a soft voice from the hallway.
Every Rynorm gasped with relief; Shaerl was awake, standing on her own two
feet. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was in a dark pit that was only high enough that I
couldn’t see over. Standing above me, laughing cruelly, was Ilvera Dracre. I
tried to climb out, but the walls of the pit were slimy mud. This made her
laugh harder. “Struggle all you want, until your fingers are bloody. It won’t
make any difference. You’re going to be buried like a worm.”


That wasn’t my mother’s type of threat, which assured
me it was a dream. I stopped trying to climb out and instead focused on
visualizing my wand. Thanks to Merlin’s persistence in my lessons, I was soon
able to imagine it strongly enough that I could feel the smooth wood in my
hand. Once I was confident in it, I released my power. It shot through my fake
wand and surrounded me, about to levitate me out of the pit.


At the same time, she pointed her wand at me and
black lightning blasted out of it.


 


*          *          *


 


A heavy smack to my shoulder woke me and, considering
the circumstances, I screamed. Then I said some things to my eldest uncle that
would have been extremely impressive had I been holding my staff. On the other
hand, they would have been extremely unimpressive had I been holding my wand. 


“Relax, Sjau. It looked like you were having a bad
dream, so I woke you as gently as I knew how. It’s morning now.” 


We were still in the living room, trying to come up
with a plan. Apparently, plans were not easy to come by. Despite the fact that
every Rynorm was highly intelligent, powerful, and trained by dragons, no one
could come up with a plan that Merlin didn’t shoot down by saying, “he can make
your entire island turn to ash with a stroke of his brush.”


By the tenth time he said that, I was getting tired
of hearing it, as it was neither helpful nor encouraging. “There has to be
someone more powerful than him.”


“Which does us no good because we are in here, and
they are not.”


And then an idea occurred to me. “I don’t know who we
need, but I know what we need.”


“What’s that?” Malaki asked.


“We need a ghost.”


Merlin sat up, curious as to where I was going with
that. 


“Why?” Malaki asked.


“Because they can go through anything and even be---”


“Invisible,” Merlin interrupted. I nodded. “That
is brilliant. His power is over everything he can paint. If he has a weakness,
invisibility makes the most sense.”


“So we attack him invisibly?”


“No. He knows our faces; he could easily paint us
back into our normal state. We need someone he has not seen.”


“Then it’s hopeless. No one stayed inside when he
attacked. We can ask the dragons.”


“The hatchlings?”


“Right. I forgot they’re the only ones left right
now. That’s good; at least they’re not in danger. Actually…” I said, feeling
ill just saying the word. “There is someone… who wasn’t outside when the
Painter attacked.”


“You don’t mean that evil creature I have locked in
the box,” my father said. 


“I do mean her. Ilvera might be the only thing evil
enough to defeat him.”


“That is…” my father trailed off and rubbed his face
with frustration. “… not the worst idea you’ve ever had.”


“It would be suicide for her,” Merlin said. 


“It’s Ilvera. Who cares?” Malaki asked. 


“I care,” Father argued. “I still need her for
something more important in the future.”


“She was the smartest of the Dracres,” Shaerl
reasoned. “If invisibility gives her an edge, then I can see her at least
distracting him for us.”


“She’ll turn on us,” I said.


“She’s smarter than that.”


They excluded Merlin and me after that, so we went
outside. They said they knew Ilvera better than me, but it wasn’t true. I had
used her against Baltezore and it had backfired. The Rynorms would use her
against the Painter. No matter what excuses they came up with, it was a good
plan. It was a sorcerer’s plan. 


The Rynorms were extremely powerful people, but they
were still sorcerers, so if they could force one enemy to fight another, they
would. It seemed so wrong when someone else wanted to do it, even though I had
done the same thing. Perhaps my father had manipulated me into making that
decision. Or maybe I was more of a sorcerer than they gave me credit for.


Either way, I knew what the Rynorms would do, and
what Ilvera would do. That world I had sent my brothers too… the one without
magic… would it hold Ilvera?”


“Yes. It would be as if the black star had
stripped her magic from her.”


“I remember the code.”


“I will find something to paint it with. You
decide where you want it.” 


He went back into the house. Ilvera Dracre deserved
whatever she got, but that didn’t mean I wanted to deliver her punishment. For
someone like Ilvera, losing her magic was the worst thing that could possibly
happen to her. She would be unable to take care of herself at first. She would
try to force people to do her bidding and without magic to enforce her will,
she would be overpowered. 


I never wanted to take anyone’s power away.


However, I knew what she could do, and I wouldn’t let
her terrorize my friends and family… or me. Just because she was my mother
didn’t mean she had the right to make me wish I was never born. She didn’t own
me. I didn’t have to love or respect her because she had never earned that. I
would do what I had to do to stop her. 


And if, for some reason, she didn’t turn on us, no
one would have to know what I had planned. 


Merlin returned at that point and gave me a knowing
look. “What?”


“Nothing, young sorcerer. I am just realizing how
much you have changed since you got out of your mother’s house.”


“I never told you, but I was going to turn back. That
night we met, I had already decided to go back to her in the morning.”


“I knew.”


“How?”


“I just knew.” 


I chose a spot to paint the portal. The only thing
Merlin could find was a bottle of white paint. The snow was as deep as my knees
by then and was still coming down in large flakes. We made the best hole in the
snow we could, painted the portal, and then covered it. By then, I was shaking.



My robe protected me from the wind and repelled the
cold of the snow clinging to it, but snow had gotten under it, melted, and
reached every bit of my body. It weighed me down. My panting breaths came out
as fog in front of me, as if it was stealing away my air somehow. The cold
stung my nose and breathing too deeply hurt my lungs. My hood protected my
ears, at least, but my hands were so cold I could no longer move my fingers. 


“We need to go inside now,” Merlin said. “You
need dry clothes before you get hypothermia, if you have not already.”


“What’s that?”


He sighed. “I am surprised you have not read about
it in your books.” On the way inside, he described it to me. 


As it turned out, I had heard of it, but it was a
northern sickness and it had never been something I’d had to worry about
before… especially in the summer. Once inside, eager to warm my hands by the
fire, I ignored Merlin’s warning to take it slow. I would not make that mistake
a second time. 


Fortunately, with as many cousins as I had, there
were some clothes in the house that fit me, and they were made for cooler
weather. Nevertheless, I felt naked without my robe, which was drying by the
fireplace. 


Kille joined me in the living room. “We have decided
to go through with the plan to release Ilvera. If she defeats the Painter and
survives, we have agreed not to imprison her in the syrus again.”


“She can’t be left free on Caldaca.”


“No. I will take her to another world where she can
rule until I have use of her.”


“We can use the syrus to trap the Painter in,” I
said. 


“Nonsense. We will kill him.” My father’s tone told
me it was not up for discussion, but I couldn’t stand Merlin’s pained
expression.


“Merlin said that the Painter was---”


“We are sorcerers,” Father interrupted. “We kill our
enemies.”


Merlin looked at the fire. I stood up… literally and
figuratively. “Well, I’m not a sorcerer. I’m a Sjau. I’m whatever I want to be.
I wouldn’t let Ilvera control me and I’m not letting you, either. You can kill
him if you get to him first. I’m going to do what I can to trap him in the
Syrus.”


“You can’t be sure it’ll hold him.”


“It’s completely dark. How can the Painter paint if
he has no light? Besides, if it could hold Merlin, I am willing to bet it’ll
hold anyone.”


My father narrowed his eyes, silently demanding I
back down. I wanted to divert my eyes, like everyone did. I didn’t want to make
him angry, not out of fear but because he was my father. I wanted him to
approve of me. I just wanted him to approve of me as I was. I wouldn’t be
someone else for him.


He nodded. “Fine. Do as you wish, but you are to
blame if your plan goes wrong.” He started to walk away.


“And if it goes right?”


He paused. “We will see.” With that, he left. 


“Not to be the bearer of bad news, but I have
serious doubts the syrus will hold the Painter.”


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin and I returned to the room to find Yuri
sitting on one of the beds with the dragoness in his lap. He looked miserable.
She was gray. “I’m so sorry,” he said as soon as we opened the door. 


“Don’t be. You gave up the paint to save your dragon.
I call that a win.”


“I’m sorry for the other part.”


“He can’t exactly make Merlin eat his children, since
Merlin doesn’t have any children.” Probably. 


“I acted like a coward.” 


“That’s okay,” I said. “I’ll tell you what Merlin
told me. In order to be wise, you must first be foolish. In order to be brave,
you must first be afraid. The answers will not always be easy to find and the
right path is usually a difficult one to follow. I don’t know if you did the
right thing or not, but I probably would have done the same thing to save
Merlin.”


“The matter at hand is dealing with the Painter,”
Merlin said. 


“To defeat him, I think we need someone even more
powerful than Ilvera.”


“Can’t you send another letter to Alice?” Yuri asked.



“What for? She couldn’t get in here.”


“She created a world. I think that means she’s pretty
powerful.”


“You’re right.”


“So send her a letter and ask her to help us.”


“I can do better than that.” I grabbed the mirror off
the table. “We have a magic mirror now.” I pointed my wand at it, only to
hesitate. “What if she’s not strong enough to defeat him?” I asked in
Merlin’s mind.


“We will jump off that bridge when we come to it.”


“Show me Alice,” I said. My magic flowed into it… and
did nothing. “Well, that was disappointing.” 


“You have nothing connecting you to her,”
Merlin explained. 


“That’s right… but Yuri does.” We both looked at
Yuri, who frowned. 


“What?”


“Alice wants you to protect her world, so maybe that
is a strong enough connection to her to find her. First, you need a wand.”


“I don’t have---”


“You should have your magic back now that the
dragoness has hatched. You have to try.” I held out my wand.


Cautiously, he took it. “It can’t hurt to try, I
guess.”


“If you don’t believe in it, it’s not going to work.
Do you feel magic in you?”


“Yes. I’ve felt it since I woke up with immortality.
I just couldn’t use it. I will try.” The dragoness made a huffing sound and
then sneezed out a puff of blue smoke. “Okay, I’ll do it.” 


“Good, point the wand at the mirror, focus on Alice’s
face, and tell the mirror to show her to you.”


He pointed my wand at the mirror like I had
instructed and said, “Show me Alice.”


The mirror chirped a moment before Alice’s face
appeared. “Have you found my kitty?” she asked immediately.


“No.”


“Then get off the line. I have to find him or he’s
going to get in trouble and I’m going to get blamed for it.”


“We need your help. A sorcerer arrived. He said he
was called ‘the Painter’ and that if we can’t defeat him by sunset, we’ll all
die.”


“So defeat him.”


“He’s too powerful. We need help.”


She rolled her eyes. “I told you I can’t go anywhere!
I’m grounded! You don’t want to see my dad angry.”


“Has he hurt you?” I asked. “Do you need us to
protect you?”


She scoffed. “He’d never hurt me; I’m his little
girl. He might destroy a few worlds looking for me, though. He’s a little
overprotective. That’s why I can’t risk saving you again.”


“Then I’m not going to live long enough to be a
protector of magic on your world,” Yuri said. 


Alice sighed and pouted. “Fine. I know a way to help
you. You have to make the Painter bleed.” With that, Alice’s face disappeared
and the mirror became a regular mirror once again. 


“How are we supposed to make him bleed?” Yuri asked. 


I shrugged. “Maybe she was about to tell us and the
magic faded too quickly. Try again.”


He did, and there was half a chirp before it zapped
Yuri, causing him to drop the mirror. Fortunately, it was over the bed, so it
didn’t break.


“That is how a girl tells you she wants you to
stop calling,” Merlin explained. 


 


*          *          *


 


I chose to be in the room when my mother was
released. Yuri, not privy to “family matters,” was ordered to stay upstairs. I
suspected he was locked up there and I was grateful that Merlin was allowed to
be with me. 


My father brought the syrus into the living room so
we had space to fight if we needed it. I heard sharp painful whispers
immediately. “Can any of you hear that?” I asked.


“Hear what?” Even Shaerl Rynorm looked confused. 


The fairies had said that people who were pure of
heart could hear the person or creature that was trapped inside. I didn’t think
I was really pure of heart, especially considering the portal outside waiting
for my mother. 


Merlin shook his head, unable to hear the whispers. 


“Please hurry. I don’t want to hear her in my head.” 


Malaki pointed his wand at the box and I could see a
message appear on the lid, but not well enough to make it out. A moment later,
the lid opened and black smoke spilled out. It wasn’t like when I freed Merlin
from it. 


The black smoke formed into Ilvera, standing in front
of me, and the lid snapped shut. Before anyone could say or do anything, Ilvera
wrapped her hand around my throat and squeezed. “How dare you still be alive
after everything you put me through?!” I struggled to pry her hand off me and
tripped backwards. Instead of breaking her grip, I effectively hung myself. I
kicked, but her strength was enhanced by her fury and she wasn’t letting me go
so long as she had a hand to kill me with. I couldn’t even reach the wand in my
pocket.


Merlin bit her arm and I heard her bones snap before
her scream drowned it out. She finally let me go and I hit the floor. Not one
of the Rynorms had done anything to stop her. I coughed and gasped for air.
When Merlin released her, his snout and chest were covered in her blood. He
backed up so that he was standing between her and me, poised to attack again.
He would go for her throat the second time. 


“I will kill you!” Ilvera screamed. 


Kille grabbed her arms to restrain her. “Save your
breath. He’s not the person you’re going to fight today.”


She tried to break his hold. At that point, I
realized how different she was. She had always been immaculate. This time,
however, her long black hair was a mess, her black clothes were dirty, and her
bare feet were scratched and bruised. It was the deranged look in her eyes that
revealed the most, though. She had lost everything. Even though it was power
she was after, even after everything she had put me through, it was hard to see
it. 


What made her this way? It was more than being
a sorceress. It was more than having a younger sister with superior magic. It
was more than having a husband who hated her. It was more than having children
who obeyed her out of fear rather than respect or trust. 


Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was the fact that she
never had love, or at least she never knew she had it. Maybe it was the fact
that she never felt love for another person.


“There’s a man called the Painter. He’s from another
world, and his weakness is invisibility. He’s already seen our faces, so it
does us no good. You, however, can fight him.”


“Why would I do that?” 


“If you defeat him, we will release you.”


“You’re lying.”


“I’m not. Of course, it won’t be on this world. I’ll
take you somewhere with an entire planet of people you can torment.”


“Until the day comes that you’re going to kill me.”


“Yes.”


She scoffed and jerked her arm away. This time, he
let her go, but she was focused on him rather than me. “That doesn’t sound like
I’m getting anything out of it.”


“You can rule a world, just like you always wanted,
instead of sitting in a prison. I know the horrors you face when you only have
your mind to keep you company. What will it be like to be completely alone until
the day I finally put you out of your misery? You just spent six months in
there. Do you want to be trapped there for years?” 


She turned away, towards me. She wanted to argue, I
could see it in her eyes, yet the words never came out of her mouth. 


“We’re going to go outside, you’ll make yourself
invisible, and then we’ll summon the Painter. If he defeats you, at least you
can take comfort in a quick death. If you defeat him, at least I won’t be so
ashamed to call you my wife.”


“If I defeat him, you’ll stay with me on the world.
If I can’t have the world I want, I’m at least going to finally have control
over you. Plus, it will keep you away from Livia.”


“Fine,” Father said without hesitation. 


She didn’t look surprised that he had just agreed to
be her slave on a foreign world. None of the Rynorms objected as Malaki led her
out of the room, not even Shaerl. Right before she was out of sight, she caught
my eyes and grinned. “Did you know your grandson is in love with another Sjau?”
she asked Shaerl, not looking away from me.


“What?” Shaerl asked sharply.


“She’s trying to rile you, Mother,” my father said
easily. “Ayden is barely friends with any of the Sjau.”


“It had better stay that way.”


While I was merely friends with Kalyn and I didn’t
plan on it becoming anything more, that was between Kalyn and me. My
grandmother would have no say in the matter, despite what my father seemed to
think.


“Why would you agree to go with her?” I asked after
Ilvera was gone.


“Protecting the family comes first. That is what it
means to be a Rynorm. That is why we are unstoppable.”


I definitely didn’t want to be a Dracre, but it
occurred to me that being a Rynorm was not much better. I thought they fought
together and protected every member of the family. Instead, when Ilvera tried
to kill me, the only one who cared enough to stop her was Merlin. 


“I need to speak to you before we begin. Alone.”
Merlin’s tone was resigned, as if he had terrible news. 


“Does it need to be now? Can’t we talk after the
battle?”


“I am afraid it needs to be now.” 


As the Rynorms went outside, Merlin and I went into
the living room. We both sat on the couch and I faced Merlin, wondering what
could be so important that it came before defeating the Painter. 


“Your trust means a lot to me, Ayden, but
sometimes, I have to do what I think is best, even if you disagree. You
understand that, right?”


“I think so.”


“Even if it means losing your trust, I will do
what I have to, because your life is more important.”


“This is starting to sound ominous.” He didn’t
respond, he just stared at me expectantly. “We’ll be okay,” I said. Still, he
was silent. 


By the time I realized what he was doing, it was too
late; I felt pain shoot down my spine. I tore my eyes away, but it didn’t stop
the shift. I fell off the couch as bones all over my body broke. Out of shock,
I fought it, and that only made it more painful, itchy, and drawn out. 


When it was over, I was on my side, staring into the
fire. 


“I will not let you be killed for my mistakes,”
Merlin said, getting dressed. He had obviously planned ahead, because the
clothes had been in a pile on one of the chair. 


“You tricked me. You could have told me.”


“You would have argued.” 


“Maybe I would have, but that’s my right.” It
was worse than my father not trying to stop my mother from killing me. It was
worse because it was Merlin. Merlin was the one I could always trust. 


“Everyone has their day to die. I do not welcome
death with open arms, but I am willing to face it to protect you from it.” He
went outside. Once I composed myself, I stood and joined the others, who were
getting ready to face the Painter. I stepped out as my father was handing
Merlin the empty syrus.









Chapter 18


While the snow had slowed down, it still covered any
sign that Merlin and I had done anything in it. I found a spot I liked and dug
myself a hole in the snow, because my small paws kept trying to sink into it.
Fortunately, my thick fur made for excellent protection against the cold… and
since I was white, it camouflaged me. 


Exactly as we had planned, Ilvera made herself
invisible and Shaerl called the Painter three times. Unlike what he had
planned, he didn’t immediately appear.


“Is he really as powerful as you made him out to
be?”


“I guess that depends on him. What I saw in my
dreams was a man who would destroy worlds in an instant. How close to that he
has come, I cannot say.”


“Starting the party so soon?” the Painter asked,
appearing in the middle of the clearing. “I was sure you would wait until the
last minute. Well, this is more fun anyway.”


Merlin slowly walked up to him and stopped in front
of him, his hands flat and out to his side a little bit so that the Painter
could see that his hands were empty. 


The Painter’s eyes narrowed, half worried, half
angry. “Oh, no. No, no, no, you’re not going to surrender! I don’t want you to
surrender! That’s not fair! I want you to suffer!”


“I know. I’m not surrendering; I’m asking you to be a
better man than I was. Leave these people, release them from your curse, and
take your anger out on me. They have done nothing to you.”


“This is sounding a lot like a surrender! Stop trying
to ruin this for me!”


“I was wrong to turn you away after telling you about
your power in the first place. I understand that I---”


“You don’t understand anything! You don’t know what
I’ve been through. You’ve been alive hundreds of years and you haven’t seen
what I saw in one day!”


“That is the price for power.”


“Which is something you could have taught me if
you---” He cut himself off and took a deep breath. “I was wrong. This is
sounding a lot like a distraction.”


“This is not a distraction. I am trying to apologize.
I cannot undo what I have done, but you can still be the person I said you
would be. Entire planets, millions of people would look to you as a hero.
Children would tell their parents they want to be like you. Parents would tell
their children that they were safe because you were watching over them. You can
turn it all around right now. It just starts with one word.”


“What? You want me to forgive you?”


“No, I don’t. I want you to learn from my mistake.”


He looked at me. “How about Snowball over there? Did
you tell him how great he would be?”


“Ayden chose greatness for himself. He made mistakes
along the way and he has overcome them. It does not take power to change worlds.
It takes kindness. You have that in you; I have seen it.”


The Painter focused on him as if Merlin would
suddenly crack and admit it was all a lie. Merlin wasn’t lying, though.
Finally, the Painter smirked. “I’m touched. I had no idea you believed in me so
much. I can’t torture you after that.” He opened his book and started painting
in it. “You shouldn’t die alone. I’ll make it quick, surrounded by your
friends.” He glanced at me, but his brush never stopped. “Come to think of it,
I will learn from your mistakes. I’ll spare your apprentice once you’re dead.
I’ll teach him myself. Wouldn’t that be a nice thing to do?”


No one answered, because as he said it, Nimue
appeared. She was dressed in her usual style of clothing, perfectly clean. The
problem was that there was no life in her eyes. She stood still, staring
straight ahead without seeing Merlin. Merlin blanched. 


“There we go. It’ll make your death so much quicker
if you don’t fight back. Oops,” he said with a laugh. “I almost forgot.” He
painted something else and a dagger appeared in Nimue’s hand. “That would have
taken forever.”


“This is a trick,” Merlin said tightly. “She cannot
be here.”


“A trick? Are you calling me a liar, Merlin?
Have I ever lied to you, Merlin? No! You’re the one who lied! Nimue,
kill the man you love!”


Nimue started walking calmly, with no sign of
awareness, towards Merlin.


“Whoa, whoa, wait,” the Painter said, suddenly giddy
again. Nimue froze. “Do it painlessly, okay?” Then he gave Merlin a friendly
smile and raised his fists with his thumbs sticking up.


Nimue resumed her pursuit of Merlin. I couldn’t do
much unless I wanted to run up and bite him, which sounded like a good plan to
me. Unfortunately, I was almost as likely to bite Merlin instead, for putting
me in this situation. 


Finally, Ilvera decided to uphold her end of the
bargain, because a blast of magic erupted from a spot within arm’s length of
the Painter’s chest. Unprepared, the man was thrown back. Invisibility really
was his weakness. 


I focused my mind, but no magic stirred inside me.
Merlin had chosen his own magic over mine. It was even worse to be killed
because I couldn’t defend myself than it was to be killed because my opponent
was stronger. 


Meanwhile, Ilvera was hitting the Painter with
everything she had before he could get a brushstroke in. He was tossed into the
sky, slammed into boulders, and stabbed in the stomach with a sword. At that
point, she stopped and everyone stared in shock, wondering why we thought he
was so powerful. 


Then he slowly, dramatically, pulled his shirt up
with his left hand to expose the gushing wound and with his right hand, he
painted over the hole. The paint spread over his wound and sealed it off like
healing skin. Then he leisurely climbed to his feet, stretching his arms, and
tucked his shirt into his pants. “I love a good workout in the afternoon. We
should do that every day. Oh, but you’ll be dead tomorrow. Too bad. Now, this
is a bit one-sided, don’t you think? How am I supposed to play if I can’t see
who I’m playing with?”


That was the moment I had been waiting for. If he
could make her visible, he couldn’t be beaten. If he didn’t make her visible,
then that meant there were limitations to his power. He put his paintbrush to
his book and… was struck by a fireball from my father. 


It did have the intended effect, except it would have
made more of an impact if he wasn’t planted face-first in snow an instant
later. He rose unharmed. “That was a surprise,” he said sarcastically. “A
dragon trainer uses fire. How original.” He shook his head as if he wouldn’t
even bother with my father and finished his painting. 


“We have to get that brush away from him. It’s his
wand,” Shaerl said quietly to her husband. My wolf ears heard it easily. 


Merlin was staying out of Nimue’s reach, and she
wasn’t picking up any speed. It was creepy, which I suspected was the point. 


Ilvera and my father shot him with magic
simultaneously, before he could paint anything to defend himself with. The
other Rynorms joined in and one of them landed the perfect shot. The paintbrush
went flying out of his hand and into the snow. “Oh, no!” he shouted
dramatically. “That was my only means of defense! If only I’d had it on a
string or something.” He sighed. “Well, I guess that’s it, then. You got me. I
suren— oh, wait, I forgot! I can do this.” 


The brush shot into his hand and met the book before
anyone could realize how much trouble we were really in. 


And then he was next to my father, but his attention
wasn’t on him. He reached around what looked like open space and snatched
something out of thin air. I heard the familiar snap of a wand being broken and
my mother shouted, appearing in front of him. Father grabbed her and pulled her
back, as if to protect her, while she fought him. Her wand was broken. 


Unlike me, she never learned to do magic without it.


None of us were expecting another blast of magic,
striking him from behind. He was thrown forward, losing his grip on the brush
again. The Painter rolled over onto his back and opened his hand for his brush.
Father rushed forward and stepped on the Painter’s hand. 


He shouted with pain. The Painter’s hand was his
weakness, not invisibility.


The other Rynorms swarmed around him, their wands
aimed at him. “It’s a mother’s job to protect her children,” Shaerl said
calmly, standing over him. “I’m sorry your mother failed you. It was never
Merlin’s responsibility. Now you have threatened my children and you will not
walk away from that.”


She shouldn’t have said a word. She could have ended
it there, but she chose to waste time talking. I had thought she was better
than that.


The Painter laughed. At the feet of nine powerful
sorcerers, he laughed. “I didn’t plan on walking away. Nimue, because you
failed to kill Merlin, kill yourself!”


“No!” Merlin shouted. 


Too little, too late. It only took an instant for
Nimue to stab herself in the chest. 


And in that instant, no one was looking at the
Painter, who had pulled out another paintbrush with his left hand, stabbed
himself in the leg with the sharp end of it, and dipped the bristles in his own
blood. 


Faster than my own eyes could see, he painted
something on his arm and vanished. 


Merlin was not paying any attention; before the
sorcerers could figure out what had happened to the Painter, Merlin had opened
the syrus. Nimue cried in his arms as he held the dagger over the box. Her
blood dripped slowly and a bright glow lit up the inside. 


“I’m sorry, Merlin,” Nimue said. 


He dropped the knife in the snow and kissed her head.
“Do not apologize. I will get you out very soon. The syrus will not let you
die. It will protect you until I have the ability to save you. It will feel
like sleeping.”


“Will it hurt?”


He shook his head. Her body dispersed like a cloud of
smoke and was absorbed into the box. As soon as it was, the lid closed.
Merlin’s chest was drenched in blood, as was the otherwise perfect white snow
in front of him. 


That blood smells strange, I thought out of
nowhere. I should have been thinking of a way to help him. Instead, I couldn’t
get over the smell. Wait, that’s not blood. That’s… danger? Did
danger have a scent?


The wolf instincts came over me stronger than ever
and I found myself growling. Something was hunting us. 


Thus, I was not surprised at all when the Painter
appeared behind Merlin. “Oh, did the wizard lose his---” the man was unable to
finish his sentence on account of his entire body being shoved face down into
the snow. 


Behind him, there were huge paw prints. 


Familiar paw prints. 


The creature that had followed us through the Mirror
Realm had found its way here. I suddenly realized why it had followed us and
why it attacked the Painter; it was attracted to blood. 


“What is on me?! Get it off!” he screeched, barely
able to lift his head. Something massive was on top of him and he couldn’t move
his arms let alone paint. His backup paintbrush was buried somewhere in the
snow.


A loud roar filled the air a moment before he was
picked up, shaken violently, and then slammed down. From the pattern made by
the prints, I was able to figure out what it was doing to him, which included
repeatedly stepping on him. A few times, the creature let him get up and start
running, only to pounce on him and then toss him around like a…


“Merlin, I just had a really strange thought.”


“Me, too.” 


Unfortunately, the creature who could so easily
defeat the Painter did not understand the Painter’s power. He was getting
closer and closer to the brush. The instant the creature let him get up and run
again, I knew he was going to gain back all the advantage it had stripped him
of. The sorcerers shot curses at him, but he dodged them so easily it was as if
he wasn’t even controlling his own body. He didn’t look at any of us; his
entire focus was getting the brush before the creature got him. 


“Dauðr!” Merlin yelled. His power shook the air
throughout the clearing. Everything seemed to stop except for him, for just and
instant. 


Then the Painter cried out. He wasn’t thrown, he
wasn’t stepped on, and he didn’t bleed. He simply cried out and stopped
reaching for the paintbrush. 


Merlin went to him and turned him over gently. The
Painter’s face was tight with pain and he clutched his chest. “You have a
minute, maybe two,” Merlin said solemnly. He sat in the snow and put his hand
over the Painter’s heart. “I could have saved you. You came to me for direction
and I sent you down a path of darkness.” 


“I know, and I blame you.” The Painter was struggling
to speak. “Every villain has a sob story, and I can’t wait to hear yours. My
mother sent me to you because she knew you could help me. I promised her you
could. You turned me away.”


“I know.”


The Painter coughed and winced in pain. “This is your
fault.”


“I know.”


“I could have been so great. I only wanted to help
people.” His voice was weak, as if there was a heavy pressure on his chest.


“I saw you do some wonderful things. I was confused
and I made the wrong choice.”


“Tell it to my mother. Oh wait, you can’t. She’s
dead. I couldn’t save her because you went back on your word. This day has been
coming for a very long time. This will not be the end, for any of us.” 


“I don’t understand.” 


The Painter grinned. “And it’s going to eat at you.”
He stretched out the “eat” with enthusiasm. 


Merlin didn’t respond. I went to the Painter’s book
and flipped it open. On the front cover was a portal, painted in gold, except
that there was a third circle containing extra sigils. That was how he could
appear and disappear. He could make up a portal ahead of time and somehow
open it by touching it. 


The first painting I saw was the cabin, covered in
snow. He had said it would be beautiful and he was right. He had created the
snow because he wanted it to be beautiful. There was nothing evil on that page.
There was nothing evil about the man’s power. I clumsily turned the page to see
a painting of Shaerl in perfect likeness. I touched her gently with my paw and
felt his magic in the dried paint. There was no hate for her. 


How he managed to do harm with something that was not
made to hurt people was beyond me. What it did tell me was that his magic
hadn’t done this to the Painter. He wasn’t born malevolent. Had he been raised
with love and kindness, he would not have become this. 


I looked at Merlin and saw it on his face that he
knew this. He killed the Painter to save the world from a terrible enemy, which
he believed he created. 


I didn’t believe it. Anyone else could have given him
what he sought from Merlin. I hadn’t exactly been raised with love and I turned
out halfway decent. Still watching Merlin, I turned the page and felt a chill.
Startled, I looked down…


But before I could see what the Painter had done, the
book turned to dust. At the same time, the ground rumbled and it stopped
snowing.


The Painter was dead. 


Shaerl picked up the paintbrush and studied it for a
moment. “I thought you said he had a magic paintbrush.”


“It is magic,” I said, though she didn’t hear
me because I was still in wolf form. I could clearly see that it was the
paintbrush Hawk made. 


“The magic must have gone with him, then, because
there’s nothing in this but metal, glass, and paint.”


I went to Merlin and sat beside him in silence. The
others went inside, but I stayed with him. Soon, we were switched back. Shaerl
brought me my robe and boots and, since it wasn’t snowing anymore, it was
enough to keep me from freezing. 


I sat with Merlin even when the sun set. The two
moons illuminated the rapidly melting snow. Finally, Merlin stood. “His
people had a ritual for death and I should honor it. Go inside and get warm.”


“No, I’m going to help you.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m your friend and that’s what friends do.”


“You have forgiven me for tricking you?”


“You didn’t trust me, and that hurts. I haven’t
forgiven you for that, no, but I will. I don’t know what I did to make you
think you had to trick me. I don’t think I’m unreasonable. You could have
explained that you wanted to face him yourself. I would even have understood
that you wanted to protect me. So, I’m going to be upset with you for a while.
You’ve already proven that you trust me, it’s just hard to focus on that right
now. The rest of this wasn’t your fault. The Painter wasn’t your fault.”


He didn’t respond because he didn’t want to argue.
Still, I knew he blamed himself. I would have to figure out some way to help
him. 


As I stood, I noticed something on the Painter’s
hand. “Isn’t that Ascelin’s ring?”


Merlin scowled at it. “It does look as Ascelin
described it.”


I pulled it off his fingers, shivering as I did.
There was something extremely morbid about removing a ring from his limp hand.
I put it in my pocket and stepped back. “What was the Painter’s name?” 


He was silent for a long moment before saying, “I
don’t know.”


 


*          *          *


 


Shaerl searched the Painter’s body and found the
bottle of paint, which she said contained no more magic than the brush. We
burned the Painter’s body. It wasn’t a particularly strange custom to us
considering our world was once ruled by dragons. 


In the middle of this, Ilvera managed to steal
Malaki’s wand and use it to shoot my father. Then she walked right into my
trap. She pointed the wand at Shaerl, but the curse backlashed and burned her
arm, causing her to shriek and drop it. 


A wand or staff that was bonded to its owner could
never be used against its owner. Malaki’s power was strong enough that his wand
couldn’t be used by anyone except its owner.


I pushed every drop of my power into the portal,
focusing my mind as hard as I could. I closed my eyes and resisted the urge to
look when I heard my mother ask what they were doing. Soon, I felt Merlin
helping me, giving me what energy he could in his cursed form.


She must have realized that it was me who had trapped
her in the portal, because she started screaming all kinds of threats. Many of
them, I had already heard from her. 


“Focus,” Merlin said. 


I refocused my attention and a moment later, her
threats fell silent. I opened my eyes. It hadn’t been a trick; Ilvera Dracre was
gone, possibly for the rest of my life. I looked at my father, dreading the
anger on his face. I expected him to curse me. Instead, his expression was
blank. Without a word to me, he went inside the house.


“Great. Now I have a new enemy.”


“Your father doesn’t like changes to his plan,”
Shaerl said, “but you defeated your enemy, which he respects. Give him time to
make a new plan.”


I was afraid I would be part of that plan. Besides, I
didn’t have time to worry about him yet; I had one more thing to take care of
before we headed back to Yuri’s castle. Merlin and I went to the house and
grabbed the small mirror, confusing Yuri. 


“Is the battle over?”


“Yes. We won. Call Alice,” I said, handing the mirror
and my wand to him. 


Frowning, he did as I asked. As soon as her face
appeared, I took the mirror from him. 


“Hello again, Ayden,” she said politely.


“We found your cat. Come get him.”


 


*          *          *


 


When Alice appeared in front of the cabin, the
gigantic, invisible cat darted out of the forest and stopped in front of her
before becoming visible. It was taller than a horse and twice as stocky, pure
black, with large wings and two long fangs that grew out of its mouth and past
its chin. 


Alice beamed as the monstrous cat rubbed its head
against her back. “That’s your cat?” Yuri asked. 


She scowled at him. “Of course.”


“I don’t understand. How did he get here?”


“He was with us the entire time,” I said.


“Not the entire time,” Merlin corrected me. 


“Right. He was going in and out of the Mirror Realm.
He followed us when we were there, especially when I had that head wound,
because he was attracted to blood.”


“So that’s why you told us to make the Painter bleed?”
Yuri asked her. She nodded. “How did you know he was following us if you didn’t
know where he was?”


“Actually, he didn’t follow you to Caldaca,” Alice
said. “That was when I lost track of him. When you said that you needed my
help, that was when I decided to send him to help you.”


“But if you didn’t know where he was---”


“I used you to find him,” she interrupted. “I decided
to send him to you at a point in the future, so that I could find him now.
Someday, I will send him back in time to that moment to help you.”


“I don’t understand,” I said. 


Merlin put his paw over his eyes. “I will explain
later, young sorcerer,” he promised. 


“Oh, I forgot!” Alice shouted. “I’m still grounded!”
She and the cat vanished with a flash of light. 


“I don’t think I like her very much,” Yuri said. The
hatchling used his ear and hair to climb from his shoulder to his head. She was
now silver and the light made her look blue. 


“Well, according to Dessa, your destiny can’t be
foreseen, so whether you want to work for her in the future is up to you.”


He nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that, and I
decided you’re right; my dragoness comes first. I love my parents and I want to
return to them, but in the time since my dragon has hatched, I’ve realized it’s
more than that with her. I feel what she feels and hear her thoughts. She needs
me more than my parents do. If it’s this strong for us, then I imagine it’s
just as strong as for the other immortals.”


“Then you’re going to warn them?”


“Yes. I have three favors to ask, though. First, I
need a way to find them. Second, I need a way to get to them. Third, and most
importantly, I need you to help my kingdom.”


“I can help with all three. Since you’re an immortal,
you’re connected to the other immortals, and you can use the magic mirror to find
them.” He pointed my wand at the mirror and said, “Show me every person on
Caldaca who is immortal, and their names.”


The mirror’s surface changed to show us a map of the
world. Spread out across it were ten glowing blue dots and their names. Yuri
pointed to the closest one. “It would take me a month by ship to get to him.”


“Not if you use magic.”


“I can’t transport myself.”


“You need something more reliable if you’re dealing
with a person without magic and a dragon egg.” I took my mirror and wand from
him and pointed the wand at the mirror. “Contact Mason Minof.”


The mirror chirped three times before Mason appeared
on its surface. His face was red, as if he had been caught doing something he
shouldn’t. “What do you need, Ayden?” he asked, looking at something beside the
mirror. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“Nothing.” He expended great effort to tear his eyes
from whatever was holding his attention. “What do you need?”


“Can Yuri borrow your boots for a month? He’s going
to help some people.”


“Sure. Are you going with him?”


“No. Merlin and I are coming back to the kingdom to
help defend it.”


Mason nodded and Yuri leaned in to see the room. “Are
my parents okay?”


“They’re fine. You know there’s a dragon sitting on
your head, right?”


“Yes. She seems to like it there.”


After bidding him farewell, we went to tell Shaerl
the plan. Shaerl was in favor of it and promised to be ready for the new dragon
guardians. I agreed to explain everything to Yuri’s parents and convince them
to allow the new guardians and their dragons to stay at the kingdom. 


“Not just the bonded dragons,” Yuri reminded me. “It
should be a safe place for all dragons.”


“Our island is not large enough to sustain the new
population of dragons,” Shaerl said. “We will protect eggs and raise them for
five years. After that, we will send them on their way. They can go to your
kingdom if they choose.”


“What about the immortals?”


“They can come here to find their dragons, but I
think they should be raised on your island so that all of the immortals can
learn from each other. We will send Malaki, Keamon, Kador, and their families
to live in your kingdom and help you.”


Malaki frowned at his mother, no doubt insulted, but
he wouldn’t question her. At least, not in front of outsiders. 


“They’re sorcerers, so they will be your official
advisors and deter anyone from trying to overthrow your kingdom again.”


“Can’t we stop people from hunting dragons?”


“No. They’re going to be more determined than ever
since dragons came so close to extinction. The best we can do is claim that our
dragons are trained, but that means ‘wild’ dragons will still be hunted. All we
can do, all we could ever do, is give them a safe place to stay. Many of them
won’t take it because the idea of ‘training’ is an insult to them.”


Yuri’s dragon crawled up on top of his head and
chirped. “She says their pride makes them weak.”


“I disagree,” Shaerl said gently. “To them, we are
all little children who have taken over the world because we outnumber them.
Although we make the rules, it doesn’t mean they should have to bow to us.”


“Do you have a name for her yet?” I asked. 


“No. I want her to decide for herself what her name is,
like other dragons do. I think I might need to start wearing a hat, though.”
She smacked him in the face with her tail, effectively telling him what she
thought of his idea.









Chapter 19


We appeared in Yuri’s bedroom where Kalyn, Mason, and
Thaddeus were waiting. Kalyn hugged me. “You’re Ayden, right?” Mason asked. 


“Yes.” As soon as Kalyn let me go, I went to the
wardrobe and started picking out some of the prince’s clothes. “Yuri is going
to warn other immortals that they have to find their dragons to get their magic
back. We’re going to save the kingdom.”


After I dressed in Yuri’s clothes (with Kalyn’s help)
we called a meeting with the king and queen. They were suspicious when we said
it needed to be in private while I had Merlin, Kalyn, Mason, and Thaddeus with
me. After some convincing, they told their guards to wait outside. 


“You have been acting very strange since your
return,” the queen said when we were alone. “I take it the mage didn’t help you
get your memories back?”


“Oh, right. That. Actually, I lied to you. I never
lost my memory. The truth is, I’m not your son, but I know where he is and he’s
safe. My name is Ayden Rynorm.”


“Why are you saying this?” the king asked. “Are you
trying to upset your mother? Did someone put you up to this?”


“Your people captured me and brought me to you
because I look identical to your son.”


“Stop this!” the queen insisted.


“I learned that Yuri went after the treasure that was
stolen. Merlin and I went to find him.” 


“You were right here the whole time!” the king
argued. 


“That was Kalyn, who is a magician and disguised
herself as me— or your son— to keep you from worrying. Merlin and I found Yuri
and helped him recover your treasure.”


“Then where is the treasure?” the queen asked
cautiously. She obviously didn’t believe me, but she still wanted to believe
the treasure was safe.


“It hatched.” 


The royal couple looked at each other. Now they knew
I was telling the truth. “Why… do you look like Yuri?” the queen asked. “Is it
an illusion?”


“No. Desandra Lenore, the seer who sent you to the
sorcerer family, also went to them. That potion you took that enabled you to
conceive Yuri made him look like me. Desandra foresaw everything that happened
here. She looked at her options and decided that making Yuri and me identical
would have the best outcome. I can’t say I agree, but I’m not a seer. It feels
more like a bad joke to me.” Many things Dessa did were confusing and it made
me wonder if she knew what she was doing half the time. 


“When the black star closed, Yuri was shot with
something.”


“It was like a ball of golden light,” the queen
agreed. “I was with him when it happened.”


“At that moment, he became immortal. He also became
bonded to the dragon egg you protected— well, the dragon inside it. Yuri is
just one of a new kind of magic user.”


“He’s not a wizard anymore?”


“Once the egg hatched, he gained his magic back. He’s
an immortal wizard for as long as his dragon is safe. We don’t know if he has
any new powers.”


“Why isn’t he here?”


“He has to warn other immortals to find and protect
their dragons, because if the dragons die, so do the immortals.”


“Why him?” 


“I believe the ‘treasure’ had nothing to do with you
conceiving Yuri and all to do with saving his life. He is trying to help
others. We can take care of your kingdom and give the immortals and their
dragons a safe place to stay.”


“The kingdom isn’t safe.”


“Which is why we are all here. How did your defenses
fail?”


“Our advisor, Kragen, fell ill as soon as magic began
fading. His son, Sondre, left and betrayed our secrets. Kragen was the only one
who could control his son. When magic returned, we reinforced our defenses, but
Sondre knew how to get past all of them.”


“Your mage couldn’t help the advisor?”


“Unfortunately, Kenja and Kragen hate each other.
Kenja said he wouldn’t help the sorcerer.”


“We can help defend the kingdom and maybe with
healing Kragen.”


“I can see a wizard helping, but why have you brought
a sorcerer? And who is the other one?”


“I’m Ayden’s brother,” Thaddeus said.


“A wizard and a sorcerer as brothers?” the king
asked.


I looked at Merlin and after a moment, he nodded. So,
I explained the Sjau, including the fact that I was born a sorcerer. By the
end, the king and queen both looked like they wanted to kick us out. I couldn’t
blame them. 


After a while of silence, the queen looked at me. “I
knew you weren’t Yuri, I just didn’t want to believe it. He has been gone for
so long. I should be with him.”


“If it’s any consolation, he’s very lucky to have
you. I know you want to see him, but the best thing you can do is help us make
this place safe for his dragon and the others. Now, how long do we have to
prepare?”


“No time at all.”


“What?”


“Our spies say King Wallace will be attacking today.”


I groaned. “This is going to be a long day.”


“At least you ate breakfast,” Merlin said helpfully.


 


*          *          *


 


The Romanus kingdom did not have an army, and it was
impossible to reserve an entire warrior’s guild without at least a month’s
notice. When I asked the queen and king why they hadn’t prepared ahead of time,
they said that they were too upset over their son’s disappearance. They had put
all of their resources into finding him. 


Kalyn took over playing Yuri so that Merlin and I
could sneak down to the sorcerer’s quarters and talk to him. It would have been
a much more impressive feat if anyone at all had been guarding him. 


The room had the kind of odor that invoked dread. It
was rancid, like coming across a deceased animal that had not been eaten. It
was dark with only one small window high in the east wall. There was a table, a
bed, and a magic circle in the middle of the room. Bookcases took up two walls,
which were covered in books and ingredients for sinister potions. The table was
covered in books, papers, and scrolls. Against the west wall was another bed, which
was also covered in books, papers, and scrolls. Kragen slept in the one that
wasn’t cluttered. 


The man was old and thin. His white hair was tangled
and damp from sweat. He was perfectly still under a blanket that he had not
placed on himself. If it wasn’t for his soft, raspy breath, I would have feared
he was already dead. 


“Can you heal him?” I asked Mason, who put his hand
on the sorcerer’s head. 


After a moment, Mason shook his head. “I think this
is more your expertise. He’s not sick; he’s cursed to look sick. I
haven’t seen a curse like this, so I don’t think I can break it, especially
when I could cause more harm because of his sorcery.”


“Are you serious? I finally get to break a curse?” It
felt like ages since I last used what I considered to be my best skill. 


I touched Kragen’s hand and let my magic seep into
him. No one’s magic feels the same, although they could feel very similar. That
was not the case. My energy encountered sorcery from two different people.
Figuring out which energy was his and which was Sondre’s was a matter of
determining which one was hurting him. Once I separated them in my mind, I
could separate them with my magic. That was the difficult part. Although my
light and dark magic gave me the advantage, I still had to fight against
another sorcerer’s curse. Fortunately, Kragen had been fighting the curse as
well, so it wasn’t as difficult as it could have been. I directed my magic to
help Kragen’s unravel the curse. 


His eyes blinked open. “What happened?” He squinted.
“Who are you?”


“My name is Ayden. I’m a friend of Yuri’s.”


He tried to sit up, but Thaddeus and Merlin made him
go slow. “You have to help the prince. Sondre knows Yuri has no magic. He is
going to tell King Wallace.”


“How does he know Yuri is powerless?”


“He overheard Yuri and his mother discussing it.
After everyone else got their magic back, Yuri didn’t. We have to help him. I
learned of Sondre’s plot. That’s why he cursed me.”


“Yuri’s already safe. Trust me.”


“Why? I don’t know you.”


“Yuri has his magic back. He’s safe. We’re here now
to protect the kingdom.”


 


*          *          *


 


We returned to discuss our plan with the king and
queen, who were eager to do whatever they needed to in order to see their son
home and safe again. 


Merlin, having had experience with kingdoms, was the
one who came up with the plan. I wanted to convince them that this castle was
too well guarded for them to attack, Mason wanted to pay them off with gold,
and Thaddeus wanted to kill them all with a curse. Merlin explained that we
needed to drive them off without killing anyone, and keep them away. 


“Death happens when it comes to kingdoms,” Thaddeus
said, confused. 


“Not here,” the king said. “A wizard never causes
harm to another person or animal.”


“I’m surprised wizards don’t get overthrown all the
time. My mother would never have stood for this. The opposing army would be
dead before they realized they---”


“She’s gone, Thad,” I interrupted. 


His mouth snapped shut and he stared at me with
shock. “You mean she’s missing?” he asked after a moment.


“You know I don’t.”


“Can we focus on the matter at hand?” Merlin
asked, in a way that told me it was not a request. “Thaddeus is right that
it happens all of the time. However, where there is death, there is a loved one
left behind. Those loved ones often want revenge.” I repeated his message
and then relayed the plan he described.


 


*          *          *


 


I was in the throne room with Merlin and two guards.
The man standing in front of us was a citizen of the kingdom and demanded that
I fix the problem with his goats. Just to make sure I believed him, he brought
his three goats with him. 


“They aren’t giving me any milk!” 


Outside, there was a line of people waiting
impatiently to have their problems magically solved by me. Me and my shiny
metal hat. 


“Do I really have to do this?” I asked Merlin
in his mind. 


“Yes, young sorcerer.”


I sighed. My goat didn’t give milk and I didn’t
complain. Of course, with as many socks as she ate, that was probably a good
thing. “How long have you had them?”


“Three summers.” 


“And they never gave you any problems before?”


“No!”


“Have you changed their diets?”


“No! It’s that sorcerer who moved in across from me,
that’s what it is!”


“Then why don’t you go talk to---”


“No,” Merlin interrupted. “Him talking to
the sorcerer will do only harm. I have a better idea. Tell the guards to open
the door.”


I motioned to the door and one of the guards opened
the door instantly. That was kind of neat. Then Goat burst in, bleating her
heart out and frolicking around the room with joy. 


“Guard your socks!” the guard said automatically. 


“Tell Goat to talk to the man’s goats and discover
the reason for them not providing milk.”


Thoroughly confused, I wondered if there was a
customary way to order a goat to speak to another goat. “Um… Goat… ask these
other goats why they won’t give milk.”


The man’s expression revealed that he had as much
faith in that tactic as I did. To our mutual astonishment, Goat stopped
frolicking, ran to the other goats, wagged her tail, and bleated.


The citizen’s goats bleated back.


The citizen gaped.


Goat ran to me and bleated, obviously trying to tell
me what she had learned. “What did she say?” I asked Merlin. 


“Do I look like I speak goat?”


“A little.”


He grumbled. “Tell him that the reason the goats
aren’t providing milk is that there is a revolution going on and that if
everyone starts treating their goats well, maybe they’ll start giving him milk.”



I did, and the man’s face lit up. “Really? Wow. I had
no idea. I’ll be sure to treat them better and tell others to do the same.” He left.



“That wasn’t true, was it?”


“A goat revolution? I highly doubt it.
However, those goats had been overworked and over-milked. They deserve a break.”


The guards let in another citizen. 


 


*          *          *


 


Dinner was tense, because the king and queen wanted
to talk about Yuri, but we couldn’t make the guards leave without looking
suspicious. It was a little suspicious that Thaddeus, Mason, Merlin, and Kalyn
joined us. 


Afterwards, I was able to return to “my” room and was
told to get into “my” night clothes. “I’m not wearing that to bed.”


“You have to if you want everyone to think you’re
Yuri. I did it.”


“That’s fine for you! I don’t wear dresses!” The one
Kalyn was holding up and demanding I wear was not even a manly dress. It was
white with lace. 


“Neither do I,” Kalyn assured me. 


Reluctantly, I took it from her. “Fine, but I’m
dressing myself.” 


“That’s not---”


“I’m dressing myself.”


She shook her head. “You’re right; you are stubborn.”
With that, she left me alone with Merlin.


“For the record, I don’t like this plan.”


“For the record, I am saving a mental picture with
which to blackmail you at a later date.”


 


*          *          *


 


I was awoken suddenly as a hand clamped over my
mouth. I struggled on instinct and managed to bite the stranger’s palm. He
muffled his own shout of rage and smacked me. “If you want to live to see the
sunrise, Prince, you’d better settle down.”


I did. I didn’t recognize the voice, but I saw enough
of the man’s face to realize that he was a sorcerer. A moment later, we were
standing in a well-lit bedroom. The headboard of the bed was against the west
wall. It was a well-built bed without being elegant. To the left of it was a
large wardrobe and to the right was a window with heavy wooden shutters. The
door was on the right side of the north wall. 


It was not as fancy as Yuri’s room, which was a
relief to me. What wasn’t a relief was the presence of the king and his ten
guards filling the room. 


The king was a heavyset man with unruly gray and
brown hair and a matching beard that hid his neck. Frown lines marred his pale
face. His brown eyes were narrowed with suspicion. Sondre, like all sorcerers,
had black hair and dark red eyes. He was younger, probably in his early
thirties, and his scowl looked permanent, as if he had many years of experience
in being cross. 


The sorcerer released me and pushed me towards the
bed. “Sit down.”


I sat. “I don’t have any gold on me.” When I tried to
stand, the sorcerer made a motion to smack me. 


“Stop,” King Wallace said sharply. Sondre did. “Tie
up his wrists, but don’t mark him. He’s no good to me dead.”


One of the guards handed Sondre some rope and I held
out my wrists. “Behind your back,” he snapped. 


I stood, turned, and put my hands behind my back.


“You’re… a lot less resisting than I had expected,”
King Wallace said slowly, his tone full of suspicion. 


“You haven’t brought me here to hurt me; you want my
castle’s riches. Fighting you without my magic would only get me killed.”


“Smart boy. You’ll stay in here until your parents
hand over your castle. Everyone knows how important you are to them.”


I nodded, but as he headed for the door, I felt wood
press against my hand. It was an extremely familiar sensation when my magic met
the power of my staff. “Still…” I said, trailing off until he stopped and
looked at me. “I’m afraid I can’t stay. I just have too much work to do. You
know, there’s a goat revolution going on.”


“That explains why…” one of the guards started to say
before another stopped him with a sharp glare. 


“You don’t have a choice,” King Wallace insisted.


“I do. I could leave peacefully after telling you
nicely to leave my kingdom alone, but you wouldn’t listen. So instead, I’m
going to give you a good reason to never mess with my kingdom again.”


He laughed. “You’re in a dress.”


“Yes, and you’ll be able to tell all your allies and
enemies how a man in a dress defeated you with his hands tied behind his back.”
When I felt Kalyn start to cut the rope, I pulled away from her. She got the
idea and stopped. 


“You have no magic,” Sondre said. 


“Oh, I have more magic than you can imagine.”


“You’re a wizard.”


My vision dimmed a little. Fortunately, Kalyn had
forewarned me this would happen, so I was expecting it. Everyone, including
Sondre, took a step back in fear. What they saw was my eyes glowing red. 


After it had its intended effect, my vision went back
to normal.


“How?”


Trusting that my staff was still invisible, I raised
it up over my shoulder. Veðrgramr, come to me. “You should never have
messed with my kingdom.”


“It will be my kingdom!”


My magic cycled through me easily, since I was
familiar with it and because Veðrgramr wasn’t fighting it. 


The guards panicked when the dragon took shape. Had
we been outside in a field, or at least at a distance from the dragon, I would
have thought they were overreacting. However, the fact that Veðrgramr could
barely fit in the room made him look larger. 


They fled the room, giving Veðrgramr the necessary
space to maneuver. When he turned to me, I was almost afraid he would eat me. I
had summoned my dragon earlier in Yuri’s room to explain the plan and politely
ask him to go along with it, but just because he agreed didn’t mean he couldn’t
have changed his mind. “Who has offended you?”


I pointed to the king and sorcerer. Said king and
sorcerer spun on their heels and ran for the door… which slammed shut before
they could reach it. They both turned to me. Kalyn quickly took my staff from
me and I revealed that my hands were still bound and I was still wand-less. 


“See what I can do without a wand?”


That was Mason’s cue to get away from the door and I
really hoped he heard it, because Veðrgramr roared, blowing fire across the
room and charring the door instantly. Sondre and King Wallace had intentionally
been missed. 


“And that was just a warning shot.” 


“You can’t have that kind of power,” Sondre said,
shaking. “I heard you tell your mother---”


“Exactly what I wanted you to hear,” I interrupted.
“I wanted you out of the castle. We are far stronger than you can know. Our
lands are protected and guarded by dragons and sorcerers, and if you ever try
to mess with us again— if you even think of attacking us, you will lose
everything you have.”


My energy was all going into Veðrgramr, so when I
said the line, it was Thaddeus who threw open the shutters to reveal that the
night sky was full of dragons. Illusionary dragons, but they didn’t know that,
and the one in the room proved itself real. 


“Did I make my point or do I need to reiterate?”


As if he couldn’t wait for my word to kill, Veðrgramr
dug his talons into the wood floor, leaning forward until his head was above the
king. The king was bent so far backwards to avoid contact with the dragon that
I heard his back popping. 


The king ignored his body’s limitations. “Yes,” he
squeaked, his voice cracking. 


Kalyn handed me back my staff. “Good. Thank you,
Veðrgramr, that will be all for now.” My dragon dispersed into smoke and was
reabsorbed into my galaxy stone. The energy returned to me, giving me enough
strength for one last spell. “Oh, and good luck with your kingdom. I hope you
don’t lose it by trying to bite off more than you can chew.” The king’s face
was so pale he could have fit in the black-and-white world.


Kalyn’s hand slipped into mine and I focused my mind
on Yuri’s room.


A moment later, we were in Yuri’s bedroom with
Merlin. Kalyn’s invisibility spell fell away. Thad and Mason were both in a
celebratory mood, but I was concerned for Kalyn, who looked like she was having
trouble staying awake. 


“Did you overdo it?”


She smiled, but it was her fake smile. “Of course
not.” She stepped behind me so that I couldn’t see her face and carefully cut
the rope. “What’s a little bit of invisibility and five hundred dragons?”


“All I got to do was open a window!” Thad complained.



“I closed a door,” Mason countered. 


“I had to stay behind,” Merlin said aloud. Everyone
shut up and the room lost its joviality. 


After a tense silence, Thad patted my shoulder hard.
“You looked way more like a sorcerer in there than any of our brothers, and you
did it in a dress!”


Mason and Kalyn remembered that I was wearing a dress
and started laughing. That even lightened Merlin’s mood.









Chapter 20


Word of our confrontation spread throughout the land
so quickly, that the very next day, all of the citizens were celebrating. Yuri
had evolved from “the immortal prince” to “the king of dragons.” He was
certainly in for a shock when he returned. 


The citizens couldn’t figure out why the king and queen
didn’t want to celebrate. Since it would have been difficult to explain that
they wanted to wait until their son had returned before celebrating him, they
simply said that Yuri needed to rest. 


Always willing to help, Mason called in his family to
reinforce the kingdom’s defenses, just in case. Not surprisingly, Thaddeus went
wherever Mason went, insisting that Mason needed a sorcerer’s protection. I
thought it was great that my brother was such good friends with a wizard/mage.
It felt like the world wasn’t so segregated anymore.


Change was something to look forward to, not feared. 


Kalyn stayed at the castle to pretend to be Yuri
until his return. She said that the people needed their hero. “You could stay,”
she said. We were both in Yuri’s room at that point… alone. “I don’t mind
dressing you every day. You saw how well we work together.” 


“I don’t think dressing myself is that daunting a
task. Besides, I have some things I need to do and by then, Yuri should be
back. Once he returns, you need to continue looking for your family.”


She sighed. “Then, this is goodbye?”


“For a while. It’s not like we won’t run into each
other again. And I know how to write you a letter now.”


“Well, if you get a bat from me, you’d better come
running. I don’t want my hero getting lazy.” She pressed a small, wooden box
against my chest and stood.


I put my hand over it to hold it so that she could
let go. “What’s this?” I asked. 


She was halfway to the door before she said, “I’m
paying it forward for when I make you mad.” Then she left without another word.



Inside was a delicately carved wooden bear the size
of my hand. 


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin and I took Ascelin’s ring back to Ascelin. I
argued that there were more important matters, but Merlin wanted to take care
of the small things first. It turned out not to be that small. We couldn’t use
the mirror portal, so we tried to call Alice with another letter. When she
didn’t show, we went back to Zarus’s castle… which was gone.


The entire castle was gone, leaving behind only a
bald spot on the ground. 


It was then that I stuck my hands in my pockets for
no reason at all, and felt something that hadn’t been there the day before. It
was a folded up note. “I had completely forgotten that Ascelin gave me this!”


“Yes, that happens a lot around him. He calls them
a deception of perception. He intentionally makes you forget things he does not
want you to remember until later.”


“With magic?”


“Worse; with psychology. He knows how the mind
works so well he can influence people better than magic can.”


I unfolded the note and recognized it as a portal
instantly. Right there on the ground, I got to work painting it. I had brought
my supplies to paint on a floor. Making it on the dirt was a lot more
difficult, but Merlin said it was better this way. He assured me that even if
someone came along who knew how to use it, the rain would wash it away before
that happened. 


I wasted no time once the portal was done. We
appeared right outside the magic shop. I knew that Alice’s potion had worn off
because the sign on the door was a mess of symbols I couldn’t read. Merlin
disregarded it and told me to open the door. I did, and it opened easily. 


Ascelin was in his chair with a new book, which he
set on the table. “Welcome back. You two are looking well.”


“How can I still understand you?” I asked.


Merlin frowned at me. “You can understand him?
He is not speaking your language.”


“Understanding me and speaking my language are two
very different things,” Ascelin said. “If you think about my words, focus very
closely, do you recognize them?”


“I don’t… what?”


“Exactly. You don’t know what I’m saying. You
understand it. You just think you know what I’m saying because your brain
hasn’t realized yet that the words aren’t familiar to you.”


“I’m lost.”


“Not yet you aren’t. You will be later, though.”


I didn’t have an answer to that, so I just handed him
his ring. 


“Thank you. And, in return, here is the portal to
Chromata.” He held out another folded letter.


The ease with which he spoke, as if he had predicted
everything that was happening, put me on edge. I took it cautiously. 


“Shake it off, young sorcerer; he has that effect
on people.” 


“You can use the back room; it’s already set up for
you.”


I didn’t move, because there was something else I had
to do. I just couldn’t remember what.


“You have to send that letter to Mason and
Thaddeus,” Merlin reminded me. 


I quickly wrote the letter, not bothering to reflect
it because I wanted to be away from Ascelin before he gave me some grave
warning or demanded I go on a quest. Afterwards, I painted the portal as
quickly as I could without messing up. Soon, we appeared in the black-and-white
world. I realized then that I really disliked Ascelin. 


It was night and other than a single bright moon and
a few softly glowing windows, there was no light. Merlin’s theory on why the
town (and possibly the entire world) was black-and-white was that the paint had
stolen all of the color. Thus, it made sense that we could return the color
with the magic paint. 


I pulled out the jar of paint, uncorked it, and
spilled it onto the ground. Nothing happened as the paint flowed in a thick
line towards the center of the town. 


It was at that point that the wizard and the
wolf realized the paint was fake.


“Oh, no, not you again.”


Said the young wizard, who had been wearing a
dress just a few days before.


“It doesn’t matter if the paint is fake, because the
Painter is dead.”


Instead of agreeing with me, the voice laughed
malevolently. I shivered. 


 


*          *          *


 


Once we were back on Caldaca, Merlin and I gathered
Mason, Gideon, Sotis, Koufax, and Kenja together in Magnus’s castle. We dragged
Merlin’s bed into the throne room, since it had plenty of open space. Then
Merlin and I switched and Merlin set the Syrus at the foot of the bed. The
inscription was in a language I couldn’t read, but he seemed discouraged by it.



When he opened it, smoke spilled out and formed
Nimue. She was bleeding out, crying with pain, and reaching for Merlin’s hand.
He gave her his left hand and put his right hand on her chest. Everyone around
put one of their hands on her and got to work trying to heal her. 


Colorful lights flashed, blood stopped flowing, and
she stopped coughing. I felt a surge of relief that she was going to survive. 


“It’s not enough,” Koufax said. “What was she stabbed
with?”


“A dagger.”


“Not one of this world.”


“Stop talking and heal her!” Merlin snapped. Their
interlocked hands were deathly white and smeared with blood. 


I wasn’t helpless. I was a wolf and without magic,
but I wasn’t powerless.


I felt Merlin’s desperation and let it overcome me.
I’d experienced a similar desperation to heal before, so I drew on that. The
sensation inside me built until it burst out through Merlin. “Kvikr!” he
demanded. 


Blinding white light shrouded her, throwing everyone
back, including Merlin. Before they could gather their wits, Nimue sat up,
gasping for breath and trying to wipe the blood away from her mouth.


She spotted Merlin at the same time blood spilled
across his chest. She fell out of the bed as if her legs couldn’t support her
and then crawled into Merlin’s arms. I took a step towards Merlin, knowing I
needed to help him, and nearly slipped. 


Confused, I looked down and saw blood pooling. Only
when I saw it did I feel the pain in my chest. And then I remembered what
Merlin had told me when I last healed him; there was always a price for magic.


 


*          *          *


 


I was in pain for a very long time. My dreams were
full of attacks where my chest was being torn open by monsters. Sometimes I was
so hot I thought I was burning, sometimes I was so cold I couldn’t feel my
limbs. Several times, I was so disconnected from my body that I believed I was
a ghost.


Merlin’s mind was more focused than mine. It was like
he was dreamwalking. He was in the crystal caves, entertaining himself through
the pain with books. I tried to find clarity in his mind, but I was lost. I had
no idea what was happening to me or if I was going to live. I didn’t know why I
was still alive.


And then I woke. It was bright; my window was open.
My chest felt numb, which was not a good feeling at all. I opened my eyes,
surprised to see a stranger sitting in the chair next to me. He was
middle-aged, with an average build, dark brown hair, and extremely green eyes.
Even though he wasn’t from Caldaca, I could tell he was a compassionate person,
possibly by the kindness I saw in his eyes. “Who are you?” I asked. 


He smiled. “A doctor. Magic cannot heal all wounds.
You’ll live, but you’re going to be in a world of pain when your meds wear
off.”


“What’s a doctor?”


“A doctor is a mage from another world with better
equipment.”


“Is Merlin awake?”


“Not yet, but he will be soon.”


“What happened?”


“You and Merlin healed a mortal wound without the
proper training. Fortunately, the damage was split between you. You need to be
careful. No matter how powerful you get, there will always be someone out there
who can knock you down. The more powerful you get, the more attention you draw
to yourself. Try to get more sleep, and you need to stay in bed for a week.”


“Thank you.”


He patted me lightly on the shoulder. “Thank you for
finding my daughter’s cat.” And then he vanished with a flash of light. I
thought no person could be more powerful than a dragon. It turned out I was
wrong, and Merlin and I were starting to get the attention of some people we
really didn’t want to get involved with.


“I think I’ve gone mad.”


“We all have,” Merlin said, lifting his head
and taking in our surroundings. Nimue was sitting in the chair on the other
side of my bed, asleep. “We have somehow dodged another bullet. How long
before our luck runs out?”


“What’s a bullet?”


“I can sense Mason, Thaddeus, and Kalyn in the
house as well,” he said, ignoring my question. 


“Merlin, I know we have worse things to worry about,
but I keep having nightmares that Baltezore isn’t gone. I thought I would be
having them about the Painter now. In fact, that would reassure me that they’re
just dreams.”


“You have nothing to fear, Ayden. He is gone. You
must let it go or it will drive you insane.”


“But I can’t shake the feeling that we’re missing
something. I replay that last battle with Baltezore in my mind every day. I
dream it.”


“I know.”


“You feel it, too?”


“No, I mean that I know what it is.”


“What is it?”


“Let it go.”


“I can’t! He’s coming back! I don’t know how or why
or when but I can’t let it go because I’m constantly expecting him to jump out
of the dark and kill me. What do you know?”


“It will not help you.”


“Please. I need to know.”


He sighed. “You are so stubborn. Baltezore
combined one of his hearts with one of his mate’s, thereby creating a source of
power so great that it could resurrect her.”


“Yes.”


“Then he hid it for its own protection and used
Gadiel’s second heart as his galaxy stone.” 


“Right.” 


“What is there to stop it from being used to
resurrect Baltezore?”


“Oh, no.”


“There is more.”


“Tell me.”


“Are you absolutely certain?”


“I have to know.”


“The portal in Gmork’s castle, the one in his
magic room… I had seen it once before in a book.” 


He was giving me information in pieces to allow me a
chance to back out. “What book?” 


“One of Baltezore’s grimoires.”


“What world?”


“Raksel.”


“Baltezore’s home world?”


“Yes. I believe Gmork knows where the heart is and
might be planning to resurrect Baltezore.”


“How? Even Baltezore didn’t have the power to
resurrect Gadiel.”


“That is the point exactly.”


“Huh?”


“Baltezore could not do it without the power from
the ancient dragon, so he had a backup plan.”


“But he died.”


“That was his backup plan.”


“What?”


“Gmork was always extremely intelligent, and he
was also heavily into necromancy. I told you that if Gmork could go back in
time to kill one person, it would have catastrophic effects. I had underestimated
the situation, however. If Gmork can go back to when Baltezore was alive, he
could kill Baltezore. In doing so, every moment of time between then and now
would unravel and be rewritten. This would create a paradox that few worlds
would survive, but it would also generate enough power to resurrect an entire
world of dragons.”









Epilogue


Ascelin emerged from his magic room and sat heavily
in his chair. “I’m getting too old for this.” 


He was a man of science thrown into a world of magic
against his will. He spent many years with the most despicable beings he could
imagine, on a world without a sun, where death roamed the shadows, and he
fought his way back to the light. 


After a moment, the door opened again. “They really
think you’re dead?”


“They burned my body,” the Painter answered, emerging
from the magic room and leaning against the door casually. 


“Merlin might be the only one who would ever be upset
by that.”


The Painter was not offended. “Merlin was right not
to train me. I wouldn’t be who I am today if he hadn’t rejected me.”


“So you’re not going to kill him?”


He laughed. “I have someone much higher on my list.”


Ascelin wondered if the Painter didn’t actually have
a deeper reason for letting the older wizard live. Perhaps someone has grown
a heart. He studied the Painter’s face, which he usually avoided doing. To
him, the Painter was a hideous man, with scars and boils all over his skin,
blue lips, black eyes, and patches missing from his hair. Then again, Ascelin
had a very unique perception of people. No, he thought. That isn’t
likely. “I thought you were doing all of this to kill him.”


“No. Death was too good for him. He will never
forgive himself now. You can’t understand how wonderful it feels to get my
revenge. I have just done more damage to him than anyone else could. He never
feared killing before. Now he will. I’ve destroyed him, slowly. This will eat
him alive like poison and I’ll be watching. He’ll feel me there and he won’t
understand. It will drive him insane.”


“What about your mother?”


He laughed. “Oh, she’s dead alright. I made sure of
it.”


“Are you still going to take that dragon?”


“No. I got what I wanted, and I can get hundreds of
dragons. I’m not going to be defeated by my own stubbornness.” The Painter
studied the ring on his finger, which had absorbed his soul an instant before
his death, enabling Ascelin to resurrect him. “You’ve done well, Ascelin. You
brought back everything except my mortality.”


“At least we’re even now.” The Painter was an ally,
but not a friend. 


“I suppose we are… for now. They haven’t figured out
yet that to become immortal, you first have to die. As long as I’m wearing this
ring, there is only one person who can kill me.”
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Translation of Enochian:


 


“Olani
vamelom mad odlonshin, Rheim, niis oiad fetharsi olora.”


“I revoke
your gift, Rheim, for the good of mankind.” 
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