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Chapter 1


“Thank you for seeing us, curse breaker,” the woman
said. 


I didn’t have much of a choice, since the woman had
arrived with her daughter in the middle of the night, woken the entire castle,
and insisted I break the curse on her daughter. Of course, the only people
currently living in the castle were myself, Merlin, and Magnus, but her loud
voice probably woke everyone in the land. 


Still, it was my job. 


I didn’t get paid, but it was my job nonetheless.
“What is the problem?” I asked, sitting in the throne in the main room. Magnus
tried to make guests feel welcome by providing food and meeting them in one of
the studies. I was too tired.


 “My daughter has been cursed!” she snapped, pushing
her daughter forward. I studied the small child. 


She was about ten with light brown hair and hazel
eyes. The color of her eyes told me she didn’t have magic. There was nothing
about her appearance that looked strange. She seemed like a perfectly polite
little girl, which made me wonder if she was adopted. “Can you be more
specific?”


“A neighbor boy put a silencing curse on her! Break
it!” 


Merlin, half asleep next to me, growled at her sharp
tone of voice. 


I decided not to say anything, since I knew she was
very upset that her little girl was attacked. I wished children could be
protected from all curses. I waved the girl over and she came… followed very
closely by her loud mother. When I reached out for her hand, she turned away.
“I’m not going to hurt you. I need to take a look at the curse.”


“You can’t do that without touching her?”


“I can, but it won’t be as gentle.” I had always been
able to break curses, but when Merlin taught me to detect magic around me, I
found a way to use it to make breaking a curse over someone safer.


“Give him your hand, Kika.”


After a moment of hesitation, she did. My magic
quickly flowed into her and encountered the sorcery. I sighed and let go of her
hand. “Merlin, would you grab my wand please?” I asked.


He nodded and took off up the stairs. 


The woman put her hand on Kika’s shoulder. “Is it
going to hurt?”


“No, and it’ll be quick.” The magic was so poorly
done that I could guess what happened easily. The boy had tried to stop her
from telling people a secret, but his magic was uncoordinated and it turned
into a flimsy silencing curse. I figured if Kika had anything important to say,
she could have overcome the curse on her own. 


Merlin returned a moment later with my wand, which I
took and pointed at Kika. Break the curse. Since the curse was so poorly
done, I didn’t have to tear it apart slowly. I imagined my magic flowing
through her and capturing all of the foreign magic.


The sinister energy easily succumbed to mine and
followed it back into me when I pulled my magic back. Of course, the curse was
completely useless against my magic, so after a moment, I didn’t even sense it
anymore. 


“That should do it,” I said, slipping my wand into my
pocket. 


“I… I can talk!” Kika said excitedly. She turned to
her mother. “I want a wolf like him,” she said, pointing to Merlin.


Merlin growled.


“You have plenty of animals,” her mother said. 


Kika stomped her foot. “I want a wolf!” she turned to
me. “My mother will buy him. How much?”


“Merlin is not for sale.”


“Everything is for sale for enough gold. Just tell me
how much.”


Merlin growled again. In fear, the woman took her
daughter’s arm and dragged her out. I sat back in the chair. “Somehow I feel
like I did a disservice to the world.”


Merlin laughed in my mind. “It would hardly
matter. Even knowing she is a rotten child, you would still break her curse if
she came back with a new one. You are too nice a person to refuse to help
someone, even if they are as bad as your brothers. That is why you have so many
friends who would drop everything to help you.”


I rested my head on the armrest. 


“Go back to bed. If you sleep here, you will wake
with cramps.”


“I’m going to transport myself up. Do you want me to
send you up as well?”


“No, thank you. I think I will go for a run before
returning to my room.”


I managed a grunt, already half asleep. I pulled my
wand out of my pocket and imagined my room. As soon as I felt my magic wrap
around me, I felt something go wrong.


 


*          *          *


 


“Wake up.” The voice tore me from my sleep so
violently I gasped. It was a voice I would dread hearing for my entire life.


Unfortunately, when I opened my eyes, I still
couldn’t see anything. “Mother?”


“I’m surprised you remember me.”


I couldn’t move my arms or legs, although I didn’t
feel anything strapping me down. “Where are we? How did I get here?” The last
thing I remembered was breaking Kika’s curse.


I felt her hand on my face and jerked automatically,
but she only removed the blindfold from my eyes. I was lying on a wooden table
in the basement of my mother’s house. I had only seen the basement once,
because Mother didn’t allow us down there. It wasn’t used for storage or
torturing people, so I couldn’t be sure what it was for. All I knew was that I
didn’t want to be there. 


I was also completely paralyzed from my neck down. 


“You betrayed me, Ayden.” She was exactly as I
remembered— immaculate, composed, and deadly. She was tall and thin with long,
straight, black hair, cold burgundy eyes, and prominent cheekbones. Her
appearance always made me think of a beautiful, venomous spider.


“You want to kill me and take my power.”


“That is my right. I created you and your brothers
for one purpose. Your power is mine.”


It shouldn’t have hurt; I knew she didn’t care about
me. “I don’t have dark magic, and you can’t use my light magic.” I was lying; I
did have some dark magic, but I hoped she didn’t know that.


Something moved in the corner of my eye and I looked
over to see my father standing near the wall behind my mother. He was halfway
hidden in the shadows, but I could make out his grave expression. Actually, it
was his normal expression.


“Oh, but you’re wrong,” my mother said. “All magic is
neutral in its pure form; you make it dark or light. That is the gift you have
as the seventh son of the seventh son. As a child, you only used light magic,
but I expected you to develop sorcery on your own. I have grown tired of
waiting.”


“Why would I start using dark magic, knowing you will
kill me if I do?”


“You won’t have a choice.” She reached up slowly and
moved hair out of my eyes. “You need a haircut.” Her nails were sharpened like
claws and the silver and gold rings on her slim fingers glittered in the dim
light. Each of those rings held more than enough power to kill me. She then
reached down and pulled the ties on my shirt loose. 


In my entire life, I had never learned how to change
my mother’s mind. Begging just disgusted her, because that wasn’t proper
behavior for a sorcerer. She slowly sliced the skin right over my heart with
her nail. It was everything I could do not to make a sound. I was sweating,
panting, and desperate. 


“Please, Mother, wait. I’ve never asked you for mercy
before, so please hear me out this once. There is something I need to do. I
promised to help my friend. Let me go, let me help him, and I will come back
here. I won’t fight you.”


She smiled cruelly. “Very well. I will return you to
Magnus’s castle.”


I wasn’t stupid enough to think that I was getting
away that easy.


“However, you may not be willing to break Merlin’s
curse when the time comes.”


“You know about Merlin?”


“Of course.”


“Then you know I’m willing to do whatever it takes to
break his curse.”


“Right now, you are.” She pulled out a crystal from
her pocket and held it up for me to see. It looked exactly like the crystal
that contained Livia’s dark magic, except it was clear all the way through.
“This will change your mind.” 


“What is that?”


“Just a crystal.” She then held out her hand and a
raven flew from out of the darkness to land on her outstretched arm. When she
sliced the raven’s chest with her nail like she had mine, the raven cawed and
flapped his wings, but he didn’t fly away. The raven’s blood began dripping…
outward, towards the crystal. It was absorbed into the crystal easily, and the
blood dripped faster and faster until it was a stream of red. After a moment,
drops of black combined with the red. 


The raven was slowly and grotesquely melting. With
increasing speed, the large black bird was absorbed into the crystal. By the
time she was done, the crystal was as black as the raven had been. 


“I thought you were going to let me go.”


“I will never let you go. I only said I would return
you to Magnus. As you use magic, the power of the raven’s blood will change you
and poison your white magic. By the time it is done, you will be a true
sorcerer, and then you will return to me of your own volition.”


“I won’t use magic!”


“Yes, you will, because you are going to forget all
about the crystal.”


“Then why did you tell me?”


“It amuses me to see fear in your eyes.” She then
pressed the crystal against the wound over my heart. 


Before my eyes, the crystal began to melt and drip
into my wound, just like the raven had been absorbed into it. Each drop burned
like fire and spread deeper through my body with every beat of my heart. It was
one of the most painful experiences I had ever had and I was certain I would
never forget it no matter how much magic my mother used. 


Behind her, my father shook his head. 


Then everything was dark. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up suddenly, panting and sweating. I was in my
room and everything seemed normal, except there was a strange pain in my chest.
There wasn’t a wound or anything to explain the pain, which just faded after a
moment like a bad dream. 


“Merlin?” I asked in the wolf’s mind.


“Yes, Ayden?”


“Is everything okay?”


“Yes, Ayden.”


“I think I had a bad dream, but I can’t remember
it.” There was silence for a moment before my door opened and Merlin
entered. “I didn’t mean for you to come all the way in here.”


“Our rooms are ten feet apart; it was no trouble.
Bad dreams are rarely a coincidence. However, it could just be that you are
worried about your mother.”


“Why did she leave Magnus alive? Why hasn’t she
threatened me?”


“Maybe she gave up on you,” he suggested. 


“My mother has never given up on anything in her
life. She has to be planning something.”


“Are you worried she is going to use Magnus to get
to you?”


“She left a strong wizard alive after overpowering
him. That’s like hunting and then leaving your prey dead on the ground. And why
did she wait until we were gone? Did she find out about the crystal from spying
on us or did she know all along that he had it?” Magnus had been
reinforcing the castle’s defenses since the attack, but I was still worried
that it wasn’t enough. 


“There is no wisdom I can give you that will help.
All I can say is that, as long as you stay true to your heart, your mother will
never be able to get any dark magic from you.”


 


*          *          *


 


I was the seventh born son of 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.
Unfortunately, I was always the embarrassment of the family, for no matter how
hard I tried to cause chaos and destruction, I could only ever do light magic. 


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


Then, we went to Merlin’s world to try to find out
how to break his curse. Although we got the information we needed, we also
discovered that I was the only one who could break the curse, and it would
require my death. 


After defeating my evil cousin to free my aunt, we
returned to Magnus’s castle to find that my mother had attacked him and taken
all of my aunt’s dark power, which she had locked into a small crystal. My
mother hadn’t taken anything else, so I knew she was after that in particular.


Fortunately, Magnus had recovered from the attack
within a few days. Over the next month, Merlin focused on teaching me
protection magic over wizardry and sorcery, because he knew I was more likely
to try to defend myself and him than attack. 


Word was getting around that a “curse breaker” was
living in the castle, so a couple dozen people came to the castle to have their
curses broken. I enjoyed the practice, and for the first time, I didn’t have to
argue with people that I was a sorcerer. I was something new, accepted, and
respected. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Come and eat, Ayden,” Merlin said, tearing my
attention from my book. 


I was sitting in the library, as usual. Only when I
glanced out the window did I realize the sun had risen. “Oh, I forgot.” I
didn’t feel like eating, but Merlin always insisted I eat breakfast, so I
didn’t argue. Although I still hadn’t remembered anything about my nightmare, I
felt odd. 


Merlin and I went downstairs to meet Magnus at the
table. The old wizard was writing in a book and letting his porridge and
potatoes get cold. “Inquire as to how his meditations are proceeding.”


“Merlin wants to know how the curse reversing is. I
think.” I looked at Merlin and he nodded. The main problem we had was that the
book wasn’t written in our language. Merlin had to read it in my mind and I had
to tell Magnus. I really wanted to ask Vactarus for the Siren, a magical amulet
that translated written words and speech, but Magnus didn’t trust it and said that
a mistake could be deadly. The second problem was that not all the ingredients
in the book were known on Caldaca, so Merlin had to explain them and figure out
what the equivalents were.


Magnus set his book down. “I’m afraid it isn’t that
easy, for there aren’t ingredients that can counteract all of the ingredients
used. We need to make a completely different potion.”


“Then going to Merlin’s world was a waste of time?”


“We discussed this, young sorcerer,” Merlin
interjected. “After what Gmork said and the fact that I was not intercepted
by his servants after I was changed, we know that it was meant to be. If you
had not gone, it would have caused a paradox.”


“It would have been nice to have known that before
I had to go through everything,” I said in his mind. “Besides, didn’t
you say something about the same thing happening some other way?”


“You are referring to the Novikov self-consistency
principle. It is the universe’s means of preventing a paradox. It is, however,
just a theory.”


“Not at all,” Magnus said, unaware of the silent
conversation between Merlin and me. “We needed the book you found in order to
figure out exactly how the curse was done. With that, we can learn what we need
to do to reverse it.”


“Did you figure out why I’m the only one who can do
it? Or why I have to die to do it?”


“I am working on that. I think you might get more
answers from the only one who seems to know anything about it.”


“The fairies?”


He frowned. “Actually, I was talking about the seer.
I expect you will have more trouble with the fairies here than on the other
worlds.”


“Dessa? We’ve tried to find her before, but she
doesn’t stay in one place.”


“There are ways to find people with magic.”


“Dessa is one of the most powerful seers in the
world. I bet she knows everything, but she won’t say a word more than she
thinks she should no matter how much we ask. If she wants to tell us something,
she will make her location known. She insists that telling us too much would be
counterproductive.”


Merlin made a grumbling sound, reminding me of his
aversion to seers. 


A knock on the door echoed unnaturally loudly through
the castle. “Fluffy hadn’t warned me of visitors,” Magnus said, standing. 


“Maybe it’s another person needing a curse broken.”
To be honest, I looked forward to every curse I broke, because it made me feel
a little closer to breaking Merlin’s.


“It is the seer,” Merlin told me as Magnus
left to answer the door. 


Although I didn’t know if he could sense her magic or
if he smelled her, I didn’t doubt him for an instant. “I wonder if she knew we
were talking about her.”


“All women know when you are talking about them.”


A moment later, Magnus returned with Dessa. Dessa was
tall and slim with long, white hair and light blue eyes. Her dress was silver
with see-through sleeves and she was barefoot. Seers often distanced themselves
from both wizards and sorcerers in order to keep the peace, yet Dessa always
treated me kindly, as if it didn’t matter whether I was a wizard or sorcerer. 


“Good morning, Ayden, Merlin,” she said. 


“Good morning. Where is your apprentice?” I asked.
She was always supposed to have an apprentice with her because her visions
could strike her at any time and leave her completely vulnerable. 


“She is in the carriage outside. She felt
uncomfortable entering a wizard’s palace.” 


“Why did you send me to my aunt without telling me
why?”


“Because you are stubborn and don’t like to be told
who you are.”


Merlin made a sound of amusement. 


“Had I directed you straight to Magnus, you would not
have learned why you’re different or that you’re not alone. Livia told you to
stop your brothers from fighting Magnus and when you refused, she locked you
up, but she made sure you could escape.”


“I still don’t get why.”


“Because I told her to. I foresaw many ways it could
end. In order for you to succeed, Livia had to show you there was another way
and you had to be determined enough to defeat the chimera.”


“I don’t like being lied to, even if you think it’s
for my own good.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Merlin divert his eyes. “Okay,
so now can you tell us how to break Merlin’s curse?”


“Not yet. Right now, you are needed on a quest.”


“A quest? I’m not a warrior.”


“This is a very special quest that only you can do.”


“What?! Why me? I’m not special.”


“You are, and you have an obligation.”


I thought about it for a moment before I realized
what she meant. “My mother did something, didn’t she?”


“She hasn’t done it yet, but she has something very
sinister planned. I foresee vary dark days ahead of us if she succeeds. Part of
that plan is to kill others who have your power.”


“My power?”


“Seventh daughters of seventh daughters and seventh
sons of seventh sons.”


“I thought Livia and I were the only ones.”


“You did?” Merlin asked. “Who gave you that
idea?”


“You and the others are a magical phenomenon that has
existed since the dawn of magic on Caldaca,” Dessa said. 


“It exists on other worlds as well, but not as
drastically,” Merlin added.


“Then why didn’t I know about it? Did you know what I
was when we met?”


“It is not widely known, because sorcerers like your
mother would hunt them. And yes, I knew what you were even then.”


“How many are there?”


“There are seven males and seven females, and they
vary in ages greatly because if one dies, another is born. They are not all
born to sorcerers or wizards, either.”


“If you can bring them back here, I can protect
them,” Magnus said. 


“Because you did a great job last time she attacked,”
I said automatically. Merlin looked at me, as confused at my outburst as I was.
“Sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”


“It’s fine, Ayden,” Magnus said. “I know that this is
very stressful for you. However, I take the protection of people very
seriously. If you will go and convince them to come here, I will keep them safe
from your mother.”


I thought about it. I wouldn’t just be dealing with
wizards or sorcerers. In fact, some of them would be young children. All of
them needed to be taken somewhere safe. “Merlin, what do you say?” I
asked in the wolf’s mind.


“Can you turn it down?”


“Can I leave a bunch of people out there with no
idea that my mother is after them? No, I don’t think I can.”


“I would expect nothing less.”


“Are you willing to go with me?”


“Of course I will go with you, young sorcerer. You
never have to ask. Although, all of them being in one place, in public,
can also make them vulnerable,” Merlin suggested. “Your mother could
possibly be counting on it.”


“Is there any chance my mother knows that you’ve had
a vision of her attacking them?” I asked Dessa.


“Sorceresses cannot oversee the visions of seers, and
I haven’t spoken to anyone about it.”


I glanced at Merlin and he nodded. “We’ll do it, but
how do we get to them? We can’t travel all over the world and come back for
each one.”


“Here,” Magnus said, pulling off one of his rings and
handing it to me. It sported a large green gem with a silver streak through it
that moved in the light. “This is called a cat’s eye. Once you convince each
person to come here, say Fluffy’s name into the ring. Fluffy will let me know and
I’ll raise a golem to protect them and lead them back here.” 


“A golem? I thought that was only a sorcerer thing.”
Golems were powerful creatures made of the rock, dirt, and clay, but they were
under the complete control of the person who conjured them. Although golems
were too slow to be great warriors, they were perfect for suicide missions. My
mother had used the golems a few times, but she was more likely to send her
sons, because we didn’t drain her magic. 


“Golems are created of magic, so they can be good or
bad. Since I am a wizard, mine can only protect.”


I slipped the ring on my right index finger. “How do
I find these people?”


“For that, I cannot help you. You will need to go to
your aunt.”


“Is she safe?”


“She is safer now than she was when Veronica attacked
her,” Magnus said. “I can transport you as close to her as Red Rock, and there
should be a boat that will take you to her castle. I highly suggest you
conserve your magic as much as possible.”


“What about my studies?” I asked. I really enjoyed
learning magic from Merlin, and I was making a lot of progress. Well, most of
the progress was at focusing when he spoke. It also helped me to pay attention
when I wrote the lesson down in my grimoire, which I realized was the entire
reason Merlin made me write them down in the first place. 


“You need to be careful about who notices you,” Dessa
said. “Your mother may have people looking for you. In fact, I suggest leaving
behind your Dracre robe and your wand.”


“No way. Those are the last two things in the world I
would leave behind.” My wand zapped me through my pocket. “Ow! Sorry. And my
staff. And Merlin. Those four things are the last… four things in the world I
would leave behind.” She sighed. “I’ll put them away so they’re not seen. What
about my brother? Have you had any visions of Thaddeus?” 


“I have, but all I can tell you is that he has his
own journey, which will decide his future.”


“Was I wrong to spare him?”


“You are never wrong to follow your heart. You gave
Thaddeus the opportunity to escape your mother’s control and turn his life
around. Now the rest is up to him.”


I nodded. I wanted the best for him, just as long as
he wasn’t trying to hurt me or anyone else. If he turned out like our mother,
it was my fault for letting him go. If he turned out like our father, I would
be happy. 


After Dessa promised to return and tell us more about
Merlin’s curse as soon as I saved the others like me, I went upstairs to pack.
I grabbed all my usual supplies, plus my grimoire. When I went back downstairs,
Magnus transported Merlin and me to Red Rock.









Chapter 2


We
appeared in Red Rock with a bright flash of light. No one paid me any
attention, but several people stared openly at Merlin. I was glad it was a
large enough city with enough travelers passing through that no one recognized
me from my first visit, during which I put the entire city in an invisibility
bubble, or my second visit, during which I fought my brothers in the middle of
town.


It was a busy morning and people were opening their
businesses or beginning their early morning shopping. There were a few children
who gawked and pointed at Merlin, probably having never seen a wolf before. 


“This way,” Merlin said, leading me towards
the beach. It didn’t take us long to reach the docks, where quite a few boats
were stationed. “Try to find a merchant ship, rather than a pirate ship.”


I nodded and studied the ships, which were all
different colors, shapes, and sizes. “The two on the end are trade ships. They
have a dark blue flag with a wagon. It’s the symbol of the traders’ guild.”


“Good. You did bring currency, right?”


“I have enough to get us to Livia’s castle, yes.
Maybe I should just use magic.”


“Save it for emergencies. We have no idea what we
might face and when.”


We started walking down the road towards the ships.
“It takes practice to get better, and I want to get as good at transporting as
Magnus.”


“I could not do that myself, young sorcerer, so if
something goes wrong, there is nothing I can do.”


“But you’re more powerful than Magnus.”


“In most things, I am. However, transporting
yourself across space as you do is impossible via real— I mean…
magic of other worlds. With your wand and staff, you can do things that wizards
of other worlds cannot. That does not make you more powerful, though, as we can
do magic without wands and staffs.”


I didn’t say anything, mostly because I didn’t want
to frustrate Merlin, as he had told me this stuff before. It was also because I
had stopped listening about halfway through and was instead watching men carry
cargo on and off the ship. When we reached them, I picked the one with fewer
men and tried to spot the captain. 


Merlin turned to look behind us, but he didn’t say
anything, so I didn’t bother to look. When I felt a hand slap me on the back, I
jumped. Fortunately, I managed not to shriek. This was probably because Merlin
was so light on his feet that he often snuck up on me and I was getting used to
it.


“Ayden! Good to see you again!”


Recognizing the voice instantly, I composed myself
and turned to see Jevwen. He was about sixteen, slender, and very clean
considering he was the son of the captain of a pirate ship. This time, his hair
was nicely cut and his clothes were well-made, so it looked like he was doing
better in life, not that he was lacking funds before. 


Jevwen and his father were definitely nicer than I’d
expected pirates to be, but that was probably because I was a sorcerer, not a
wizard. I wondered if Jevwen would care that I wasn’t a sorcerer anymore.


“It’s good to see you, too. Is your ship around?”


“My father’s ship isn’t. I left them about a month
after we met you. I opened up a book shop in Red Rock for a while, but I missed
the sea too much, so when I met Goola, I started to buy and sell books at sea.”


“Goola?” I asked. 


He indicated one of the men on the ship. “He’s the
captain of a merchant ship. I had to become a member of the traders’ guild to
work with him, but at least we don’t have the pirate reputation.”


“What about your father?”


“Ayden, that is too personal,” Merlin said. 


“I miss him, but I really wanted to go my own way for
a while. Someday, I’ll probably return. Until then, I’m happier here.” 


I nodded, since I understood his situation
completely. He then introduced us to Goola. He looked every bit the merchant he
was. His white undershirt had big billowy sleeves and his red velvet vest
looked way softer than even my Dracre robe. His face and hair were clean,
albeit smelling of salt water. He was also fairly tall and muscular, which
undoubtedly helped him sell his merchandise to women.


“Don’t I know you?” he asked.


“I doubt it.”


“I do! You’re the curse breaker.” He held out a hand
and one of his men rushed forth to hand him a scroll.


“Do you stand around waiting to hand him the specific
scroll he asks for?” I asked. 


“Yes, that’s my job.”


Goola unrolled the scroll for me to see a perfect
drawing of myself, with a less-than-perfect drawing of Merlin.


“That had better not be me,” he growled. “I
am not a German Shepherd.”


“Where did you get that?” I asked, putting my hood up
to hide my face. The scroll had a language on it that I couldn’t read,
suggesting it was from pretty far away from my homeland, but that didn’t mean
it couldn’t reach my mother. If she wasn’t out to kill me before, she would be
when she saw that.


“It’s not anything to be ashamed of,” Goola said,
handing the scroll back to his assistant.


“I’m trying to keep a low profile right now.”


He nodded knowingly. “Ex-girlfriend? We’re all
running from someone.”


Jevwen blushed deeply and disappeared below deck. “I
need to get to the Island of Light. I know this isn’t a passenger ship, but can
you take Merlin and me there? I don’t need a pickup or anything.”


“Normally, I would rant about keeping my schedule, but
since you’re a friend of Jevwen’s, I’ll do it. Not for free, of course, but for
a fair price.”


“Thank you.” Although Merlin was obviously
uncomfortable about going back out to sea, he didn’t say a word. 


It took a while before we were ready to go, and when
we did get going, I asked Jevwen what the name of the ship was. 


“Titanic.”


Merlin made a choking sound. “The what?!” he
asked, sounding half shocked and half sick. 


“Um… any reason?”


“The former captain was a world traveler and named it
after a ship of another world. From the stories, it was a legendary ship.”


Merlin put his right forepaw over his eyes and
sighed. He was very strange sometimes.


 


*          *          *


 


The ship was slow and we didn’t make it to my aunt’s
castle until the sun was getting low in the sky. The castle was just as
immaculate as it was when we first saw it, despite having been destroyed by
Veronica. Since the islet didn’t have a dock, Jevwen, Merlin, and I got into
one of the small boats and were lowered from the ship. 


Jevwen and I rowed up to the beach while Merlin
flattened himself against the floor with his front paws over his eyes. When we
reached the sand, I had to pull the boat completely out of the water before
Merlin would even sit up. 


Once I half dragged Merlin out, I said goodbye to Jevwen
and he returned to the ship. “Just out of curiosity…” I asked Merlin as we
walked up the beach towards the castle. “Can you swim?”


“I could once. However, I am not entirely certain
I still can.” 


“Then why did you act like the water was acid?”


“It was the rocking that bothered me.”


“Because you’re a wolf?”


He hesitated before answering. “I cannot be sure.”


I frowned. “What do you mean? Did you get sick on
ships before you were cursed?”


“I have never been on a ship before Bloodbath’s
pirate ship.”


“Oh.” I was surprised; Merlin was more worldly than
anyone I’d ever met. “I hadn’t been on a ship, either.” Merlin smirked at me.
“What?”


“Nothing.” 


We arrived at the castle doors then and I decided not
to push. Merlin believed in me more than I did, and I knew he didn’t lie to me.
When I raised my hand to knock on the door, it opened. I was surprised to see
no one standing there. “Hello?” 


Suddenly, Sonya burst up out of the floor in front of
me. Fortunately, I had seen the ghost do this enough that I only jumped a
little. “Hello, Ayden,” she said, smiling brightly. 


Having been murdered by her sister at the age of
twelve, she had always looked like an old, abused doll. Apparently that had
something to do with her not being at peace. Now, her blond hair was long,
loose, and curly and her blue eyes were clear and lively. The paleness of her
ghostly skin was more shimmery than sickly. Even her blue dress, which had been
raggedy before, was now pristine. She resembled her mother quite a lot now.


“You look happy,” I said. 


“I am. I enjoy having a mother again. She’s expecting
you. Come in.” She moved aside for Merlin and me to enter. When we did, she led
us all the way through the castle to the garden, where Livia was tending to the
rose maze. The white roses caught the late afternoon light and seemed to glow
against the dark background of the foliage.


Livia turned to us, smiled kindly, and held her
shears out to the side. 


To my shock, a hand reached out of the hedge and took
the shears from her hand. Obviously, her magic guards had returned. “It’s nice
to see you two again.”


Like me, Livia couldn’t have looked less like a
Dracre. Her long, golden blond hair was partially braided, partially loose and
draped over her shoulders, her eyes were bright blue, and she wore white robes
instead of the Dracre ones. She was a very powerful witch/sorceress with a
fairly dainty appearance. 


“I guess you spoke to Dessa?”


“Yes,” she said, approaching us. “I have something
that can help you upstairs.” She went inside and we followed her through the
castle, up the stairs, and into a study. Although my aunt was a sorceress by
blood, she had even less dark magic than I did. Her castle reflected this.


The ceilings were high and the walls were decorated
with gold art and extravagant murals. All of the furniture was old, delicately
crafted wood with soft-looking, colorful fabrics and accented with glass and
gold vases and statues. Huge windows let in lots of sunlight.


The study had wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling
bookshelves. The fireplace, door, and window were the only sections of the
walls not covered in books. Two high-back, green suede chairs sat facing each
other in front of it with a small, low table between them. The table was mostly
made of glass with a sturdy-looking redwood frame. 


“Would you like some tea?” Livia asked, sitting in
one of the chairs. 


I sat in the other chair and Merlin sat beside me.
“Yes, please. Merlin?” 


“Just water.”


“Merlin wants water.” 


Livia pulled her wand from inside her sleeve and
waved it at the table, where three cups appeared. I picked up the cup of water
and held it in front of Merlin for him to drink. Livia waved her wand again and
a small mirror appeared on the table. 


I set Merlin’s cup down. “What is that for?”


“It’s a portable magic mirror. All you have to do is
put a little magic into it and tell it what you’re looking for. It works just
like a wand, except it shows you what you ask for instead of doing something.”
She pointed her wand at the glass table, which instantly changed into a large
mirror. “Give me the names of all living people on Caldaca with neutral magic
in order of those closest to me.”


Slowly, one by one, names appeared in white in a row,
starting with Livia and me. I pulled my grimoire, a quill, and ink out of my
bag, found a blank page, and copied all the names down. Then I tore the section
of the page out, causing Merlin to flinch. 


“It is extremely disrespectful to tear paper out
of a magic book.”


“Sorry, you should have told me that before I did
it.”


“I did tell you that! Five times, in fact.”


“Oh, right. But you told me all five times after
I did it.”


Livia laughed. “You remind me of your father
sometimes.”


“Now that I don’t believe. My father wouldn’t screw
anything up.”


“Kille wasn’t always a father. He was a boy once, and
an ornery one at that. My sister wasn’t. She was always the most ambitious and
stubborn woman on this world. Anyway, now is not the time. If you need to talk
to me, this mirror can connect to mine,” she said.


“Will you transport us to the nearest person?”


“I can’t. I was given a warning, but I can’t say from
whom at this time. If anyone with Dracre blood is transported anywhere, even by
someone else’s magic, Ilvera can pull them to her and temporarily incapacitate
them.”


“But Dessa didn’t tell us that!”


“Even the best seer cannot always see everything.”


“Magnus transported Merlin and me here.”


“Then we’re very fortunate she didn’t take you when
she had the chance. Perhaps she was distracted. Also, you should hide your
identity. Dessa said Ilvera is after all of us, but I know she’s not going to
let you slip by. Unfortunately, I have no idea how she’s going to go about
finding you and the others.”


“But why would she be after me? I have light magic.”


“Even if she can’t get any dark magic from you,
she’ll kill you just for turning on her, especially if she finds out that you
break curses now.”


I wanted to complain about that, but there wasn’t any
point. Someone came to the castle almost every day to have a curse broken and I
got more than enough requests to go to them. I liked doing it and I knew word
would have gotten back to my mother eventually… I just hoped there weren’t any
drawings in Akadema so that she wouldn’t know it was me.


Then again, I probably should have used a fake name.


“Here, use this,” she waved her wand and the door
opened. A robe floated in, white as snow, until it stopped in front of me.
“Your Dracre robe is too distinctive.”


“I don’t want to.”


“I know you don’t, but it would be worse for you to
get caught. It has a face mask attached if you need it.”


“I can just hide my robe.” 


“There are bandits out there who would love to steal
your things and it’s colder up north. Take this and leave your robe. In fact,
you should leave behind everything you don’t need.” She reached out as if to
take my staff, but I grabbed it first. 


“Mine.”


“It’s an imposition when your wand will---”


“I’m not leaving it behind. I’ll leave the robe for
now, but I’m not leaving my wand or staff. If nothing else, my staff has my
galaxy stone fused into it and I’m still trying to find someone who can tell me
more about it.” I took off my robe, folded it up, set it on the table, and put
on the white one. “This is weird. White isn’t my color.” As I took my wand out
of my pants pocket and put it in the robe pocket, bright blue light flashed and
changed the robe to pink. I groaned. “At least that’s better than white.”


“You shouldn’t be wasting your energy like that.”


“I didn’t do it, my wand did using my stored up
magic.” I picked up my staff again, just in case Livia made another grab for
it, and my magic shot through me automatically. This time, my robe changed to
dark blue with almost imperceptible sparkles, which matched my dragon’s eye
crystal in the staff. “That’s better. Thank you, staff.” I sat back down. “Now,
how do I get to these people with the ocean in the way? Is there a spell you
can teach me?”


“Unfortunately, the sea is not my forte. I know one
way, but you’re not going to like it. I can conjure a small boat that will take
you wherever you need to go. You just tell it the location.” She waved her wand
at the table and a tiny boat appeared. 


“Um… that might be a little too small for Merlin and
me to fit in.” I was really good in transformation, but she was amazing at
conjuring things. Still, I found this boat a little lacking, as it could fit in
my hand.


She sighed. “It will grow when you put it in the
water. Once you reach land, however, you must pull the boat out of the water
and wait for it to dry. When it is completely dry, it will shrink enough for
you to put it in your pocket. You mustn’t leave it behind or someone would
surely steal it.”


“Please tell me this is a joke. There is no such
magic,” Merlin insisted. 


“There isn’t? You’ve seen houses that are bigger on
the inside. Why is it strange to use a growing and shrinking boat?”


“I assure you, it’s real,” she said. 


Merlin grumbled something sarcastically, but since he
did it with his wolf mouth, I couldn’t make it out.


“This should help.” She waved her wand and a long,
wide, green strip of cloth appeared on the table. I slipped it and the boat in
my bag. “You should stay the night. There isn’t much you can do in the dark.”


“No offense, but you did lock me up last time.”


“Please, Ayden?” Sonya asked, appearing beside me. 


“It might be the last chance you have to sleep in
a bed until we return,” Merlin said. 


“Can we spare the time?”


“Traveling by foot at night can be dangerous, and
the open sea is even worse. I would rather we risk time than our lives.”


That made perfect sense to me. “Okay.” 


 


*          *          *


 


Fortunately, Sonya showed me to a room that I hadn’t
been previously held captive in. Merlin was given a room next to mine. Like all
the other rooms, it was mostly white with gold accents. 


Sonya and I stayed up chatting long enough to hear
Merlin howl. We were both sitting on my bed and the window was open. From the
sound of it, Merlin’s was as well. “Why is he doing that?” Sonya asked. 


“He misses the woman he loves. He thought she
betrayed him but when he saw her again, he discovered otherwise. He wants to
break the curse so he can be with her again. Since we got back from his world,
he hasn’t been nearly as talkative as he used to be.”


“Wouldn’t it be easier to erase his memory of her?”


“I asked him, but he said something about it being
better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”


“Well, that doesn’t sound true at all.”


“It doesn’t, but Merlin knows more than us, so I’ve
learned to go with it. Besides, I’m starting to find it peaceful. It doesn’t
sound so lonely after a while.”


She fiddled with her fingers, which was odd
considering she was a ghost, but she did it a lot. “Before Veronica killed me,
Mother used to sing a song. She never told me what it was about. I told her
many times to stop because it was so sad, but she said it comforted her. When
you brought my memories back, it was the very first thing I remembered, and in
that instant, I understood what it was about. My mother lost her first daughter
to dark magic. No matter what anyone did, Veronica was still her child and my
sister. Since I came back, I’ve asked Mother to sing it, because now it
comforts me. I still don’t know why.”


Soon, she left and I fell asleep to Merlin’s howling.



 


*          *          *


 


When I woke, there was a plate of food on the table
next to me. I ate quickly, for anxiety prevented me from enjoying it. I had
dreams all night of my mother catching me and torturing me for not being a good
enough sorcerer.


I went downstairs and found Merlin outside, watching
the tide. Deciding to leave him to enjoy his peaceful moment, I searched for
Livia and Sonya, who I found in Livia’s study. They were discussing literature.
If I had even a moment to spare, I would have joined in. Instead, I sat down. 


“What if someone like my mother got the mirror?”


“Only one of us can use magic to find another one of
us, because we are all connected. Have you tried it yet?”


I shook my head just as Merlin joined us. I took the
small mirror out of my bag and pulled my wand out of my pocket. “Show me Mason
Minof,” I said, pressing the tip of the wand to the mirror. 


My magic flowed into the glass, which immediately
rippled like a stone dropping into a lake. A small ache throbbed in my chest,
but I ignored it and it went away after a moment. When the mirror surface
stilled, a face appeared. He was about sixteen, with dark red hair and dark
green eyes. 


“Show me how to find him.” The face disappeared and
the mirror became a map with a red line. At the northernmost point of Mokora,
the land Magnus lived on, there was a circled spot. The Island of Light, where
Livia’s castle was, was right off the west shore of the southernmost part of
Mokora. If we didn’t stop for anything but sleep, it was about a seven day walk
by land. For Merlin’s sake, I wouldn’t even suggest using the boat beyond
getting returning to Mokora. 


Once I said goodbye to her and Sonya, Merlin and I
went back outside and I pulled the ship from my bag. “We’ll just go as far as
Red Rock. Is this okay?”


“I will manage.”


I wished I was a mage so I could make a seasickness
remedy. I set the boat at the very edge of the water and stepped back. A small
wave crashed over it, but before it could pull the boat in, the tiny ship
expanded into a wooden boat just large enough for Merlin and me to sit in. 


“That looks about as safe as running through a
straw house with a torch.” He got in and I pushed it off the sand.


Once it was floating, I jumped in. “Take us to Red
Rock.”


As if someone was paddling, the boat turned and
started sailing towards Red Rock. Although every rock of the boat made Merlin a
little sicker, he didn’t complain. He did lean his head over the edge and
whimper, though. Soon, we reached land. I got out and pulled the boat out of
the water. With the cloth Livia had given me, I started drying the boat while
he figured out which way was up.


I couldn’t get every drop of water, so we had to wait
a while for the breeze to dry it the rest of the way. When it did, the boat
shrunk just like Livia had said it would. Merlin and I headed back through
town. Nobody gave us more than a quick glance this time, except for one magical
beast I already knew, who was standing in the middle of the road. “Kirin!” I
rushed forth to hug the unicorn and he bobbed his head, almost stabbing me on
accident. That was when I noticed he was saddled. “Are you helping us again?”


The unicorn nodded and stomped his left front hoof. I
put my bag, wand, and mirror in the saddlebag and hooked my staff in a leather
ring specifically on the saddle that was designed for it before mounting him
carefully. I highly doubted anyone had tried to ride him since the last time he
helped me.


“Head north,” I said. 


The unicorn nodded and started galloping so suddenly
that I almost lost my grip. I’d forgotten how fast he was, and he wasn’t even
running as fast as he could. He dodged the pedestrians so seamlessly that it
could only have been magic. Surprisingly, Merlin kept up easily. We were out of
town soon and we didn’t slow down until it was night. 


“Kirin, I think we should stop for the night!” I
didn’t think he could hear me over the pounding of hooves on the ground, but
after a moment, he started slowing down. When the unicorn finally stopped,
Merlin was breathing heavily. Kirin wasn’t. I thought I was fine, so I hopped
down easily, only to collapse. 


“Are you hurt?” Merlin asked. 


“I’m fine. I just hadn’t realized my legs were
asleep… all the way up to my neck.” 


Merlin laughed. “We should get out of the open.
Can you stand?”


I nodded, but my legs were starting to tingle
painfully and my butt was completely numb. He nudged his head against my
shoulder so I put my arms around him and let him pull me up. Once I was on my
feet, I was able to walk on my own. We went into the forest and found a nice
spot to sleep for the night. 


Merlin went to hunt down his dinner, Kirin ate grass,
and I made a fire. Mokora was quite a lot cooler than Akadema, and summer was
over, so it was a chilly night. By the time Merlin returned, I was eating bread
I had transformed from clay. Merlin and I sat in comfortable silence for a
while. We usually talked about magic or other worlds he had visited. It
actually felt good to be out again, as staying in the castle for a month made
me feel like a wizard. I didn’t like being in danger, but I enjoyed helping my
aunt, Merlin, and the people who came to me to break their curses. 


Although I was a sorcerer by blood, I didn’t accept
money in exchange for breaking curses. For one reason, I very rarely needed
money, whereas most of the people who came to me did. Some of them had plenty
of money, but they were wrongfully or accidentally cursed. I assured Merlin I
would require at least a small fee from anyone who came to me that had deserved
the curse. 


After a while, we went to bed. I had trouble
sleeping, though, because I was worried about my mother. Just as I was about to
fall asleep, I heard Merlin get up and walk away, almost out of sight. Before I
could ask him what was wrong, he howled quietly. 


 


*          *          *


 


One of my earliest memories was from when I was about
three or four years old. I was running from Zeustrum and Bevras and decided to
hide in the basement, where Mother had forbidden us from ever going. I was so
young and naïve that I thought there couldn’t possibly be anything down there
that was worse than whatever my brothers were going to do to me. 


I shut the door and made my way down the stairs in
pitch blackness until one of the steps broke and I fell. It couldn’t have been
more than a few steps from the bottom because although it hurt and I got a
number of splinters, none of my bones were broken. Then I heard a loud hissing
sound a moment before a something slithered around me. 


For some reason, I grabbed hold of it instead of
screaming my head off like a sensible child. Even at that early age, I
recognized the smooth, scaly skin. Candles flickered to life behind me, but I didn’t
dare turn to look, because I was face to face with a massive black cobra. Its
body was thicker around than mine and from what I could see in the dim light,
it could wrap around the cabin at least once.


In my mind, it still wasn’t as bad as what my brothers
wanted to do to me. 


I was confused even then when instead of eating me,
the snake retreated into the dark and seemed to vanish. As large as it was, I
was probably too small to bother with. I stood up and tried to brush myself
off. Behind me was an old wooden desk covered in scrolls and books. Two fat
candles burned, each half melted on the desk from previous use. Two walls of
the basement were lined with bookshelves, although they weren’t covered with
books alone. Potions, strange ingredients, and odd utensils were also cluttered
on the shelves. This was a magic room that my mother didn’t want my brothers
and me to know about. 


Under the stairs were large crates, so I decided to
snoop, expecting them to be full of more magic stuff. The first crate took all
my strength and a lot of work to open. Inside, I found a small wooden box full
of letters, a bunch of books, and a red velvet robe. Since I couldn’t read, I
pulled out the robe. It was very similarly made to the Dracre robe and even had
gold accents, except the emblem was different.


I felt someone behind me and turned to see my father.
Despite the fact that I had seen him angry and he was far more powerful than my
brothers, I sighed with relief that it was him. After all, he didn’t look angry
with me. “What is this?” 


“That is the Rynorm robe.” He leaned over me and
turned it so that I could see the gold emblem. “This is the Rynorm symbol.” 


“I like it. Can I wear it someday?” 


I would have gotten in a lot of trouble for asking my
mother such a thing, but my father’s calm expression didn’t change. “No; you’re
going to get a green Dracre robe.” 


“But I like the red one.” 


“You’re still a Dracre. These robes are a part of
your identity and they’re not interchangeable. It’s why I will never wear a
Dracre robe and your mother will never wear a different one.” 


“Can’t I choose which one I want to wear?”


“No. You cannot choose who you are, you can only
accept it.”









Chapter 3


I
woke to the sensation of being watched. Merlin was sitting next to me, staring
intently into the trees. The fire had long since died out. “Did you sleep at
all?” I asked. 


“I did for a few hours.”


“Is there something out there?”


“Not something threatening. Mostly night hunters
who have so far judged us to be too much trouble. Still, we should go.”


I buried my face in the warm fabric of my robe, only
to remember it wasn’t my robe. The material was just as soft, and a little
thicker, but it didn’t feel the same. “No. The sun’s not even up.” Before I
could even try to go back to sleep, Merlin sank his teeth into the robe and
yanked it away. “Cold!” I scrambled to my feet and took it back. 


“When I was your age, I had to walk up and down a
mountain twice a day, in the snow, without a coat, barefoot… and it was
uphill both ways.”


“How was it uphill when you were going down the
mountain?”


“Eat some breakfast.”


I hadn’t really expected Merlin to answer me. “I’m
not hungry.” I didn’t have any appetite, especially not for bread. Apparently,
Merlin understood, as he didn’t push. Kirin neighed nervously, so I put my robe
on and mounted the unicorn. 


Taking mercy on me, the unicorn trotted slowly.
Instead of getting back on the cleared road, we trudged through the forest. 


 


*          *          *


 


We traveled until the sun was high in the sky. “We
need to stop for water,” Merlin said. I patted Kirin’s neck and he slowed
down. When Merlin made a slight detour, Kirin followed and we quickly came upon
a creek. The unicorn didn’t even wait for me to get down before he started
drinking. 


I hopped down and got the wineskin to refill.
Afterwards, I realized I was pretty hungry, so I transformed some clay into
bread. Once again, I felt a small sting in my chest, but the rest of my body
was sore as well, so I didn’t worry about it. 


Everything was fine until I sensed something watching
us again. Merlin looked up and growled. I swallowed the last of my bread, stuck
the full wineskin back in the saddlebag, and grabbed my staff. “What’s there?”


“Without my magic, I cannot tell.” 


It wasn’t a dark and spooky forest and I didn’t see
anything in the trees. “Maybe we should go.” Before Merlin could respond, a
raven flew down over us, nearly striking me before it soared back up and
disappeared into the sky. I heard a strange silence and then I saw smoke. 


“Minka hyrr,” Merlin said. Nothing happened,
though I wasn’t expecting it to. “Use the water from the creek to put out
the fire.”


“I’m not an elementalist.” I didn’t have to look at
Merlin to know he was rolling his eyes. “Stand close to Kirin,” I told him,
putting my left arm around Kirin’s neck to encourage him not to run away.
Although the unicorn stomped his hoof in fear, he didn’t bolt. By then, I could
see the fire, which completely surrounded us. When Merlin got as close to Kirin
as he dared, I focused my mind and tried to block out the scent of smoke. 


I waved my staff at the forest. “Put out the fire.”
As I did, I pushed power into the staff with no intention other than to kill
the flames. I was hoping the staff would make that decision. Just like the
first time I touched the staff, lightning and thunder crackled. The sky
darkened unnaturally quickly and heavy rain began pouring right over the trees.



Smoke billowed and the flames flickered violently
against the onslaught, but it was resistant. Unfortunately, after several
moments, I realized the storm was taking too much energy with barely any
results. 


“You are doing well, Ayden. Keep it up,”
Merlin said encouragingly. 


I felt a rush of energy flow into me from Merlin, who
was using the mental link between us to help me. He had only done this once
before, and I was surprised he could do it at all. Although Merlin couldn’t do
any magic, he was able to sense it and apparently, he still had energy in him. 


I nodded and focused even harder on making the rain
put out the fire. The sizzling of the fire started to die down, along with the
flames, which encouraged me. As soon as I stopped doubting my power, the fire
was vanquished almost instantly. 


Finally, I let the flow of magic stop and the storm
cleared up. Except for the strange sting in my chest, I was fine. “Do you think
a person caused that on accident?”


“No; that was dark magic. Perhaps this is
your mother’s doing.”


“It’s not her for two reasons. First, she doesn’t
want to kill me before she can figure out how to get dark magic from me, so if
she is after me, it’s to imprison me. Second, when she does try to kill me,
it’s not going to be from something as feeble as a forest fire. My mother
doesn’t leave anyone a way out once she decides to harm them.”


After I put my staff away and mounted Kirin, the
unicorn started trotting gently. Merlin followed without a word. It took a
while for the pain in my chest to fade. 


 


*          *          *


 


The sun was getting low in the sky when the forest
gave way to wide fields. “Go around,” I told Kirin, not wanting to intrude.


“We should stop for the night,” Merlin argued.
“Maybe they will have a tavern, and you have not eaten much today.”


When he brought it up, my stomach rumbled. “I guess I
can eat some bread.” As I said it, I lost my appetite. “Never mind. Let’s go
around and we’ll stop at sunset.”


Kirin took a couple steps back to go around before
Merlin made a soft grumbling sound that stopped the unicorn. “It would be
safer to sleep inside tonight. We have covered a lot of ground today and we
should stop for the night.”


I sighed. “Fine. Kirin, take us into town.”


“Are you feeling unwell?” Merlin asked as
Kirin began walking through the field. 


“I’m fine. Why?”


“You have been unusually quiet today, and you seem…
irritated.”


“I guess I’m worried about my mother.”


“I was worried you had another nightmare last
night.”


“No, I slept fine. Why? Did you have a bad dream?”


He hesitated. “Not really.”


I decided not to push. It didn’t take long for us to
cross the field and reach the town. It was much smaller than the cities I had
seen in Mokora, but not as small as most of the villages in Akadema. There were
maybe five or six small homes and ten massive houses. For a while, we didn’t
see anyone, not even at the well at the end of the town. 


“Hide your face,” Merlin reminded me.


I put my hood up and found the attached strip of
cloth, which I pulled over my mouth. When I saw a boy about fourteen step out
of one of the large houses, I got down from Kirin and approached him. He
glanced at Merlin worriedly, but he didn’t run. There was mud all over his
clothes and in his brown hair, which he didn’t seem bothered by at all. 


“Excuse me, is there a tavern or anything where we
can get some food and rest?” 


He glanced at Merlin again. “He doesn’t eat people,
does he?” 


“He’s the nicest wolf I know.”


“I am the only wolf you know,” Merlin
grumbled. 


“Well, I’m counting Gmork as well, and he did eat
Quinn.”


“Then you can spend the night with my family,” he
said, pointing to one of the huge houses. “My older brothers just joined the
warrior’s guild, so there’s a lot of room.”


The house was three stories high and built like a cheap
mansion. The wood was weakened and stained by water and the few window shutters
there were wouldn’t hold up to much bad weather.


“It must be a very large family.”


“Oh, it isn’t just my family; there are four other
families living here.”


“Are you sure it’s okay to invite a stranger in?”


He looked at Kirin. “Well, you can’t be that bad if
you have a unicorn. Are you a wizard?” 


“I’m a curse breaker.”


His eyes widened. “Wow! I’ve never heard of a curse
breaker before. You must be rare. Can you break any kind of curse?”


“I’m still learning.” Tentatively, I lowered my face
mask. If they hadn’t heard of me here, I didn’t have to worry about them
recognizing my face. 


“It’s not like you’re a sorcerer. There are some
wizards in the house next door and a family of mages live with us. You aren’t
enemies of them, right?”


“No. What are you?”


“Oh, I’m not a magic user. My father was a wizard,
but I didn’t develop any magic. He was killed before I was old enough to
remember him. Well, come on in. The unicorn has to stay outside, though.” 


When I glanced at Merlin, he nodded. I got my bag,
staff, and wand out of the saddlebag and patted Kirin on the neck. “Be safe and
I’ll see you in the morning.” I didn’t worry about him much, since I knew he
could protect himself. “I’m Ayden,” I told the boy.


“I’m Hamland.”


Merlin and I followed him inside. It was much like
the outside. Clearly the place had been built to house a lot of people and no
one had put forth much effort to make it fancy or keep it clean. The walls were
dusty and the furniture was all worn and stained. At the top of the stairs, we
were intercepted by a sweet looking older woman with long, curly, brown hair
and warm brown eyes. “Are you done already?” she asked Hamland. 


“Not yet, Mother. This is Ayden. He and his wolf need
a place to sleep and some food.”


She studied me closely. “You’re not a sorcerer in
disguise, are you?”


“He’s a curse breaker,” Hamland said excitedly. 


She frowned at me. “I’ve never heard of a curse
breaker before. Are you like a mage?” 


“It’s more like I can use wizardry to undo sorcery.” 


She nodded. “Hamland, get back to work. Ayden, you
and your wolf are welcome… as long as he doesn’t urinate on anything.”


Merlin growled. “He’s not an animal. Merlin is a
wizard who was cursed. I’m still trying to break that curse.”


“That does explain things.”


“Maybe he can help us,” Hamland said. 


“Your aunt isn’t under a curse.”


“We don’t know that.”


“What’s the matter?” I asked. 


“My aunt is a mage, but she came home a month ago
with a lot of her magic missing. We thought she was cursed, but she isn’t the
only one. My brothers found a wizard who was losing his magic. We’ve heard of
it happening everywhere. Then, it started happening here. It’s not to everyone,
though, and we can’t figure out the pattern. Have you noticed anything?” 


“No.” I needed to warn Livia. “If I can meet her, I
can see for sure if it is a curse or not.” 


“Great! I’ll have her come over.” Hamland ran off
down the stairs. 


“Come with me and I will give you something to eat
and a bed to sleep in.” She gave me a short tour of the house, pointing out
what each room was without showing me into any bedrooms. The kitchen was very
nice. The cook was a heavyset woman with dark brown hair and a kind smile. I
asked for some meat for Merlin, hoping to get around having to eat anything
myself. However, as soon as I smelled the roast, my appetite came back. 


I didn’t even wait until I sat down; I ate as if I
was starving. In fact, I ate more than Merlin. By the time I was done, Hamland
had returned with his aunt. She looked almost identical to Hamland’s mother,
except her eyes were green with flecks of brown, like all mages’ eyes. 


“I cannot sense much magic from her,” Merlin said.



“You look familiar,” she said. “Have we met before?”


“No. I’m Ayden.”


“You’re not a wizard.”


“I’m a curse breaker.”


Her eyes widened. “That explains it! I’ve heard of
you. People want to know if you’re a new kind of magic user and if there are
any more of you being mistaken for wizards or mages. What can you do besides
break curses?”


“Most things that a wizard can do, but I’d really
rather not talk about it. If you have a curse on you, I can---”


“You use a staff like wizards?” she interrupted. 


Without answering, I took her hand and let my magic
search for hers. Her magic felt like all mage magic did; warm. She was a
healer. Mages were also depended on for delegating quests because they were
extremely intuitive and wise. A mage could look at a person and in one instant
know all of that person’s strengths and weaknesses. That was another reason
sorcerers hated them. 


Either she was a very weak mage, or she was very
unwell. Nevertheless, there wasn’t any magic inside her that wasn’t her own.
“You’re not under a curse,” I said, letting her go. Once again, there was a
small twinge of pain in my chest, but it was less than before, so I didn’t
worry about it. 


“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” she asked. 


“Well, curses can be broken, but if they’re bonded to
the victim’s magic, it can be fatal to break. Since you’re a mage, it’s
probably a good thing. Unfortunately, I don’t know what it is. My mother used
to say eating certain plants can temporarily weaken your power, but since
you’re a mage, I figure you know about that stuff better than me.” 


“Maybe it is personal conflict,” Merlin
suggested. 


“Maybe I’m just getting old,” she said before I could
relay Merlin’s idea. 


“You’re not old. Besides, people gain power with age,
not lose it. Have you tried meditation?”


She smiled a little. “I haven’t, but that will
probably help. Thank you.”


After that, Merlin and I were led to an unused
bedroom. The room was less than half the size of mine at Magnus’s castle. The
bed was little more than a straw mattress on the floor with a fur cover. Aside
from that, there were pegs in the wall for hanging clothes and a crudely carved
table with two chairs. 


Although I wanted to sleep in the soft bed I had at
Magnus’s castle, this wasn’t the worst place I had slept, and it was certainly
better than sleeping outside. I closed the window as Hamland used a match to
light one of the candles on the table. 


“There is a hot bath upstairs,” Hamland said. 


“Thank you, but I’ll pass.” I had gotten used to the
luxury of a private bath. With that, he left us alone.


“So, what do you think happened to the mage?”
Merlin asked. 


I shrugged. “I have no idea. I’m more worried about
saving the others who need help.” It looked like Merlin wanted to say more, but
I just took off my boots and got into bed. Although I didn’t want to be rude to
him, I was feeling frustrated. I wanted to be doing something to help instead
of wasting time traveling. That took power that I didn’t have. 


But with practice, I could get more powerful.


 


*          *          *


 


I was six years old when I overheard Zeus and Bev
talking about a seer tournament. It sounded so fascinating. Aside from a few
family friends, I rarely got to meet other magic users. Other sorcerers and
wizards had been scared away from Akadema by my mother and any magic users left
kept out of the way as much as possible. Thus, when they discussed their plan
to ask Mother if they could go, I stepped out of my room. “Can I go with you?”


Bev sneered. “Why in the world would we take you,
wart? You’d do nothing but slow us down and whine.”


“I won’t whine. I just want to go.”


Zeus grinned cruelly. “Well, if you promise not to
whine, we’ll take you, but you have to promise to do everything we say without
complaining, talking back, or even hesitating.”


Bev’s eyes widened. “We will?!”


Zeus punched his brother in the stomach. “Of course
we will. We’re brothers, after all.”


“Okay. I promise to do what you say.”


“But if you break your promise, we get to melt your
eyeballs and you’ll be blind forever.”


I nodded. “That’s what Mother said would happen if I
broke a promise.”


“There’s no way Mother will let us take Ayden,” Bev
said.


Zeus scoffed. “She will if I ask her.”


Bev and I listened from the top of the stairs as Zeus
went to ask our mother. Thaddeus came out of his room. “What’s going on?”


“Zeus and Bev are going to take me to a seer
tournament.”


“She’s not going to say yes,” Bev argued. 


Thaddeus paled, glanced at Bev, and ran back into his
room. I shrugged. I was just glad Zeus was willing to include me, even though I
knew I was going to pay dearly for it. He probably wanted me to clean his room
for the rest of his life or use me as a scapegoat for his evil plots. 


“Good evening, Mother,” Zeus said.


“Did you make the potions for the Robson family?”


“Yes, Mother.”


“Good. What do you want?”


“There’s a seer tournament about to start and I
would---”


“You have far too much work to do to slack off. And I
suppose you want to take Bevras with you. This is the busy season.”


“If you give me a list, I can pack a bag and make all
our potions on the road, and I can deliver them on the way back. That takes
care of half my work as well as half of yours. We’ll even bring home a month’s
worth of food and prepare it. I can do the rest of my chores when I get home.”


She sighed. “Alright. You two can go, but you will
have to pick up a lot more chores for the next month.”


“And Ayden.”


“What?”


“If you let us out of the extra chores, we’ll take
the wart with us so he’s out of your hair.”


I heard Mother laugh loudly for a moment before
cutting herself off. “Wait, you’re serious? You want to take Ayden with you?”


“I can’t beat him for misbehavior if he’s not with me
and that’s my favorite chore.”


“You know the rule about him.”


“Same as always; I’m not allowed to kill him.”


“Unless…?”


“Unless his wand turns white, signifying that he has
become a pure wizard.”


“That’s right. You three can go to the tournament.”


We packed and left that night. The next three days
were just about what I expected. I had to carry all our bags, find rare plants
for Zeustrum’s potions, and be target practice for them. When Zeus wasn’t
shooting arrows at apples on my head or throwing daggers at a fist-sized plaque
of wood strapped to my back, Bevras played little pranks on me, like burning
all my clothes and conjuring a swarm of wasps and sending them after me.   


It wasn’t all bad, though. Zeus was carving new
arrows for his bow one evening while we were staying in an inn and when I asked
him about it, he showed me how to do it instead of using me as target practice.
I was so young and naïve that I thought I must have done something to get on
his good side. 


When we reached the tournament, I was bouncing with
excitement. There were colors everywhere and it was the first time I’d ever
seen a tent. I saw a closed tent with displays of candy all over it, so I asked
if we could get some. For a moment, Zeus eyes narrowed, which I knew meant he
was planning something. “Alright, but you have to wait outside because you’re
not old enough to go in.”


“That’s not fair.”


“Of course it is. They don’t want little children in
there messing everything up.”


“Okay.” I wanted to complain, but I knew that would
make Zeus mad and I didn’t want him to melt my eyes.


“Then stay here.” He pointed to a spot next to the
wall and I did as he ordered. “Don’t move from this spot no matter what. Do you
understand?”


I nodded. When they entered the tent, I turned to
watch the rest of the activity. I knew there had to be seers around, but I
didn’t know what they looked like. In fact, I wasn’t entirely sure what they
did. 


I was surprised to hear thunder crackle and peered up
towards the clear, sunny sky. Then I heard a new sound— one I couldn’t resist.
I forgot that I was supposed to stay in that spot and ran to the tent I heard
the sound come from. It was very close to the candy tent. 


Inside was amazing. There were stands all around the
edge of the circular tent, which was way larger on the inside, and in the
middle was a woman standing on a stone podium. The woman was blindfolded. The
most amazing part was the dragon made of fire that was circling her. The dragon
was nothing but a creature of ash and live flames, but it was the most amazing
magic I had ever seen. That moment began my unending fascination with dragons.


The magnificence of the magic wasn’t what everyone
was impressed by, however. The woman stood motionless and defenseless as a
dozen men rushed the dragon. All of the men fought valiantly, like the warriors
my father told me about. As I watched, I found myself rooting for the dragon
over the men. This was the first time anything ever enraptured my complete
attention, and I forgot where I was. When the men were defeated, the dragon
held out his paw to the woman. She calmly strode onto his paw and he lowered it
slowly to the ground. Once she stepped onto solid ground, she took off her
blindfold. The dragon disintegrated. 


“Thank you, everyone, for watching this
demonstration. As you can see, I am a new kind of dragon trainer. Our trainers
are few in numbers, for it takes years to train them. We can each create and
control a dragon to protect our clients. We put our clients’ safety first. As
we stated before the show, we are now accepting a limited number of clients.
Everyone interested in being a client and everyone interested in being a dragon
trainer should stick around. Everyone else, we appreciate your interest and we
will be back next year with even more trainers.”


“What are you doing in the aisle?” A hand grabbed my
arm to keep me from running and I twisted around to see a large man standing
right behind me. 


“I… I want to be one of the dragon trainers.”


“You’re too young. Where are your parents?” He
started dragging me towards a dark space under the stands. 


I had a very bad feeling about that. I tried to reach
the knife in my boot, but the man had too tight a grip. I knew if I yelled, I
would get in worse trouble. When I tried to bite his hand, he smacked me. 


“Stop that. A boy your age alone in a place like this
is asking for trouble. Are you a runaway?” 


“No! My brothers are right outside!” 


He scoffed. “Little wizards should know better.”


“I’m not a wizard! I’m a sorcerer!”


“Little wizards shouldn’t lie.” At that point, he
shoved me into the dark space and blocked my escape before letting me go. 


Despite knowing I was going to get in worse trouble,
I yelled as loud as I could. It was drowned out by an explosion. Before I
realized what was happening, the man was out of the way and Bevras was reaching
in. I ran out and found Zeus standing over the whimpering man with his wand
pointed at the man’s throat. 


“You have angered the Dracre family.”


“I didn’t know he was a sorcerer!” The man didn’t get
the chance to say anything else. 


Black magic shot from Zeus’s wand and transformed the
man into a large rat. He had to squirm his way out of the pile of clothes.
“Fifty years as a rat should teach you to think before you act.” 


When the rat scurried away, my brothers turned to me,
crossed their arms, and glared. “Now it’s time for your punishment,” Bevras
said.


“I couldn’t do anything!”


“He wouldn’t have threatened you if you had black
hair.”


“That’s not my fault!”


“Of course it’s your fault! You cause this family
nothing but trouble.” I expected to be turned into something worse than a rat,
but instead, he just grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the tent. Although it
was already sore from the big man pulling me around, I didn’t dare complain. 


Instead of dragging me back towards the inn, he took
me further into town. “Where are we going?”


“If you’re not going to act like part of this family,
you’re not going to be treated like part of it.” He let me go and waved his
wand again. A stake appeared right in front of me.


“Not again,” I moaned. Black chains appeared out of
his wand, bound me, and slammed me into the poll before snaking around it a few
times to secure me. “You can’t leave me here forever.”


“No, but I will leave you here until the tournament
is over in three days. If you beg, someone might feed you.” With that, he and
Bevras left me.


Without anything to do, I was sure I would go crazy.
Even though there were all kinds of colors, sounds, and smells around, I
couldn’t explore them. Before long, a man offered to untie me, but I warned him
the chains were cursed and he would turn to stone if he tried. Needless to say,
he didn’t offer again.


By nightfall, I was bored, thirsty, hungry, and achy.
When people started closing up their tents, I lost hope of getting some food.
Honestly, I just wanted someone to chat with me for a while. Late into the
night, I couldn’t sleep because I was too thirsty. Still, I closed my eyes in a
feeble attempt. 


When I felt a light touch on my shoulders, I jerked
back as far as I could, which wasn’t much. A beautiful woman was standing there
with long white hair and deep blue eyes. She wore a silver robe. “Are you a
witch?”


“No.” She held up a cup of water and helped me drink
it. It never occurred to me to mistrust her because she looked trustworthy. The
only time looks were deceiving were when magicians changed their appearance. 


“You’re not a magician, are you?” 


“No. My name is Desandra Lenore. You can call me
Dessa. I’m a seer.”


“Really? You can see the future?”


“I see what I need to see.”









Chapter 4


“Wake
up, Ayden.”


“Go away. I’m tired.”


“We have a lot of traveling to do today.”


“Later.” Before I could fall back to sleep, I felt
Merlin’s mouth close around my left foot. Fortunately, there was a blanket
between my skin and his sharp fangs, or it would have hurt. I tried to grab for
something, but the wolf was already pulling me off the bed before I could grip
anything.


I couldn’t go back to sleep after that, so we went
down to the kitchen for breakfast. Once again, I had no appetite when Hamland
offered me potatoes and bread, only to realize I was really hungry when his
mother offered me and Merlin leftover roast. Since I couldn’t conjure meat, I
wasn’t normally much of a meat eater. Merlin, however, explained that protein
was helpful in maintaining my energy. 


After breakfast, we said our goodbyes and I promised
that if we figured out what happened to his aunt’s magic, we would return.
Kirin was waiting for me when we got outside. 


 


*          *          *


 


Every time we stopped for a break, I felt like
something was watching us. Merlin agreed that there was something there, though
he didn’t believe it was sinister. Other than that, the day was uneventful.
That night, I slept uneasily. When he thought I was asleep, Merlin howled to
the moons as if he was trying to purge his sorrow. 


In the morning, I went without eating again and we
started out early. Kirin refused to go faster than a leisurely trot. Merlin
told me to trust the unicorn, since neither of us knew the area. Eventually, we
came to a small cabin in the middle of the forest. I told Kirin to go around, but
instead he went right up to the front door and stamped his hoof. 


“It might be someone who needs help,” Merlin
suggested. 


I pulled the hood and mask up, got down from Kirin,
and knocked on the door. There was no answer, so I tried to mount Kirin again,
but he backed away so I couldn’t. “What’s wrong?” I asked. Of course, the
unicorn didn’t answer. 


I knocked again, and this time, an aggrieved voice
yelled through the door, “Go away!” There was no mistaking the pain in his
voice, so I opened the door. It was dark and messy inside. The window was
closed, the table was overturned, and there were broken potion bottles on the
floor. Lying on the bed was an old man. 


“I smell blood,” Merlin said. I approached the
man cautiously and sensed very powerful magic. It was wizardry. 


“What happened?” I asked. 


“Please go away. I don’t have the strength to fend
off a sorcerer.” He sounded very weak.


I lowered my hood and mask, not that it did much good
when he wasn’t looking at me. “I’m not a sorcerer.”


“You can’t fool me; I sense your dark magic.”


“I was born a sorcerer, but I don’t do dark magic.
I’m a curse breaker now.”


After a moment of hesitation, he sighed, possibly
with relief. “You’re one of the Sjau.” 


“One of the what?”


“That is what the dragons call you. You are the
seventh son of the seventh son? I’ve met a Sjau before. He had only light
magic, though, and you seem to have a fair amount of dark magic.”


“I have dark magic? No way. I only do light magic. I
try to help people.”


“Then you will help me?” 


“I’ll do as much as I can, but I can’t heal. How
badly are you hurt?”


He slowly lowered the blood-soaked blanket. His shirt
had a big hole in it, which told me he had been bed-ridden since his injury. “I
was stabbed by an assassin. Unfortunately, he was a terrible assassin and
accidentally left me alive. I have been in pain for so long.” 


“Even though only mages can do healing magic here,
there are healing potions and medicinal herbs.”


“But only mages know how to make them,” I told
Merlin in his mind. “Why didn’t you go to a mage or get a potion?” I asked. 


“I haven’t had the strength.” 


“Kirin!” I called. The unicorn poked his head in
through the door. “Can you heal this wizard’s wound?” The unicorn nodded, but
didn’t enter. “If you can come outside, he’ll heal you.”


“I can’t even stand up.” 


I stepped outside, grabbed my wand from the saddle
bag, and went back in. Levitate, I thought to the wand. As usual, my
wand did exactly what I wanted it to, but in an obscenely pretty fashion.
Glittery white sparkles showered from it and the wizard lifted. His blanket
dangled over his feet and his arms flayed for anything to steady himself with.
Almost instantly, I felt a small ache in my chest. 


The wizard uttered sounds of surprise as he drifted
over to the unicorn still waiting at the door. I focused my magic to set him
down as gently as I could in front of Kirin. As soon as I did, Kirin started
licking the wizard’s wound. His silver horn began glowing much like the
sparkles from my wand. Right in front of my eyes, the gory stab wound in the
wizard’s stomach healed. 


After a moment, Kirin stepped back as the wizard
stood and examined himself. “That was amazing. I was close to death and you
saved my life. Thank you, Sjau.”


“Kirin was the one who saved you, not me.”


“He would not have been able to save me without you,
so thank you.” He stroked the unicorn’s mane. “Thank you, too.” The wizard
looked at Merlin and frowned. “You’re not from this world.”


“This is Merlin. He’s a wizard from another world,
but he was cursed. I’m trying to break it. Well, right now, we’re trying to
find others like me to save them from my mother.”


“You tell strangers too much, young sorcerer.”


“Well, you should both be very careful,” the wizard
said. 


“You, too. I’ve heard a few people are losing magic
south of here.”


“That’s strange. Is it a curse?”


“Not on the mage I met. I can’t say for sure about
the rest of them.” We left the wizard and started on our path again. Once we
were out of sight of the cabin, I stopped Kirin. “I’m sure it’s not anything serious,
but something is weird with my magic.”


Merlin frowned. “How so?”


“Every time I’ve done magic since leaving Magnus’s
castle, my chest hurt. It fades quickly, but it happens every time. Maybe I’m
just using more than usual, but I don’t think so.”


“Perhaps it has something to do with the others
who are losing magic.”


“But my magic is fine.”


“I have sensed a sort of despondence in you since
we left the castle. I had thought it was worry over the others like you, but if
your magic is causing pain, I wonder if there is a connection. Otherwise, it is
a coincidence, and I find there are rarely coincidences in magic.”


I mounted Kirin. “I guess unless my magic starts
failing, it doesn’t matter. It’s not a crippling pain.”


“Pain is your body’s way of telling you that
something is wrong. It should not be ignored.”


I shrugged. “You would be able to sense if
something’s wrong with my magic, wouldn’t you?”


“Possibly.”


“Then let’s go.” 


“Just to be cautious, try not to use your magic
except in emergencies.”


“I need magic to find the rest of the people on the
list after Mason. What did the wizard call us?”


“Sjau.”


Kirin started galloping quickly again and we didn’t
slow down until nightfall. 


 


*          *          *


 


The next day, we reached a beautiful cabin with
flowering trees and the smell of pie wafting out of the windows. Kirin stopped
and refused to move another step.


“It’s a wizard’s cabin.” Many of them lived in
castles, but not all. My magic easily detected the light magic of at least a
dozen people. “Is this the place?” I asked. The unicorn nodded.


“There is an abundance of magic in there,”
Merlin said. 


I hopped down, slipped my staff into the saddlebag,
and started to do the same with my robe before I remembered it didn’t have my
Dracre emblem on it. Instead, I pulled out my wand. “If you want to do some
embarrassingly pretty magic, now is the time,” I whispered to the wand. Of
course, it ignored me. 


Merlin approached the house with me, clearly on high
alert, when I froze. Merlin growled. “What is wrong?” he asked. 


I pointed to the problem; right in front of my feet
was a line of rainbow flowers, which circled the entire cabin. “They’re
protected by fairies.”


“So? The fairies took the syrus from you
without a problem.”


“That was a completely different situation; I wasn’t
threatening their protected mortals.”


“You are not here to threaten the wizards, either.”


“Of course not, but I was still born a sorcerer, and
fairies hate us. I can’t go any closer. Even my mother wouldn’t dare to cross
the fairies. Just knock on the door and I can talk to them from here.” Merlin
sighed. He had just started for the door when I felt Kirin’s hoof shoving me
hard in the back. I hit the ground and automatically covered my head, expecting
to be bombarded with a number of heinous curses from a pack of furious fairies.



Instead, the door opened. I didn’t move.


“Mother, there are boys falling from the sky! Come
look!”


I risked a slight peek up at the girl standing in the
doorway. She was about fifteen and the perfect example of a witch. Her skin was
like porcelain, her long, curly hair was the color of gold, and her eyes were a
marbled mixture of light and dark blue. She wore a simple white dress with no
shoes, and there was a white flower in her hair. 


She smiled brightly when I sat up. “He’s alive, too!”
she yelled over her shoulder. 


“I’m…” Kirin’s shove had knocked the air out of me
and I sounded like an idiot. “I’m here to see Mason Minof.” Her smile dropped
so fast I felt like I had offended her. 


“All the pretty boys who fall from the sky only want
to see my brother. That’s so unfair.” Moping, she turned around and walked into
the house. “Mason, there’s another one! I told you to take that flyer down!”


I used the opportunity to get to my feet and brush
the dirt off me. I was inside the circle; the damage was already done, and I
knew I was going to pay dearly for it. The fairies must be taking their time
to come up with some extra horrible punishment. My mother had told me that
her oldest sister, Rocana, crossed a fairy circle and thought she got away with
it. Then, when Rocana’s son was born, the fairies took him.


This time, it was a boy about sixteen who answered
the door. I recognized him from the mirror, and he really did have dark red
hair and dark green eyes. So we weren’t all the same; while my aunt and I
looked like wizards, Mason didn’t look like a sorcerer or a wizard. Although he
wasn’t muscular or very tall, he wasn’t scrawny like me, either.


He smiled as kindly as his sister had. “It took you
long enough to get here. Come in. You’re right on time for dinner.”


I gaped. “You knew I was coming?”


He rolled his eyes. “You have a magic mirror.”


“How did you know that?”


Again, he rolled his eyes. “Because I have a magic
mirror, too. When you used yours to find me, I saw your face as well and I knew
you were coming. I assume you’re looking for answers as to why we are this
way?”


“Huh?” 


He smacked his lips. “Wow, you are uninformed. First
of all, we’re called Sjau. There are fourteen of us, and---”


“Wait.” He did, so I took a breath. “How did
you find out about us?”


“Well, it was pretty obvious I wasn’t born a wizard.
I have six brothers and three sisters, all of who spew wizardry with every
fiber of their being.”


“And you don’t?”


He shrugged. “I can do it, but I’m more of a mage.
I’ve also accidentally raised a pet cat after it got trampled by a scared
horse. I swore off necromancy after the cat tried to eat my little sister.”


“I think I am getting a migraine,” Merlin
groaned. 


I felt like I was dropped into the middle of a book
with no idea what was going on. “And your family accepts you?”


“Of course! I was born this way and I’m proud of who
I am. There are thousands of witches and wizards; there’s only one of me. Come
on inside.”


He stepped back and didn’t say anything about Merlin
following me in. As a token of peace, I put my wand away. The house was not as
fancy as Magnus’s castle, yet it was not cheap, either. Everything was made
well, but there wasn’t anything decorative. All of the mismatched furniture
looked exceptionally comfortable. It was a little cluttered with dishes,
trinkets, and books, not to mention a surprising number of boots lying around.
Strangely, I really liked it.


“So, I take it by your hesitation that your family
members are sorcerers.”


I nodded. “But I don’t hurt people.” 


“I didn’t think you did. You look like a wizard, even
if you were born a sorcerer, which tells me your magic is primarily wizardry.”


“I thought being a Sjau meant we had neutral magic.”


“All magic is inherently neutral. A sorcerer can only
use dark magic, so their dark intentions make magic dark.”


“So, what stops my mother from killing me and
stealing my magic?”


“If your intentions are good, you’re not going to
have dark magic in you. Your magic will be white magic, so your mother can’t
steal it.”


“But if it’s inherently neutral, can’t she take it
from me and make it dark?”


“No. I mean, yes, but only by making you dark.
You are the only one who can make your magic light or dark. Being a Sjau
means you’re not forced to do the same magic as your family. Any Sjau can be
any level of good or bad. Sorcerers can only be levels of bad and wizards can
only be levels of good.”


“The entire reason Veronica killed Sonya was so
that she could steal Sonya’s light magic and turn it dark,” I said
privately to Merlin.


“You have an excellent point. We never discovered
how she was able to do that. However, if Ilvera knew how to do that, why did
she not do it when you were little?”


“How do you know all this?” I asked Mason. 


“I’ve got a book. I’ll show you later.”


At that point, we reached the dining table, where
Mason’s parents and nine siblings were eating. Mason introduced them, although
most of them ignored him and continued their conversations. 


All of Mason’s siblings were almost identical, except
for their ages, which ranged from about ten years old to about twenty-five. The
oldest six were Mason’s brothers. Masy, the girl who had answered the door, was
actually Mason’s twin sister, but he was born first and, therefore, was a Sjau.
After Masy, the next two children were daughters. All three girls were petite. 


I immediately realized I was wrong about Mason not
being a runt; all of his brothers were taller and bulkier than him. Mason’s
father, Mogral, had the blond hair and blue eyes of a wizard, but he was very
tall and built like a warrior. It seemed very strange to me. 


Then Mason introduced Rita, his very petite mother,
and I gaped rudely. “How did you have seven boys? You’re half my mother’s size.”
She looked very much like Masy and way too young to be a mother of ten. 


She laughed and took her husband’s hand. “I was
determined to get a daughter.”


“And you got four of them,” the oldest boy joked,
patting Mason’s head. Mason punched him in the arm, causing absolutely no harm.



“Introduce yourself,” Merlin reminded me. 


“Oh, sorry. I’m Ayden.”


“Do you have a family name, Ayden?” Rita asked. I
nodded and she raised her eyebrows. 


“I’m Ayden Dracre.”


It was dead silent. 


“I’m not like my family, though,” I explained
quickly. “I’m a Sjau, like Mason. I only do light magic.”


“Then why do I sense dark magic in you?” she asked. 


I opened my mouth, thought about it, shut my mouth,
and shrugged. “I’ve done sorcery before, but I don’t hurt people. Lately, I’ve
been focusing on breaking curses.” 


“Do you know Ilvera Dracre?” Mogral asked. 


I swallowed as my mind raced to come up with an
answer that didn’t incriminate myself. 


“Now is the time for the truth, Ayden,” Merlin
advised, imparting his unrequested wisdom. I knew it was the right thing to do,
it was just really hard. 


“Yes.”


“You don’t say a lot,” he said. 


Merlin scoffed. 


“She’s… my mother.” Rita stood suddenly with a look
of horror on her face. I automatically flinched and backed up into Merlin. 


After a moment, she controlled her expression. “I’m
sorry. I cannot imagine the misery she put you through. Sit down and eat.
You’re always welcome here.”


“You don’t hate me for being a sorcerer?”


“We don’t hate anyone, not even your mother. Hate
only hurts the person who holds it. We forgive our enemies because we deserve
not to hold onto hate.”


“The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is an
attribute of the strong. I think we should return here instead of Magnus’s
castle,” Merlin said. 


“This is Merlin. He’s a wizard, but from another
world. He was cursed and I’m working on breaking it. He’s been helping me since
I ran away from home almost six months ago. Before then, I didn’t know why I
was different.”


“Sit down, Ayden. You must be hungry.”


Mason and Masy brought two chairs from another room
for Merlin and me so we both sat. There wasn’t any meat, so Merlin ate fruit
and vegetables without complaining. I nibbled on a piece of bread, too worried
about saying the wrong thing and making the family of wizards turn on me. 


“So, why have you come?” Rita asked. 


“He came to learn about being a Sjau,” Mason said
excitedly.


“Actually, I didn’t know you knew anymore about it
than I did,” I corrected him. “I do want to know all about it, but I’ve come to
warn you.”


He frowned. “Of what?”


I sighed. “My mother. She knows about the Sjau. A few
days ago, a seer came to me and told me my mother was going to kill all of us.
Also, I can’t transport myself or be transported, which is why it took me so
long to get here.”


Everyone looked at Rita for her reaction. Her
expression was very serious, but not worried. “Thank you for warning us. We
will reinforce our defenses. Ilvera Dracre is very cunning.”


“Do you know of Magnus?”


“Of course. He disappeared.”


“He’s back. Merlin and I live with him for now, and
he was there when the seer came to us. He offered the protection of his castle,
and a golem to make sure you get there safely.”


“Is he offering it to all of us or just the Sjau?”


“He would have to be a terrible fool to deny the rest
of the Sjau’s family. There are fourteen of us. If we can all get to Magnus’s
castle and use our combined defenses, not even my mother would be able to break
through.”


“Then, I guess we’re going on a trip.”









Chapter 5


“Wow.
There really is a book on us,” I said, running my finger down the ancient
spine. “And it really is old.” It was huge and bound in worn leather. Although
it was once probably either black or brown, it was now splotchy and stained.
There wasn’t a title. 


While his family packed, Mason, Merlin, and I were
sitting in Mason’s bedroom. The room was very simple, with a bed, a writing
desk, a foot chest, and a full-length mirror that was covered with an old, thin
blanket.


“It might be the first book ever written, but it
isn’t just about us. This book is on all magic on Caldaca. Unfortunately, most
of it is illegible. It’s also written in multiple languages. I wish we knew a
historian who knew all the languages.”


“I need to ask you about what you said earlier. My
aunt, Livia, is a Sjau. Her first daughter was born a sorceress and tried to
kill her, so she sealed her dark magic. Her second daughter was born with only
light magic. They both had---”


“An extra special ability?” Mason interrupted.


I frowned. “Yes.”


He nodded knowingly. “It’s in the book, too. Children
of Sjau are like completely normal magic users, except they each have a very
unique ability that suits their magic well.”


“Okay, that makes sense. Veronica, her first
daughter, can control animals. Sonya, her second daughter, can help people find
their path to true happiness. However, Veronica killed Sonya to take her power,
because apparently, she could reverse that ability to make people face their
worst fears.”


“Oh. And you’re worried that your mother can make
your magic dark? That’s not possible. Veronica and Sonya may be normal magic
users, but their special abilities come from their Sjau mother. It’s basically
the same ability; it’s just their hearts that make it different.”


“How does that mean my mother can’t turn my magic
dark?”


“The only way for her to do that, is if she first
attains a lot of dark magic from one of you. And I mean a lot, as
in the equivalent of at least five or six very powerful sorcerers. And she
would have to be a blood relative… which she is, so never mind. Then, maybe she
can make your heart dark, but it’s not going to be something she can do from a
distance. She can’t just turn your magic dark; she has to change who you are.
She would have to capture you, and changing your personality will not be fast
or painless for you.”


“Whatever you do, do not use transportation magic,”
Merlin warned. 


“Is there a way to protect us from that?”


“There might be, but I wouldn’t know. I’ll add that
to the endless list of questions. The more I learn, the more I don’t know.”


“I bet the dragons could answer all your questions.
They didn’t answer all of mine, but I might have woken them up or irritated
them.”


His eyes widened. “You’ve talked to dragons? I
thought they were extinct.”


“They’re rare, but definitely not extinct. In fact,
they may not even be as rare as we are.” I pulled the list out of my pocket and
handed it to him.


“These are the other Sjau?” Mason asked, reading over
the list. 


“Yes. Have you met any of them?”


“No, but I’ve heard of a few of the families. They’re
not all going to be as easy as mine to convince, like Taorec. They’re sorcerers
that live in the far north, and they have about the same reputation as yours.”


“Maybe I shouldn’t warn them, then. They might want
to ally themselves with my mother.”


“Ayden, Zelli Taorec deserves to be warned. She
might be just like you; a victim of her lineage.”


“You’re right. I shouldn’t even have suggested that,”
I said. I really didn’t know why I had even considered not warning Zelli. Even
if she wanted to join with my mother, she didn’t deserve to be ambushed.


“What?” Mason asked, confused.


“I can hear Merlin in my head. He said it’s wrong not
to warn Zelli and he’s right.”


“He sounds very wise.” 


“He is. Merlin is hundreds of years old and has been
to a bunch of different worlds. He accepts me for who I am, no matter who that
is.”


“It’s good to have a friend like that. I know I’m
fortunate that my family accepts me and sticks up for me. Most people don’t
understand that I’m different, but if anyone says something about me, my brothers
will defend me. I knew we didn’t all have that.”


Although his brothers teased him, it was with love,
unlike what my brothers did to me. Mason was respected for being who he was.
They weren’t rich, but they were a very close family.


“When this is all over, you should stay with us for a
while. You and I are not limited to wizardry, so we can teach each other,” he
suggested as he got up to put the book away. I slipped the list of Sjau back
into my pocket. 


“But I can’t learn mage magic.”


He frowned. “Why not?”


“I’m a sorcerer with wizardry.”


“You’re a Sjau. You can learn whatever magic you want
to learn. I’m a mage/wizard because in my heart, I’m a healer. That doesn’t
mean I can’t learn seer magic. I probably can’t learn sorcery because it
conflicts with my healing magic. You are a wizard/sorcerer because in your
heart, you’re a curse breaker. That doesn’t mean you can’t learn healing magic.
Being Sjau means that we aren’t confined to the magic that our families have.”


“Why are we different just because we were born in a
certain order?”


“That I don’t know. It’s not as random as that. I’ve
seen families have six sons and then a daughter, or have six daughters and the
seventh is stillborn. There are only fourteen of us, seven boys and seven
girls, allowed. One of us dies and another is born in the same moment. My
sister and I were born a month early because it was meant to be, just like it
was meant to be that I was born first. My father had joined the warrior’s guild
the day he met my mother. Instead of going off on his first quest, he ran away
to marry her. We’re not accidents; we’re this way for a reason.”


“Hang on. Your father joined the warrior’s guild? I
thought he was a wizard.” There was nothing wrong with a magic user being a
warrior, but I had never heard of a wizard being one, because wizards usually
wouldn’t do what a warrior had to.


“No. We got our magic from our mother. Our father
doesn’t have any magic. In fact, Mina doesn’t seem to have any magic.” Mina was
the youngest child, but she was old enough to show signs of magic if she had
it.


Since I learned why I wasn’t a regular sorcerer and
that my aunt was the same, I knew that my mother had chosen my father for a
reason. It was because of my mother that I was born this way, so I resented her
for the way she treated me. Knowing I could have been a daughter or stillborn
changed things. “So we have a purpose, but you don’t know what it is?”


He shook his head. “I’m not worried about it;
someday, we’ll find out.”


“Ask him about the pain in your chest,” Merlin
said. 


“I don’t want to bother him with that. It’s
probably just strain from riding on a unicorn.”


He sighed and grumbled something out loud that I
couldn’t make out. “At least ask him if he knows anything about the people
losing their magic.”


“Oh, right. On the way up here, I heard of a few
people losing their magic. I met a mage who said she was. She still had some
magic and I didn’t sense a curse or anything in her, but I thought it was odd.
Have you heard of that happening?”


“People shouldn’t lose magic. I haven’t heard of it
happening and I don’t know why it would. Are you sure it wasn’t just some
personal conflict?”


“It could have been, I suppose. Your magic hasn’t
been strange lately, has it?”


He shook his head. 


The door opened and Masy said, “We’re ready to go.”


We all went down to the living room and found the
rest of Mason’s family gathered. I explained about calling Fluffy and getting a
goblin guard, but Rita said not to bother. “We can transport ourselves right
outside of his castle.” 


“You have to be able to see the place to do that,
though.”


“I have a magic mirror,” Mason reminded me. As he
did, his two oldest brothers came down the stairs carrying his mirror. “Be
careful with that.”


“We know, brat.”


“Why not go up to Mason’s room instead of bringing
the mirror down?” I asked. 


“Because the princess doesn’t want us in his room.”


“You stink up your own rooms enough!” Mason argued. 


They set the mirror down without retorting and pulled
off the blanket. The mirror was framed in gold. Considering it was a
full-length mirror, that was a lot of gold. “Wow. That must have been
expensive.”


“The Sjau who died when I was born was a family
friend. He foresaw his death and that I would be born, so he gave it to my
parents to give to me. He also gave them the book, although he didn’t tell them
where it came from.” He pulled a wand out of his pocket. It was pure white with
gold strands wrapped all around it and the tip was a moonstone set with gold.
“Even though we aren’t restricted to wizardry or sorcery, we do still have to
use wands or staffs like wizards and sorcerers.”


“Even for your healing magic?”


“Like with wizardry, I can do small magic without it,
but any serious spell or wound requires my wand.” He pointed the wand at the
mirror and a cool blue mist emitted from it. “Show me the castle of Magnus
Vobristum.”


The surface of the mirror turned white before the
image of the castle appeared on it. It was showing the front of the castle with
the metal gate closed. Then Rita pulled a beautiful pearlescent wand that
looked more like stone than wood out of her sleeve. There were strands of
silver wrapped around it. When she pointed the wand at the mirror, tiny silver
bubbles emerged from the tip of the wand and floated into the mirror. The
instant the first bubble touched the mirror, the imaged changed. Suddenly, it
was like I was looking through a doorway to the castle instead of just an image
of it. 


Merlin stepped between me and the mirror, his ears
flickering with agitation. “What’s wrong?”


“It bothers my wolf instincts.”


“Now, are you going with us to Magnus’s castle?” Rita
asked me.


I shook my head. “I have to go find and warn the rest
of the Sjau.” 


“I wish you well on your quest, curse breaker,” Mason
said. 


“Thank you.” 


Mogral entered the mirror first and we could see him
step onto the grass on the other side. After a moment, he made a motion with
his hands. Mason and his siblings went through, followed by Rita. As soon as
she stepped through, the strange portal became a mirror again. 


 


*          *          *


 


Merlin and I went outside and found Kirin waiting for
us. Without wasting time, I got the small mirror out of my saddlebag and pulled
my wand out of my pocket. “Show me Blue Lecros.” My magic flowed through the
wand into the mirror. I expected the sharp pain in my chest, which was annoying
because there was no reason for it. 


The mirror showed me a girl who was about ten with
dark brown hair and copper eyes. There was something very trustworthy and
innocent about her. I turned the mirror so that Merlin could see her. Kirin
stomped his foot and neighed with nervousness, so I pet his nose. 


“Show me how to find her.” Once again, the image on
the mirror changed to a map. I groaned. “I didn’t think that through.” Blue was
far south of Mokora, in a land called Tetaryn. “When Livia asked for the names
to be listed from closest, it listed them in order of closest from Livia’s
castle.” I pointed my wand at it again. “Show us a map of all Sjau.”


The map changed to show the entire world, complete
with names of the lands. I had seen drawings of it before in books, so I could
at least make sense of it. It showed fourteen red dots and three blue dots.
Three of the red dots marked Livia, Mason, and me. I also saw that one of the
dots was north of us, on a land called Monhal. “That must be Zelli Taorec.
She’s closest to us now.”


“No. We need to save Blue next.”


“Why? We’d have to travel ten days south and then
turn around and travel fifteen days north, and that means using the boat even
more.”


“Blue could be in serious need of help.”


“Zelli could also.” 


“I have a very strong feeling that we need to go
to Blue first.” 


“I don’t agree. That just sounds like a waste of
time. You don’t have magic, so there’s no way for you to know for sure. Right?”



“That is true.” 


“Then it makes no sense to go after the one who’s
further away only to come all the way back. We’ll go after Zelli first.”


He sighed, but he didn’t argue. “Is your chest
hurting?” he asked instead. 


I shrugged. “Yes, but it’s bearable.” I put the
mirror and wand away and mounted Kirin. “Keep heading north.” Kirin took off at
a fast gallop. After a while, however, I patted Kirin’s neck and he slowed to a
trot. Merlin slowed as well. “Merlin, I’m sorry. I was rude when I said that
you don’t have magic. Even though you’re cursed, you still know more magic than
I ever will, and I shouldn’t have said it like that.”


“I assume the ache in your chest is to blame, for
pain can cause anyone to be irritable.”


 


*          *          *


 


We travelled until sunset and then I made a fire
because the night was pretty cold. When Merlin insisted I eat something, I
transformed some clay without really paying attention. I didn’t feel like
eating any more bread, fruit, or vegetables, but I didn’t want to argue with
Merlin. To my great surprise, the clay changed into a roasted bird’s leg. 


And it wasn’t tofu this time. 


“Um…” I said wisely.


Merlin sniffed at the meat. “What were you trying
to transform it into?” he asked. 


I shrugged. “Nothing in particular. I guess I wanted
it to be anything but bread, fruit, or vegetables.” I studied my wand to see if
it had the answer. It was very straight, made of rosewood, and had elegant
sigils engraved in the handle. It wasn’t a sorcerer’s wand, but it also wasn’t
like Mason’s. 


“The sigils changed,” I said. 


“How so?”


“Well, I remember what I carved into it because I
made it four times. Every time, it changed as soon as I did any magic. The wood
is still rosewood, but the sigils have changed back to what I originally
carved. Maybe it means I’m getting more powerful.”


“That is not the way magic works here. I worry
this may be your mother’s doing. Maybe she is the cause of the pain in your
chest.” 


“I don’t see how. Well, actually, I don’t doubt that
she could kill me from a distance, I just don’t know why she would. She went
through a lot of trouble to create me so that she could take my magic; she’s
not just going to kill me now.” 


“What if she decided to kill you to get you out of
her way? Perhaps she decided you were not going to change, so she turned
her attention on stealing magic from the other Sjau.”


“I don’t think that’s it. I think my mother is too
stubborn for that.”


“Well, you know your mother better than I do. What
do you think she would do?”


“Figure out how to make me be a sorcerer. She was
always encouraging my brothers to treat me poorly because that was how they
wanted me to be. I get that, but it didn’t work. I think her next step would be
to come up with another method.”


“What would it take to make you do dark magic?”
he asked. 


“I don’t know. Before I met you, I would have done it
if I could. Now I don’t want to. Maybe if I had to do dark magic to save
someone… but that doesn’t sound very likely.” I heard a bird in a tree take off
and realized how quiet it was. 


Merlin sat and stared into the fire worriedly while I
put my wand away and ate. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to a prickly sensation down my back. The large
moon was dark, the small one was almost gone, and the fire had died, so there
was very little light to see with. “Merlin?” I called. He wasn’t there, so I
assumed he had gone to howl. I called his name again in his mind. Still no
answer. 


“Kirin?” The unicorn didn’t reply, either. 


I tried to sit up, only to find my body unresponsive.
That was when I saw glowing red eyes staring down at me from the tree. I thought
I had this dream before. My staff was right next to me, though it did me no
good if I couldn’t reach it. Once again, I tried with all my might to move my
arm. 


Nothing.


A creepy caw broke the silence. 


I closed my eyes because if I was going to be eaten,
I certainly didn’t want to watch. “Staff, come to me,” I whispered. The staff
ignored me. “Please, you’ve done it before.” Still, it ignored me. Maybe it was
a dream or maybe it was just fear that prevented my staff from coming to me,
but I didn’t like how powerless it made me feel. 


Even though I needed my wand or staff to focus my
power, I still had magic in me. When one of the glowing-eyed creatures flew
down from the branch, I reacted instinctively. I cleared my mind of all things
but creating a ward and released my energy as if I had a wand in my hand. The
energy flowed out of me…


And exploded. Without my wand or staff to guide it,
my raw magic burned everything in its path, including the air.  


As soon as the fire was out, I grasped my staff
automatically. I could move again. I could also see Merlin and Kirin fighting
off what looked like ravens. There were at least fifty of them swarming Kirin
while Merlin did all he could to protect him. 


I swiped at the ravens with my staff until one of
them landed on it and used his momentum to slam it into my knee. I smacked the
massive bird and he took off. This time, not focusing on any curse in
particular, I pointed my staff into the largest cluster of the birds. “Attack.”


To my surprise, red magic shot out of my staff and
struck every single raven, easily twisting to avoid Kirin and Merlin as if it
knew not to hurt them. All of the ravens turned to stone and fell to the
ground, some breaking wings or legs off when they hit the hard dirt. 


The pain in my chest came back, stronger than ever. I
knew either Merlin was correct that it had something to do with my magic, or
something was wrong with my heart. 


Kirin rushed towards me and slowed just enough for me
to grab hold of his harness and heft myself over his back. When his leg knocked
my staff out of my hand, Merlin grabbed it in his teeth and chased after us. 


It took some work, but I eventually righted myself.
Just as the sun was rising a while later, Kirin and Merlin slowed down.


“What happened?” I asked. “They were attacking
Kirin.”


“They were attacking the saddlebag,” Merlin
corrected. “They might have been after the magic mirror.”


“The potion Asiago used on Veronica must have worn
off.” 


“Not if he created it correctly.”


A couple months after I joined Magnus and banished my
brothers to another world, Veronica kidnaped Livia. To defeat her, a
necromancer named Asiago slipped a potion into her food which eliminated
Veronica’s magic, including her ability to control animals.


“I don’t know anyone else who can control animals
like that. Plus, how well do your world’s potions work here? And besides,
Asiago isn’t a sorcerer, so maybe the potion he made using Vactarus’s magic
ring doesn’t last because it wasn’t his magic.”


“If that is the case, and I am doubtful it is,
then all of Gmork’s servants will have gained their magic back and could
overthrow Nimue.”









Chapter 6


Even
when the sun was high in the sky, it didn’t chase away the cold. I halfway fell
asleep in the saddle for a while. Eventually, Kirin slowed down and I heard the
sound of the ocean. At the top of a hill, we looked down over the beach.
Unfortunately, there were no boats or people. “I’ll try to use the mirror to
see where we’re going. If I can do that, maybe I can transport us. There’s no
way my mother is just waiting around for me to transport myself. If I do it
quick---”


“Ayden, I have a very strong feeling you need to
avoid using magic as much as possible, at least until we figure out what is
causing you pain. Furthermore, if your mother does want to capture you, I would
not put it past her for a second to be ready at any moment for you to use a
transportation spell.”


I actually opened my mouth to argue before I caught
myself. I trusted Merlin. He was the only one who really wanted what was best
for me. “I haven’t been using magic frivolously, though; we keep running into
problems.”


“The fact that we keep running into situations
requiring you to use magic is rather suspicious. What happened last night was
an attack, yet you were not injured.”


“Veronica might be afraid of us after we beat her.
Maybe she just wanted the mirror.”


“You really are quite stubborn. If Veronica was
controlling those ravens, her best chance of getting the mirror would have been
to attack you while you slept. I cannot help but to think the goal was
to force you to use magic.”


Before I could respond, Kirin started trotting down
the path to the right. “Where are we going?” I asked. Of course, the unicorn
didn’t answer. “Do you even know?” He shook his head. “Great.”


Merlin looked curious as he followed behind.
Eventually, we came upon a small cave and Kirin stopped. I got down and pulled
my wand out of the saddlebag. “I hear someone in there,” Merlin said. 


“Someone dangerous?”


He turned his head slightly and listened for a
moment. “No. It sounds like someone is in pain.”


“Stay here,” I said, putting my wand away and
grabbing my staff. 


“You are joking,” Merlin said. When I tried to
enter the cave, Merlin intercepted me. 


“You said it wasn’t dangerous.”


“That does not mean you should just run in there.”


“I’m not afraid.” 


“You should at least be hesitant to run into a
dark cave.” 


“You said he sounded like he was in pain.”


He sighed. “Maybe I tell you to follow your heart
too much.” 


As I entered the cave, Merlin was right next to me.
It had looked completely dark from outside, but there was enough light to see
that it was divided into three tunnels. In one tunnel, I could see the
flickering of fire. “Hello? Do you need help?” I asked. 


After a moment, an old man limped out, carrying two
full sacks. The man’s clothes were dirty and raggedy. His hair was long, white,
and just as dirty as his clothes. He was also very thin and frail-looking. 


He stopped and scrutinized me, obviously not impressed.
“Are you feral?” he asked. 


“No.”


“Are you crippled?” 


“No.”


“Then you should offer to take my burden.” 


“Sorry.” I leaned my staff against the wall and
gently took the sacks from him. One of them was ridiculously heavy, but the
other wasn’t. “Where do you want these?”


“In my cabin.” The old man started walking towards
the exit. 


Before I could argue, he grabbed my staff and used it
as a walking stick. As if it could feel my irritation, the crystal glowed dimly
blue. I didn’t sense any magic, however, so I didn’t worry about him using it.
“I really don’t have time to---”


“You have time to help an old man.”


I looked at Merlin and he nodded. I didn’t really
want to carry the sacks for the grouchy man, but I would feel terribly guilty
if he was injured or worse trying to carry them when I could do it instead. We
followed the man out of the cave. 


He stroked Kirin’s mane. “No unicorn should have a
saddle,” he said. 


“I didn’t saddle him, and he wouldn’t be here if it
bothered him that much.” Still using my staff to support himself on, the old
man unstrapped the saddle with one hand. “Wait! The mirror!” 


I felt energy flow through me automatically.
Unfortunately, without my staff or wand to guide my magic, it was volatile. All
magic users could do magic accidentally and naturally. My mother said this was
how we learned to control it. Merlin believed otherwise; he said when we did
magic unintentionally, it was the magic that was in control of us. This time, I
saw his point. 


The ground between Kirin and the man exploded,
startling the unicorn. The saddle snapped and hit the ground. Kirin took off
and I groaned. If the mirror was broken, there was nothing I could do. 


Unconcerned, the old man ambled away. Merlin opened
the saddlebag and pulled my bag out of it. “We will have to check the mirror
later.”


We followed the man across the beach, over a hill,
and into the woods. Finally, we reached the man’s cabin, which was rundown to
say the least. Inside was even worse. There were some cooking supplies, a
chipped and charred table, a small bed, and three pots on the floor that were
obviously meant to catch leaks in the roof. Too bad Merlin can’t teach me to
turn dirt into stone or something, because it would take just a moment to fix
the leaks. 


As soon as the man sat on his bed, I put down the
sacks and took my staff from him. “Be careful with those,” the man said,
standing. He picked up the sacks and set them on the table carefully. 


“You weren’t very gentle with my things. I’m sorry if
I hurt your rocks.” I shut up when he pulled the contents out of the
heavy sack. I had been wrong; they weren’t rocks.


It was a dragon egg. 


Merlin’s ears lowered with agitation. “Ask him
what he plans to do with that.”


The egg was the color of a blue sapphire with gold
marbling. My father had told me very little about dragon eggs and I’d never
seen one in person, but I had seen several paintings of them, so I knew what it
was. “You’re not going to hurt it, are you?” 


“Of course not,” the man snapped, snarling. 


“Then why are you…” I stopped when he emptied out the
contents of the second bag, which was a collection of broken, silver shells.
“What happened?!”


“He hatched.”


“There’s a baby dragon out there?” 


Merlin shifted his feet with discomfort. I could
sense that his mind was racing and he wanted so badly to ask his own questions.
He was obviously very concerned about the dragon, and rightly so; they were
still hunted. Dragons were hunted for their protective hide, natural weapons,
and the magical properties of their blood. 


“Ask him if he knows for certain it was male,”
Merlin said. 


“Does it matter?”


“How much about dragons did your father tell you?”


“As much as my mother allowed. I know what dragons
can do and I’ve heard a lot of legends. My father’s family were dragon
trainers. I thought that meant they just trained dragons, which is silly,
because what would they be teaching the dragons to do? However, the
dragon in the Endless Forest said it was the dragons that were teaching the
sorcerers magic, not the other way around, in exchange for protection against
hunting. I don’t know why dragons didn’t just openly hunt people since people
openly hunted them.” 


“Dragons are wiser than people.”


“Anyway, I learned more about dragons from them
than I did from my father. I knew that dragons were powerful and that his
family had over a dozen dragons and a number of eggs. When my mother married my
father, she tried to take over, but that’s not how it works. At first, my
mother and my grandmother fought a lot, so my mother tried to ‘help’ instead.
Dragons suffered and my grandmother decided to let them go.”


“What happened to the eggs they had?”


“I don’t know.” Most likely, my father never
told me because he didn’t want my mother overhearing it. “Are you sure the baby
dragon was male?” I asked the old man. 


“No female dragon has hatched on Caldaca in over a
thousand years.”


I gasped. “Why?”


“There are many theories, and that is all they are.
Not even the dragons know the truth.”


“How do you know?”


“I was a dragon trainer.”


“Do you know the Rynorm family?”


“I do. They are good people.” 


“They are sorcerers.”


“They are still honorable and respectable even if
they only use magic for personal gain. Too many sorcerers these days think dark
magic means they must be despicable people. You, for example, can have manners
and help an old man in need despite your dark magic.”


“I’m a Dracre. We’re the worst of the lot. Do you
know about the dragon eyes?” I asked, holding out the crystal on my staff. 


He didn’t look at it. “Of course I do. Yours is not
fully developed yet.”


“How do you know?” 


“It will be dark blue, almost as black as the sky,
when it is fully bonded to you. In the dark depths will be glowing spots like
stars.” He pulled a small box out from under his pillow. Inside was an amulet
just like he described. It was extremely dark blue; much darker than mine, with
small sparkles inside, whereas mine had rainbow shards inside. 


“How long does it take for it to finish bonding?”


“That’s between you and the stone. What it will be
able to do when it’s fully bonded depends on all the decisions you make, the
challenges you face, and the way you feel about dragons.” He picked up one of
the pots and dumped it into the sack. Surprisingly, the water didn’t drain out
of it. Even more surprisingly, he slipped the egg back into the sack and made a
motion with his hands over it. I was wrong about him being powerless.


Merlin growled. 


“Dragon eggs need heat to hatch, and the only way to
protect them is to prevent them from hatching. Move the bed out of the way.”


With a sigh, I set aside my staff and did as he
asked. Underneath the bed was a trap door. Without waiting for directions, I
picked up the sack with the dragon egg and, as I had expected, the water had
turned to ice. 


Merlin sniffed it, growling again. “My ability to
sense magic must be failing.” 


“He’s not a wizard,” I said. “He’s an elementalist.
They’re extremely rare; I’d only ever heard about them before. He has power
over the elements. I’ve read that when they’re not doing magic, you can’t sense
their magic. It’s a means of protecting them since they’re so rare.” When the
old man lifted the trap door, I gently set the ice-covered egg in the hole.
There were four more sacks. “How many eggs do you have?”


“This makes five.”


“Are you certain you can protect them? What if
someone attacks?”


“Tread carefully, young sorcerer, lest you injure
a very old man’s pride.”


“But he’s got five dragon eggs and he doesn’t exactly
look---”


“I was referring to myself,” Merlin
interrupted. “I am at least five times his age and he currently has more
magic in his small toe than I have in my entire body.”


I hadn’t meant any offense, but despite wanting to
apologize, it felt too awkward to get the words out. “We will leave you to your
eggs, then. Merlin and I have to go north.”


“There is nothing but ice and misery north of here.
And too many stubborn youths trying to prove they are heroes. I suppose you’re
one of them.”


“Not at all.” I had no use for fame or riches. 


“Then it’s power you want,” he said. “Sorcerers are
all so preoccupied with power.”


Power does make all the difference in completing
or failing a quest. Saving the Sjau will take great magic. 


“Remember, young sorcerer, that you should always take
the time to help others when you have it to spare,” the old man said. “There
are also sea monsters to the north.”


“What kind of sea monsters?”


“The kind who eat young sorcerers and their wizard
companions.”


“We should have gone after Blue,” Merlin said.


I ignored him, grabbed my staff, told the old man we
could handle it, and then turned and walked out. Merlin followed me without
enthusiasm. We left the forest and returned to the beach, where I pulled the
magic boat from my pocket and set it in the water.


When the boat grew into its full size, Merlin
groaned. “Oh… I feel queasy already.” 


I shrugged. “You chose this over using my magic to
transport us across.”


“Your aunt said that your mother could---”


“Yeah, she says a lot of things, and just like
with Dessa, they’re all on her terms. We’re just supposed to blindly trust them
and maybe I don’t anymore.”


Merlin was thoughtful for a moment before saying, “Good
friends are a rare and precious find. It can take years to build and a minute
to destroy. Livia and Dessa may not be your best friends, and I know that they
keep secrets, but they do care about you.”


He is always so condescending. He must be laughing
behind your back all the time.


Wait, what am I thinking? Not Merlin.


“Furthermore, pain is your body’s way of telling
you something is wrong and I will not ignore it,” Merlin continued, unaware
of what was going on in my head. I had never doubted him before and that stray
thought was completely unwelcome. 


I wasn’t worried about the pain in my chest or even
that my mother could possibly get me if I transported myself across the ocean.
I knew I should have been, but I wasn’t. Merlin got into the boat and I pushed
it out into the water. The ocean, like the weather, was a lot colder here than
in Mokora. Once the boat was loose, I hopped in. “Take us to Monhal.”


The boat started moving. 


It just wasn’t moving very fast. “Maybe I can speed
it up with magic.”


Merlin groaned and flattened himself on the bottom of
the boat. “I will bite you.”


“Fine, we’ll just sit here and rock slowly.”


“You are in a sour mood.”


“I know. I’m sorry. I needed more sleep last night
and unicorns are not really comfortable to ride.”


“You should be getting enough rest. We can stop
early tonight.”


“No, it’s okay. We need to help the Sjau before it’s
too late. I’m sure my mother is up to something because she attacked Magnus and
left him alive. I wish I knew her plan. Why is she after Sjau when she can’t
use our dark magic?”


“There are only two obvious answers. Either she
has a way to turn your magic dark, or she wants to get all of you out of her
way. If the latter is the case, she will not be alone in her plan.”


“Mason said she would need a lot of dark magic from
one of us to do it. I get that, but he also said she had to be a blood
relative. Maybe she can get dark magic from me if she captures me, but not
everyone else. Can you imagine Mason with dark magic?”


“I cannot imagine you with dark magic.”


“Then what’s her plan? Also, just because Mason
thinks she might be able to, doesn’t mean she knows how.”


Merlin didn’t look convinced, but he stayed quiet. 


 


*          *          *


 


I tried getting Merlin to talk to get his mind off
the boat, but when he asked if I had ever seen a half-digested rabbit before, I
decided to leave him alone. Instead, I put the robe over my face and tried to
nap. Just as I started to drift off, I felt something bump the boat. “That had
better be sand,” I grunted.


“I sincerely wish it was ever that easy.”


I sat up and sure enough, we were still in the open
ocean. There was, however, land in the distance, which the boat was headed for.
“Please hurry,” I whispered to the boat. Again, something bumped it, and this
time, I knew for certain it came from something in the water. Many of the
warriors in my favorite books feared the sea and its legendary monsters. “What
do we do?” I asked in Merlin’s mind.


“Keep a steady mind and hope whatever is down
there is just curious. Stay low, though.” 


I slipped my wand into my bag, put my robe on, and
grabbed my staff. “Teach me some magic to keep us safe.”


“Actually, I have a better idea. Sea monsters find
prey using a variety of methods, including sight, hearing, smell, and
electrosensory perception. It is unlikely our boat smells or sounds like prey,
but it may look like it. Either that, or---”


“Merlin, please.”


“Right. Turn us invisible.”


“Oh, I forgot I could do that.” I focused my
magic on hiding us. As soon as my magic flowed through me into the staff, we
disappeared. Merlin groaned. It now looked like I was floating above the water.
Something retreated deeper into the dark depths of the water, but it was so
quick that I couldn’t make out what it was. “I think that worked.”


“Does your chest hurt?”


It did. “Not any more than the rest of me.”


“Promise me that you will ask the next mage we
meet to---” He didn’t get to finish his sentence as a massive tentacle rose
out of the water and crashed down in front of us, creating a huge wave. A
massive head peaked out of the edge of the water behind us as the wave pushed
us towards it. 


The head was slimy-looking and gray with two
blood-colored eyeballs that were each bigger than my head. The mouth was a
round hole filled with multiple, circular rows of long, jagged teeth, and it
could easily swallow ships much larger than my tiny boat. 


Without giving Merlin a chance to argue, I grabbed
his fur with one hand and my bag with the other. Then I focused on the piece of
land I had seen before the wave blocked my view. Just as we reached the mouth
of the monster, I felt the invisibility fall and more magic engulf us with a
bright flash of light. When the light cleared, we were on dry land. I looked up
and saw the now-visible boat get swallowed by the sea monster. 


“Now we’re going to have to find another way across
the oceans,” I said as the monster slipped back under the surface of the water.


“We are fortunate to still be alive.”


“Then you’re not mad I used my magic to transport
us?”


“Of course not. You saved us. I am worried,
however. If your mother can take you, and she is after you, what is she waiting
for?”


“Like I said, maybe she isn’t watching me all the
time.”


“Or perhaps her plan is going exactly as she
expected.”









Chapter 7


When
night fell, we had to stop. We didn’t get nearly as far as we would have with
Kirin, but it wasn’t like the unicorn could have ridden on the boat. Besides,
the old man had been right; unicorns shouldn’t be saddled. 


Once I had the fire going, I pulled the mirror out of
my bag and studied it. Fortunately, it wasn’t damaged in the slightest. I
pointed my wand at it. “Show me the location of the closest Sjau.”


Magic poured through me into the mirror. The sting in
my chest was almost nothing. Once again, a map formed on the surface, but it
wasn’t the entire world. Instead, it only showed the island I was on with two
dots; one for me and one for the other Sjau. Judging by how far my dot was from
the ocean in relation to the second dot, I figured Zelli was about a day’s walk
north. 


“Ayden, you said you would try not to use magic.”


“It’s important to make sure the person we’re
searching for doesn’t go somewhere else.” The magic mirror cleared and I put
away my wand. The sting in my chest faded quickly. “Dessa could have sent
warriors instead.”


“I thought you wanted to go and save the others.”


It’s my responsibility when my mother attacks
people. But that’s not the only reason, is it? “I do, but warriors are
trained for quests like this. Wizards here really don’t go on quests.”


“On other worlds, wizards go on all the best
journeys. In fact, no adventure is complete without a wizard.”


I used my robe as a pillow and tried to sleep, only
to realize there was something odd in the sky. Surprised, I rolled over onto my
back and looked up at the stars. There were green, moving lights in the sky.
They weren’t in the center, but off to the side. “That’s amazing!”


Merlin looked up and smiled fondly. “Aurora
Borealis.”


“Um…?”


“Also called the Northern Lights.”


“So magic users only do it in the north?”


He laughed. “It is not magic. It is caused when
electrons collide with the upper atmosphere.  I know that means nothing to you,
so yes, you can call it magic. It is part of nature’s magic.” 


It was quiet for a while as we watched the lights.
“Do you see stuff like this a lot on your world?”


“There are many worlds with their own unique
beauty. I once waited out a storm in a cave made entirely of ice. When
the storm lifted, it was indescribably beautiful. You would have loved it.”


“It sounds like I would have. Do you miss doing those
kinds of things?”


“Those kinds of events are the loneliest times in
my life. I see amazing, incredible beauty… and there is no one to share it with.”


I tried to go to sleep, but I felt restless. “What
happens when we die?”


Merlin sat up and stretched. “That, I cannot know,
and there are too many theories to speculate.”


“But you must wonder about it sometimes.”


“I prefer not to.”


“My father never talked about death either, but he
said that people and everything else is made of stars.”


“That is accurate, if not particularly
philosophical.”


“You tell me about the adventures you went on, but
except for Nimue, you never told me about anyone you loved or how you grew up.”


“Everyone I loved before Nimue is gone, except for
Cennuth, and I told you about him.”


“You told me he’s the dragon who taught you magic.”


“I lose those who are important to me. That is the
curse of immortality.”


“Then being a wolf is a good thing?”


“Bittersweet, perhaps. It means losing Nimue, but
it also means I will… eventually, have peace. The reason I never
tell anyone about myself before I was trapped in the cave and made immortal is
because it was practically a past life. I told Nimue, and you know what
happened to her.”


“Not really. I know Gmork wasn’t always a dark wizard
because you said as much, but not much else. I don’t really know why Nimue stayed
behind.”


Merlin put his head on his paws. “Love is
complicated.”


“But she loves you, not Gmork.”


“Very complicated.


 


*          *          *


 


I knew I was dreaming, but it was very rare that I
couldn’t control my actions in my dreams. Furthermore, it was very detailed compared
to my normal ones. Of course, I was also not myself in this dream— I was
Merlin.


Merlin was in a tree, leaning back on a thick branch.
Beside him was a young man about seventeen. Somehow, probably because I was
seeing through Merlin’s eyes, I knew the man was Gmork. He had the same black
hair and bright green eyes, but he lacked the cruelness in his eyes that he
would have when he captures Nimue. 


“Are you ever going to invite me to your world?”
Gmork asked. 


“Not while magic is a death sentence there,” Merlin
said. 


I was surprised to hear how different his voice was.
Apparently, he was about the same age as Gmork, but I think the strangest
difference was because he didn’t have all the wisdom the Merlin I knew had. In
fact, I could feel the difference in his mind. 


“Besides, it’s better here. Don’t you have a ball
this evening?” 


“Yes, but I don’t think I’m going to go.”


“It’s honoring your mother’s birthday. It’s in your
castle.”


Gmork shrugged. “I’ll go next year.”


“You should appreciate the time you have with her
more. I would give up all of my magic to have my mother back.” Merlin turned
his head as he saw someone walking by. She was a woman about his age with dark
brown, curly hair and light brown eyes. I knew immediately that Merlin liked
her. 


“Hello, Merlin,” she said, stopping right below him. 


“Hello, Katherine,” Gmork said before Merlin could.
He climbed down several branches. “Are you coming to my family’s ball tonight?”
Gmork liked her even more than Merlin did, which was why Merlin stayed quiet.


“I don’t know. No one has asked me.” She blushed and
walked away. 


Merlin turned to Gmork. “I should have known. You
still haven’t told Katherine how you feel about her.”


“I would if she would ever even look at me. Every
word out of her mouth says that I’m not her type. What’s worse is that I can
make her notice me. I wouldn’t even have to use magic; I could buy her.”


“You don’t need to do that. There are many ways to
get a girl to like you, and they all start with getting her to talk to you.”
Merlin jumped down and followed after Katherine, ignoring Gmork’s protest. When
he caught up to her, she blushed and looked down. 


“Yes, Merlin?”


“We need to talk about something.”


“I’m glad. I’ve been hoping for this for a long
time,” she said demurely. 


“About what? You knew that Gmork likes you?”


“What? No. I was talking about your feelings for me.”


“What feelings?” 


She blushed even deeper. “Well, I sort of thought
maybe you had some. I was hoping you liked me because… I’ve been in love with
you for a year now.” Merlin groaned. “I’m sorry,” she said, barely more than a
whisper. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”


“I really wish you hadn’t. Gmork is the one you
should like.”


“There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s sweet and
funny, but there’s something… odd about him. With you, I feel safe.”


“I’m just as odd as Gmork is, if not odder.”


“When I’m with him alone, I feel like he’s got some
kind of dark secret.”


“Everyone has some kind of dark secret. If he trusts
you with his, you’ll know he really loves you.”


“It doesn’t matter. Love isn’t the most important
thing in the world.”


Merlin considered pointing out that Gmork had money,
but he decided otherwise. He had a very different plan. “If you say so.”
Without another word to her, he returned to Gmork, who was waiting by the tree
and having a nervous fit. 


“What did she say?”


“I’m sorry, but she’s not interested.” Gmork’s face
fell. “Don’t worry. She will be.”


“What are you going to do?”


Time skipped forward very suddenly and they were standing
in a bedroom, which I couldn’t make out very well. Potion ingredients and
cooking utensils were spread out all over the table. Merlin picked up a small
red bottle and held it out for Gmork. 


“I have to get her to drink this and then she’ll love
me?” Gmork asked. 


“Or put it in her drink or on her food.”


“Is this really the right thing to do?”


“No, it’s not, but neither is making her marry you
for money.”


“You’re not going to tell me to just get over her?”


“You know better than me what’s right for you. Love
is a powerful force and I think if she gave you half a chance, she would love
you.” 


Gmork nodded. “Then I’ll do it.”


Time skipped forward again. This time, Merlin was at
a ball. There were glittering jewels, art, and dancing people everywhere.
However, Merlin was standing off to the side, watching Gmork pour some of the
potion into a drink for Katherine. Merlin didn’t want Gmork to do this, but he
also wanted Gmork to be happy. 


Gmork got Katherine alone with some obvious
persistence and they spoke for some time. Then Katherine pointed to the drink
and Gmork shook his head. Without another word, he left her looking as confused
as I was. 


“What happened?” Merlin asked when Gmork reached him.



“I decided not to do it. I’ve loved her for a long
time and it hurt every time she ignored me, but that’s because we’re different
people. How can it be love if I try to change her? Besides, there is someone
out there she’ll love that way, and it’s not my place to deprive her of that.”


“That’s very wise of you.”


Gmork laughed. “Right. When we’re both old men, I’ll
be the wise one and you can goof off and get us into trouble.”


“I wouldn’t go that far.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke, once again, to the sensation of being
watched. The sky was just light enough to see something in the tree above me.
“What’s there?” I asked.


Merlin was sitting next to me, staring up into the
tree. “Darkness there and nothing more.”


“What?”


“Sorry. They are ravens.”


“Why aren’t they attacking?”


“Something is keeping them away. I suspect it is
the other presence that has been following us. However, not all
creatures that dwell in the dark are monsters.”


I groaned. “Let’s get on the road before they change
their minds and attack.” We started walking north again, but Merlin assured me
that the presence followed. “Are you sure it’s not aggressive?”


“No, I am not. It could very well be another spy.
Are you better rested today?”


“Yes, but I had an… odd dream. You didn’t happen to
talk with Gmork in a tree about a girl a few hundred years ago, did you?”


Merlin hesitated. “I did. In fact, I dreamed about
it last night. Previously, I had a few dreams involving you.”


I stopped and turned to him. “When I was a child?
Like when I met Dessa?”


“Yes, as well as when you faced a monstrous black
snake and discovered your father’s Rynorm robe.”


“Why are we having the same dreams?”


“Well, we did discuss love and Nimue before going
to bed and you have been stressing over your mother’s plot, so I am not
surprised we have had those dreams. As for why we have been sharing dreams, it
must have something to do with our psychic bond. We never figured out exactly
why releasing me from the syrus allowed you to hear me.”


“You and the chimera. Well, I could kind of
communicate with him. I figured I couldn’t hear any actual words because he’s
not a wizard.”


“Once we break the curse, I will try to find
Cennuth. Dragons seem to know all about magic.”


“Maybe before we have more dreams, we should discuss
things. I didn’t expect you to put a love spell on a girl you like to make her
love someone else.” I was also surprised to see a completely different side of
Gmork, but that wasn’t as important. 


“I was impulsive at that age. Actually, I was
rather impulsive for my first hundred or so years.”


“I didn’t mean that as an insult. It was just really
odd because you’re really more like me than any of my family, even Livia. You
made a love potion without Katherine’s consent, which is sorcery, but you did
it to help Gmork despite liking her yourself, which is wizardry.”


“There is no way I can tell you hundreds of years
of my life before you go to sleep tonight.”


 


*          *          *


 


For most of the day, everything was fine. Then, about
midday, Merlin stopped suddenly and perked his ears. “What’s wrong?”


“I smell blood. Someone needs help.”


“It’s probably just an animal. We should find Zelli.”


“It is not like you to turn away a stranger in
danger, young sorcerer. You have been acting out of sorts for days.”


“I’m just tired of riding, and now walking.”


“As well as forsaking food.”


“We need to be in more of a hurry to save the Sjau.”


“We are making haste, but no person is above
another. After all the good men I have watched die for their beliefs, I will
not preach heroism. However, I believe I know you quite well by now, enough to
realize that you would never ignore a bleeding stranger.”


“I know. Let’s go help them.”


Merlin didn’t give me a chance to change my mind; he
took off running into the woods. I dropped my bag and chased after him as fast
as I could. Although I fell behind, I was able to follow the sound of his
running. Eventually, I caught up to him and found him crouched behind some
bushes, watching something in a small clearing. 


A girl about twelve was tied up and gagged. Her
clothes were high quality and her dark purple robe was thick velvet with a
satin lining. Five bandits stood to the side, discussing what to do with the
girl. One of them was adamant that she should be held for ransom, while another
argued that they should sell her to the first person who would buy her. 


I pointed my staff at her. “Levitate,” I
thought, imagining her lifting up and floating towards me. Magic poured out of
me, through the staff, and across the clearing. Although it wasn’t a frilly
display like my wand usually made, it wasn’t effective in the least; it bounced
off a ward around her. The invisible barrier flashed with a red light and loud
whistle, alerting the bandits. Great.


They were sorcerers. 


When I faced my brothers, Magnus, Merlin, Bralyn, and
I had to split them up. Plus, I knew their weaknesses and strengths. Taking on
five sorcerers at once with just Merlin and me didn’t sound like a good idea. 


But I found myself unwilling to turn away.


One of them had a torch, two others had swords, one
had a club, and the last had an axe. I never had to worry about being attacked
in Akadema, as they tended to steer clear of sorcerers. Besides, Akadema was a
fairly poor land. However, they were just as I had read about in adventure
tales; somewhat dirty, raggedy, and malnourished. 


I glanced at the fear on the little girl’s face and
mine just didn’t seem important. I pointed my staff at the sorcerers. Attack.
Sinister red magic shot into one of the bandits and turned him to stone. The
sting didn’t even bother me this time. 


“No!” one of the men yelled. Two other bandits
grabbed him as he tried to reach the statue. The fifth bandit ran away. “I’m
not leaving my brother!” 


I felt an instant pang of horrible guilt, but my
staff must have misinterpreted it, for my magic shot through it, into him, and
turned him into a small bat. “Why is it always a bat?”


“Ayden, that is not helping,” Merlin said as
the little bat flopped around on the ground, trying to fly to his brother. 


The remaining two thugs, who had a club and a sword,
pulled out wands and shot curses at us. I reacted instinctively and focused my
mind on protecting us. A ward formed around us barely in time to reflect their
magic. The bandit with a club started for the little girl, only to be
intercepted by Merlin. The wolf was fast. 


The sorcerer hesitated. Even though he had a wand, he
didn’t seem to know what to do about his opponent. Since wolves were so rare
and I was used to Merlin, I often forgot about the fact that he was very large
for a wolf. He was my friend, so I trusted him, and I thought of him as a wise
wizard. To everyone else, however, he was a massive, powerful predator. 


I aimed my staff at the bandit with the sword at the
same time he waved his wand at me. Red clashed with black energy and shot wild,
hitting a sapling to the side. When the tree melted, there was just as much
horror and shock on the bandit’s face as I felt. Apparently, our power mixed
together made acid, and neither of us wanted to be hit with that. 


“Do you mind if we just use weapons?” he asked
awkwardly. 


I sighed with relief. “I was thinking the same
thing.” I transformed my staff into a sword. 


“Neat trick.” He pocketed his wand and picked up his
sword.


“Thanks. I learned it by accident in the endless
forest.” I swung my sword and nearly got him, but he dodged it. 


“I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard of it.” He
tried to stab me with his sword and I blocked it with mine. 


“It’s really easy to get there, but a pain to get out
of. You either have to have powerful magic or get the fairies to help.” I
dodged his next strike. 


“So, not a good summer vacation spot, then?”


Although I wasn’t trained with the sword, I was
faster and seemingly better nourished than him. Plus, I could tell he relied on
magic over a sword, so he wasn’t much more skilled than me. “It’s not really
that good anyway. The people there are weird. They build their houses out of
straw and candy and throw wads of hair out the windows.”


“What?” he asked, losing the momentum behind his
strike and enabling me to block easily. 


Before I could take advantage of his distraction,
Merlin charged. The man took one look at the snarling wolf, dropped his sword,
and ran. I noticed then that the bandit with the club had run away as well. “I
think that went well.”


“Turn these two back into men so that we can
continue with our search.” 


I pointed my staff at the bat (which was still trying
to figure out how to fly) and statue. “Turn them back,” I said. My staff did
nothing. 


“You have to mean it,” Merlin said. 


“I didn’t mean to turn him into a bat.”


“You must have.”


“Well, they were attacking you.”


Once again, I waved the staff at the two bandits. Turn
them back so I can get back to my quest. This time, white magic welled up in
me, shot out of the staff, and struck the two bandits, who both turned back
into people. 


They scrambled to their feet and ran away. “We’ll get
you for this, sorcerer,” one of them yelled before they were out of sight. 


I turned back to the girl, who flinched away when I
approached her. She had curly black hair down to her waist with silver ribbons
keeping it controlled. Her eyes were lavender and wide with worry. As I took
the gag out of her mouth, I sensed a lot of dark magic in her. She was a
sorceress. 


“Did they steal anything from you?” I asked the girl.
As soon as I did, she screamed, so I put the gag back in her mouth. “Don’t
shout, or I’ll leave you here, tied up.”


As if he was worried that I was serious, Merlin went
around behind her and started yanking apart the knot. 


“If you scream, they’re going to come back and we
won’t stop them for a second time. Understand?” She nodded, so I took the gag
out of her mouth very slowly. “Now, did they hurt you?” She shook her head.
“Why are you out here on your own?”


“What are you? You look like a wizard, but you did
sorcery.”


I could have explained that I was a curse breaker,
but that wouldn’t impress a sorceress, and I really didn’t need her attacking
me when I was trying to help her. “I’m a sorcerer.”


Merlin made a grumbling sound. 


She sneered. “I don’t believe you.” 


I rolled my eyes. “My name is Ayden Dracre. My family
is well known in Akadema and---”


“I know the Dracres,” she interrupted, “and that is
not the Dracre robe.”


“No, it’s not.” A lie sprang to mind easily and I
didn’t give myself a chance to second-guess it. “I find it easier to travel
when people don’t know me for what I am, so I disguised myself and my robe.” 


“Oh.” The suspicion on her face vanished. “That makes
sense. Our families are allies.” She wiggled around, obviously trying to show
off her robe, unsuccessfully. “My name is Zelli Taorec.”


Merlin and I groaned simultaneously. This quest just
got a hundred times more complicated. She was the Sjau we were searching for,
but I hadn’t realized our families were allies. “I don’t recognize the name.” 


“That’s because there are a lot of Dracres. We’re
friends with Elena Dracre and her two sons.”


I didn’t know the names of all of my mother’s
sisters, let alone all the Dracre allies. “Well, apparently that alliance
hasn’t reached the rest of the family. My mother is Ilvera Dracre, and she’s
after you.”


“Me?” she honestly looked shocked, and a little bit
insulted. “Nobody wants me. I’ve never crossed anyone and when someone
wants to hurt the family, they go after my sisters first. Why me?”


“Actually, you’re not what I was expecting.” 


She glared at me. “I don’t know who you think you
are, Dracre, but you cannot talk to me like that. I may be the youngest, but
I’m still a---” She cut herself off with a very uncomfortable expression. I was
worried for a moment that Merlin had hurt her, but he continued working her
ropes lose. 


“You’re still a what?”


“Nothing.” Her head dropped.


“Why are you out here alone?”


She sighed. “I’m not very good at sorcery, and I’m
not pretty like my sisters.”


“Your mother sold you?”


She nodded. 


I sat down in front of her. “Sorry, I guess.”


She looked up at me and frowned. “You don’t talk like
a sorcerer. Why is your familiar untying--- Ow!”


“Merlin!”


“Oops.”


“He’s not my familiar.”


“It doesn’t really matter. Why is he untying me if
you’re just going to hand me over to your mother? It seems like you’re just
asking for trouble. Maybe you aren’t very good at sorcery either.”


“Who said I’m handing you over to my mother?”


“You said she was after me.”


“She is.”


“You’re not going to defy her. She’s your mother.”



“Only by blood. I’ve come to warn you she’s after you
and to offer you protection. As to why she’s after you, it’s because she wants
to take your magic. I’m just a little surprised. I was expecting you to be…
less of a sorceress.”


“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would she want my
power?”


“You never noticed anything odd about your magic? You
didn’t feel… different than your family?”


“Of course not! I’m a Taorec.”


“She is lying.”


“I know. Wait to untie her until I’ve explained
everything,” I said in his mind. “It’s because you’re the seventh born
daughter,” I told Zelli. I explained everything about the Sjau, including the
fact that I couldn’t do sorcery until I accepted my wizardry. She clearly
didn’t believe a word of it. 


She groaned and leaned forward until her face was
touching the fallen leaves. “I’m surrounded by lunatics.” She sat back up.
“First of all, I’m a proper sorceress. Second, I have less power than my
sisters, not more, and definitely not wizardry.”


I sighed. “We’re all different. That’s what Mason
said. I figured you would be more like Livia and me since our families are
sorcerers, but apparently, that’s not the case either. As to why you have less
power, I don’t know.”


“She is likely suppressing some of her magic like
you did and is therefore not reaching her full potential.”


“Merlin says you’re probably suppressing part of your
magic like I did.”


“I’m not.”


“Well, then you’re a good target for my mother, and
since you no longer have your family’s protection, I think you should accept
Magnus’s.”


“I’m not accepting help from a wizard.”


I shrugged. “Alright. I came to warn you and I’ve
done that. Let’s go, Merlin.”


“At least untie me!” she shrieked. 


She will immediately run to your mother and tell
her that you’re warning everyone. 


No, I have to give her the benefit of the doubt.


But leaving her tied up in the forest would
prevent her from telling your mother.


No! How can I even be considering that? I
wasn’t used to arguing with myself, but those were very strange thoughts for me
to have. Merlin was frowning at me worriedly and I realized I had been standing
there without saying anything. “I have wizardry, so you must not want my help.”


“You said you were a sorcerer. A wizard wouldn’t
leave me tied up.” 


Merlin frowned at me. “What are you thinking,
young sorcerer?” he asked. 


“I’m thinking she might join with my mother. She’s
a sorceress who needs more power.”


“She might turn on you, but if you leave her tied
up, it will be you that is making an enemy. You cannot force people to change.
You can show them there is another way, however, and maybe they will learn from
you. Like you, she never knew mercy or kindness from her family. The difference
is that you learned about them from your books. You can be the one to teach her
kindness by showing it to her, but it will still be her choice whether or not
to learn it.”


I nodded. “Untie her.”


Merlin did, quickly. When he stepped back, she pulled
the rope off and stood. “Thank you for the warning and for helping me with the
bandits. I owe you, but don’t expect any money from me.”


I didn’t expect anything from her, but saying so
would have been an insult. She didn’t have any money because her family sold
her, and she probably wasn’t even allowed to use her family name anymore. I was
surprised she was able to keep her sorcerer’s robe. Of course, it was probably
the reason the bandits targeted her, as she was clearly born of wealth. 


“Well, good luck. If you change your mind about
wanting protection, Magnus is a very open-minded wizard. He isn’t like most
wizards; he had a necromancer as a friend when he was young.”


Merlin and I left and returned to my bag.
Fortunately, it hadn’t been taken. When I pulled out the mirror, Merlin put his
paw on my wand to keep me from picking it up. “We already know where Blue
is. Trust me, Ayden, we should have gone to save her.”


“Alright, we’ll go to her next, but if she doesn’t
need help, we will find the rest of them in order of who’s closest. How are we
supposed to get there? It’s at least five days by ship, depending on the
weather, and we don’t have our boat anymore.”


“We will have to find a town large enough to have
merchant traffic. We can start by returning to the coast and following it until
we find something.”









Chapter 8


We
didn’t reach the beach before nightfall, but we also didn’t encounter any
problems. At least, not until we stopped for the night. “Should I put up a
ward? Maybe it’ll keep us from being attacked by Veronica’s ravens again.”


“The ward you create only protects against magic,
so it should not be capable of holding off the ravens. Furthermore, I
still do not believe Veronica has retained her magic. I think your
mother is using the ravens to spy on us, possibly in order to get to the Sjau.”


“But it’s Veronica who has the ability to control
animals.”


He sighed. “Are sorcerers incapable of controlling
animals?”


“Actually, we can, but it’s not simple. Free will is
one of the hardest things to control. It’s easier to create a creature than to
control a living one.”


“I see. In that case, I believe the ravens are a
manifestation of your mother’s magic.”


I considered it. “I guess that would make sense, but
how can she track me?”


“Have you noticed that the ravens keep finding us
after you use magic?”


“I didn’t. So, if I don’t put up a ward, they
shouldn’t find us. If I do, they shouldn’t be able to attack us because the
ward will keep magic out.”


“True, as long as you maintain it in your sleep.
Unfortunately, I doubt we have lost them without Kirin’s assistance.
Nevertheless, save your energy. I will stay awake and guard us against the
ravens.”


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


“I will make up for my lack of sleep when we get
on a ship.”


That was a good idea, since he was going to be quite
seasick for the entire trip. “Do you think you can stay awake?”


“I am certain of it. Eat some food and get some
rest.”


“I’m not hungry,” I said, starting a fire. Instead of
arguing, Merlin ran off. I figured he was going to get himself something to
eat, but he soon returned with a brown rabbit. Rabbits were vicious pests that
attacked farm animals and could be very difficult to get rid of. Since Merlin
usually hunted them, I figured they were popular to eat on his world. As soon
as I saw it, I realized I was hungry. 


“Eat,” he said, setting the rabbit down in
front of me.


“Thank you.” We were quiet as I prepared and cooked
the rabbit. “Most of the time, when you tell me about your past, you make it a
lesson. Tell me something good that happened to you. Some game you played with
your friends or a non-dangerous adventure you had.”


He thought about it for a while. “There were not
many people I considered friends.”


“Well, you had to do something for fun. Life isn’t
just an endless stream of work, is it?”


Again, it took him time to answer. “When I was
very young, I lived in a small village. Nobody wanted their children to play
with me because they knew I had magic. Then, when I was eight, we had five
newcomers, one of which was a blacksmith named Dantur. I became his apprentice,
and we would build weapons, armor, and other tools, which we would sell to
other villages. One day, while he was distracted with business, I snuck away
and stumbled upon a group of children playing in the creek. They were not sure
about me at first, but one of the girls told her friends to stop being
uncivilized. Her name was Madelyn. After all these years, I can still remember
her name, long, curly blond hair, light green eyes, and luminous smile.”


“Did you visit her a lot?”


“Every chance I could. Despite the fact that she
was a fair amount older than me, she always made sure to include me whenever I
was there. We got into quite a lot of trouble, too. She and I would explore the
forest alone. We found a very special river that cut down the middle of a small
mountain. We would dive into it and explore the underwater caves until night
made it too dangerous. The dive itself was dangerous, as both sides of the
mountain were lined with jagged rocks. Unfortunately, that is where the story
ends if you want it to be a happy conclusion.”


I did want it to have a happy ending, but I also
wanted to know the truth, because Merlin’s history is what made him who he was.
“Did she get hurt on one of the dives?”


“Not exactly. A few times, I caught her acting
very strange. She would shake like she was afraid, sweat, and struggle to
breathe. She always told me she had been running. I believed her. One day, I
visited the village and could not find her. I asked her brother, who was my
age, and learned that she was sick. She had actually been sick for a long time,
but for the past month, her health declined by the day, and they had no idea
why. I did know, unfortunately.”


“Because she was diving?”


“Yes.”


“You don’t do happy stories very well, do you? Did
she recover?”


“No. However, I did get one more chance to speak
to her. She had refrained from telling me about her illness because everyone
treated her differently. She thanked me for giving her joy in her last days.”


“I guess it is a happy story after all. If I only had
a few days to live, I would want to have fun, not stay in bed and worry about
it.”


“I told you I lived with Cennuth, the dragon who
taught me magic, Caedmon, who taught me to survive, and Brynjar, who taught me
language and math. Caedmon was a warrior who fought for what he believed in
before he joined Cennuth. He believed our death was predetermined. No matter
what we did, nothing would change the date we died. Thus, we should take risks
and live our lives to its fullest potential.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to Merlin’s fierce growl and automatically
tried to reach for my staff… except I couldn’t move. I opened my eyes and found
I was shrouded in thick fog. My arms and legs were numb and unresponsive.
“Merlin, I can’t move!”


“You can. Wake up.”


“I’m awake, I just can’t move. There’s fog.”


“It is a spell. You have to wake up.”


In the mist, I saw glowing red eyes. Instead of being
afraid, as I should have been, I was calm. It wasn’t the serenity I felt when I
faced Veronica for the first time, though. I tried again to move, but I
couldn’t. I heard the sound of Merlin growling and fighting. “Where are you?”


“I am right beside you. Ravens are attacking us.”


“I can’t see you, but I can hear you.”


“You need to wake up.”


I started to argue when I saw a deep blue light fill
my vision. “What is that?”


“Your staff is doing something.” 


Suddenly, I felt his mind very strongly, and then my
vision changed. I saw myself lying in the dark. There wasn’t any fog, but there
were ravens attacking Merlin, my bag, and me. I realized at that point what was
happening, and I mentally pushed Merlin out of my mind. 


Sleep curses were a lot more complicated than wizards
thought, for sorcerers made it look easy to scare others. For one thing, it
required something from the victim, like hair, nails, or blood. Of course, my
mother would have that from when I lived with her. 


The second reason it was complicated was that it was
impossible to force someone to stay asleep without a potion. Sleeping potions
were simple in that they shut down a person’s body and they could only be
reversed with an antidote. The victim could go a long time without needing food
or water, but they would eventually die without it. Sleeping curses separated
the person’s mind from their body. 


Some sleeping curses made a person think they were
awake when they weren’t, whereas some induced a dream so pleasant that the
victim didn’t want to wake. Either way, the key was that the victim wasn’t
supposed to know they were asleep, because it was possible to wake up. That was
why the victim couldn’t feel or hear anything from the outside world and why it
was so confusing that I could hear Merlin fighting. It made sense that I would
hear Merlin in my mind, but not his fighting.


There was no way this was my mother’s doing; she
wouldn’t have left such an opening. 


I closed my eyes and forced myself to focus on
something I could only do awake. I had two levels of focus; everything or one
thing. When I tried to listen to someone talk, I couldn’t help but to notice
everything around me, from the wind to the creaking of floorboards. Every
sound, movement, and smell distracted me. 


However, when I focused on one thing hard enough,
like a book I was reading, everything else faded away. Unfortunately, this was
so strong that I often forgot to eat or sleep, and I was completely unaware of
any danger around me. This was dangerous around my brothers, but I was able to
fully enjoy books at Magnus’s castle. Of course, the first few times this
happened, Magnus and Merlin were very worried. 


I was able to get lost in books deeply enough that if
a character was injured, I felt it, and I usually did for the rest of the day.
What made it so hard to wake up was that I couldn’t feel the real world, as my
mind was so far away from it. To wake myself, I had to force my mind to
reconnect. I imagined Merlin approaching me and biting me on the left, upper
arm. That wasn’t enough to wake me, though, so I told Merlin to bite me in the
same exact spot. The pain had to come from my mind and body. 


“Why?” he asked, obviously thinking I was
insane.


“Just do it.”


A moment later, while I was imagining a sharp pain, I
felt Merlin’s fangs dig into my arm. It was enough of a shock to wake me,
although I was too disoriented to be of much use. Merlin returned to fighting
the ravens, who were trying to take my bag. There wasn’t much in there that I
couldn’t replace. I reached for my staff, which none of the ravens were
interested in, surprisingly. 


As soon as I touched it, magic welled up inside me
and burst through my staff with a deep red pulse. Stabbing pain shot through my
chest as if I had been hit with something. All of the ravens cawed and
collapsed to the ground. After a moment, they struggled to flap their wings and
flew away. 


Merlin whimpered and I turned to him. He was on his
side, clearly having trouble getting his feet back under him. “Merlin! I’m
sorry! I didn’t mean to do it!” I wasn’t sure what I’d done, but I certainly
didn’t mean for Merlin to get injured from my magic. I knelt beside him, not
sure if touching him would hurt him or not. 


“The world is spinning, but I am otherwise
uninjured.”


I held the staff over him. “Help him.” My staff
ignored me, so I shook it. “Help him!” This time, magic the color of gold shot
from the crystal into Merlin. After a moment, he lifted his head. “Are you
okay?” I asked, setting the staff aside. 


He slowly rolled onto his stomach and stood. “I
seem to be, but you should not have used magic for my sake.”


“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did. It was an
accident.”


“It was a disorientation spell, but not like any
that I was taught. Magic like that takes great skill and practice. You did it
unintentionally.”


Before I met Merlin, I would have taken that as a
huge compliment, meaning that I was more powerful. However, I’d learned that
wasn’t the case, for when I did magic unintentionally, it was the magic that
was in control. “Have you done it to people before?”


“Not outside of practice. Magic comes at a price,
at least on my world. When a person uses dark magic, it eventually comes back
on them. On Caldaca, that is not the case because sorcerers and wizards balance
each other.”


As he spoke, I gathered up everything that had been
spilled from my bag. When I realized something was missing, I groaned. “My
wand. They took my wand.”


“Why your wand and not your superior staff?”


I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe they couldn’t
carry it.” I highly doubted that was the case, though. 


 


*          *          *


 


We returned to the beach in a defeated silence and
followed it westward. 


“If the ravens are real, it’s probably Veronica who
sent them,” I said. “If they’re not, it’s got to be my mother. If that’s the
case, we need something to fight them with. I’d actually prefer it if they were
real ravens. Even if I conjure a monster, it’s not going to hold up against my
mother’s magic. I need a way to get more power.”


“The answer is not power.”


“You can say that; you had more than enough magic
before.”


“Not enough to stop myself from being cursed.”


“Well, Gmork exploited your weakness.”


“Love is not a weakness.”


“If only my mother had a weakness. Since she doesn’t,
I’ll just have to get more power.”


“I really do not like where this is going. Could
you really kill your mother?”


I thought about it for a while and sighed. “No. She
made my life miserable and she wants to steal my magic, but she’s still my
mother. Plus, if I had more power, she would just want to steal it more.”


“Could you steal another person’s magic?”


That one I didn’t even have to think about. “No.
That’s not like me at all. I don’t know why I even suggested it. I’m sorry for
what I said about your curse, too. It was rude to say that.” Instead of saying
anything, Merlin seemed deep in thought. “What’s wrong?”


“Hopefully nothing. You have been acting strange
since we left the castle.” 


“I’m just stressed. You would be as well if your
mother was out to kill you. Then again, we still don’t know it’s her
controlling the ravens.”


“Why did the ravens steal your wand instead of
your staff? Perhaps we will find a soothsayer who can tell you how to
get your wand back.”


As much as Merlin disliked seers, I knew he must have
been very worried if he was suggesting we get help from one. “Don’t worry about
it. I have my staff. If I need my wand, I can make a new one— a better one,
even, since I have sorcery and wizardry now.”


“Just a few days ago, you said you would never
leave your wand behind.” He started to say something else, only for his
ears to perk. “I hear people.” We followed the sound for a while before
Merlin spoke again. “You should eat something.” 


I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Would you stop nagging
me about food? I’m not…” I realized what I was saying and stopped. Merlin had
also stopped, though I couldn’t read his stare. Usually, I was very good at
reading Merlin’s expressions. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. I know
you just want to help me.”


“Something is happening to you.”


He’s so paranoid. 


I shook my head. He’s only concerned about me.
“I’m sure I’m just stressed or tired.” There was no need to tell him I kept
having weird thoughts, or that those weird thoughts almost sounded like they
weren’t coming from me. 


We had to go through a small forest, though it didn’t
take long, and we came out into a decent-sized city. “Cover your face,”
Merlin reminded me.


“Right.” I put my hood and face mask up. “I don’t
really expect anyone to recognize me this far north, though.” I stopped the
first person we came across. “Excuse me. I need to get to Tetaryn. Is there a
ship that can get me there?” 


He was about to speak when a broom ran past us,
quickly followed by a young boy shouting for it to come back. Merlin grumbled
something, but the only word I could make out was “mouse.” 


“Talk to Gelyn in the smithy. Her father has a ship
that can get you that far, but it won’t be cheap.”


“Thank you. Where is the…?” Merlin was already
walking away, so instead of finishing my question, I followed the wolf. He
found his way to the smithy easily, probably by following the sound of metal
clashing. 


The smithy was a small, outside shop. The only person
there was a young woman firing a sword. She was pretty with dark brown hair in
a thick braid and medium brown eyes. She was about my height and fairly
muscular for a woman. 


“Hello. Are you Gelyn?” I asked as she plunged the
sword into water and turned to me. 


“Yes. Are you looking for a weapon, armor, or
something special?” She glanced at my staff, undoubtedly pegging me as a wizard
or sorcerer. 


“Actually, we were told you could help us find a ship
to take us to Tetaryn.”


“Us?”


“Merlin and me,” I said, indicating Merlin as he sat
down next to me.


“I don’t think wolves should be on ships.”


“He doesn’t like them, but we have to get to
Tetaryn.”


She pointed to my staff with her sword. “Aren’t you a
wizard?”


“I’m trying not to use magic at the moment. There’s a
powerful sorceress after some people and I’m trying to warn them before she
gets to them. If I use magic, it’ll be easier for her to track me.” If Merlin
was right that the ravens were a manifestation of my mother’s magic, then it
made sense that they were tracking me through my magic. 


“That is a long and difficult trip.”


“We don’t have a lot of money.”


“You don’t have any blacksmith skills, do you?” she
asked. “I could use an extra hand around here.”


I examined some of the tools around me. “Is it hard
to learn? You hit the metal thing with the hammer thing and stick the other
thing in the fire. I’ve read about blacksmiths, but the books never got very
detailed.”


Merlin groaned and put his paw over his eyes. “I
think I could do it better with paws.”


“Never mind that,” Gelyn said. “My sister could use
some help cooking. Can you cook?”


“I transform anything edible into bread, potatoes,
apples, broccoli, or tofu.”


“Remember that you are trying to reserve your
power, young sorcerer.” 


“I remember.” 


Gelyn sighed. “What are you good at?”


“I’m a curse breaker. I mean, I’m not great at it
yet, but I’m learning.” 


“That could be useful. Talk to my father at the
docks. He never speaks to anyone unless I’ve sent them his way. His name is
Ijuin. However, he is gone for now and will not be back until morning. You can
spend this time helping us with a problem.”


“Problem? You need a curse broken?”


“Yes. It’s a terrible curse. We don’t know who cast
it or why.”


“Who is cursed?” 


“Everyone.”


“What do you mean? Everyone in your family? Everyone
in this city?”


“Everyone in Monhal. At least, all the magic users
are.”


Merlin and I looked at each other. This time, I could
read his expression easily; he was suspicious. “Will you direct us to someone
with magic so we could check out this curse?” As I said this, a little girl ran
in and rushed into the woman’s arms. 


“This is my daughter,” Gelyn said, picking the child
up. “She’s a witch, and yes, she’s suffering from the curse as well.”


She had dirty blond hair and dark bluish-green eyes.
Based on her raggedy clothes, I assumed her family wasn’t rich. Most people
were born with about half their potential power and developed their full
strength at around eleven. Of course, people could attain more power from
magical objects or by taking it forcefully from others through murder. 


I didn’t sense any magic in her from a distance. “Can
I see?” I asked. 


She reached out for me and I took her hand. As soon
as my magic flowed into her, she gasped. I felt her wizardry, pure and gallant,
but it wasn’t very strong. I definitely didn’t encounter any curse. 


I let her go. “You’re not cursed.”


“I’m losing my magic,” she said.


“All the magic users we’ve talked to in the last
month are losing it, although some more quickly than others,” Gelyn said. “What
else could it be but a curse?”


“I don’t know what it is, but I know it’s not a
curse.”


“You won’t help, then?”


“I didn’t say that. I’m completely willing to help, I
just don’t know what it is yet.”


“Ask her about Zelli’s family,” Merlin said. 


“Are you sure everyone is losing their magic? Even
the Taorec family?”


“They would never admit it, but they just sold their
three youngest girls. Everyone knows it’s because they don’t have the money to
keep up their practice.” 


My mother always said that real sorcerers would
choose sorcery over food. Generally, it didn’t cost anything to do sorcery, as
sorcerers could make wands from branches and potions from herbs found in the
forest. Furthermore, they weren’t above stealing. However, profiting from
sorcery by using it as an occupation was a completely different matter. 


 


*          *          *


 


We found the local inn easily enough. The main room
was very similar to all of the taverns I had seen; it was dimly lit with heavy
wooden tables, a bar, and a number of patrons. Pretty, scantily-dressed women
flirted with the men as they served drinks. 


When I approached the man behind the bar, I could
easily tell that he was a sorcerer. His black hair was pulled back and his dark
red eyes narrowed thoughtfully as I approached. Merlin’s ears flattened
slightly, telling me that he noticed.


“I need a room.”


“And something to eat,” Merlin added. 


“I don’t know about your wolf staying in one of the
rooms.”


“Why not? He’s not going to hurt anything.”


“I’m more concerned with him hurting someone.”
The man frowned. “You’re a sorcerer, right?”


I lowered my hood and mask. “Do I look like a
sorcerer?” 


His expression changed as he took in my blond hair
and blue eyes. “No. I just thought I had sensed dark magic in you. I guess a
traveling wizard shouldn’t be without his familiar. Why are you traveling,
anyway?”


“I’m searching for certain people.”


“Why not send a warrior?” he asked, handing me a key.


“They were booked up for the winter.”


“Oh, right. Go through that door. Your room is the
second door to the left.”


“Thank you.” I turned and nearly bumped into a man.
He wasn’t particularly tall, but he was as muscular as a warrior. “Sorry, I---”


He grabbed my arm. “You’re not going anywhere. I know
you.” With his other hand, he pulled a crumpled scroll out of his pocket.
“You’re the curse breaker. I’m taking you back to my village.”


“I’m not going anywhere.” I smashed his nose with the
crystal of my staff, causing him to let me go and shout with pain. Just as he
swung his fist wildly, a pulse of energy filled the room, freezing everyone,
including my attacker and me. 


“There will be no fighting in my inn!” the sorcerer
said, holding out a staff of his own. His staff was black wood with a black
crystal caged in the wood, which I thought looked really neat. Then his spell
faded and everyone could move freely. The man who attacked me reluctantly sat
down, too embarrassed to even threaten me again. I figured he must not have
been a magic user. 


Or he was one and had just lost his magic. Gelyn had
said some people were losing it faster than others. Without another word to
him, I put my hood back over my head and went through the door the innkeeper
had indicated. It led to a hallway, where we easily found our room.









Chapter 9


That
night would have been a decent one if it weren’t for the man trying to break
in. It was Merlin’s growling that woke me. I got up from the bed, grabbed my
staff, and went to the door. “What are you doing?” Merlin asked. 


“If he breaks the door down, the innkeeper is going
to be mad at me.” I threw open the door, to the man’s surprise. As I expected,
it was the same man who had tried to capture me earlier. He had been doing his
best to bust the door open, so his face was very red.


I stomped my staff without giving it any command. My
only intention was to protect myself. To my shock, blue light pulsed out of the
crystal just as Merlin attacked. The man went down and Merlin landed on top of
him with a fierce growl. The man grunted with pain. 


“Merlin, let him go.”


Once again, the crystal on my staff pulsed with a
blue glow. Merlin stepped off him. “Apparently, my wolf instincts are
getting stronger.”


 “I’m not who you think I am, and you’re not taking
me anywhere,” I said to the man. When he tried to stand, Merlin snapped at him.
“You’d better stay on the floor until I shut the door.” 


I did so, and then I made sure he heard me latch it.
Fortunately, it was a quiet night after that and I didn’t have any strange
dreams. 


 


*          *          *


 


In the morning, we headed back out into the main room
only to see the man who attacked me the night before sitting at the bar. “When
he tries to leave, I’ll bash that wolf’s head in and grab the curse breaker,”
he told the innkeeper. 


“I don’t think that’s the best way for you to get his
help.”


“His skills are more valuable than gold.”


I rolled my eyes and pointed my staff at him.
“Distraction,” I whispered to the staff. Red magic shot into him… and did
nothing. Merlin growled. “Are you going to attack him again?”


“Despite my reaction last night, it is not in my
nature to attack a person. That being said, yes, I am. I will not allow him to
extort your power. Since he said you are more valuable than gold, I know he
cannot be reasoned with, and we do not have the time to try. I will not kill
him, merely distract him. Go now.”


I did, but as soon as Merlin charged the man, he saw
us and stood up. Merlin stopped, for my magic suddenly did its job. 


The man’s clothes disappeared. 


He screamed in horror and shock while the three other
patrons in the room expressed disgust. The innkeeper laughed openly. I made it
to the door without being stopped, and Merlin was close behind. Once outside, I
put my hood and mask on and we found the docks without another issue. 


At the docks, we met Ijuin and explained where we
needed to go. It took some haggling and the last of my money, but he agreed to
take me to Tetaryn.


 


*          *          *


 


We got settled pretty quickly and I regretted not
having any books to read. I suggested that Merlin teach me magic, but he could
hardly stand. When I asked him to tell me about his mother, he avoided the
subject, as he always did. I had the feeling his relationship with her wasn’t
very good. Of course, it couldn’t be worse than mine. 


“Is something bothering you?” I asked halfway through
our second day. “I know you don’t like ships, but you’re quieter than usual.”


He sat up in his bed. “I have sensed something
unusual for a while now, but I brushed it off. Now, I wonder if it has
something to do with people losing their magic.”


“You’ve been sensing something sinister?”


“Not particularly.”


“There’s something you’re not telling me.” After a
moment, he nodded. “Please just tell me.”


He sighed. “There is a lot about me you do not
know, and I admit that is entirely my fault. I have lived for so many years and
I have made so many mistakes. The worst mistakes have always been caused by me
knowing too much or too little. You know I distrust seers.”


“I figured you were betrayed by one. You’re probably
the most forgiving and open-minded person I’ve ever met, so it had to be
something serious.”


Again, he sighed. “It is a little more complicated
than that. Since I was very young, I had visions of the future. That was how I
learned of other worlds.”


“You told me you learned to travel by… something.”


“Astral projection, young sorcerer. Indeed,
I did visit other worlds psychically, but I also saw the future through this
means. All of which was confined to my dreams until I was trained by Cennuth.
Do you understand?”


“No.”


“I have begun having visions again.”


I gaped. “Your powers are returning?”


“It appears so, at least this one ability. I have
attempted other magic to no avail.”


“Isn’t that a good thing? You don’t sound happy about
it.”


“Divination is the most dangerous and volatile of
all magics. I would go as far as to say it rivals blood magic.” As he spoke
in my mind, his tone grew harsher. I also felt his frustration in my mind. 


“It doesn’t have to be, though,” I said as a plan
started forming. “My mother doesn’t have any alliances with seers. With your
visions, we can defeat her. Maybe we can figure out why your magic is coming
back and make it stronger. Then we could go after her instead of waiting for
her to attack us.”


“What do you plan to do to your mother after
exploiting my power to ambush her?”


“I would kill her. Or we could make that potion
Asiago used.” He stared at me patiently until I really thought about what I’d
said. I had just suggested killing my mother or worse. “I don’t…” It
felt like it wasn’t me who had said it. I’d thought it and it had seemed
normal, but it couldn’t have been less like me to suggest that. It was like I
suddenly realized what I had suggested was horrible. “I don’t know why I said
that. I don’t want to kill my mother, and I don’t want to use your magic like
that. I know you hate fortunetelling, you so much as said so a dozen times.” I
thought about my behavior over the last few days, especially how I snapped at
Merlin. “I think something’s wrong with me.”


He sighed, but it was with relief. “I am pleased
you finally realized that. Every time you use your magic, you seem to become a
little less like yourself.” 


“I don’t want to be someone who uses others. I don’t
want to be my mother. I just… for a moment… I didn’t realize I was doing that.”


“Now that you know something is wrong, you can
fight it. Stay true to yourself and your mother will never get dark magic from
you.”


“I won’t use magic unless it’s absolutely necessary.
But what if I can’t do it?”


“Then I will help you.”


 


*          *          *


 


Over the next eight days, we travelled without any
issues. We didn’t feel like we were being watched and I wasn’t tempted to use
magic. Even the ravens had left us alone. Fortunately, fish, fruit, and grain
were provided, so I didn’t have to transform anything. Sometimes, particularly
when it came to eating anything, I felt abnormally short-tempered. Merlin
figured out the pattern of my attitude faster than I knew there was a pattern,
and he would get me away from everyone else on the ship and distract me by
teaching me his native language. 


Several times, even when I wasn’t using magic, my
chest would start hurting. I knew it was related to whatever was wrong with me.
Whether it was because we were on the ship or something else, Merlin didn’t
howl at night. 


He began trying to teach me meditation. Although he
had tried unsuccessfully many times before, this time, there was a reason for
it. He said that with Sjau abilities, maybe I could learn to use magic without
my staff or wand. I reminded him repeatedly what happened the last time I tried
that, but he insisted that it was a matter of a calm mind. He thought that if I
could focus my mind, I could do magic like wizards from his world. I disagreed.
On the other hand, it did seem to help a little with my unusual grouchiness,
though I couldn’t do it for long before the boredom became painful.


On the last day of our trip, Merlin seemed especially
bothered, but I couldn’t figure out if he had a bad dream or if he was just
seasick. We landed about midday and departed quickly. I wanted to check the map
to make sure we were going in the right direction, but Merlin insisted I not do
it. 


Fortunately, we had a pretty good idea, and by
nightfall, we reached the small village, only to find it deserted and all the
houses burned down. Even the trees were dead. The fields surrounding the
village were covered in black ash. I didn’t find any sign of people or animals,
living or dead, but I also wasn’t willing to dig around in the decimated
houses. It was so quiet that even the wind was still. 


“This can’t be the place.”


“You saw the map as well as I did. We should have
saved Blue days ago.”


I felt suspicion so quickly I couldn’t stop the words
from coming out of my mouth. “You knew this was going to happen.”


“I did not. It was merely a strong feeling. You
know me better than that, Ayden. I would have told you if I had a dream of this.”


I forcefully shut my mouth. He was right. I could
trust Merlin. Apparently, I could trust him better than I could trust myself at
the moment. Even though it wasn’t as common as with my family, there were times
when I got angry. Most of those times were caused by my brothers. Growing up, I
only had light magic and looked like a wizard, but I learned to stand up for
myself. I always had to force it out, though, and I didn’t think I was ever irrational.
This time, I was just plain being rude. 


Although Merlin could be condescending, I never knew
him to be intentionally mean or lie to me. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I have to
use the mirror again to find the next one on the list. We can look and see
where Blue is.”


“It is possible she fled along with other
villagers.”


“Assuming anyone got out alive.”


“I do prefer to assume the best. We should head
south and try to find people who might know what happened.”


“It would be easier to use the mirror.”


“It is the things we work hardest for that will
reward us the most.”


“What does that mean?”


He sighed. “Magic is not a shortcut. We can walk.”


“Fine. I wish we hadn’t lost Kirin, though.”


“Unicorns are resourceful, magical creatures. He
can find us if it is his will.”


If the village wasn’t so creepy, I would have
suggested we stop for the night. Instead, we continued on until we reached
another village, which was adequately lit with torches. We found our way pretty
quickly to a tavern. Before entering the tavern, I covered my face and put my
hood up, hoping not to have another issue with someone wanting to monopolize my
magic. 


The tavern had the same heavy, crudely cut furniture,
dim lighting, and pretty women, but the air was somewhat somber. I approached the
man at the bar, ignoring how everyone was staring at Merlin as if he was a
monster. “Good evening. My name is Ayden, and this is Merlin. We’re traveling
and couldn’t help but to notice that the village north of here was burned down.
Do you know why?”


He nodded. “A lot of the survivors came to us for
help.”


“Survivors? There were deaths?”


He frowned. “Yes, unfortunately.”


“Why didn’t anyone stop it with magic?” Non-magic
users were more likely to stay together in villages than magic users, but there
were very few villages that were completely magic-free.


“A lot of them aren’t magic users, and they were
overwhelmed too quickly. We don’t know what it was, but one person said she saw
a dragon.”


“A dragon?! Wow!”


“Don’t say that with so much admiration here,” he
scolded. “We were often terrorized by dragons before they were extinct. Some of
the best dragon hunters were born out of Tetaryn.”


Merlin growled and bared his fangs, causing everyone
to take a few steps back. “You probably don’t want to talk about killing
dragons around Merlin. He was raised by a dragon. He doesn’t think they’re as
amazing as I do, though. So, if it was a dragon, why would one come here?”


“Dragons love to cause destruction. What more reason
do they need?”


I spoke to a few, though, and I didn’t think they
attacked without cause. Besides, if they were trying to cause chaos, it
wouldn’t have been limited to one little village. “Was one of the survivors a
little girl named Blue Lecros?”


His expression darkened and he hesitated before
answering. “No. She didn’t make it.”


“What about her parents?”


“She didn’t have parents. She was found abandoned in
the forest when she was a baby.”


“Who was taking care of her? Someone must have been
protecting her.”


He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The reason I’ve
heard of her is that she was… sort of a freak. Everyone thought she was a witch
at first. Then, when she was eight, her friend upset her and she cursed him.”


I winced, realizing where this was going. It was
perfectly fine for a person to be a wizard or sorcerer, but not both. “Are you
sure she wasn’t a sorceress with oddly light hair?”


“According to the other villagers, she had only done
light magic up until then. Corina, the woman who raised her, asked all the
surrounding villages for help. That ended up hurting her worse because everyone
knew she was a---”


“Stop!” I interrupted. “No one has the right to call
anyone else a freak.” My brothers had called me a wizard, a mage, and even a
walking embarrassment, but they never called me a freak. Of course, I never
purposefully used wizardry back then, either. It didn’t matter that the man had
no idea what I was or that I had a new purpose for my magic. I was angry for
myself, angry for Blue, and angry for every single person who was born with the
wrong power. Everyone should have the choice to be good or not. 


He frowned at me as if I was insane. “She could do
sorcery and wizardry. That is completely ridiculous, not to mention against
everything we know about magic. Without rules of magic, we would have---”


“Have what? The freedom to be who we want to be?” 


“We’d have anarchy! Sorcerers don’t have white magic,
and wizards don’t have black magic! Next you’ll think mages should raise the
dead and magicians should see the future!”


Anger was now filling me with fire and stirring my
magic into a vicious storm inside me.


“Ayden, he is not your enemy,” Merlin said. “He
believes as he was taught to believe, and you approached him with opposing
views. You need not accept his faith, but you must respect it. As free as you
are to choose darkness or light, he is free to choose hatred or tolerance.”


I focused very hard on Merlin’s words and, slowly,
the anger started to settle. He was right, after all; the innkeeper was not
responsible for the prejudice Blue or I faced. I opened my mouth to apologize,
but the innkeeper wasn’t done.


“It’s a good thing Blue Lecros didn’t make it out of
the fire! If she were to spread that abhorrent magic, who knows what chaos will
follow?” 


“Never mind what I said; anyone who wishes the
death of a little girl is your enemy,” Merlin said. 


I barely heard him over the anger burning through me.
A deep ache stabbed me in the chest, but I ignored it. Magic flowed into the
staff, changing the crystal from blue to sinister red. Red magic swirled around
my staff and through me, gathering strength from anger. I didn’t care that
there was something wrong with me. I didn’t care if he really meant what he
said or not. I wanted revenge on everyone who would wish me or anyone else
killed just because we were different. 


At the same time, I didn’t want to hurt him. That
wasn’t who I was. “Run.”


“You’re a sorcerer!”


“Yes. And you’re about to wish I was anything else.”
Merlin backed up behind me, growling at whoever was closest to me. “You’re
not going to try to stop me?” I asked in his mind. 


“You know what my advice is, but you must decide
between hatred and tolerance. You have every right to be mad at him. However,
are you going to give him that power over you? Are you going to allow
his bigotry to control you? Could you forgive yourself?”


Merlin was right. It was wrong to curse him when I
was really mad at the unfairness of life. If I cursed him for that, I wasn’t
being true to myself. Unfortunately, the anger wasn’t quenched just because I
knew that. When I tried to push my magic down, it was like fire. I focused on
clearing my mind and slowing my breath like Merlin taught me, but the pain in
my chest only grew worse.


Then I sensed Merlin in my mind. Before I could ask
him what he was doing, a vision came over me. Suddenly, I was sitting under a
tree full of pink and orange flowers beside a small hot springs with strangely
blue water. It was like a dream, where I knew I couldn’t really be there and it
wasn’t perfectly clear. I also couldn’t look around. I could feel Merlin’s mind
even stronger, so it wasn’t difficult for me to figure out what this was. 


I was seeing one of Merlin’s memories.


The sky was deep blue, the tree provided shade, and a
cool breeze prevented it from being too warm. The peacefulness that Merlin felt
flowed into me, easily overcoming the anger. He looked down at his hands and I
saw that he was holding a cup of some kind of tea. “Merlin, what is this?”
I asked in his mind. 


“One of the rare moments when Caedmon gave me a
small moment of rest. He always disciplined me for outbursts of anger, but on
this day, I kept it inside. I had a dream of something that angered me, and
although I tried to hide it, Caedmon could tell. First, he had taught me to
hide my anger, but when I did so, he taught me to let go of that anger. Just
listen to the sounds around you. You’re not in a hurry, and no one is judging
you. Take however long you need to relax.”


I didn’t know how I had any time to relax at all, but
I trusted Merlin. As the time passed, I felt the anger fade away. I wasn’t sure
how long it took before I opened my eyes and found myself sitting on the floor
in the tavern with my staff. Everyone except Merlin had left. 


The wolf sat across from me. “Do you feel ready to
continue our journey?” he asked. 


I nodded. “Thank you for helping me.”


“I always will to the best of my abilities.”


“If I had more power, I could break your curse and
then you could easily figure out what’s going wrong with me and everyone else’s
magic.”


“We will find the answer without magic.”


“Well, we still need to use the mirror to find the
next person on the list. Should we go by the list or by whoever’s closest? Or
do you have an idea who we should go after?”


“Go in order of the list.”


I checked the list, pulled the mirror out of my bag,
and pointed my staff at it. “Show me where the Sjau are.” My chest stung as
magic flowed through me into the mirror and changed the reflective surface into
a map. I knew Gideon Sloan was the second closest to Livia’s castle since Blue
was gone. “That’s odd.”


I turned the mirror for Merlin to see. He nodded. “One
of the red dots is at Livia’s castle instead of Magnus’s. Mason must have gone
to talk to her when he learned that she knew information about the Sjau.”


“I can use the mirror to talk to him.”


“That should not be necessary. We should make
haste and find Gideon.”


I nodded. I was going to trust him this time.
“According to this, it looks like he’s on a small island far west of Livia’s
castle called Akreda. I guess that means we’re going to need another boat.
There are still fourteen red dots, though.”


“Mason did say that when one of you dies, another
is born.”


“Yes, but the new Sjau is in northern Akadema. What
if my mother figures that out and kidnaps her?”


“Would your mother really want to raise another
baby to get her power?”


“I don’t think so, but I don’t want to bet her life
on it. Let’s save her by dealing with my mother.”


“Ayden, we are doing this to warn the Sjau, not
defeat your mother. You are not ready or prepared to face her.”


“But that’s the only way to make sure she doesn’t
attack us like she did Magnus.”


“By saving the Sjau, you can deny her their power.
Your mother already has enough power, and certainly more than you have, so you
have to defeat her a different way. You have to defeat her by using what you
have that she does not.” 


“Which is?”


“Kindness. Think of it this way; you selflessly
help people. In turn, when you need help, someone is going to step in to help
you. Your mother has more magic, but you have friends who can give you
information, advice, warnings, shelter, or protection. Instead of trying to
best her at what she does best, be the best that you can be.”









Chapter 10


We
headed outside, hoping to find someone who could help us get to Akreda. The
village wasn’t right off the ocean, but people still transported stuff.


I was also hoping no one told everyone about me going
all evil-sorcerer in the tavern. 


I stopped in front of an older man who didn’t look to
be in a terrible hurry. “Excuse me, where can I find someone with a ship who
can take me northwest?”


“Northwest? The waters are not very safe northwest of
here.”


“So there’s no ship that will do it?”


“I wouldn’t say that. There’s a town just west of
here. I know some pirates have been there for almost a month now. Pirates will
do anything for a price. I believe they’re leaving tomorrow, but I’m not
certain. If you hurry, you might be able to catch them.” 


“Thank you.” I started to turn away, but he grabbed
my arm to stop me.


“I know you’re in a rush, but are you a wizard or
sorcerer?” he asked, indicating my staff. 


“I’m a curse breaker.”


“Oh. I haven’t heard of your kind before. You must be
very rare. You may be perfect to help me, though. I’ve been trying to summon a
wizard, but they rarely leave their castles and I can’t go to them.”


“Have you tried a warrior?”


“I need magic.”


I glanced at Merlin, but he had a thoughtful
expression. I did tell Merlin I wouldn’t use magic, but I couldn’t very well be
a “curse breaker” if I refused to break curses. “I’m trying to avoid using
magic, but maybe I can help. What is it you need?”


“Well, it’s my mother… she’s been cursed.”


“I can probably break it, but I’m still learning, so
I’d need to see it before I can give you a definite answer. It also depends on
if she has---”


“No, no, I don’t need it broken,” he interrupted.
“She enjoys it, so it’s fine, it’s just terribly inconvenient for the rest of
us.”


“She’s cursed, but you don’t want the curse broken? I
think you should explain.”


“Well, she thinks she’s a vampire, but she doesn’t have
any teeth… so she keeps going around and sucking on everyone’s neck. I don’t
want you to break the curse because she likes being a vampire. Unfortunately,
she won’t eat any real food, so it’s affecting her health.”


“So… you want me to give her fangs?”


“Well, no… I don’t think that would be a good idea, I
just don’t want her sucking on people’s necks.”


“I have an idea that will require no magic,
assuming we can find the appropriate ingredients,” Merlin said. He told me
his plan and the ingredients needed. 


“Can we do it and still make it to the next town
by sunrise?” I asked.


“As long as no one wastes time.”


I turned back to the old man. “We need your hottest
peppers, some rotten fruit, and lots of garlic. We also need a bunch of
different red, edible berries. They have to be red and edible.”


“I know where we can get it all.”


We followed him into a small hut that was full of
vegetables and fruits. The old man moved with surprising speed and gathered up
everything I had asked for. Once he did, I used a mortar and pestle to mix the
peppers, rotten fruit, and garlic into a very foul-smelling mixture. After
pouring this into a bottle, I got another mortar and pestle to mix the berries
in.


The man was flabbergasted, for as far as he knew, I
was making a very advanced potion. When the berries were adequately crushed, I
poured the juice into a second bottle. I handed him the pepper potion. “Have
everyone in the village put a dab of this on their necks. Your mother might
bite them once, but she won’t for a second time. Then give her this one to
drink.” I handed him the bottle of berry juice. “Tell her it’s a new
blood-substitute that all the vampires are drinking. Tell her that she needs to
drink it twice a month and then she can eat regular food like everyone else.
You’ll need to do exactly as I did with the berries to make the juice.”


“Thank you. No one else was willing to help us.”


Merlin and I were offered a room for the night, but
we didn’t want to miss the pirates, assuming they were still there. After that,
we were directed to a specific road, as the main path was usually trapped by
bandits. I was irritated about having lost Kirin, because he would have made
the trip much faster, but I also knew that was selfish and I was trying to hold
on to the old me. On the other hand, it wasn’t like I was selfless before. I
wasn’t a wizard.


 


*          *          *


 


We reached the next town just as the sun was rising.
This town was larger than the previous one and people were already setting up
their shops, getting their tools out, and getting to work. Once again, I
covered my face and hair. “Do you hear the ocean?”


“Yes.” 


I followed him all the way through the town to the
docks, where I only saw two ships. One was a fishing ship, and the other was a
pirate ship. However, there wasn’t anyone on the pirate ship that I could see.
“Now we have to find them, I guess. Where would the pirates be?”


“Pirates on land? Most likely, they are at
the tavern, probably harassing the wenches. I remember seeing it.” We
headed back towards the middle of town. “I dropped the subject before, but I
insist you eat as soon as possible.” 


Why does he keep telling you what to do?


I pushed the dark thought away forcefully. Because
he cares about me. “I’ll try.” As we passed between two houses, I saw a
grassy field where there were several people with sticks, taking turns knocking
a very small, round rock with the sticks. “That seems unnecessary.” One of the
rocks fell into a hole and everyone else… clapped.


“The dawn of sports.”


“What does that mean?”


“I will explain later, when I begin teaching you
to travel the worlds.”


“If we ever do get to that point. I have to break
your curse first, and I haven’t made much progress so far.”


“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a
single step. You created the curse, saved me from Gmork, and prevented a
paradox just by being you. When I first met you, I believed you were simply a
nice, naïve, somewhat strange person. Now I know you are anything but simple.
If you stay true to yourself and learn from my years of experience, you will be
able to help anyone you wish.”


“But I’d be able to help more people if I had more
power?”


“You might be able to, but you might also be
unwilling to.”


I stopped. “I don’t know why, but that feels very
familiar. It feels like I should remember something I don’t.” After a moment,
the feeling passed. “I don’t get why having more magic would make me unwilling
to help people. As long as it’s not sorcery, I should still be me, right?”


“Not necessarily. On Caldaca, having more power
does not change you. However, you are a Sjau, and that complicates matters. On
other worlds, it is said that power corrupts. Now, I know some people who used
political power to help people, but I have known a lot more people to become
corrupt.”


“Is that what happened to Gmork?”


“Possibly. Nevertheless, my original point was
that you have come a long way since I met you and you should be proud of
yourself. I am.”


At that point, we stopped in front of the tavern and
I was saved from having to respond. My family would never have accepted me no
matter who I was, and I had never made anyone in my life proud of me before I
met Merlin. Although I liked it, I didn’t know what to say or do when he said things
like that. 


The tavern was rougher than the previous ones we had
been in. For one thing, there was more broken furniture than intact furniture.
Second, there were blood stains on most of the surfaces. It was also much
busier than the previous taverns.


“Do you see any pirates?”


“How do pirates appear any differently than anyone
else?”


“This is Caldaca.” 


“Right. Then look for someone with a peg leg and a
parrot.”


That didn’t make sense to me, but Merlin was a world
traveler, so I trusted him to know what he was talking about. Thus, I made my
way through the tavern, trying to peer under the tables for wooden appendages.
It was difficult because each table and each chair had four wooden legs. 


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man slap a
woman’s butt. She jumped back, accidentally crashing into me and shoving me
against another man. Merlin caught my robe to pull me back so I didn’t hit the
floor.


Unfortunately, the man I bumped into stood and turned
to me in fury. He was extremely tall, burly, and hairy. He also definitely
wanted to kill me. 


“You made me spill my drink. I’m going to kill you!”
he growled. 


“Isn’t that a little bit of an overreaction? You can
just get another one, which would be a lot easier than murder.” There were
three other men with him, all of who stood up and pulled daggers out of their
belts. “So, I see that you enjoy fighting in bars and I should have just run
when I had the chance.”


The man snarled and pulled a knife out. “You made me
spill my drink. I’m going to kill you!” 


I felt something similar to anger rise up inside me,
but it was somewhat calming, like confidence. “Yes, well, you already said that
bit. Are you able to say anything else or is that beyond your mental capacity?”


“Ayden, why are you provoking him?” Merlin asked.



“I don’t know,” I answered in his mind. When
the man took a step towards me, I dropped my bag and held my staff in front of
me. Magic surged through me and the blue crystal lit with a sinister red glow. 


“You promised not to use magic except for in dire
emergencies.” 


“He wants to kill me.”


“Use your staff to defend yourself, but refrain
from using your magic.”


I forced the magic down. The first man attacked me,
swiping at me with his dagger. I swung the staff at him and struck him in the
arm. Unfortunately, it didn’t bother him at all. That was when the remaining
three men attacked. Merlin latched onto the first man’s arm with his sharp
teeth, jerking his head to cause pain. It worked. Man-one screamed and tried to
stab Merlin. I stabbed the end of my staff into the man’s hand until he dropped
the knife. Two of the men grabbed my arms. As the fourth man pulled back his
arm to punch me, Merlin let go of the first one and pounced on Man-four. 


I side-kicked the man on my right in his knee and as
soon as he let go of my arm, I tried to punch the one on my left in the face.
Unfortunately, he caught my arm and yanked both of them behind me. Man-three
stood, for he quickly recovered from my kick, and asked, “Why are you hiding
your face? Do you have a bounty on your head?” He pulled off my hood and mask
and grabbed my chin. “No, you’re worth more than some silly bounty. I saw a
drawing of you, curse breaker.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


He laughed. “Sure you don’t.”


“Are you sure it’s him?” Man-two asked, squeezing my
arms even tighter. “I thought the curse breaker had a green robe. I also
thought he was in Mokora.”


“Curse breakers travel, fool.”


Since I was the only known curse breaker, I wanted to
know where he got that information. 


Merlin was a wise wizard, but he was in the body of a
monstrous wolf. If he wanted to, he could have killed all four men with
lightning speed. However, he was holding back because he didn’t want to kill
them. Once Man-four on the floor stopped trying to hit Merlin and instead tried
to protect his face, Merlin went back to mauling the first man. 


Man-three picked up his knife, which he had dropped
when I kicked him. Merlin lunged at him, but Man-one grabbed Merlin by the head
and wrestled him down. Man-three aimed his knife at my stomach and pulled his
hand back.


“Stop!” 


I vaguely recognized the voice behind me. I turned my
head to see the first pirate I had ever met. “Bloodbath!”


The pirate glared at the man holding my arms. “Let
him go.”


Man-two let me go and both he and Man-three backed
away from me. “Sorry, Bloodbath. We were just defending ourselves,” Man-three
said.


“Nonsense. Ayden is the kindest sorcerer in
existence. Obscenely so, sometimes.”


“We didn’t know he was with you,” Man-one said. “The
wolf, too?”


“Yes, let the wolf go.”


Man-one reluctantly obeyed. “We don’t want trouble,
Bloodbath.”


“Sure you don’t, Amir. You can’t sleep at night until
you beat up someone smaller than you for no reason. If you didn’t have your
friends to back you up, you wouldn’t stand a chance. All four of you should
leave now.”


Man-two and Man-three helped Man-four up and they
followed Amir to the door. Right before he left, Amir turned to me and glared.
I heard the message in his eyes clearly. If he saw me again and Bloodbath wasn’t
there, I would be in trouble. 


Funny. When I was a wizard, trying to be a
sorcerer, I made a bunch of friends. Now that I know what I am, people want to
kill me. “It’s nice to see you again,” I said to the pirate captain. 


“Likewise. How have you been?” He sat in Amir’s seat
and started eating what was left of Amir’s food. “Have you eaten?” 


Merlin climbed up into one of the seats, not giving
me a choice. “No,” I said, putting my hood back up. I left my face uncovered. 


The pirate was just as I remembered— heavyset with
long, tangled, greasy black hair and a beard that was out of control enough to
lose things in. He had a wide, dirty face with a long, crooked nose and eyes
the color of sea foam. The only thing different about him stood out as odd. 


“Is that a fish hook in your ear?”


“Of course. It’s the newest pirate fashion.”


“Why?”


“Well, it would look funny in my nose.”


“That’s true.”


Bloodbath raised his hand and made a motion with his
fingers. A moment later, the tavern keeper brought over two plates of food. He
left without a word and returned with three mugs. Once we were left alone
again, Bloodbath told us about his adventures since we last saw him. Unlike
most pirates, Bloodbath didn’t need to pillage, as he was pretty rich. Instead,
he just sailed the seas, scaring people and spending the cold nights with
women. When I asked him why he didn’t just go where it was warmer so that the
nights weren’t so cold, both he and Merlin stared at me like I was insane. 


Bloodbath missed his son, but Jevwen was following
his dreams and the pirate was proud of him for it. After that, I told him about
everything that had happened to Merlin and me since we last saw him. By the
time I was done, we had all finished eating. 


“You are one strange person,” Bloodbath said. 


“I know.”


“That does explain your robe, though. I almost didn’t
recognize you. I’ve heard about your reputation.”


“Is it that bad?”


“Being a curse breaker is not bad, but being the only
one means everyone wants you for themselves. Moreover, no one knows what your
limits and weaknesses are, so there are a lot of rumors going around.”


“Maybe I should have just stuck to being a sorcerer.”


He shrugged. “If you could have, you would have.
You’ve got to be yourself, and I don’t think you can help nearly as many people
as a sorcerer as you can a curse breaker.”


“I don’t want to help everyone. I’m not a wizard.”


“No, but you can help anyone,” Merlin said. “Although
you may not want to spend your days helping whoever comes along, you have the
ability to help the people you want. Of course, that takes practice, which is
what you are doing by helping everyone who comes to the castle looking for you.”


He was right; I was getting closer to breaking his
curse. “So, anyway, as I said, I’m looking for one of the Sjau on Akreda. Would
you be willing to help us? Since I’m trying not to use magic, I can’t really
give you tofu. I know you don’t need gold. Is there anything non-magical I can
give you?”


He shook his head. “There are only two things I
really want, and neither of them you have. However, I have nowhere in
particular to be, so I suppose a trip to Akreda can’t hurt. I’ll take you
there. Maybe after you get your magic sorted out, you can send a crate of
tofu.”


“Thank you.”


He stood up. “Let’s get going. We can work on your
swordsmanship.”


 


*          *          *


 


“By the way, you said there were two things you
wanted. What are they?” I asked as we walked to the docks.


“The first thing is that I want my son to be happy.
Second, I want to raise a baby dragon.”


“A dragon?!”


“Well, I know it’ll leave when it grows up, but I
always wanted a dragon, ever since I was a little boy. I want to feed it and
teach it to fly. I’m even willing to shave my beard so the dragon doesn’t
accidentally burn it off. Too bad, though,” he said sadly. “I’ve never seen a
dragon in real life.”


“Actually, I might be able to help with both. First,
my cousin, Sonya, can look Jevwen in the eyes and send him on the path to true
happiness. Second, I told you I met an ex-dragon trainer on Mokora. He’s pretty
old. He said that we should help others if we can. If you ask nicely and offer
to help him, maybe he’ll teach you how to take care of baby dragons and give
you one of his eggs to raise and protect.”


“That’s a great idea! Thank you!” he said, slapping
me in the back. 


I knew it was supposed to be a nice gesture, but I
was pretty sure he popped something out of place. Of course, I didn’t say
anything about my newly broken bones. “No problem.”


We reached the ship then and Bloodbath introduced me
to three new pirates and one necromancer I already knew. “Asiago! I’m surprised
you’re still here. How have you been?” The captain left us alone to chat.
Asiago did look to be happy, which may not have been a good thing considering
he was a necromancer. 


“I’ve been doing well.”


“Did you ever find true happiness?”


“In a manner of speaking. I found a group of
necromancers. In fact, I’m pretty sure one of them was my father.”


“Oh. Well, where is he?”


“I don’t know. I discovered that at the end of every
summer, people of dark souls travel to an island called Wolf’s Bay. Not
everyone goes, but it is great fun. It typically consists of necromancers,
sorcerers, vampires, ghosts, a few magicians, and anyone else who wants to
cause a little chaos and mischief. You should come.”


“I think I would stick out.”


“I’m surprised you never heard of it, since you grew
up in a sorcerer family.”


“My mother isn’t very social.”


“Maybe you would have turned out a little more like a
sorcerer if she was. Anyway, it was all-you-can-drink blood and wine, dancing
naked around the campfires, and gambling. There was a suicide ceremony, people
renewed their vows, and we sacrificed a goat.”


“Why would you do that?!”


“We couldn’t find a virgin. There were flyers up and
everything. Someone’s little sister was a virgin, but she was seduced two days
before the event by her bodyguard who was supposed to keep her pure. We had to
settle for a goat.”


“Was it at least a virgin goat?”


He looked frustrated. “He was until the day of the
ceremony. Anyway, I met the woman of my nightmares there.”


“Really?”


“I spotted her across the cemetery. A bunch of cats
stalked her as she walked up and down the aisles, getting rid of the pesky
wildflowers. She was a sorceress. Later, when everyone was sitting down to eat,
she sat next to me and said she saw me at the cemetery. We talked for hours. My
head hurt every time she opened her mouth and the things she said made my skin
crawl. Then she caught a jellyfish right out of the water with her bare hands
and ate it without offering to share.”


“I see. I hope you didn’t let her get away without
some way of tracking her down.”


“Oh, I tried. I couldn’t get blood, hair, or nails
from her. I don’t even know her name. She said if I came to the next gathering,
she would either marry me or lock me in her dungeon. I asked her why not both,
but she just walked away. I think she has some terrible secret she is keeping
from me.”


“Lying is the basis for any strong
necromancer/sorceress relationship. Plus, waiting so long to see her again will
add some pining, and when you two meet up again, the depth of your relationship
will be easy to define because one of you will have suffered and the other will
enjoy having made the other one suffer.”


He laughed. “There’s no mystery there; I’ll be the
one suffering. The problem is, they’re going to change the time of the
gathering due to flooding. It’s going to be at the winter solstice from now
on.”


“What is the gathering called?”


“Well, in the five years it has been going, nobody
could decide on the name. They considered ‘the League of Just Us’, ‘Gathering
of Tormented Hearts’, and ‘Road Kill’. 


“I like the second one, but I think it needs to be
shortened.”


 


*          *          *


 


The next morning, not to my surprise, Bloodbath woke
me up before the sun was up in order to resume my sword training. What did
surprise me was how good I was. After practicing without a break until sunset,
it was Bloodbath who was worn out. “You must have been practicing,” he said. 


“I haven’t.”


“Then it is your confidence. I suspect this has to do
with your change in behavior.” 


Merlin, who was sitting off to the side, nodded his
agreement.


I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know why I even told you
about that. Of course you’re going to blame it on that. Maybe I’m just tired of
being treated like a foot stool my entire life.”


“Think very carefully about the way you said that,”
Merlin said. 


I opened my mouth to argue when I realized what
Merlin really meant. It wasn’t the words I used but the way I said them. “I’m
sorry. I sounded a little like a sorcerer just then.” I sat down right there on
the deck as I thought over everything I did, said, and felt since I left the
castle. “My confidence was the first thing that changed. Then I got irritated
at everything. After that, I started thinking about getting more magic, and even
using your magic to defeat my mother. I should be thinking of helping you and
the Sjau, when instead I just want to stop my mother. That’s not like me.
That’s like a sorcerer. A really nice one, of course, but definitely a
sorcerer.”


“The line is a little more defined for you than it
is for me,” Merlin said. “I can only assume this is caused by your
mother, since she is the only one who would benefit from this.”


“But my mother hasn’t captured me and Mason said she
couldn’t change my personality from a distance. Besides, you don’t think it’s
happening to everyone else? What about those people who are losing their magic?
What if the Sjau are changing, too.”


“As you are a Sjau, I realize that your magic will
turn dark as your heart darkens. However, in this case, you change a little
more every time you use your magic. Any change in your magic itself is only
reflecting your heart.”


“I don’t see how using magic can make me more of a
sorcerer.”


“Neither do I. In all of my hundreds of years of
studying magic, I still do not have all the answers. I do believe the pain in
your chest is a side effect or even a warning, though.”


It was at that moment that I realized why I had those
dreams from when I was a child. “I faced a massive snake and I didn’t even
flinch.”


“You did. You were obviously a brave child.”


“But I’m not anymore. Lately, I haven’t cared about
others accepting me or getting hurt. Maybe I was more of a sorcerer as a child.
Maybe my brothers’ torture made me less of a sorcerer. After all, one of
the biggest reasons I turned to Magnus’s side is because I didn’t want to be
like my brothers. I already discovered that I need sorcery just as much as I
need wizardry.”


“They are two sides of the same coin.”


I stood up. “Okay. I can handle this. I won’t use
magic unless I have to. We’ll use my fearlessness to our advantage. I’ll use
sorcery to help the Sjau. I just need you to make sure I don’t go too far.”


“Do you trust me that much?”


“Always. You would never deceive me or lie to me.”


“Ayden, I have not always been---”


Bloodbath smacked my back again. Not hearing Merlin,
he interrupted the wolf. “It’s a good thing you have someone you can trust like
that,” the pirate said. “I wish my son trusted me more. Unfortunately, he knows
too much.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, I’ve done some shameful things and I lied
about them.”


I grimaced. “And he found out about them?”


“He did… because I told him. I thought that it would
help us. Instead, it made things worse. He said he wished I hadn’t told him and
then he left. I haven’t seen him since.” He walked away.


“What were you saying, Merlin?” I asked. 


He hesitated. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”









Chapter 11


It
was a good trip. I wasn’t tempted to use magic, the ravens hadn’t followed us,
and everyone was careful not to irritate me. At first, I thought Bloodbath had
told his men too much about me, but in fact, the captain had just ordered them
to be nice to me. Asiago then told them all I was a powerful sorcerer who would
turn them to toads if they angered me. That might have had something to do with
it. 


Since I wasn’t struggling with sorcery, Merlin
continued trying to teach me meditation. When I started thinking negatively
again, I told Merlin. 


“Does it sound like someone else’s voice?” he
asked, visibly concerned. 


“No, it sounds like me, but it doesn’t feel like my
thoughts, because they’re so negative.”


“I know of people who hear voices in their heads,
but it is usually much more obvious. It may be that your mind is rejecting this
affliction and separating your conscience and emotion into---”


“Merlin, please. I’ve been trying to focus on nothing
so long my brain hurts.”


He sighed. “It is possibly the beginning phases of
a split personality, but I suspect---”


“What’s that?”


He groaned. “If you would try not to
interrupt me, I would appreciate it.”


“Sorry.”


“It sounds like your mind is trying to separate
the darkness and light by rationalizing one with the other.”


“Oh.” I didn’t really understand, but it wasn’t
bothering me at the moment. The one thing that did worry me was that the
crystal on my staff had a red tint to it. 


 


*          *          *


 


“We’re docked.” After five days of being woken by the
captain’s voice, it didn’t startle me. I sat up and stretched. By the time I
stood, the captain had already gone up to the deck. Everyone, including Asiago,
was already awake. The island was larger than Livia’s, but not by much. If
anyone knows anyone around here, it shouldn’t be hard to find Gideon. 


“Assuming the next person will be on another land,
we’ll stick around to wait. You know where to find us when you’re ready.”


“At the ship?” 


He scoffed. “At the tavern.”


 


*          *          *


 


The town looked decent enough, if a little boring. It
was way too clean, the buildings were all alike, and there wasn’t a single
child in sight. In fact, I didn’t hear anyone laughing or chatting and there
wasn’t much color. “This reminds me of the old warrior camps I’ve read about. A
long time ago, nobody wanted to be warriors. Supposedly, it was because people
lost their honor, but I think it was because being a warrior was no fun.”


“I can see that.”


“Well, the world needed warriors, so the mages,
kings, and sorcerers got together and came up with a plan. They started taking
boys and girls from their families and training them on small islands. The
sorcerers would wipe their memories so they couldn’t find their homes or miss
their families. To stop this, the fairies started protecting the children.
That’s why a sorcerer can’t cross a fairy circle.”


“I am rather surprised mages would agree to this.”


“Mages aren’t selfless like wizards. They were even
less selfless back then, although people think they really were doing it for a
good cause. When they couldn’t get any new warriors because of the fairies,
they married the warriors together and forced them to have children.”


Merlin made a sound, obviously knowing where this was
going and not liking it. 


“With every generation, warriors became better
warriors. They never had any outside contact, so the sorcerers, kings, and
mages could make them believe the only way to live was the warrior way. That’s
why warriors tend to run in families; everyone else has different beliefs and
values.”


“Please tell me it is not going on to this day.”


“No, it’s not. Magic got introduced to the
bloodlines.”


“From the mages and sorcerers?”


“Yes. The descendants of the mages and sorcerers who
kidnaped children, actually. They didn’t know how bad off the world was without
warriors and started mixing with the warriors. Of all the stories of history
I’ve ever read or heard, this caused the fastest breakdown of any society. My
father said that mages regretted that they took children from their families,
which is why they now control the warrior guilds. They do it to protect warrior
rights.”


“Caldaca does have a very colorful history. I
suppose that is to be expected with a society so dependent on magic.”


I stopped at a stall selling cabbages. “Excuse me. Do
you happen to know Gideon Sloan?”


“Are you going to buy something?”


“I don’t have any money.”


“Then go away!”


I felt anger rise in me again and knew it had to do
with me becoming more of a sorcerer. Even though I got angry sometimes, I could
usually control it. This time, I felt like the anger was in control. I pointed
my staff at his throat. “You dare tell a sorcerer to go away?” 


I used the trick Merlin taught me to check for magic,
as it was second nature to me now. Fortunately, the man didn’t have any magic
to speak of, or this would have been a very big mistake. Even if I was acting
more like a sorcerer and I came from a super strong sorcerer family, I didn’t
have the experience to defeat a serious sorcerer. 


His eyes filled with fear as he realized his mistake.
People made assumptions based on someone’s appearance all the time, which was
why everyone assumed I was a wizard on sight. This was normal. However, with my
face covered, he couldn’t tell what I was.


“Aren’t you a little small for a sorcerer?” he asked.



Okay, maybe he could. Magic welled up in the crystal,
causing it to glow red. “I’ve got more than enough magic to teach you manners.”


Merlin sighed. “You realize you are lecturing
manners to a man you accosted, right?”


“Respect goes both ways.”


“He’s that way!” the man squeaked. 


I recognized the fear in his voice; it was the same
fear my brothers instilled in all who crossed their paths. Yes, the man was
rude, but I threatened to curse him for it. The worst part was that I meant it.
That wasn’t me. 


I lowered the staff and gave him my best fake smile.
“Thank you. Have a great day.”


Merlin followed me in the direction the man had
pointed. “I believe you scared him worse with your sudden change of
personality than your vague threat.”


I nodded. “I didn’t intend to be that mean. I lost…”
I stopped talking as I realized we were near a large field. On the north side
of the field, there was a large, wooden building. The field was rounded on the
south side with a cliff drop into the ocean. A dozen people practiced a sword
technique in front of the building, while one lone person practiced by himself
far away from the others. Since he was the closest to me, I watched his
performance. 


At first, I thought it was neat that someone could be
so skillful without any magic. If I had any skill other than magic, I might
have had a much happier life. Of course, I would never have met Merlin or become
a curse breaker. My father had tried to teach me to use a sword, but I wasn’t
interested at the time.


I noticed that his posture was wobbly. This was very
much like the stance Bloodbath had taught me. “I think you have that wrong,” I
said. “Do you want me to show you?”


“No, I have to figure it out for myself.”


“That’s silly. Isn’t it your teacher’s job to show
you?”


“He did, and everyone else understands. He says that
if I can’t figure it out, I can’t move forward, so he sent me here to practice
it by myself.”


“Ayden, it is not your place to interfere with
another’s apprentice.”


“If I could do it better, I should help.”


“You do not know this person like his instructor
does.” 


I considered this for a moment. Although I didn’t
agree, Merlin knew more about this stuff than I did, since he’d had a number of
apprentices over the year. 


“You don’t happen to know Gideon Sloan, do you?”


“I wish I didn’t sometimes.”


“Well, that’s not very nice.” Truthfully, I was
worried that Gideon wouldn’t be as easy to convince as Mason. Zelli proved that
not all of us had light magic. 


“Why are you interfering with my student?” a man
asked, approaching us. He was muscular and tall. His brown hair was cut short
and his face was clean with hard angles. His most distinguishing feature was
his eye color; he had one grass-green eye and one sky-blue eye. There was
something about his arrogant expression and stoic face that told me he was a
warrior. His black clothes were simple and had a design on it, no doubt a
tribute to his warrior guild or his teaching practice. 


“I had a question.” 


“About my school?”


“No, about---”


“Then you are interrupting my lesson. Leave.”


“Who cares? It’s just a class, and you weren’t even
teaching him anything. I have more important matters.”


“Ayden!” Merlin warned. 


I ignored him. Just because the man was a warrior
didn’t mean he could dismiss me. Sorcerers got respect because they demanded
it. “I’m looking for Gideon Sloan.” 


The man narrowed his eyes. “I know him, and I can
tell you where to find him, on one condition. You interrupted my lesson, so you
will be the lesson. Defeat me and I will tell you where he is.”


“This is not you. Apologize for interrupting his
class and walk away.”


“No way. He knows where the Sjau is and he’s
intentionally keeping it from me. He challenged a sorcerer. He should have
known better.”


“He is a trained warrior and you promised not to
do magic.”


“Unless I had to. In this case, I don’t have a
choice.” With the barest spark of energy, my staff transformed into a
sword. I smirked. “I don’t mind teaching you a lesson, but I should probably
warn you; you’ve just challenged one of the most powerful sorcerer families on
Caldaca. If you want to retract it, just tell me where to find him and I’ll
pretend you didn’t.”


He grinned arrogantly. “Thanks, but I’m even more
inclined. I thought this would be too easy. Now I know I don’t have to hold
back.”


“You must not have fought a sorcerer before.”


“I’ve fought a number of sorcerers, and none were
able to beat me.”


“You need to---”


“Merlin, just wait. I can’t be distracted right
now.”


He sighed. “What is it with sorcerers and princes?
You never listen.” 


The man pulled his sword from its harness at his
waist. His students created a large circle around us as Merlin grabbed my bag
in his teeth and moved out of the way. “First to draw blood is the winner,” he
said. 


I scoffed. “Sure.” As if any sorcerer would stop at
first blood. 


“And feel free to use magic.”


“I will.” Attack, I thought to the
sword/staff. Magic flowed through me into the sword, causing the blade to glow
red. I ignored the pain in my chest, though it was quite a bit worse than the
previous times. When magic shot out of it like lightning, he intercepted it
with his own blade. To my shock, his green eye glowed green. At the same
instant that my magic struck his sword, his blade glowed green and absorbed my
curse. “What did you do?!”


The warrior grinned. “Did I forget to tell you? I’m
not just a warrior; I’m also a mage.”


I hadn’t bothered to check to see if he had any
magic. I had just assumed that because I was a Sjau, I was more powerful than a
warrior. I should have been afraid. I wasn’t overly calm like when I faced
Veronica, but I was definitely less afraid than I should have been. I should
have listened to Merlin. 


Instead, I swung the sword the way Bloodbath taught
me. He blocked with twice the speed and counterstruck. Fortunately, his block
had thrown off my balance and caused me to trip backwards, narrowly missing his
attack. 


“Don’t lock your knees,” he said. “You move slower,
your balance is week, and your opponent can predict your strike easier.”


“Thank you,” I said automatically. I got to my feet
and did as he said. My next thought was to attack him with magic again, but
that felt wrong. Protect me, I thought to the staff. I felt magic flow
out of me, into the staff, and back into me. My skin became numb and a little
cold. The sting in my chest, however, worsened.


In my moment of distraction, the warrior slashed at
me. His sword would easily have sliced open my stomach had I not been
protected. Thanks to my spell, my skin was undamaged. 


It was his turn to be surprised. “Impressive. I
thought defensive spells could only be done by wizards.”


There wasn’t anything I could say that wouldn’t get
me in worse trouble, so I tried to distract him by fighting harder. I used
every move Bloodbath taught me, but I was clumsy at best. I wasn’t built like a
warrior and up until this fight, I never wanted to fight anyone with a sword.
He struck me many times with nothing to show for it. 


Suddenly, I couldn’t remember why I wanted to fight
the warrior so much in the first place. Although what he had said sounded so
insulting before, it was really just a matter of opinion. He obviously cared a
lot about his students’ education and he didn’t know anything about the Sjau.
In my moment of revelation, the warrior stabbed me in the stomach with the
pommel of the sword. 


On reflex, magic welled up, ready to attack, but I
dropped my staff, fell, and clutched my stomach in pain instead. Merlin jumped
between us and growled ferociously. “I’m okay,” I said, though my voice came
out strained. 


He took a few steps back until he was beside me. “Are
you sure?”


“Maybe some broken organs, but whatever was wrong
with me is gone for now.”


“You realize that provoking a trained warrior was
a bad idea?”


“I realize that everything I did since we got to
this land was a bad idea, but especially dismissing your warning. I’m sorry. I
should have listened to you.” The man held out his hand and I let him pull
me up. As soon as his hand touched mine, the pain lessened. “Thank you,” I
said. 


His eyes widened with surprise. “You weren’t my
weakest opponent, but you could use a lot of improvement.”


“I know. I’ve only practiced with a pirate captain,
and even then it wasn’t for more than a few days. Thank you for hitting me.”


“Do you need healing?” he asked. “I think you hit
your head.”


“No, you just knocked some sense into me. It’s my own
fault for mouthing off to a warrior. I know how important honor is to you and I
shouldn’t have bothered you or your class. I’m sorry.”


“I’ve never heard a sorcerer apologize before.”


“And you probably never will.”


“Everyone, get back to work,” the man said. The
students rushed to do as he said, leaving us alone faster than I thought
possible. “Are you saying you’re not a sorcerer? You were acting like one.”


“Yes, I was. I have a sort of personality problem
right now.” I lowered my hood and face mask. “I’m not normally an arrogant
jerk,” I said, picking up my sword and transforming it back into a staff.


“So, you’re a wizard?”


“No, I’m not a wizard, either. I’m very sorry about
interrupting your class and I’ll make it up to you another day by doing chores
or something, but I’m in a big hurry. Lives are at stake. Even though I lost,
can you at least point me in the right direction? I think walking is going to
hurt for days.”


“I don’t know. You seem a little unstable.”


I looked at Merlin and he nodded. “You told Bralyn
and he was fine with it. Maybe this warrior is equally open-minded.”


I was more worried about the fact that I couldn’t run
if this man decided to lock me up for being an aberration. “My name is Ayden
Dracre. Everyone on Akadema knows my family’s name. They are very powerful
sorcerers. I, on the other hand, was born blond with blue eyes and no dark
magic whatsoever. I tried to be like them, but I didn’t want to hurt anyone. My
magic was always light, or, when it did come out dark, it still ended up
helping people.”


His expression was not trusting. 


“I left home to prove that I was a powerful sorcerer
and ended up finding out I was anything but. In fact, I’m not a sorcerer at
all.”


“So you have no magic? Are you a warlock?”


I had to push away irritation. “No. I am the seventh
born son of the seventh born son, and that makes me a completely different
magic user. I’m called a Sjau, and---”


“You are volunteering a little too much
information now,” Merlin interrupted.


“Sorry.”


“For what?” the man asked. 


“I was saying sorry to Merlin. He can talk, but only
I can hear him.”


“Then you really are crazy.”


“No, I’m just…” in pain, for one thing. Unlike
the sting in my chest, the pain in my stomach wasn’t going away. “Anyway, my
mother is out to kill all of the Sjau because we’re supposed to be very
powerful, so I’m trying to warn them.”


“So, Gideon is a freak like you?”


“Probably not. I’ve met two other Sjau and they’re
both perfectly normal.” Well, Zelli was normal. Mason had wizardry and mage
magic, which was pretty unnatural. Still, I didn’t want to betray Gideon, or
any of his possible secrets, to a stranger. 


“Why not hire a warrior to warn all these people?”


“Some of them don’t know what they are and I should
be the one to explain it since it’s my mother who wants them killed.”


“Is there a bounty on them?”


“No.”


“Is there a bounty on you?”


“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. Merlin growled,
obviously suspicious of the man’s question. “It’s okay, Merlin; he’s a
warrior.”


“I consider warriors to be mercenaries. From the
short time Bralyn was with us, I assume warriors to be soldiers for hire to
anyone, so why would he not be interested in a bounty.”


“Warriors travel the world, slaying monsters, saving
damsels in distress, and fighting in armies when necessary. They’re trained
fighters who do whatever they need to do, sometimes for money, sometimes for
glory. They aren’t afraid of death; they’re only afraid of dishonor. They’re
not interested in bounties.”


“Actually, some of us are,” the man argued. “Of
course, that’s only unofficial warriors who are not guild members. The rest of
us cannot receive bounties. Fortunately, I am a guild member, and a mage
wouldn’t take part in that anyway. You seem like a fairly respectable person.”


“Thank you. Coming from a warrior, I know that means
a lot.”


“Being different than your family and not knowing why
can make you forget to value your strengths.” 


I nodded. “I’ve already taken up too much of your
time. I need to go find Gideon now. It was nice to meet you.” I picked up my
bag and started to walk away, only for Merlin to sit down where he was. “What’s
wrong?”


“You have not told Gideon about Magnus and the
castle yet.”


“I will when I find him.”


“You have already found him.”


“What?” I looked at the warrior. “You’re Gideon
Sloan?”


He smirked. “So the wolf is the brains of the
operation?” 


“What?”


“Just smile and agree,” Merlin said. 


“Yes, I am Gideon. We’d better take this somewhere
more private.”


 


*          *          *


 


Gideon led us to the wooden building, which had a
huge main room. Apparently, that was for training when the weather didn’t
permit for outside training. Several small rooms surrounded the large room. We
were invited into one of these rooms which had nothing but a low table and dark
purple pillows on the floor. We sat down and I explained everything from the
very beginning all the way to the discovery that something was making me more
of a sorcerer.


When I was done, there was a thoughtful silence.
Finally, Gideon said, “I agree with Merlin that this is caused by your mother.
I have never heard of a curse to turn someone into a sorcerer, but I don’t know
that much about curses.”


I blushed. “I didn’t consider that it might be a
curse. I thought I would know if I was under a curse, but Merlin had to point
out that something was wrong with me in the first place.”


“On other worlds, it is impossible to make someone
turn dark, so I overlooked that possibility as well,” Merlin admitted. “This
may have been a case of us being too close to the problem. We knew it was something
causing you to act more like a sorcerer. A curse makes sense.”


“Mason said the only way for my mother to change me
would be to capture me.”


“He could have been wrong.” 


“Besides, the people who are losing their magic
definitely don’t have a curse on them. I’ve checked.”


“If it was related to that, Mason, Zelli, and I would
have noticed something wrong with us as well. I don’t think it’s related at
all,” Gideon suggested.


“Maybe it’s not my mother but something wrong with my
magic itself. It keeps getting worse when I use magic.”


“You’re fighting it, though, which makes it sound
like a curse.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m a mage, so although I can’t break curses, I know
how to identify them. From everything you’ve said, it sounds like you’re
fighting it without realizing it. The confidence you’ve been feeling, I think
that’s just you. The arrogance, irritability, and anger, that’s the curse. I’m
just making an assumption from what you’ve told me and the way you said it.
When you need to do something, you feel confidence. I believe that’s because,
for the first time in your life, you feel like you have a real purpose.
Confidence is not a sorcerer trait— arrogance is.” 


“Are all mages this observant?” Merlin asked
with obvious approval. 


“Mages are known for their wisdom. That’s why they
run warrior guilds,” I told him. “So, how does that mean I’m fighting the
curse?”


“Well, if the curse is made stronger every time you
use magic, it would make sense that it would encourage you to use magic more.
Instead, you’re using it less because Merlin has asked you to. You only seem to
be losing control when people antagonize you. That sounds like you’re fighting
the curse.”


“Tell him to hurry,” Merlin said. 


“Why?”


“You are squirming and about to lose focus.”


“Oh.” He was right and I hadn’t even realized
it. 


“Am I making you uncomfortable by talking about you?”


“No, it’s just that my stomach is really hurting.”


He frowned. “I didn’t think I hit you that hard.”


“You have not eaten since yesterday morning.”


“I might be hungry, but I can worry about that later.
I need to summon Fluffy so that Magnus can create a golem to help you get to
the castle. You are going, right?”


“A golem would just slow me down. I appreciate you
coming all this way to warn me, especially since you didn’t know who I was or
what kind of magic I had, but I’m not going to hide from anyone.”


“Please don’t say you’re going to face my mother.
She’s not to be taken lightly.”


“Not at first. I will face her when the time comes,
but first, I will put my warrior skills to use and help you warn the others.
I’d like to learn more about the Sjau, why we have this special magic, and what
our limitations are. There might be others like you and me, who don’t know why
we’re like this. I want to know… why I was chosen. What’s special about me
other than the order of my birth? Am I special, or am I cursed?” 


I completely understood. He wasn’t raised in a family
that hated him like I was, but he had no idea where his magic came from or why
he had it. “I’m sorry. I don’t have those answers. I wish I did.”


“Maybe if all fourteen of us get together, we could
figure it out. We could help each other. I know what it’s like to have
conflicting natures. I had to hide my magic from my family and it was
exhausting. Warriors have a unique way of life, but like sorcerers, they’re
usually arrogant. Mages are supposed to be wise and humble.”


“You two have quite a lot in common,” Merlin
commented. 


“I moved here as soon as I was old enough so that no
one knew I came from a family that didn’t have magic,” Gideon continued. “Who
is the next person on your list? With me helping, we should be able to warn the
Sjau much faster.”


I pulled the list out of my pocket. “The next person
is Evelyn King, so if you’ll go find her, I’ll go to warn Houda Ameri.” I
retrieved the mirror from my bag. Before I could make it show me the map, I saw
something very disturbing in my reflection. My hair was still blond, but it was
darker. 


“What’s wrong?” Gideon asked.


“Nothing,” I lied. I waved my staff at it. My wand
was more maneuverable, but I didn’t have it. I needed to find it soon. Magic
flowed out of me, into the mirror. “Show me where all the Sjau are, with their
names displayed.”


“Well, that is a lot simpler than what we have
been doing,” Merlin commented as the map formed in the mirror. This time,
all but the dot on Akadema had a name on it. 


“Why doesn’t the new Sjau have a name?”


“Maybe the baby has not been named yet. She could
have been born early. Or, perhaps she is being protected.”


“Mason has moved again. He’s with Koufax Niblock.” I
checked the list. “He’s the last one on the list.”


“He must be going to warn others as well, but he
is doing the list backwards because he knows you are going down the list. That
may be why he went to Livia’s home; he wanted to use her magic mirror to help
you.”


I relayed Merlin’s theory to Gideon.


“Excellent,” the warrior said. “It won’t take long,
then.”


“Are you sure you can defend yourself against my
mother on the way? You might have a hard time if she attacks you, especially if
you have Evelyn with you. My mother is extremely powerful, so maybe I should
have Magnus send a golem with you just in case.”


“That would require you to use more magic. Besides, I
am a warrior; I was trained for this my entire life. I’ll find Evelyn and help
her get to Magnus’s castle. Also, if anything seems off with my magic or I meet
people who have lost magic, I will let you know when we meet up again.” 


“Thank you. Merlin and I had better be going.”


“Yes, back to the ship. Wonderful.”









Chapter 12


Gideon
gave us some bread and fruit, which I had to force down despite being hungry. I
suspected this also had something to do with the curse, because my brothers
always hated anything that wasn’t meat. 


After that, we found Bloodbath, told him where we
wanted to go, and returned to the ship. Merlin and I discussed the fact that
the ravens were no longer following us, but we didn’t know if it was because we
were on the ship or because I wasn’t using magic on the ship. We didn’t know
much, in fact. 


I also told him about my hair, to which he replied he
had noticed it but it wasn’t as apparent as my irritability. He also pointed
out that the crystal on my staff was a little redder. “Have you had any dreams
that can help us?”


“My dreams so far are extremely general. Although
I do believe they are a sign that my magic is returning, I cannot be sure they
will improve enough to be useful at all.”


Aside from that, the next three days were pleasant.
Once again, Bloodbath’s men were as respectful as pirates got. I even enjoyed
the sword training Bloodbath insisted on making me do after getting my butt
handed to me by Gideon.


 


*          *          *


 


“We’re docked.” The captain was gone before I opened
my eyes.


My arms were sore from all the sword fighting and it
was a cold morning, so I just rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. Merlin
clutched my robe in his mouth and pulled it off me. Since it wasn’t my Dracre
robe, I didn’t even say anything. 


With exaggerated languor, I stood and went up to the
deck, where only Bloodbath was waiting. The sun was just rising over the
horizon and it hadn’t yet chased away the morning chill. I missed Akadema’s
warm weather. 


“This is it for now,” the captain said. “I just got
word that my son is nearby. I’m going to find him and see if he needs anything
from me.”


“Good. I hope you two have a great visit. Thank you
for your help. If you need any curses broken or anything, you know where to
find me. Also, after all this is over, you can drop by and I’ll take you to the
elementalist who has the dragon eggs.”


“Thank you. I hope we’ll see you again soon.”


I covered my face and hair before we got off the ship
and headed through town. It was pretty basic, though there were some nice
shops. One place had a grand display of cloth that promised to change colors.
“How does that work?” I asked the woman who owned the fabrics.


She smiled and glanced down, obviously noticing how
my shabby clothes clashed with the high-quality robe. “It depends on what you
want. This cloth,” she indicated a bright pink roll, “changes to match your
mood.” She indicated a light blue one. “This one changes colors to match the
weather.”


I’d heard about this type of scam before. Using the
trick Merlin taught me, I searched my surroundings for magic. Most of the
people around me were magicians, including the woman in front of me. Of the
remaining magic users, I sensed more sorcery than wizardry. 


“Ayden,” Merlin admonished softly. 


“Sorry. I just wanted to see what we were dealing
with.”


“That is not the issue. I am simply trying to
remind you that someone is talking to you.”


I realized the magician had continued her sales pitch
while I wasn’t paying attention. “Actually, I just remembered that I spent all
my money,” I said quickly. She dismissed me without another word, as I was now
just a waste of time to her.


“I might be wrong, but I sense something strange.”



“What kind of strange?” I asked. 


“I think one of the Sjau is here.”


“Great! Maybe it won’t be as hard to find Houda as I
thought. If only I could use magic to find her.”


“We can do this without magic. We have her name.
Surely someone knows her or has heard of her. Try the tavern. That is usually a
good place to start because people talk in a tavern.” We found it easily.
To my surprise, however, the door was locked and there was a sign on it.


 


 


 


We are closed for the evening event. 


Sven Brooks will be burned at the
stake at sundown.


Snacks and refreshments will be
served!


 


 


 


“Why is that name familiar?”


“I am more disturbed by the cheerful public
announcement of a man’s death. We should leave; I do not want to watch them
prepare for this. I have seen enough people put to death.” I nodded, still
trying to figure out why the name was familiar. 


“I remember Houda being close to the middle of the
land. I wish we still had Kirin.” If I wasn’t trying not to use magic, it would
have been easy.


“Unicorns are not horses. You should be grateful
that he helped you as much as he did. He may be out there right now, helping
others.”


He said something else, but I got distracted by a
small bat in a cage in front of a little shop. Through the open door, I heard
quite a few creatures making noises. As a woman stopped me, I asked her what
the shop sold.


“Animals,” she said with a scowl.


“Animals?” 


“That’s Kian’s shop. He’s a sorcerer, but he doesn’t
have a family. He trains animals and sells them as companions.”


“That’s… interesting.”


“He’s a nuisance; he plays pranks on everyone,
spreads nasty rumors, and uses his magic to learn everyone’s secrets. Still, at
least he controls his animals. He hasn’t come in the last few days, so they’ve
been driving everyone in town nuts with the noise.” She walked away.


“That’s a good idea, actually,” I said as Merlin and
I continued northeast. “Some people who live alone get lonely. Animals can be
useful and loving companions.”


“I was friends with a wolf when I was young. I
shared some food and he saved me from a bear attack.”


“I think it’s great to see a sorcerer doing something
that helps others. It makes me feel… a little bit normal.” 


“Your father and his family protected dragons,
which is honorable. I know sorcerers only use dark magic on Caldaca, but no
person is malevolent just because they were born to parents who were
malevolent. Sorcerers can only do dark magic on Caldaca because that is how
magic is balanced here, and thus, sorcerers are taught from birth to be selfish
and cruel. I understand why now; it prevents emotional conflicts. However, not
everyone has it in them to be cruel, even if their magic is dark.”


“Like me?” 


“Actually, I was referring to your father. You are
an enigma. On my world, magic is only dark if the user is malicious, and that
is why your magic is mostly white. There are some sorcerers here who are on the
kinder side of the… dark side. Sorry, I think I just crossed streams
there.”


“Then why am I getting angry so easily and acting
like a sorcerer? Mason said my magic could only be changed, but the change is
caused by using magic. So is the curse changing my personality and making my
magic dark, or changing my magic and making me dark?”


“I think your magic is reflecting a growing
darkness inside you, but the darkness is being fueled by your magic. How or
why, I have no idea. I do not believe, for an instant, that you are a
naturally cruel person.”


“Okay, it sounded like you were saying not all
sorcerers are constantly angry and arrogant.”


“That is exactly what I am saying.”


“Then why am I getting so angry and arrogant?”


“I cannot be sure. Perhaps it is the nature of the
curse.”


He’s lying. 


No, he’s not. Merlin doesn’t lie. 


He knows something, and he’s not telling you what
it is. 


Stop it! These aren’t my thoughts! 


Or is that just what Merlin wants you to believe?


By that time, we reached the edge of town and had to
choose between three paths. The one on the left led into the forest, the one in
the middle was in a field, and the right one led into what looked suspiciously
like a swamp. “Let’s go that way,” I said, pointing into the forest.


“Why?”


“It has tree cover.” 


“We are not going through the forest when we can
take the path that is out in the open.” A raven landed on the branch of a
tree near us and Merlin growled. 


“Is it one of the ravens that have been following us?
I haven’t used any magic.” Before he could answer, at least a dozen ravens flew
over us and landed in the same tree, and every single one of them was staring
at me. “Okay, I’ll take that as a yes. I should use magic, right?”


“Not yet. If they are just here to spy on you,
then you have already been seen. Be ready for them to attack, though.”


I figured he said something else, but I stopped
paying attention. Instead, I pulled the list of Sjau out of my pocket and read
the names. “That’s it!” I shouted, causing several of the ravens to flap their
wings. “I knew I recognized the name! Sven Brooks is about to be killed. He’s
one of the Sjau!” 


I started running back towards the town without worrying
about the ravens. Merlin chased after me and we returned to the tavern quickly.
Unfortunately, there was no change. I stopped the nearest person; a child
carving a wooden dragon with magic. “Excuse me, do you know where Sven Brooks
is?”


“Who?”


“The man who’s going to be burned today.”


“I have no idea. I’m not old enough to watch.”


“Thanks anyway.” I asked the next person; an elderly
woman carrying two pales of water. 


“I don’t have any interest in that kind of behavior,”
she said grouchily, as if I was personally responsible. 


“This might take a while,” Merlin said. “We
might wait until the---”


I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted, “Where
are they keeping Sven Brooks?!” Several people hesitantly pointed down the
street. “Thank you!”


“I find it a rare quality in a man to be wise with
just the right amount of modesty and stubbornness. You lack the wisdom, but you
have the other two traits. Since we left the castle, you seem to have found a
spot right on the intersection of aggressive, stubborn, and humble. I get
whiplash hearing you speak.”


I shrugged. “It’s better than being afraid of
everything.”


“You are not afraid of everything. I think you are
mostly afraid of failure, which is more common than people realize.” I
thought about this until we reached a hut that Merlin stopped to examine. “There
is someone very powerful in there.”


“Is it Sven?”


“Most likely. His power is much darker than yours.
Be prepared for any kind of reception.”


I nodded and opened the door. Inside, it was fairly
dark. There was a desk in the corner to my left. Along the far wall were three
cells, two of which were empty. The middle one contained a man about nineteen.
As soon as we entered, he stood up. 


I studied him for a moment, because he wasn’t what I
expected. When Merlin said the man had dark magic, I thought he would look like
a sorcerer, like Zelli. Instead, he had white-blond hair and gold eyes. His
plain, brown clothes were dirty, way too large on him, and covered with
patches. His rust-colored robe was worn completely through in spots.


What kind of magic user had white hair? “Are
you Sven Brooks?” 


“Yes. Are you here to take me to the town center to
be burned?”


“No. Why do they want to kill you?”


He stared intently at his shoes. “Because I’m a
nuisance. Everyone just calls me Trouble. I actually lived on a land east of
here, but my village kicked me out when I accidentally flooded the entire
valley by blocking up and overfilling the river.”


“Why did you do that?”


“It wasn’t on purpose. There was a drought and my
aunt said that I needed to bring some water from what was left of the river. I
only meant to help, but my magic has a tendency to go wrong. Anyway, my aunt
was trying to convince the village to let me stay, but then a bunch of ravens
started following me around and the villagers said I was just too weird. The
ravens followed me all the way here.”


“Did they do something to cause you to get arrested?”


He blushed deeply. “No, that was an accident.”


“Why does that sound familiar?” Merlin asked. 


“I tried to convince people in this town to give me a
job, but I just ended up screwing everything up. Finally, I was made the
assistant of the resident mage. He had me mix some potions, but I forgot the
names of the ingredients.”


“You asked him again, right?”


“No… I thought I could do it because I remembered
watching him mix it together and I remembered what colors the powders were. He
used something black, something white, and something yellow. I used a yellow powder
that smelled like rotten eggs, and a white one that was like fine salt, and
some black powder.”


Merlin groaned.


“Then I lit it on fire and the whole cabin blew up. I
really didn’t mean to, but the village said I was too much of a disaster to
live. I don’t know why I’m so bad at magic.”


“What kind of magic user are you?”


“A sorcerer.”


“Why is your hair white? Are you practicing to be a
ghost?”


He frowned. “What?”


I shrugged. “My brothers always said that that’s why
people’s hair turns white when they get old; they’re practicing to be ghosts.
Of course, some people’s hair doesn’t turn white, and that means they don’t
want to be ghosts.”


He nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense. But no, I
don’t want to be a ghost.”


My father said it was because I was so dumb. He said
that there wasn’t anything in my head, not even hair color.”


“That’s mean.”


“I know, and I told him that, but he just smacked me
and sent me to live with my aunt. I can’t make potions or curses or even clean
the house. My brothers said I was a curse on anyone I was around.”


Maybe I was actually better off than him.
“Don’t worry; we’re going to get you out.”


“Really? Yay!” he shouted with excitement.


I forced myself not to notice how ridiculous that
looked. “I’m Ayden, this is Merlin, and we know why you’re a screw-up.” 


“You do?”


“I’m a screw-up as well. Not quite as bad as you,
though.”


“That’s good. I’d be afraid to meet someone as
accident-prone as myself. How are you going to get me out of here? There’s an
anti-magic spell on the cell.”


“I expected that.” I reached into my bag. “My father
told me that there are more unlocking spells than there are locking spells, and
more anti-magic spells than there are unlocking spells. Because of that, most
people don’t remember what everyone did before there was magic.” I finally
reached my little kit from the bottom of my bag and pulled it out. 


“What is that?”


“A lock picker.”


“What do you do with it?” 


“I pick the lock.”


“Without magic? That’s crazy.”


“Hey, I just met you, and this is crazy, but I’m
trying to free you, so shut up maybe.”


“Sorry.” 


I started picking the lock just as Merlin let out a
low growl. “Someone is coming.”


“I can’t pick any faster. I don’t use this very
often.” That being said, my father had taught me to do it under fire. In fact,
he was pretty intense about everything he taught me. I heard the click just as
the door opened and picked up my staff. Make Merlin and me invisible!


Fortunately, the man who walked in was counting gold
coins in his hand instead of watching where he was going, so the magic that
flowed from the staff into Merlin and me worked in time. Obviously seeing
something from the corner of his eye, he looked up, but we were already
invisible and he only saw Sven standing in his cell. 


“Quiet down!” he barked at Sven, who hadn’t made a
peep since the jailer had arrived. 


“Sorry.”


“What did I say about talking back to me?!” the
jailor screeched. Sven put his hand over his mouth in apology. “Now you’re not
even going to answer me?!”


Sven’s face was full of confusion and fear, and just
like that, the darkness I had been pushing away since I realized something was
wrong with me came rushing back. I aimed my invisible staff at him. Punish
him, I thought. I imagined something embarrassing like his pants falling or
otherwise damaging to his reputation like his gold disappearing. Instead, dark
red magic shot from my staff into him. 


He jumped back. “What was that?!”


“Bill!” a feminine voice screeched from outside. 


His eyes widened with fear. “Oh, no, my wife!” He hid
behind his desk, but when the plump, older woman slammed open the door, Sven
pointed to the jailer. She went around the desk and took hold of the man by his
ear. 


“I told you to take out the trash this morning and do
you know what I came home to?!”


“I took out the trash,” he squeaked meekly. 


“Are you talking back to me?!”


“No, my darling.” 


She let him go. “Then you’d better get home and take
out that trash before I get there or you’re going to be in the stocks for a
month!”


The man ran out of the room, tripping a few times,
and his wife followed slowly. I dropped the spell over Merlin and myself. “How
is your chest feeling?” Merlin asked. 


“Fine,” I lied, still irritated by the jailor. It was
actually stinging quite a bit, but I didn’t want Merlin dwelling on it. It
wasn’t crippling pain, after all. Sven pushed the door to the unlocked cell
open and I checked to make sure the exit was clear. 


As we walked, Merlin told me a story about Gmork and
himself making chocolate cake for Gmork’s mother. It should have been a nice
offer, except they accidentally used salt instead of sugar. Unwilling to tell
them that it tasted horrible, Gmork’s mother pretended to enjoy it and managed
to choke some of it down. Only when Gmork and Merlin tried it themselves did
they discover their mistake. 


This completely obliterated my bad mood and we made
it to the end of town without getting caught. 


 


*          *          *


 


Sven took the news of being a Sjau enthusiastically
and without a drop of skepticism. I explained everything, from growing up in a
house of sorcerers to how we got here. Sven didn’t seem bothered at all by me
having light and dark magic. If anything, he was more confused about Merlin
being a wizard from another world. 


“And you’re sure I’m one of the Sjau?”


“Yes. If you’re willing to accept a wizard’s help,
I’ll have Magnus send a golem to take you to the castle.”


“Oh,” he said, frowning. “I thought… maybe I could go
with you?”


“I’m not going back to the castle yet; I have to warn
Houda.”


“Yes, but I might be able to help you. I’m really not
good at traveling on my own.”


“You made it from the other land to here alright,
didn’t you?”


“Yes… I did… the rest of the crew didn’t. We had a
storm, and someone asked me to take the wheel. I told him it was a bad idea,
but he insisted. I crashed us into an iceberg.”


“There aren’t any icebergs around here.” 


He blushed. “I know. But maybe I can help. I have
money.”


“You have money and yet you dress like that?”


He shrugged. “I said I have money, not that I have
clothes. Please? I really don’t want to be alone again and you’re the first
person I’ve ever met who doesn’t hate me yet.”


“What do you think?” I asked Merlin in his
mind.


“He has dark magic, but I will reserve judgment
until we know him better. He may be able to help us, since you’re not using
magic.”


“Alright, you can come with us until we get---” I
didn’t get another word out because Sven suddenly hugged me, while simultaneously
jumping with excitement. 


“Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”


I finally managed to push him away. “As long as you
don’t do that again. Sorcerers don’t hug people.”


“Oh. Sorry.”


 


*          *          *


 


We walked for a good portion of the day on the road,
only meeting a few people in passing. One raven followed us, which wasn’t as
good as zero, but was better than twenty. Although Sven wasn’t very bright and
he tripped over every rock and stick, real or imaginary, on the road, he didn’t
do anything to warrant getting burned by the residents of the previous town. 


A while before nightfall, we came across a man and
his horse at a crossroads. I wouldn’t have given it a second thought if it
wasn’t for the fact that the horse was leaning against a tree. Before he saw
me, I put my hood and mask up. “Is your horse okay?”


The man shook his head. “I don’t know. He just broke
down. I tried kicking him, giving him water, and feeding him.”


“How long have you had him?”


“I just got him today. He only had one owner before
me. I should have just borrowed him.”


“Borrow?” Sven asked.


“Yes, they have another shop in the north so that you
can borrow him here, take him up north, and give him back there.”


“That sounds convenient,” I said. “Where did you get
him? Do you know if they had a passenger ship?” Since Bloodbath was gone, we
were going to need another way back to Magnus’s castle after we found Houda.


The man pointed down the road to the east. “There’s a
place called ‘Town of Certainty’ that way, but I’m pretty sure they don’t.”


“Town of Certainty?” 


“I think so.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Well, some people call it ‘Valley of Certainty’, and
some call it ‘City of Certainty,” so I’m not certain, but it certainly is a
town… or valley… or city. The best person for you to talk to is the magic shop
merchant.”


“They have a magic shop?”


“Yes.”


“Interesting.” It was possible the shop would have
something that could help me get rid of the ravens or at least fend them off.
“What we’re really looking for is a person.”


“I think you’ll find lots of persons there.”


“A specific person. Do you happen to know Houda
Ameri?”


“Oh, everyone knows her. She’s the court magician at
King Laman’s kingdom.”


“King Laman?”


“Yes. He’s such a nice king; everyone loves him. Be
careful, though. He’s got two sons. The first one and crowned prince is Fred
Erikth Egreat, who is loved by everyone. Laman’s second son is Jaff Ryba
Rethon. He’s a little monster, and I’m pretty sure he’s not the king’s real
son.”


“Why does this even strike me as weird anymore?”
Merlin muttered to himself. “And why would the king have a magician?” 


“Entertainment. She could make all the fantastic
illusions the king desires and there’s no risk of danger.” 


“Anyway, the kingdom is a day north. Follow this road
and it will take you right to it. You can’t miss it.”


 “I appreciate your help. Can we help you get your
horse back on the road?”


“I don’t know. This is my first horse, so I don’t
know what’s wrong with him.”


“Sven, come here and hold out your wand.” He held up
a thick, dark brown stick. “That’s not your wand.”


He studied it for a moment. “You’re right.” He
laughed awkwardly. “Oops.” He tossed it to the ground and rifled through the
apparently numerous inner pockets of his robe. “Oh, no,” he said, sticking his
fingers all the way through the pocket. There was a hole on the bottom.


“Don’t tell me your wand was in there.”


“Okay.”


“Where is it?” 


“You just told me not to tell you.”


“So much for him helping us on the magic end,”
I said in Merlin’s mind. He nodded solemnly. I pointed my staff at the horse.
“Move,” I said. A spark of red magic shot out of the crystal and hit the horse
in the butt. The horse neighed, galloped forth until he got to the middle of
the crossroads, and then stopped. “Well, that didn’t help.”


“Try giving him a push,” Merlin suggested. 


I stepped over to the man and pushed him towards the
horse.


“Push the horse,” Merlin said with a groan.


“Oh, right.” I pushed the horse to try to turn him
around. “Help me push him,” I said. The man and Sven both got behind the horse
and pushed on his back end to help me turn him. Soon, the horse neighed again
and let us turn him around. “It worked. Get on and I’ll try again to get him
going.” The man got on his horse and I aimed my staff at the animal. “Move.”
Red magic shocked the creature once again and he took off at a full gallop. 


“That was a strange man.”


“Oh well. At least we know where to go.”


 


*          *          *


 


We traveled until nightfall before finding a good
spot to make a fire and sleep. Merlin hunted our dinner. “Do you think it’ll
snow here?” I asked when he returned. 


“No, probably not. The leaves have turned, but not
many have fallen yet.”


“When we’re done with the quest, can we go north to
visit the snow? Akadema rarely gets cold.”


“Mokora is pretty far north of Akadema. You might
get some snow from the safety of the castle.”









Chapter 13


My
father taught me to read when I was very young because my mother wasn’t
expecting it until I was older. Since my brothers weren’t forced to learn to
read, I didn’t think it was fair that I had to.


I was probably about five years old when I ran up to
my father. He was sitting at a table by the window in the main room of our
cabin. My mother wasn’t in the kitchen, which was the only reason I dared to disturb
my father. “Gibus is trying to---”


“Quiet,” my father barked, not even looking at me. He
was writing something in a book and there were blank scrolls all over the
tables. 


“But Thad is---”


He made a flicking motion with his hand and I was
suddenly silent. Although I could breathe and move my mouth, no sound came out.
Frustrated, I sat down at the table, took one of the scrolls and quills, and
started writing. He hadn’t taught me to write, but I knew what the words looked
like and sounded like. When I was finally done, I held it up for my father to
see. 


He gave it the barest of a glance. “That doesn’t make
sense. Try again.”


I scratched it out and restarted. 


Just like before, he barely glanced at it. “Not good
enough. Try again.” 


I didn’t have time. I stood up and tried to leave to
find Mother. Father grabbed my arm firmly before I could take two steps away
and forcefully sat me back in the chair. 


“Try again.” 


I worked harder at writing the message than I ever
had at reading. When I thought I had it, I held it up for him to see. 


He sighed. “Go and tell Gibus that if he drowns his
brother, I’ll turn him into a fish and toss him into the sand.” I pointed to my
mouth. “If you want to get your voice back, you’re going to have to break the
curse on your own. How else are you going to learn?”


 


*          *          *


 


I felt Merlin crash into me before I heard the
explosion. Somewhere in the chaos, I heard a raven caw, quickly followed by a
much more sinister hissing. I reached for my staff and tried to make sense of
everything. It was dark; the fire had died. The forest coverage wasn’t very
thick, but the smaller moon was almost dead and the large one was completely
dark. “What’s happening?” I asked. 


“Sven nearly roasted me,” Merlin growled. 


I saw Sven at that point, as he was ducking low to
the ground, searching for something. He jerked up. “Ayden! I’m glad you’re
awake. Something has us surrounded!”


I listened and heard nothing. “Maybe you were just
having a bad dream.”


“You have to believe me! There is something there!”


“Merlin, do you sense anything?” I asked.


“Yes, but---” 


He was cut off as a massive, black cobra rose up
behind Sven, easily matching the sorcerer’s height, with the rest of its body
disappearing into the woods. The cobra’s flared hood was wider than I was tall.



I aimed my staff at the serpent. “Attack.” Too late,
I felt that this was not what I wanted. My magic felt like fire inside me as it
forced its way into the staff. Blue fire struck the snake from my staff and the
snake instantly burst into ash. However, it felt like my insides were half
burnt, never mind the sting in my chest. I coughed, winced from the soreness of
my throat, and gaped, because I was coughing up smoke. 


 


*          *          *


 


We got on the road immediately after the snake
attack. “I guess my mother has upped the ante.”


“I have my doubts,” Merlin said. “The snake
had the same powerful aura as the entity that has been there since before the
ravens. I believe the snake was what kept the ravens from doing more damage.”


“Then why attack us?”


“I have a theory.”


“Have you considered going after your mother?” Sven
asked.


“Yes, and I would be dead faster than a hemophiliac
at a vampire gathering.”


“You vanquished that serpent pretty easily.” 


“And I’m sure I’ll be paying the consequences soon,
so just drop it.” Unfortunately, I knew what those consequences were; I was
already trying to hold back irrational anger. I was angry that the snake
interrupted my sleep, I was angry that I didn’t know what my mother’s plan was,
and I was angry at Sven’s loud breathing. 


Merlin tried sending me peaceful thoughts, but it
wasn’t working. Then he told me about the time he accidentally made his
apprentice, a prince next in line for the thrown, disappear for five days.
Merlin had to tell everyone they had just missed him or that he went the other
way. The king thought his son was out hunting and the queen thought her son was
at the tavern for five days. When Merlin was finally able to find him, the
prince had been wandering the forest, asking where his shoes were. Since the
prince was wearing his shoes, he was very lucky he wasn’t put away.
Fortunately, the disorientation only lasted a month or so, and he was actually
still brighter than his parents during that month.


That went a long way in improving my mood.


 


*          *          *


 


When the sun was high in the sky, we finally reached
the kingdom. The city that surrounded the castle was guarded by a tall, stone
wall. The gate to the kingdom was open, though, so there weren’t any problems
getting in. Although I expected it to be nicer than any of the towns we had
seen, it was pretty average. There was still dirt everywhere.


Merlin had to remind me to cover my face and hair. 


“Why do you hide your face?” Sven asked. 


I rolled my eyes. “So people don’t know I’m the curse
breaker in case the fliers got this far from Mokora. I told you that.”


“Oh, right. Sorry.”


“Who should we ask about Houda?” 


“An innkeeper is always a good person to ask,” Sven
suggested. 


“That is the first person I would ask,” Merlin
agreed.


We located the inn fairly easily. It was a nicer
place than the inns I had stayed at before, probably because the patrons were
wealthier. The tables actually looked like they were created with care and
there wasn’t broken furniture, mud, and spilt ale on the floor. There were even
a few nice paintings on the wall. 


The woman behind the bar was tall and shapely with
curly black hair and a well-fitted dress. As we approached her, I could feel
her power. “You realize she is a sorceress, right?” Merlin asked. 


“Yes. That shouldn’t be a problem.” We had to
wait a moment for her attention. As soon as she was done speaking to an old
man, she turned to us and smiled. “A room for two? One or two beds?”


“Do you have a room for three?” I asked, pointing to
Merlin. 


“That’s a very large wolf.”


I figured that was her way of saying she didn’t think
he should be inside. “Merlin doesn’t attack anyone unless they attack first.
He’s not too big for a comfortable bed.”


After a moment, she shrugged. “Unfortunately, our
largest room only has two beds.”


“It will be fine. I have slept on the floor for
many years and I have slept in worse places on more than one occasion.”


“We’ll make due with two beds,” I conceded. 


“He’s not going to chew on the furniture, is he?”


“Merlin? No. Sven might.”


“It’s not our cheapest room, either,” the innkeeper
continued.


Sven pulled out a coin purse and dumped a few dozen
gold and silver coins on the bar. “Is this enough?”


“Put that away!” I hissed. “Do you want to get us
killed?!”


Instantly, the innkeeper had a wand in her hand,
which she waved around the room. Everyone except the four of us froze. “I don’t
want trouble here,” she warned. “If you’re robbers, you’d better leave now.”


“We’re not robbers,” I insisted, shoving Sven’s gold
back into the sack.


“It’s not enough?” he asked, despondently. 


“There’s something wrong with him,” the sorceress
said. 


“I know. We just stopped in town to find someone and
we’ll be off without any problems. We don’t want trouble any more than you do.”


“Then why do you cover your face and hair?”


“Because he doesn’t want anyone to know he’s a curse
breaker,” Sven said.


I rubbed my eyes with frustration right before I felt
her magic brush over me. My hood and mask were pushed out of the way by her
energy. It was strange, because my mother’s magic always felt like it was
scraping my skin when it touched me. The innkeeper’s was definitely dark, but
it wasn’t abrasive. 


After a moment, she nodded. “Alright, you can stay
the night, but keep your identity hidden. The king would have a fit if he knew
there were such things as curse breakers. Although I’m not saying I believe
you, there is definitely something different about you.”


I put my hood up and covered my face just as everyone
started moving again. After she told us the price, I counted out coins. “Do you
happen to know Houda Ameri?”


“Everyone does. The king’s magician isn’t a person
anyone can mistake. Up the stairs, last door on the left,” the innkeeper said,
handing Sven a key. 


We followed her directions and found our room
quickly. It wasn’t particularly fancy, but it was very clean. There were two
small beds with dark brown dressings, a table, and a wardrobe that had its fair
share of scuffs. I expected that a lot of the castle furniture was sold to the
inn when the royal family was done with it. 


“At least in here, we shouldn’t have to worry about
getting attacked by ravens,” I said. “How do we get to Houda?”


“We’re going to break into the castle, right?” Sven
asked.


“Do not break into the castle,” Merlin argued.



“No, we can’t do that. That’s the sorcerer way.”


“What’s wrong with being a sorcerer?” Sven asked. 


“I don’t want to be like my mother.”


“You want everyone to see you as a wizard?”


“No, I just want to be myself. I don’t want to do it
the wizard way, either. We’ll try to do this without hurting anyone or
trespassing. That way, if they attack us, we will have every right to curse
them like they’ve never been cursed before. With glitter, itchy socks, stinky
cheese, and whatever else I can think of.”


“Wow. That is one scary list of curses.”


“Write a letter to Houda and give it to the guards,”
Merlin advised. “Convince her to invite you into the castle to talk to her
or to meet you outside the castle.”


“Sounds good.”


“What does?”


“I was talking to Merlin.”


“Oh. That’s a little creepy.”


“I’ve been told that before.” I dug through my bag
for a moment before retrieving a small scroll, a quill, and a bottle of ink.
“I’m going to write a letter to Houda asking her to come see us. Any ideas?”


“I’d suggest telling her the truth. We’re Sjau, so is
she, your mother is looking to kill us all, and you know a way of protecting
her. If she’s halfway reasonable, she’ll at least hear you out.”


“You should be more careful about your secret.”


“You’re right. The guards might read it and if she
has more than illusion magic, she will be keeping it a secret. Nobody likes to
be an outcast.”


 


 


 


Houda
Ameri,


 


My
name is Ayden Dracre. I know you have a secret involving your magic. You may
not believe me, but I have proof. I have the same secret and I think we can
help each other. I am staying in the inn. If you want to know why you are
different from everyone else, find me there.


 


 


 


Merlin was already waiting at the door. “You stay
here,” I said to Sven. “Merlin and I will give this letter to the guards.” He
nodded and sat down on the bed with a goofy smile on his face. It gave me the
creeps.


Merlin and I left and soon made it to the gate of the
castle, where there were two guards on duty. “Hello, can you please give this
letter to the court magician?”


“No.”


“No?” 


“At least ten men a day want us to pass on their
confessions of love. It’s getting embarrassing. Seriously, you people need to
lower your expectations. The only one who gets more marriage requests is the
prince. Not everyone can marry into the castle through royalty and magic.
Sometimes, you have to settle for the servants.”


“This isn’t a confession of love. This is a---”


Merlin interrupted me with a loud grumble. “Be
careful of warning them that their magician is in danger. That can be
misconstrued as a threat. Instead, say that you are related and want to discuss
inheritance.”


“I have… reason to believe… that she is my cousin. My
aunt just died and left everything to her estranged daughter, who she hasn’t
seen in a long time. If Houda is my cousin, she will want to hear me out.”


“Houda is an orphan.”


“So is my cousin.”


“Fine. But if she does get rich, I get a cut.”


“As long as you make sure she gets that letter
tonight. I have to leave by tomorrow night.” We didn’t really have to leave,
but I didn’t want him to take forever when there were other Sjau relying on us.



“It will be done.”


Merlin and I were returning to the room when I got
distracted by a group of six boys. The smallest boy had a harness that attached
large wings made of wood, cloth, and feathers to his back. These wings were
controlled by strings with two wooden sticks in his hands. As he moved his
arms, the wings flapped. 


“That looks like it’ll end badly.”


“Reach for the stars. Some people are very
literal. Man was not meant to have wings, but few experiences can beat the
thrill of flying on a dragon.”


“You flew on a dragon?!”


“I… thought I mentioned that.”


“Oh, we’re going to talk about this all night long. I
want to know every detail.”


He sighed. When we got back to the room, Sven was
asleep. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was awoken by a frantic knock on the door. Merlin
was already sniffing at the door when I opened my eyes. Without a word, I
picked up my staff and Merlin reached up with his paw to unlatch the door. When
it opened, a woman stared at Merlin in surprise. “Yes?” I asked. 


She glanced at me for a moment before her eyes
returned to Merlin. “Are you Ayden?”


“Yes, I’m Ayden. He’s Merlin. How can I help you?”


She was a very pretty, young woman about twenty, with
light brown hair and gold-brown eyes. Her hair was decorated with small braids
and gold jewelry. She also had a golden, velvet robe over a golden dress. More
importantly, she had a magic staff. It was a little taller than her, made of
rosewood, with a large jade stone embedded in the top. 


“I’m Houda. You asked me to meet you.”


“Well, I meant in the morning, but I guess now is
fine.” I picked up my robe and put it on without thinking. “That’s Sven,” I
said, pointing to the unconscious sorcerer. 


“You said you know about my secret. Please explain.”


I told her about being a sorcerer who grew up with
light magic, about meeting Merlin and discovering my real abilities, about the
Sjau, and about learning that my mother was after us. When I was done, she was
sitting on my bed, looking very uncertain. 


She was quiet for a while. “I was always able to hide
my strange abilities. I developed elemental abilities when I was four and
everyone thought I was an elementalist, but then I developed illusion magic
when I was nine, and everyone thought all the magic I did previously were just
illusions. I knew better, though. I was different and I never knew why.”


“Why do you have a staff, though? Neither mages nor
elementalists use staffs.”


“That’s just another way I’m different. I disguise it
as a hat when I need to, but it makes me uncomfortable, so the king thinks I
disguise my hat as a staff. I’ve been hiding myself for too long. I was going
to leave tonight. I was packing my bag when I got your letter. You will get me
away from the castle?”


“Yes. Why are you in such a hurry?”


“I did something wrong, something very wrong, and the
king is about to find out.”


“Did you murder someone?”


“No! But… I’m not going to tell you what I did. I
don’t trust you. I didn’t hurt anyone. I did betray him, though.”


“Do not ask for secrets if you are not willing to
share your own,” Merlin said.  


“I haven’t got any secrets.”


“That is depressing. Call Fluffy and have a golem
summoned to take Houda to the castle.”


“Right. I’m going to call Magnus’s minion. He’ll send
a golem to help you get to the castle.”


“No way. I hate golems.”


I understood her reluctance; I had thought golems
were only used in sorcery. I still didn’t want to send her off without
something to guard her, though. “Maybe if you use my mirror to talk to Magnus,
he’ll---”


“I’ll just go with you,” she interrupted. 


“It’s not safe.” 


“It’s not safe for me here.”


Okay, that’s only a little suspicious. 


 


*          *          *


 


I knew I was dreaming and that I was once again
seeing through Merlin’s eyes. He was sitting in front of a cave at the base of
a mountain, waiting for guidance. This was Cennuth’s cave. Merlin felt relief
well up when smoke billowed out of it… until he saw movement. 


The creature that emerged from the darkness was no dragon;
it was Merlin, and not Merlin at the same time. It was the wolf body, but not
the wise wizard I knew. The wolf’s eyes were blood-red and full of pure hate.
Then, without any warning, he attacked. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of arguing and my first thought
was that it was my brothers. I burrowed my head under the pillow and reached
for the hole I made in the wall when I was little to hide my wand next to my
bed. As soon as I felt that there was no hole, I remembered that I no longer
lived at home. In fact, neither did my brothers. 


That made me wonder if they were safe. According to
Merlin, sending them somewhere without magic would make them powerless, which
was for the protection of everyone else. The problem was, people without magic
knew how to live without magic. My brothers didn’t. 


Merlin took the pillow, so I sat up. Sven was arguing
with someone who did not look at all like Houda. “Who are you?” I asked. 


They both turned to me. “You didn’t let her stay last
night?” Sven asked. 


“I’m Houda. Oh, right. I have a disguise over me so
that people won’t recognize me when we leave. I forgot that I didn’t do it last
night.” 


Houda was still a woman, but that was where the
similarities ended. She now had dark brown hair and matching eyes. She was also
much shorter than me, slightly plump, and had sharper angles on her face. Her
raggedy tunic was a dull tan color and her dirt-covered pants were brown. In
her right hand, she held a very small, black, curved wand. 


“What are you arguing about?”


“Sven has a problem with magicians.”


“I don’t have a problem with magicians! I just don’t
trust women magicians. Women are inherently liars---” That was when Houda
slapped him and he fell very hard and with a very unmanly squeal of pain. 


“You may not have any sisters, but you should have
known better than to say that,” I said. Sven got to his feet with great
difficulty. I pulled the magic mirror out of my bag. “I wonder if this works
for a sorcerer,” I said, as an afterthought. 


“What is it?” Sven asked. 


“It’s the magic mirror I told you about. It’s not
easy to use, though, so---”


“I can do it!”


“No, you can’t. You don’t have a wand.”


“Can I use your wand?”


“I don’t have a wand either!”


“Oh, right. Can I use your staff?” He reached for it
without waiting for permission and before he even touched it, a spark of energy
jumped from it and shocked him. “Ow! That hurt!”


“If he’s a Sjau, then I’m not one,” Houda said.
“Seriously, could you have found a dumber sorcerer?”


I would have defended Sven, but I agreed with Houda.
The man made me look brilliant in comparison. Houda probably could have made it
to the castle without help, whereas I didn’t trust Sven to put his boots on
without someone there to make sure he didn’t hurt himself. 


“Maybe it will work with your magic,” I said to
Houda. “Like I said, I’m trying not to use magic.”


She rolled her eyes and took the mirror. “It’s a good
thing I never married a sorcerer; I’d hate to have to do everything all the
time.”


“You were nice yesterday.”


“I think you have enough niceness for the both of
us.”


“Keep pushing me and you’ll see a completely
different side of me. Point your staff at the mirror and tell it to show you
the location and names of the Sjau.”


“But what magic do I use? Just pointing my staff at
it doesn’t do anything.”


“Well, release your magic into it. The mirror will
use your magic to show you what you want to see.”


“That’s a lot like how elemental magic works.
Movement guides the magic and tells it what to do, as opposed to illusion
magic, which is controlled by the mind.”


“So magician magic isn’t all that different from
sorcery and wizardry. Can you show me how to do elemental magic? Merlin thinks
we might all be capable of more magic than we know.”


“It can’t hurt to try.” She pointed her staff at the
mirror. Nothing happened. 


“I’m hungry,” Sven said. “Do you have any clay?”


I sighed. “I’m trying not to use magic, remember?”


“Oh, right. So you don’t have any?”


“No. You’re going to have to wait until we leave.”


“But I’m hungry now.”


“Then go downstairs and get something to eat. And
don’t get arrested!”


He jumped up and ran out with excitement. It might
not have been a good idea to let him out on his own.


Houda tried repeatedly to make the mirror work
without any luck. “Tell her that she needs to stop forcing it,” Merlin
advised. “She does not believe what she is doing will work, and that is why
she is failing.”


“Merlin says to stop forcing it and trust that it’ll
work. Don’t give your magic any instruction. Just release it into the mirror
and tell the mirror what you want. Think of the mirror as a wand. In fact, put
the staff down and use the mirror instead. I don’t know if that’ll work, but it
might.”


She did as I said, closed her eyes, hesitated, and
said, “Show me where the Sjau are, with their names.” The mirror slowly changed
to show a map covering most of Caldaca, with fourteen dots. Three of them, of
course, were gathered together. I also saw Gideon with Evelyn and Mason back at
the castle without Koufax. 


The odd part was that Sotis Drsys and Kalyn Goldom
were together. “Maybe some of us are seers,” I said.


“It worked!” Houda said when she opened her eyes. 


“You did a good job explaining it to him,”
Merlin said. 


“I learned a few things about teaching from you.”
I pulled the list out of my pocket. “The next person on the list is Jeb Draumr,
so we need to find a ship to take us north.” 


“I look forward to dropping my disguise,” Houda said.


“Can you hold it in your sleep?”


“No, so I have to sleep alone.”


“But I already saw you without your disguise. You
can’t even sleep around us?”


“Not a chance.”


Okay, that was a little more suspicious.









Chapter 14


When
we went downstairs, Sven was not at the bar. In fact, no one had seen him all
morning. We spent a good portion of the morning searching before we found him
at the front door of the inn. “Where have you been?”


“I was in the outhouse. The wind blew the door closed
and I couldn’t get out.”


I wasn’t even surprised. Sven and Houda argued as we
left the kingdom and got on the main road to go northeast. Houda complained
about being hungry, tired, too hot, and too cold. She was obviously used to
being spoiled, but every time I opened my mouth to say something, Merlin would
interrupt me with a grumble of disapproval. 


“This is good practice for you if you ever plan to
settle down with someone,” Merlin said at one point. I decided not to
respond, since I had told him many times that no woman would be interested in
me because I was a nice sorcerer. 


By the time the sun was high in the sky, I was
looking for a place for Merlin and me to lose the bickering pair. When I asked
Merlin privately if we could send them to the castle without a golem guard, he
said that it would not be the wizard’s way. He also said we could do it anyway.
However, before I could tell them it was best for us to split up, Merlin and I
both realized Houda would probably abandon Sven in the woods. Surviving my
mother’s plan was going to take all of us working together.


If one of you is a seer, maybe they can help you
defeat your mother. 


I don’t want to hurt her. I just want to stop her
from hurting me.


A seer can help me stay ahead of her.


That’s true.


You can use Merlin’s special potion to remove her
magic 


Well, at least that wouldn’t hurt her.


“Ayden, whatever you are thinking, it is not you.”


“How do you know?”


“I can feel it. Should I tell you another story?”


I started to turn him down when I remembered I really
liked his stories and they usually made me feel better. “Yes, please.”


Before he could say anything else, he froze. “Something
is coming.”


I rolled my eyes. “There’s always something. What is
it? More ravens? Elves?”


“Worse. It smells like a rabbit.”


“Seriously? You worried me for nothing. I’m not
afraid of rabbits anymore. Sorcerers aren’t afraid of small---”


The rest of my statement was drowned out by Sven’s
scream of utter horror as he jumped behind me for protection. I looked forth
and shrieked as well, mildly less humiliating. Yes, it was a rabbit, but it was
also the size of a horse. When the black rabbit growled, I forgot about being afraid
and aimed my staff at it. 


My magic reacted on instinct alone and blasted the
monstrous creature with a bolt of lightning. The creature vanished, leaving
only confusion and a deep pain in my chest. “What in the world just happened?”


“Someone who knows you are afraid of rabbits sent
a monstrous one to force you to use magic. How is your chest?”


“It hurts. Probably worse than ever. It feels like
something is pressing against my heart and… squeezing it. It feels heavy.”


“You need to rest.”


“No, we’ll keep moving,” I argued. I actually wanted
to rest, but I couldn’t stop myself from arguing anyway. 


 “I will catch you a rabbit to eat and then tell
you a story. I have a really good one about the time I ended up being hung. Do
you want to hear it?”


“Absolutely!”


“I know you’re just talking to Merlin, but that is
really weird,” Houda said. 


“That was amazing!” Sven exclaimed with awe. “I had
no idea you were that powerful! Maybe we should go fight your mother. Surely
the three of us can handle her. She can’t be any scarier than that rabbit was.”



“Oh, that rabbit was nothing compared to my mother.
If the rabbit had eaten me, my last thought would be that I was glad it wasn’t
my mother who got me.”


We found a place to rest. Merlin ran off to get food,
Sven went to get firewood, and Houda went to get water. I didn’t like leaving
Sven to gather wood himself, but I was too irritable to deal with him and I
would have hurt his feelings if I was around him before Merlin could cheer me
up. 


I was trying to meditate, hoping that would hold back
the darkness until Merlin could return, when an explosion went off somewhere in
the forest. I ran towards it. Somehow I knew it was Sven. When I reached the
place I heard the explosion come from, Merlin was standing over Sven, who was
lying in a pile of wet sticks. “What’s going on?”


“He attacked me,” Merlin growled. 


“I was just trying to find some wood when your wolf
snuck up on me,” Sven said, nearly in tears. “I didn’t mean to shoot him, but I
didn’t have my wand and my magic went wrong.”


“You know our magic can explode if we don’t use
wands, Merlin, you saw it yourself.”


Although he didn’t stop growling, he stepped back. “I’m
watching him.”


“Well, now we both need cheering up. Let’s just get
back on the road.”


 


*          *          *


 


At nightfall, we found a place in the forest to sleep
that Merlin, Sven, and myself were very happy with. Houda acted like it was a
dung heap. “Well, you can go look for another castle while we sleep here,” I
said. 


With an exaggerated mope, she dropped her disguise.
Suddenly, she wasn’t so annoying anymore. Then she found a spot as far as
possible from us, which was behind some bushes. After dropping her bag and
staff, she came back to sit with us. “At least tell me one of you has a blanket
so I don’t have to sleep on the cold, hard ground.” 


I took off my robe and tossed it to her. “Use that.
It’s been on the ground a lot.” It wasn’t my Dracre robe anyway.


Houda blushed. “But that’s a really nice robe.”


“I’m fine,” I lied. All my clothes were made for the warmer
weather of Akadema, so I was already shivering from the cold. 


“That was very kind of you,” Merlin said. 


“I don’t think it was very smart, though.”


“Trust me; she needs it much more than you.” 


“How can you know that?”


“Wolves have a very keen sense of smell. I believe
I know why she was forced to leave the castle, and no, it is not my place to
say anything. Let her have her secrets and I will keep an eye on her in case
she has ulterior motives.”


“I’m a little suspicious that she has a staff.”



“Paranoia is a symptom of dark magic… and
dementia, but I doubt you have to deal with that at your age. Nevertheless, my
advice is to reserve judgment as much as possible, at least until we figure out
how to stop your magic from turning you into a full sorcerer.”


“Have either of you noticed anything weird with your
magic lately?” I asked.


Sven and Houda stopped arguing and turned to me.
“Weird? No,” Sven said.


“My magic hasn’t changed, but the kingdom’s sorcerer
and mage are both losing their magic. They’re keeping it a secret, of course.
Although I think the wizard is, too, I can’t tell and he won’t admit it.”


“Does the king employ one of every type of magic
user on Caldaca?” Merlin asked. 


I asked the question to Houda and she nodded. “Except
for elementalists. They’re too rare and too dangerous. It’s a good thing
everyone thinks I’m just a magician.”


“But you haven’t noticed anything odd with your magic
or… emotions?” 


Merlin winced.


Houda glared at me. “Are you calling me emotional?!” 


“Tread carefully, young sorcerer,” Merlin
said. 


“No. I’m asking if either of you have started feeling
any differently in the past month.”


Sven shook his head. “I haven’t. Why?”


Houda blushed. “Of course not!”


“Why are you so defensive?” Sven asked her. And they
started arguing again. 


I started to make a fire, but Merlin told me not to,
as it was too windy and dry, so he was worried it would get out of hand. I
tried to convince him that Houda could control it, but he insisted it wasn’t
worth the risk. Although I didn’t agree, I didn’t argue any further.


Fortunately, Houda had some food she’d taken from the
castle kitchen, which she reluctantly shared with us. She still ate more than
half of it by herself. Merlin finally told me his story, which did cheer me up,
but Sven and Houda were arguing the entire time.


I found a soft place on a bed of leaves and tried to
ignore them. After a while, Merlin growled loudly, which did the trick. Sven
and Houda fell silent. Merlin settled down beside me and his temperature went a
long way in chasing off the chill. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Thaddeus, take Ayden out into the forest and teach
him to hunt.”


I stood up. I was ten and wanted to be as far away
from my brothers as possible, but not enough to disobey my mother.


“Why me?!” Thaddeus whined. 


“Because Mikron taught you, Febarin taught him, and
so forth.”


“But there’s nothing to teach! You just aim the arrow
at an animal and release the string. Why not do what you did with Zeus and Bev?
Throw him in the woods and send a monster after him.”


Zeus and Bev smiled as they recalled the time when
they were younger. “Yeah, that was great,” Bev said. “We made our own weapons
and Mother said we couldn’t come home until we slayed the monster. That was way
better than just being shown how to hunt a little animal.”


“But Mother, you don’t have time to do that for
Ayden. Maybe Bev and I can do it,” Zeus volunteered. 


Thad grabbed my arm roughly and said, “Stop
questioning Mother’s orders.” He pulled me outside forcefully, ignored my
complaints, and only let me go when we were out of sight of the cabin. “You
need to make your own weapons, but I’ll let you use my bow today. If you break
it, I’ll break you.” His bow and a quiver of arrows appeared in his hand.


“Can you show me how to do that?”


“No. Some people put the arrows on their backs, some
strap them to their legs. You’re going to tie them to your leg.”


“Why?” 


“Because when Mikron sets them on fire, which he
will, they’re easier to get off your leg.”


“Oh.” I buckled the quiver around my leg.
Unfortunately, it was loose. Thad just sighed, knelt, and tightened the strap. 


“You’re going to get eaten if you don’t get bigger
very fast. Now, stand like this.” He mimicked the form I had seen him use
before. It was pretty easy when they showed me something instead of just
telling me, yet he seemed surprised that I could do it without help. “Don’t
hold the arrow. Don’t even put an arrow in yet. Pull back the string.” I did
and he adjusted my arms. “Have you got that?” he asked. 


I nodded. “Zeus has an arm guard. Do I need one?”


“Zeus made his. You can either make your own, steal
one, or go without. Today, you’re going without. Look at that.” He pointed out
a deer standing close enough to hit it with a rock. It was the perfect prey
animal to hunt, although it was fast and had a dangerous kick. He showed me how
to notch the arrow. I pulled the string back and aimed…


And I froze. 


“What are you waiting for? You can’t get a better
shot.”


“I don’t like that sound they make when they get
hurt.”


“You’re such a wizard.”


“I’m not a wizard, you’re a wizard!” I was
purposefully too loud. The deer took off.


“You’re so irritating. Don’t come home until you kill
something.” He turned and left. 


I sat down on the ground and sighed. “I didn’t want
to go home ever again anyway,” I lied. I let myself get lost in my own head.
After a while, a bird landed on a branch of the closest tree. It was a medium
sized, bright blue bird. I stood up and aimed the arrow at it. I knew I would
miss. There was no way I could ever succeed at anything the first time.


I released the string, the arrow flew, and the bird
fell. The bird made a very strange sound of pain and it felt like I was the one
who had been hit with the arrow. I stood there in disbelief for some time
before I went to the bird. I couldn’t make myself move quickly. 


He can’t be dead. I’d never killed anything
before, much to the disgust of my family. Real sorcerers were practically born
with blood on their hands. I sat down in the dirt and picked up the bird
gently. He was dying, but there was still a moment or two left. 


I realized then that I was crying. “I’m sorry,” I
said. “I didn’t mean to kill you. I had no reason to.” And that was the worst
part; I killed him for nothing. I killed a living creature just because I
could. 


“What are you doing?” Thaddeus asked. I wiped my
eyes, but I couldn’t stop crying as he walked around me to see what was in my
arms. “You did it! You hunted an animal. Mother is going to be so proud.”


I nodded, still cradling the bird. The bird was still
now. 


“Why are you crying over it?”


“Because I killed him and I didn’t want to.”


Thaddeus glared at me. “Tell me you’re joking.” When
I just cried harder, he grunted with irritation and sat across from me. “Listen
to me, you idiot, birds don’t live long.”


“They don’t?”


“He looks old, anyway. People eat other animals.
That’s normal. Do you think a bear cries when it eats a fish?” he asked. I
shook my head. “And why is that?” 


“Because bears are strong.”


“That’s right. And sorcerers are strong. You get
strong by eating other animals. When you eat a strong animal, like a bear, you
take that animal’s strength. That bear’s spirit lives on through you. If you
really think about it, you’re giving the animal new life by eating it.”


“Really?”


“As long as you don’t waste anything. If you waste
any part of the animal, then you killed it for nothing. So, we’ll go home, show
Mother, and then I’ll teach you how to utilize all parts of a bird.”


I expected to wake at that point. Instead, I was
suddenly in another dream— Merlin’s childhood. In this dream, Merlin and Vinr
were hunting deer. Merlin set some kind of strange claw trap for the deer and
then Vinr ran her into the trap. When they returned to Merlin’s cabin, a
massive man was waiting for them. I knew from Merlin’s mind that it was
Caedmon. 


“I thought you were hunting boar,” the huge man said,
frowning at the deer with disapproval.


“We were, but then we saw the deer and thought it
would be better. What’s wrong?”


“This is a bad time of season to be hunting deer,
especially does. She probably has a newborn fawn that will die without her.”


Merlin gaped. “I didn’t think of that.”


“Obviously. While there is nothing wrong with hunting
our food, you need to consider how you impact the ecosystem here. She may or
may not have a fawn, but if you hunt too many deer in the wrong season, you
will be harming others you didn’t mean to. Like Cennuth taught you in magic,
everything you do, no matter how small, has a ripple effect.”


 


*          *          *


 


For the first time in my life, I was awoken by wind.
The heavy breeze from the previous night had turned into an all-out storm, and
a bad one at that. Merlin had my bag in his teeth to keep it from flying away.
My staff was trapped between a tree root and a large rock, so I yanked it free.
Of course, I was barely able to stand with the high wind, so the staff was
probably safer on the ground. 


“I told you we should have stayed in an inn!” Houda
said, having to shout to be heard over the wind. 


“Make it stop!”


“It’s not that easy! I have to be able to stand and
be still!” 


At that moment, lightning lit the sky and thunder
roared. “We will have bigger problems than a tornado if it does not start
raining soon,” Merlin warned. 


“Where’s Sven?”


“His robe blew away and he is chasing it down.”


Lightning struck a tree right in front of us, causing
it to fall… right over Houda. She was focused on her magic and unaware of the
threat and I didn’t have time to think. I raised my staff and focused my magic
on stopping that tree. Red energy burst from me, struck the tree, and
disintegrated it into ash. I gaped, horrified, until the sudden pain in my
chest nearly dropped me to my knees. I couldn’t breathe for a moment. 


Then lightning struck something else close, just out
of my line of sight. I knew instantly that the orange light that suddenly lit
the trees was fire, and things were about to get worse. “You need to do
something quick!”


“I’m trying!” Houda insisted. She was making a motion
with her hand over and over again, frantically, but it obviously wasn’t doing
anything. “This storm was caused by magic!”


“Could this be your mother’s doing?” Merlin
asked. 


“She could create a storm with sorcery, but not
control it. It’s like how a sorcerer can create fire but not control it
afterwards.” The pain in my chest was finally starting to fade, although
that wasn’t going to do any good if we burned to death. The wind whipped
around, drawing the fire closer at a disastrous speed. “What do we do?”


“Houda is doing the best she can. Help her.” 


“Can I help?” I asked. 


She continued making the same motion over and over.
“Can you create a magic ward around me?”


“It won’t stop anything but the magic.”


“Do it.”


I did. I created my best ward around her, ignoring
the pain that returned to my chest. I relaxed my muscles and cleared my mind,
which was really hard to do in the middle of a storm. I imagined my magic
spilling out of me, through the staff, and into her to form a bubble around
her. Magic that struck it would bounce off. Although I couldn’t see it, I could
feel it. Inside, the wind slowed. She made the same motion a few more times
before changing it up. As she did, I felt magic building in it. Outside the
ward, the wind was no less violent. 


The fire was now so close I could feel the heat of
it, but I couldn’t leave Houda to deal with it herself. I wanted to, but I knew
that was wrong. That wasn’t me. Houda was relying on me to help her. “I think
we should run,” I said. 


“Not yet. If I stop, I’ll have to start all over.”


I was starting to panic. The fire was moments away
from engulfing the ward and the magic inside was strong enough to cause an
explosion. “Now?”


“Wait.” The fire touched the ward. “Now!” I dropped
the ward and her magic exploded outward, extinguishing the flames and wind and
leaving behind a spooky stillness. Houda sighed with exhaustion. “I haven’t had
to do anything like that before. Thank you for helping me instead of running
away.”


“Well, we’re all pretty lucky you’re an elementalist.
We need to find---”


“Wow, that was a nasty storm,” Sven said, approaching
us from the south. He most likely hadn’t even seen the fire. 


“Did you find your robe?” 


“Yes, and this,” he said, holding up my robe and
tossing it to me. 


“Thank you.” I dusted it off and put it on. “I think
we should…” My bag started shaking and whistling. “Now what?” I reached into it
and was startled to find the source of the noise and movement was the magic
mirror. I pulled it out, but the surface was just a mirror. “Hello?” I asked
the mirror. It continued whistling, so I tapped the surface. “Hello?”


It suddenly changed to show Mason at Livia’s castle,
looking down into the table mirror. “Finally. I was beginning to worry that you
didn’t know how to answer a mirror,” he said.


“How to what?”


“Never mind. Gideon is back with Evelyn. I warned
Koufax, but he refused to leave his home. Aside from being a hundred and twenty
five and set in his ways, the old mage is an ally of the Rynorm family. On the
off chance he would be angering your father, he couldn’t risk a war between
their families by getting involved. I’m pretty sure there was much more to the
story, but we didn’t have time to discuss it. Also, Fluffy is apparently too
afraid to go to you with the sorcerer around, and Magnus can’t send a golem without
her there, so you’re going to have to bring Sven and Houda to the castle
yourself.”


I sighed. “Houda refused to travel with a golem
anyway. What about Jeb, though?”


“Gideon will warn Jeb Draumr and I’ll g warn Mist
Renuka,” Mason suggested. “Meanwhile, my family is making sure no sorcerer can
get into the castle. Once we all get back to the castle, we can decide the best
way to warn Sotis Drsys and Kalyn Goldom.”


“That sounds like a good plan. What do you think,
Merlin?”


He nodded. “I have not had any dreams suggesting
otherwise and it decreases the risk of Houda and Sven getting injured by your
mother’s tricks. Besides, Houda really should be somewhere more comfortable.”


“You sound like you fancy her.”


“I am sympathetic to her plight.”


“Excuse me, but, is there, by any chance, a
well-known mage between here and Magnus’s castle?” Houda asked. 


“Not that I know of. Are you sick?”


“No, just curious.” Her smile was definitely forced.
“I’ll be back in a moment.” She disappeared. 


“Is she okay? Should I transport to you?”


“No. She said she was just curious. Besides, it’s
better to keep the transporting around me to a minimum because there are ravens
following me.”


“Spies?”


“I think so.”


“For your mother?” 


“Probably,” I said to Mason. Privately, I told Merlin
my doubts. “Or… maybe Houda is behind it. She has a huge secret, she
found us early, she insisted on coming with us, and she could have easily been
controlling that wind storm.”


“You really believe it is more likely that Houda
is behind this than your mother?”


I shrugged.









Chapter 15


Since
we were returning to the castle, we needed to go south. The complete waste of
time and work traveling northeast put me in an extremely foul mood. I tried to
focus on the positive and keep my mouth shut, but it wasn’t easy, especially
with Houda and Sven.


Houda replaced her disguise and resumed complaining
about most things, from her feet hurting to being thirsty. She drank all the
water I had before mid-morning, so we were all thirsty. 


Since Houda and Sven bickered the entire time, Merlin
had to tell me all kinds of sweet and humorous adventures to counteract the
anger that was trying to consume me again. They weren’t arguing about anything
important; they argued about everything from the weather to whether sorcery or
magicians were better. It reminded me a lot of my brothers. 


When Houda said that it was a good thing dragons were
extinct, I joined the argument. Sven and I both talked about how dragons were
the reason people came together in communities and they protected people from
others. Of course, I made up some stuff, but I felt invested in the argument. 


Then I realized that Houda was really getting upset
and figured it was probably because it was two against one, so I stopped. It was
one thing to argue for the fun of it. Arguing just to upset someone was
crossing the line. 


She has been nothing but a problem. Nobody moves
as slow or complains as much. She must be another spy for your mother. Maybe
she isn’t really even Houda.


I was able to shake the dark thoughts quickly, but
letting go of the doubt was a lot harder to do.


As soon as the sun started getting low in the sky,
Houda insisted we stop at the next town we came to and buy some food. I wanted
to refuse, but Merlin agreed with her. Soon, we found another village. “Wait, I
don’t like this,” Sven said as he stopped cold. He pointed to a sign on the
side of the road that was half-covered by trees.


 


Welcome to Certainty


 


And underneath that was another sign.  


 


Dead End


 


The buildings in the city were all brightly colored
and matched the flowers blooming everywhere. There was a large, iron gate with
white flowers all over it. Strangely, the gate had clearly never been closed
before… and it wasn’t attached to a wall. It was just there. 


“This place looks nice,” Houda said.


“I don’t want to stay here,” Sven argued. “Ayden,
you’re a sorcerer; you agree with me, right? A sorcerer would never voluntarily
walk into a place like that.”


I blushed, for my wand created displays of magic even
prettier than that and I still thought little bats were adorable. “After
wasting many years struggling to be something I’m not, I decided it doesn’t
matter. It’s nobody’s business if a sorcerer likes flowers or a wizard wants to
keep serpents as pets. Most people don’t understand that because they’re taught
that everyone has a place and their magic is supposed to dictate who they are.
I met pirates who accepted me as a nice sorcerer and a few days ago, those same
pirates accepted me as a curse breaker. We don’t have to be what we’re told to
be. As Sjau, we’re even less bound by those stereotypes.”


“I like knowing what to expect from someone, like a
sorcerer, warrior, or mage,” Houda said.


“But I don’t want to be conniving and cruel like my
mother just because you think I should be.”


“You can be a sorcerer without being like her,” Sven
said.


“I can also like tiny bats and shriek when a ghost
pops out of the ground because I’m not just a sorcerer. I have light and dark
magic. I’m not going to let everyone else tell me what I can and can’t do, what
I am and am not, who I am and who I’m not. I’m Ayden Dracre. I love dragons and
books, I was born a sorcerer with white magic, a centuries-old wizard from
another world teaches me, and I am a curse breaker.”


“Sorcerers don’t break curses. That’s a wizard’s
thing.”


“And I can do it better than wizards because I have
both wizardry and sorcery. I’m still learning, but it’s something I’m naturally
good at and enjoy doing.” 


“I am very glad you have come so far in accepting
yourself, but I think now is not the time to discuss it,” Merlin said.


“Let’s go.” We walked through the gate and into the
small town. There were people coming and going, children playing and working,
and animals roaming free. Everything was excessively colorful. It wasn’t a
wealthy town, as the buildings were a mixture of cabins, huts, and tents.
Running through the city was a crystal-clear brook filled with colorful fish
and surrounded by flowers. 


“I am starting to get an eerie feeling from this
place,” Merlin said. “In fact, I am pretty sure this is how most
nightmares begin.”


“Where’s the magician?” Sven asked.


Only then did I realize I didn’t hear Houda
complaining. We had to backtrack to find her leaning against a building,
huffing and puffing in exhaustion and apparently pain. “Are you hurt?”


She shook her head and gave me her fake smile, which
wasn’t nearly as pleasant with her disguise up. “I’m fine, just tired.” 


“Maybe we should get back on the road.”


“No! I don’t want to be… on the road or in the forest
right now. Can’t you just transport us to the castle?”


“You know I can’t do it right now.”


“Fine. Sven can do it.”


We all turned to see Sven picking his teeth with a
stick he found on the ground. “He doesn’t have a wand.”


“Let him use yours.” 


“Gross. No way. However, if you really insist, we
might be able to find him a wand.”


“That is a lot to ask of someone with the mental
capacity of a turnip,” Merlin argued. 


“But Princess Secret here insists.”


“If you’re going to talk about me, at least have the
decency to do it behind my back,” the magician said angrily. She let go of the
building and we continued our search for an inn and a wand. 


The magic shop was easy to identify by the sign in
front of it, but I was a little surprised. “What is a ‘discount otherworld
magic shop’?” I asked. 


“I have never heard of such a thing, but I have a
bad feeling about this. ‘Discount’ and ‘magic’ should never be together.”


“Houda, watch Sven. I don’t think he should come in
here.”


She mumbled something, but I ignored her. Merlin and
I entered the shop and saw three of the walls lined with bookshelves and the
fourth lined with a long counter. Since the proprietor wasn’t anywhere to be
seen, I looked over some of the objects on the walls. 


The first thing I picked up was a very strange
weapon. “What is this?”


“A compound bow. Although they work a little
differently than the bows you have seen, they are not magical.”


There was a little piece of paper hanging on the bow.
“Magically enhanced to always hit its target…” I read.


“Therein lies the magic.”


“… two out of three times,” I continued.


“And therein lies the discount.”


I picked up a rubber chicken and read the note on it.
“Exploding rubber chickens. Throw it like a grenade. Only one out of ten will
just turn into a chicken dinner. What’s a grenade?”


“Put it down very carefully.”


I did and then picked up a candle. “Clap-on candles
and torches. Clap your hands and say on or off.” I set it down and clapped my
hands. “On.” A dozen candles and five torches suddenly lit. Afraid of causing a
major fire, I clapped my hands again. “Off.” 


They didn’t turn off, so I took off my robe and
flapped it at the fire. Once I got them out, I picked up the candle and read
the second part of the note. “Off function not working, please blow out with
wind.”


“We should not be here. No good will come of this.”


“You worry too much. Maybe the proprietor will have
something that can help us.”


“Are you talking about me?” a man asked, appearing
behind the door. He was tall and very thin with a pasty face and oily black
hair. He looked like either a necromancer or a vampire. 


“That depends. Who are you?”


“Who am I? Well, I’m me. I know who I am. Who are
you?”


“I’m Ayden.”


“Nice to meet you, Ardon.”


“Ayden.”


“No, I’m Skevol.”


“I wasn’t asking your name. My name is Ayden.”


“I thought you said your name was Ardon.”


“No, I didn’t.”


“Then Ardon is your nickname?”


“No. It’s Ayden.”


“Ayden is your nickname?”


“I haven’t got a nickname. My name is Ayden.”


“Then why did you tell me it was Ardon?”


“Are you the proprietor or not?”


“Well, that depends.”


“On what?” 


“On who you’re asking.”


I groaned. “I need a wand for my friend and a spell
for myself.” 


“Well, you came to the right place! Probably.” 


“Um… great… I’m hiding from my mother.” 


“Why?” 


“Because she wants to kill me.” 


“Are you sure?” 


“Of course I’m sure! You’re making me mad now!”


“You should do something about that temper. Is that
why you want to kill your mother?”


“I don’t want to kill her! She wants to kill me!”


“Would you make up your mind?”


“Just give me something so that my powerful sorceress
mother can’t find me!”


“Okay, okay, calm down. I have the solution right
here. But first, you have to guess my name.” He grinned widely.


“What?!”


“That’s the deal. I don’t want money, you just have
to guess my first name and I’ll give you something to protect you against your
mother.”


“He already told you his name,” Merlin pointed
out.


“You said that Skevol is your name.”


“That’s my family name. If you want it, you have to
guess my first name, but if you guess wrong, I get your first born son.”


“What?! You’re insane!” 


“Ayden!” Merlin admonished. 


Just as I realized my horrible mistake, the man’s
face fell. “That’s correct. Why does everyone keep guessing that my name is
Insane? I should definitely change it. Here.” He gave me a large black ball
that had a symbol on one end and a blank circle on the other. “Just ask a
question and shake it up and it will tell you the future.”


“Really?! That could definitely come in handy.”


Merlin groaned. “It is a worthless toy. I have
seen those before.”


“Oh.” That was unfortunate. “Can I trade it for a
wand for my friend?”


“No, but I’ll make a deal with you for the wand.” He
pulled a plain stick out from under the counter and held it up. 


“That’s not a wand.”


“Oh, yes it is. This is a magnificent wand.”


“How is it magnificent?” I was out a wand myself, but
Sven really needed it more than me.


“It can stop anyone around you from lying when you
hold it out.”


“Well, that is pretty impressive.”


“How is it defective?” Merlin asked. 


I asked the proprietor why it was discounted. “Well,
it has a faulty part. It can’t harm anyone.”


That might be a problem for Sven. “It won’t do
sorcery of any kind?”


“Oh, it’ll do sorcery just fine. It just won’t hurt a
person or animal.”


“Then that sounds fine. He doesn’t want to hurt
anyone anyway. How much?”


“I don’t want money; I want to make a deal. All you
have to do is guess what’s in my pocket.” 


“A magic ring,” Merlin said. 


“But if you fail, I get your---”


“A magic ring,” I interrupted. 


Once again, the proprietor’s face fell. “How did you
know?”


“It is always a magic ring.”


“A lucky guess,” I said, taking the wand from him.
“Thanks for the discounts.” As Merlin and I walked out, I asked, “How did you
really know there was a ring in his pocket?” 


“Like I said before; my powers of prediction are
returning, at least to a certain extent.”


Not to my surprise, Houda and Sven were arguing when
we reached them. When I gave Sven his wand, he was so overjoyed that he hugged
me. I decided not to tell him the two quirks, just in case it made him want to
hug me again. Instead, I played with my magic ball. 


“What is my mother’s plan?” I asked.


“You must ask it a yes or no question,” Merlin
said. 


“Oh. Is my mother going to kill me?” I shook it up
and an answer came up. And your little wolf, too. I frowned. “Well, that
doesn’t make any sense. Does she know where I am right now?” My sources say
yes. “Can I stop her?” I don’t know. Ask again later. “What, after
I’m dead?” Yes. 


I tried to strangle the ball, getting looks from both
Houda and Sven. Merlin seemed unbothered. “I told you they were faulty,”
he said.


I stopped trying to squish the ball and was surprised
when another answer came up. That’s not true. Feeling a little shaken
myself, I slipped the ball into my bag, then asked the closest person where the
tavern or inn was. The old lady told us to turn right at the end of the street
and go down that street, where we would find a tavern with several rooms
available. On the way, everyone smiled and waved to us. When we passed close to
them, they gave us a pleasant greeting, thanked us for visiting their city, and
asked us if they could help. 


The tavern was very, very clean. Even the floor
seemed to shine. All of the tables were brilliant colors and carved with style,
and the walls were a sunny shade of rose-red. Every seat was filled with men and
women. They all had cups, but no plates or food. When we stepped in, every
single person turned as one and waved to us. I shuddered and Sven hid behind
me. 


The man behind the bar was huge, though not the
biggest man I had ever seen. His red hair, mustache, and beard were shaggy and
speckled with food and right in the middle of his head was a bald spot. 


“This is going to be fun,” Merlin said
sarcastically. 


“Excuse me, I was wondering if you had a room
available?”


“Well, you’ve come to the right place! Probably. You
can ask me!”


Houda gaped, Merlin groaned, and Sven laughed…
awkwardly. 


“Okay… do you have a room available?” I asked. 


“Two rooms,” Houda interjected. “I’m not sharing with
Sven.”


“Well, now, that’s two very different questions. Are
you sure you know why you’re here? Are you prepared to hear the answer?”


I turned to Houda. “Are you sure we can’t sleep in
the---”


“I am sleeping in a room, even if I have to take it
from someone,” she growled with her teeth clenched. 


I looked at Merlin and he nodded. “Um… do you have
two rooms available?”


“We have plenty of rooms!” the man said brightly.
Then he glanced at Houda and his smile faltered. It obviously made her
uncomfortable because she wrapped her robe tighter around her body. “And there
is a mage right down the street if you need her. Her name is Rose, and she’s
just fantastic.”


Houda blushed and nodded. “Thank you.”


He handed her a key. “First door on the right.” He
handed me another key. “First door on the left. I’ll send in some dinner as
soon as you’re settled.”


“Oh, what is it?” I asked, hoping it was some kind of
meat.


“Dinner is food that you eat in the evening, usually
the last meal of the day. You put a small portion of it in your mouth, chew,
and swallow. You need to eat food at least once a day, but dinner is your last
meal of the day.”


Sven laughed again and it sounded a little
hysterical. Chills ran down my spine. 


“Also, in case you need it, there is a bathhouse
right across from us. Just make sure you are in your room with the doors locked
by dark.”


“Why?”


He smiled so hard my cheeks hurt. “It’s just safer to
be inside after dark.”


“What about money?”


“Oh, don’t worry about it. We just want you to be
comfortable. There is plenty of room. In fact, there are homes available if you
want to stay longer.”


“That won’t be necessary.” 


“Well, it’s an option if you change your mind. Your
rooms are just through that door,” he said, pointing to the door on the north
wall. 


We went through it and found a long hallway.
Obviously, the tavern used magic to make it larger on the inside. It was a
convenient way to save space in crowded cities, but not a cheap one. Houda
opened her door and I could see the room inside.


It was ridiculously lavish. The bed was covered in
soft-looking white blankets, soft furs covered the wooden floor, and the
furniture looked like it was crafted for a castle. In fact, it was nicer than
the rooms at Magnus’s castle. There was a wardrobe, a foot chest, and a table,
all with rosewood and silver accents. On the table was a fancy candelabrum. 


Sven, Merlin, and I then went to the other room,
which was completely identical. “This is a little odd.”


“Whatever you do, do not eat or drink anything
they give you. This place has the makings of a very frightening cult.”


“What does that mean?”


“Just trust me. If I was not worried about Houda
having complications, we would already be as far away from here as we could
get. I have severe reservations about sleeping here.”


“What is he saying?” Sven asked. 


“That we shouldn’t eat or drink anything they give
us.”


“I’m glad. I didn’t want to say anything, but that
man was really creepy. I’m going to go warn Houda not to eat the food, and then
I’m going to look for that bathhouse.”


“Are you sure you can find it?”


“Everyone is so nice; I’m sure they’ll help me.”


“Okay, just don’t blow anything up.”


“The man said not to be out after dark,”
Merlin warned. I relayed his warning. 


Sven laughed. “I’m not afraid of the dark. There is
nothing lurking in the night that there isn’t in the day.”


“Except for vampires, but I see your point. Just
don’t argue with Houda.”


“I’m too tired to argue. Besides, I only argue with
her to keep her mind off the castle.” He left before I could ask him what he
meant.


“The castle?” I asked Merlin.


“I believe he is referring to what she left behind.”


“What did she leave behind?”


He frowned at me like I was joking, and when I didn’t
say anything, he sighed. “You really have not spent a lot of time with
women, have you?”


“My mother’s a woman… but no, I avoided her as much
as possible.”


“Houda is leaving behind someone she loves. You
did not hear her crying herself to sleep last night?”


“No. Still, that’s a huge assumption. Besides, why
was she in such a hurry to leave if there was someone she loved?” 


“Just because you love someone, does not mean they
love you back. It might be that the one she loves is married, does not care for
her, or simply cannot return her feelings.”


“Oh. That’s bad. Still, it’s only been two days. She
can’t miss him that bad.” 


“Hours are like days to lovers parted. I am
going for a walk,” Merlin said. He was going to go howl at the moons. 


A moment later, I was alone and I couldn’t shake the
feeling it was my fault. I practiced the language lessons that Merlin taught
me.


 


*          *          *


 


“Ayden, wake up.” 


I opened my eyes and realized I had fallen asleep on
the floor with my head in my book. “How was your howl?”


“Peaceful, unfulfilling, and somewhat lonely. Back
when the curse was first inflicted on me, you were watching Nimue receive the
syrus. I was discovering the implications of the curse.”


“What do you mean?”


“I always felt like Vinr was more connected to
nature than other creatures. What I discovered on that night is that wolves are
more like the embodiment of nature. Maybe all creatures can feel the presence
of the moon, or maybe they each represent a different divinity. Either way, I
felt like the moon was protecting me.”


“So, when you howl to the moons, it’s because you
feel unsafe?”


“The moons of Caldaca are foreign to me.
Nevertheless, I howl because I hope that Nimue can somehow hear me through the
moon’s power. There is very little about love that makes sense. It is the most
wonderful, exhilarating, and sometimes painful force in the universe. It can
make a man as strong and brave as a god or as weak and timid as a mouse. I can
teach you magic, wisdom, mathematics, and language, but I cannot explain what
it feels like to love.”


“I love… reading. And I read books about people who
love.” 


“And to some degree, you experience life through
those books. On some worlds, books are mass produced and everyone can read. On
other worlds, only the few can read and only the most precious books are
written. One form of literature that survives on all worlds is poetry. The most
joyous and the most agonizing poems are both about love, and you cannot truly
appreciate either unless you have experienced love itself.”


I put my book away, got in bed, and faced the wall.
“I get it. You love Nimue.”


“Does my lecture about love make you uncomfortable?”



“I don’t know. Usually, when you talk, I like to
listen as much as I can pay attention. Now I just feel…” 


“It is the curse.” 


“In that case, I’m sorry.”


“You have nothing to be sorry for. However, that
is not the reason I woke you. Houda is not in her room.”


“Maybe she’s out in the bathhouse with Sven.”


“I checked. She was not there, either.”


“Well, let’s worry about it in the morning.” 


“They could have been attacked. Time is of the
essence.”


“Did you feel the presence of terrible, dark magic?”


“No. However, I was quite far away.”


“If my mother was here, we would know.” As I drifted
off to sleep, I could have sworn I’d heard someone knocking, but it must have
been the wind, because Merlin clearly hadn’t heard it. 


 


*          *          *


 


I saw a very blurry image of my mother stirring
something in her cauldron. This time, I was in Merlin’s mind, but I wasn’t
seeing through his eyes. Two people approached my mother; a young woman with
dark hair and a middle-aged man who was too thin. I didn’t think I recognized
either of them, but it was way too blurry to be sure. 


“Kalyn, did you succeed?” my mother asked. 


“Of course. Ayden reacted to the giant rabbit exactly
as I suspected.”


“Excellent. Sotis, what about you?”


“My task was not so easy. It turns out the dead are
naturally repelled from elementalists, so a zombie army is useless against
Ayden as long as he is with his friends.”


“Then separate them. We need him alive.”









Chapter 16


I
woke to the sensation of being watched. Merlin was asleep on Sven’s bed while a
raven perched upon the nightstand, staring intently at Merlin. “Merlin?” I
whispered. The wolf didn’t stir. “What do you want? Why do you keep following
us?”


He perched, and stared, and nothing more.


Then the stillness was broken as the raven suddenly
cawed loudly. I was certain it would wake Merlin, yet even then, he didn’t
move. When I reached for my staff, the raven cawed again, startling me. My hand
jerked and the staff clattered to the ground. This time, Merlin woke… and the
raven vanished in a puff of black smoke. 


“Is something wrong?”


“No,” I lied. I was more bothered by the raven
vanishing than I was about it being in the room in the first place. “Did you
have a dream of Sotic and Kalyn teaming up against us?”


“Yes.”


“Was it real?”


“Yes. It has either happened already or it will
soon.”


“Let’s go find Houda and Sven.” Merlin agreed readily
and we went to Houda’s room. Her bed was made and everything looked in order,
but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. The darkness told me
to ignore it and move on, but I knew I couldn’t listen to that. “Should I use
my magic to search the room or save it?”


 “I hate to risk it. My nose is not very helpful
right now, as the entire room smells like Houda and Sven. Save your magic for
now and we will return if we find no other clues.”


We returned to the tavern’s main room to find it
completely deserted. The colorful furniture and cheerful décor was also gone.
There were still tables, but they were brown. “What happened?”


“I suspect we do not really want to know.” 


Outside, the changes were even stranger; all the
flowers had withered and shrunk into thorny vines, the babbling brook had
turned blood-red, and there wasn’t a single person in sight. Even the stores
were closed down. 


Part of me acknowledged that this was creepy, but the
darkness didn’t care. “Maybe something completely unrelated to my mother got
them.”


“Perhaps.”


We returned to our room to grab my stuff and a candle.
When we left the room and opened the door to the tavern, I gaped. The room that
had been empty just a moment before was now filled with people… all dressed in
white. 


And they were all smiling at us.


“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice the only sound
in the room. 


A young woman with puffy blond hair and bright red
lips stepped forth. “Welcome! We’re celebrating. Won’t you join us?”


“What are you celebrating?” 


“You, of course!”


“Why?”


“Well, we were planning on celebrating your friends
as well, but they’re already gone.”


“Where did they go?”


“So many questions. Sit, relax, and have some
dinner.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me into the crowd, where more hands
forced me towards the table. Merlin growled, but the sound turned to shock as
she stroked his head lovingly. “Oh, you behave now. You’re invited as well, but
we only celebrate magic users like your wizard master, here.”


Merlin bared his fangs once more in protest and
followed me closely. I was forcefully sat at a table piled high with bread, soups,
vegetables, potatoes, fruits, and sweets. “Oh! I get it. You like to throw
parties, don’t you? And I bet you don’t get enough visitors to keep it
exciting.”


The blond woman tapped my nose, something not even my
brothers would dare to do, especially since I was known to bite on occasion.
“Precisely!” she said excitedly. 


I shivered. 


“Well, I really need to find my friends.”


“There will be plenty of time to look for your
friends later. Eat up. You’re skin and bones.” 


“Do not eat anything,” Merlin warned. 


“What do I say? I don’t want to offend them.”


“Tell them you are dieting.”


“Sorry… I can’t eat anything because I’m dieting.”


The woman didn’t bat an eye. Instead, she pushed a
plate of broccoli at me. “Even better. We have all the broccoli you can eat.”


Several people licked their lips and other people
were gazing at the plate like they hadn’t eaten in a month. “I can’t eat after
dark. You know… wizards and their— I mean our traditions. I think it
should be shared among all of the residents.” 


“Nonsense. We can’t eat food.”


“You can’t? What do you…” and then I glanced around
and saw what I had missed before. 


Fangs.


Lots and lots of sharp fangs were peeking out from
between their lips. 


“Oh, no. You’re all vampires!”


“Of course we are. Now eat.”


“But you don’t look like vampires.”


“That’s not very nice to say.”


“Sorry. But if you’re vampires, why do you want me to
eat broccoli? If it’s my last meal, don’t I get to choose what I eat? Why can’t
I have steak?” Every vampire simultaneously gagged.


“Steak?! Yuck! Why would you want steak? That’s so
bad for you! Don’t you know meat is murder? Your body is meant to live
on a plant-based diet.” She rolled her eyes. “Otherwise there wouldn’t be so
many proteins that aren’t meat!”


I gasped with shock and hope. “You mean… you’re a
vegetarian?”


“Of course! We are all vegetarian vampires!”


Merlin made a sound I couldn’t really identify. 


“Oh, thank goodness. I’m so relieved! I thought you
were going to eat me.”


They all laughed. The blond laughed so hard tears
rolled down her cheeks. “Eat you! That’s hilarious! Of course we’re going to
eat you! Why else would you be here?”


I was so not laughing. “But you just said you were a
vegetarian.” 


She stopped laughing and rolled her eyes again as if
I was the biggest idiot on Caldaca. I wondered for a moment if I switched
places with Sven. “We’re vegetarian vampires. Obviously, that means we
only eat vegetarians.”


“That’s not what that means at all. Merlin, tell them
that’s not what it means.”


“I am just relieved they do not sparkle in
sunlight.”


“That’s another thing! I saw you all in the sunlight.
How did you not burn?”


“That’s a funny story,” one of the vampires said. 


“Should we tell him before or after we eat him?”
another vampire asked. 


“Wait! You can’t eat me; I’m not a vegetarian.”


“Of course you’re a vegetarian.”


“No, I’m most definitely not, nor have I ever been, a
vegetarian. I love meat. I eat it all the time. People say I’m a freak because
I eat so much meat. Believe me, you don’t want my blood. I’m the most
carnivorous meat-eater you’ve ever met. I eat meat on top of meat with a side
of meat, dipped in meat sauce, and sometimes I even have second helpings of
meat.”


“That is overkill,” Merlin warned me.


“Really?” the blond asked. Suddenly, the vampires
didn’t look to sure of drinking my blood. “You should be a vegetarian. You have
no idea how bad meat is for you.”


I was able to move enough to stand and back away
slowly. I gave her my best laugh of agreement, which actually came out as a
nervous, almost hysterical chuckle. “Well, it’s my guilty pleasure, but if I
ever change my mind, I’ll be sure to come back.”


“Oh, please do,” one of the vampires said. 


“What about the wolf? Is he a vegetarian?” another
vampire asked. 


Merlin snarled. “Hold out your arm and we shall
find out.”


“Wait. I thought wizards were all vegetarians,” the
blond said. 


I almost groaned; I had forgotten to hide my face and
hair. “No, that’s a complete myth.” Merlin growled as they started surrounding
us again. Apparently, they would swallow all the lies, but they weren’t going
to take the truth. After all, I knew Magnus ate meat… sometimes. “But before I
go,” I said quickly, trying to distract them. “Weren’t you going to explain why
you can go out in sunlight?”


The blond shrugged. “We might as well. Our entire
town is under a curse.”


“This is the problem with a society that is built
on magic,” Merlin said unhelpfully. 


“What kind of curse?”


“By day, we’re people. By night, we’re vampires.”


“Okay, that makes sense.” It also explained why they
didn’t look like vampires. 


“On what planet?” Merlin asked. 


“Um… on this one.” 


“Now that we’ve told you the story, it’s time to eat
you.”


“But I told you I wasn’t a vegetarian.”


“That’s a lie. We all know wizards are vegetarians.”


“Okay… but I’m not a wizard, either. I’m a sorcerer.”
Once again, they laughed. “No, seriously, I’m just… under a disguise.”


“You aren’t the brightest little wizard, are you?”
the blond asked. “Vampires can see through all disguises, like we saw through
your girlfriend’s disguise.”


“Girlfriend? Houda? Gross.” 


“Sorcerers and princes…” Merlin muttered. 


“I look like a wizard, but I’m not. I’ll prove it!” I
held up my staff. Distraction. 


Magic poured out of me, I felt a sharp sting in my
chest, and screams echoed off the walls as every vampire’s pants fell. “You
have got to stop letting your staff decide what spell to use,” Merlin said
as we both took off running for the door. We made it outside of town without
having to stop, but by then I was completely out of breath. 


I leaned against a tree and tried to get my breathing
under control. The pain in my lungs was actually worse than the sting in my
chest. “Okay, we’ll rest for a few minutes and then figure out how to find
Houda and Sven. Do you think the vampires got them?”


“No.”


If only Houda had dropped something in her room,
we could have used it to track her. “Maybe Mason can transport himself to
one of them. He saw Houda in the mirror.” 


“Using the mirror requires magic on your part.”


I sighed. “Fine. What else do you suggest?”


“I believe something went wrong, but it is just as
likely that Houda decided to return to her kingdom and Sven went with her.”


“If she wanted to get out of there so much in the
first place, why go back without even saying anything to us?”


“Love is complicated.”


While we headed north towards Houda’s kingdom, Merlin
told me more stories about the trouble that he and Gmork got into. 


 


*          *          *


 


By the time the sun was high in the sky, I knew
Merlin’s stories were no longer working. I was so irritable I didn’t want to listen.
I told this to Merlin as politely as I could. 


“I can try to distract you from your problems, but
ultimately, you must decide to overcome your sullen mood.”


I groaned. “I’m trying. I’m tired of walking. Why did
Kirin have to run off?”


“Perhaps he is not as tolerant as me.”


“I’m going to use the mirror.” Before I could pull it
out, Merlin’s ears perked. 


“Something is coming.”


The darkness grew even stronger as I groaned with
frustration. There was no point at all in trying to keep a good mood. “There’s
always something coming! And it’s never good. Why can’t we go a day without
getting attacked, or followed by ravens, or threatened by my mother, or---”


“Ayden, we should run.”


“No. I’m tired of running. I’ll kill it with magic.”


“You have already used too much magic. Darkness is
easier to give in to than it is to resist.”


I wanted to argue, but I also didn’t. I knew it was
the curse or whatever that was making me into a sorcerer. Everyone told me I
was stubborn, but I wasn’t difficult like this before. I sometimes argued with
Merlin when I thought I was right. This time, however, I didn’t think I was
right; I was arguing for the sake of arguing. My brothers truly believed that
the person who was right was the one yelling the loudest. 


And that was what I was doing. I was fighting the
only one who had my best interests at heart. Anyone else would have told me to
give in to the sorcery and use it to defeat my enemies. Merlin knew I didn’t
want to be like my brothers.


“I don’t know how to fight it.”


“You cannot run from it.”


“I’m talking about whatever is coming our way.
Without using magic, I’m really not good at fighting.”


“Oh. That, we can run from.” Merlin took off
into the woods and I followed, hoping he knew the right direction. 


“It sure would help to have a unicorn right now!” I
yelled as we ran. Merlin was purposefully keeping his pace slow so that I
didn’t fall too far behind. If I wasn’t there to slow him down, he could easily
outrun most monsters. 


Several times, I heard movement right behind me as the
creature crushed sticks and snapped branches in its path. It wasn’t until I
heard the hissing that I knew we were in serious trouble; it was the giant
snake that had attacked Sven.


I didn’t see what made Merlin stop until I tripped
over a root and rolled past him. When I looked up, my stomach rebelled. We were
in front of a creepy old cabin and all the trees around it were dead. This was
a warning I recognized as easily as the fairy circle. 


We were in a sorcerer’s territory. 


And then something hit me in the back of the head and
everything was dark. 


 


*          *          *


 


The first thing I heard when I woke was a very
pleasant voice singing. Oddly enough, I recognized the song, despite the fact
that it was in a language I was unfamiliar with and I didn’t remember ever
hearing it before. I opened my eyes.


I was in a small, dark cabin. On the north wall was a
fireplace with a large stewpot over the crackling flames. To the right of the
fireplace was a small bed. Rows of shelves lined the wall to the left of the
fireplace, which were full of potions, potion ingredients, strange tools, and
some grimoires. Along the east wall were items hanging from the wall and a
small window with old, stained shutters. 


The door was on the south wall. I was chained up on
the west wall with my staff leaning against the wall just out of reach and my
bag on the floor. In the middle of the room was a large, sturdy table. Lying
chained up on top of it was Merlin. The only other person in the room was a
woman facing the fireplace. I could see her long, curly, messy black hair and
that she was wearing an old, faded, gray robe with strands hanging from her
wrists. Her voice was a lot more pleasant than her appearance.


I thought Merlin was asleep until the woman turned
away from the fire with a pair of pliers and a steel hook. She came across as
old from behind, but her face was smooth and lively. “You are being so good,”
the woman said soothingly when her song ended. “I just need a few teeth and
then we can move on to claws.”


I realized then that there was blood around Merlin’s
muzzle. “Stop! Merlin is my wolf! You can’t have his teeth!”


The woman glared at me and stroked Merlin’s ear, as
if she was trying to comfort him. He winced with pain. “You stay out of this.”


“Get away from him!”


She set down her tools. “If you didn’t want me to use
him to replenish my potion supplies, you shouldn’t have brought him to me. You
know how many potions require the teeth, claws, and blood of a wolf,” she said.


“How would I know that?”


“Because you’re a sorcerer.”


“How do you know I’m a sorcerer?”


She approached me and I winced when she stroked my
shoulder gently. “I can smell the Dracre blood in you. This is not the Dracre’s
robe, though. Are you a runaway?”


“You know my family?”


“Of course I do! I am a Dracre as well.”


Oh, no. This isn’t going to be good. “What’s
your name?” I knew very little about my mother’s sisters and even less about
their families, so I didn’t know if my mother was really the cruelest of the
Dracre family, as she often bragged. There was only one person my mother looked
up to. 


“My name is Rocana Dracre.” 


I groaned and my stomach churned. Rocana was the only
one of my aunts my mother ever spoke of specifically. Although Rocana was
already living on her own by the time Ilvera Dracre was born, she was the only
person who had ever defeated Morina Dracre. She was my mother’s oldest sister.


“Who are you?” she asked.


“Ayden Dracre.”


“I haven’t heard of you.”


“I’m not surprised. I’m not exactly my mother’s
favorite.”


“Maybe not, but you can still be useful to me. Who is
your mother?”


I opened my mouth to tell her the truth, wondering
how long she would torture me before killing me. The child of Ilvera would be a
trophy kill for anyone in the Dracre family. Of course, most Dracres were the
enemy of the other Dracres from what my mother told me. Still, it wasn’t like I
could lie. “Livia Dracre,” I lied.


Her thin lips twisted into a sinister grin, yet for
some reason, I felt less worried. “This is perfect,” she said. “I’ve
been waiting many years for this opportunity.” She went over to the fireplace
and got down a small chest. When she opened it, I heard the hissing of a snake.
“I have a job for you, Precious.” She reached into the box and pulled out a
long, thick, black snake, which wrapped around her arm. She wasn’t holding it
by its head and it wasn’t biting her. 


I should have told her the truth. 


“Go to my youngest sister and tell her that I have
her son. If she ever wants to see her son again, she will give me what I want.”
She looked at me and frowned. “Are you her only child? Do I need to send an ear
or something so she knows which of her sons I have?”


“No! No, I don’t have any brothers.”


She shrugged and the snake vanished. “Why did you
come here, anyway? Did you come to assassinate me?” 


“We weren’t looking for you. Also, Livia wouldn’t
send anyone to assassinate someone. We just happened to… land here.” 


“Nonsense. Nobody wanders into a sorceress’s
territory on accident.”


“It was an accident, though.” She picked up the hook.
“Don’t hurt him.”


She laughed. “He’s just a wolf.”


I opened my hand for my staff and focused my energy. 


“Stop,” Merlin insisted. “It is not worth
your safety. I have suffered worse injuries.”


“We don’t know what she’ll do when Livia says she
doesn’t have a son.”


That was when the snake appeared, wrapped around
Rocana’s shoulder. In its mouth was the last thing I had ever expected to see—
a doll. “Finally!” Rocana screeched, dropping the hook and grabbing the doll.
Despite being overjoyed, she was gentle and cradled it like a baby. The doll
was very old, with dirty black hair and Dracre-burgundy eyes. 


“What is that?”


“My son,” she said before kissing the doll’s
forehead.


“She’s insane,” I said privately to Merlin.


“Not without just cause. That doll’s hair is real.
The doll is modeled after a real baby.”


I knew what that meant, and I felt miserable for
Rocana. “What was his name?” 


“Jamie. I left my parents and sisters to move to the
north after I married Hacan. We were very happy. That is, until my mother found
out I had a baby with Hacan. She thought I would realize he was beneath me and
kill him before I had a child with him. For me to besmirch our bloodline with a
man such as Hacan instead of the man she picked out for me was unforgivable.
She killed them both and made it so that I couldn’t have children.”


“That’s horrible. That’s worse than anything my
mother has ever done to me.”


“When my younger sister, Lidyra, tried to choose a
husband our mother didn’t approve of, she came to me for help. I refused, so
Lidyra tried to run away with the man she loved, but our mother caught her. I
killed my mother so that my sisters could have their own lives.”


More than ever, I knew something was wrong with me,
because part of me wanted to go and fight my own mother, and the other part wanted
to comfort Rocana. “Let us go,” I said. She frowned, unsure. “Livia did as you
asked.”


She nodded. “I will let you go on one condition.”


“You’re not keeping Merlin.”


“I make the rules!” she shouted, her face twisting
with anger. She sounded so much like my mother then that I flinched. Her face
filled with surprise and she took a deep breath, visibly calming herself. “Stay
for dinner, and I will let you go.”


“What?”


“Stay for---”


“Why?”


“I have not had a visitor for a very long time and
you remind me of my son.”


“How do I remind you of your son? I have blond hair
and blue eyes.”


“Ayden, just agree with her so she will let us go.”


“Fine. We’ll stay for dinner. Please let us go.”


She picked up the staff that had been leaning against
the fireplace and waved it at me. The chains glowed red for a moment before
opening up and falling off me. She did the same to free Merlin. I grabbed my
staff. 


Merlin struggled to get off the table and favored his
right forepaw. “Think before you act, young sorcerer,” Merlin cautioned,
obviously knowing my plan. 


“She’s insane and wanted to tear out your body
parts.”


“Be the change you want to see in the world.”


“Why did Livia take your doll?”


“She didn’t. Ilvera stole it and Livia took it from
her, but she refused to give it to me. All because I threatened her.”


“Yes, that’s totally unreasonable. So, who’s— I mean
what’s for dinner?”


“Raven stew.”


“Ravens?”


“I hate ravens. Ilvera uses them as spies. I hate
Ilvera, too. That little brat has been a thorn in my side since she was born.
Mother loved her most because she was so vicious. Then Livia was born with so
much more power. Mother worked hard to make Livia cruel. Eventually, my
youngest sister became like two different people. Around my mother, she was a
furious cobra; beautiful, vengeful, and deadly. Around anyone else, she was
patient, loving, and forgiving. Ilvera hated Livia’s blond hair and blue eyes,
but Mother thought it was the perfect disguise.”


Rocana took the pot off the fire and set it on the
table. After that, she got three bowls and three spoons off the shelf. She
seemed to take great delight in setting the table and filling the bowls. I sat
down and Merlin gingerly climbed into one of the chairs. “What did she do to
you before I woke up?” I asked. 


“She filled a vial with my blood. If she wanted
to, she could cause me great harm with blood magic.”


“If I defeated her, I would definitely have enough
power to break your curse.”


“I do not want it broken at the expense of anyone
else. It is my burden to bear. If we find a way to break it without sacrificing
you or anyone else, then I will be grateful to have my magic back. Furthermore,
if you were acting yourself, you would be appalled at the idea of killing her
and stealing her power.”


“I am… not… I know I should be. I
just really want to defeat my mother so I can stop worrying about her appearing
right in front of me and killing me. The weird part is that I’m not afraid of
fighting her, I just want it over.”


“It is undoubtedly part of the curse.”


“You did say you would accept me however I wanted
to be.”


“As long as you are being true to yourself, I will
always support you. However, this is not you, and we will get rid of it. Honestly,
I am just worried about your wellbeing.”


“I know.” I had to trust Merlin. “Rocana, can
you see if I have a curse on me? I think my moth— I mean Ilvera, put a curse on
me.”


“If she put a curse on you, you might as well not
even bother trying to break it. She wasn’t the most powerful of my sisters, but
she was the most conniving. Even our mother could not control her. She was
always plotting something and no matter what, we all fell into her traps
flawlessly.”


“She told me you lost your baby because you crossed a
fairy circle.” 


“She lied.” Still cradling the doll like a baby, she
prepared three bowls of stew and sat down. “Eat,” she insisted. 


Merlin sniffed it tentatively. “Is it safe?” I
asked. 


“Yes.” He started eating, so I tried it. 


Surprisingly, it tasted good. “So, do you know
anything about Ilvera’s children?”


“Only that if I ever get my hands on one, they would
be my next stew.”


“Oh… that’s… understandable. If she was such a
problem for you, why haven’t you ever gone to kill her yourself? You’re her
older sister, so I bet you could.”


“When we were young, it was because of my mother.
Afterwards, it was because of her husband.”


“Kille Rynorm? You know of him?”


She laughed. “Know of him? Everyone in the family
knows of him. He’s the Dracre legend and he’s not even a Dracre. Nobody in
their right mind would cross that man. In fact he’s the reason I use a snake as
my familiar; it terrifies all my sisters.”


“What do snakes have to do with my fath— I mean
Kille?”


“Ilvera always loved ravens and learned to conjure them,
but they couldn’t do much more than spy on people. Kille himself would conjure
snakes. Usually, they were massive black cobras with enough venom to wipe out
the entire population. If anyone bothered him enough, he would simply send a
snake after them. The entire family lives in fear of angering him.”


And we had already been attacked by a giant snake
twice. “Are you sure there aren’t other sorcerers who conjure snakes?”


“It takes a lot of power to conjure a creature.
Ilvera has amazing skill to conjure multiple ravens, but that’s much easier to
do than conjure one large raven. Any other sorcerer would use multiple little
snakes. Creating one monstrous cobra is pretty much impossible for anyone else.
No one is dumb enough to threaten his wife.”


“But didn’t you say you would cook his children?”


“I doubt a man like him cares what happens to his
spawn.”


“I think we may be in more trouble than we thought,”
I told Merlin.









Chapter 17


After a strangely pleasant meal, we left. I was
barely out the door when a fist-sized bat landed on Merlin’s head. Merlin
growled, but the bat just held out his leg. Tied to his tiny foot was a small
scroll. As soon as I untied the note, the bat flew off. 


“You have bat carriers?”


“How else would we get messages back and forth without
magic? I’m pretty sure that was a same-day rush bat, because it looked pretty
fancy. It’s so expensive, though.” I unrolled the note. Although the penmanship
was pretty bad, I could read it. 


 


 


 


Ayden,


 


Houda
is in league with Ilvera. She attacked me when I went to warn her about the
food. I managed to escape, only to be trapped again by Houda while I was trying
to find you. I’m tied up in Certainty and they’re going to kill me at sunset.


 


 


 


“If Sven is such an idiot, how can he write? I
was under the impression that he couldn’t even read,” Merlin said. 


“Never mind that. We’ll never make it back by
sunset.”


“I can. I will run there and save him.”


“We don’t know what traps there might be.”


“That is precisely what I was thinking. How was he
able to write a letter if he is restrained? Why would Houda have tied
him up?”


“I don’t think that’s what’s most important right
now. Sven has no reason to betray me.”


“He could be trying to steal your power.”


“He’s not smart enough for that and he’s too nice. We
have to try to save him, and we need magic to do it. I can transport us there.
If you don’t want to come, you can wait here for us.”


“This could be a trick from your mother.”


“It’s not my mother’s handwriting.” Of course, she
could fake it with magic, but telling him that would not help my argument. 


“You should not---”


I didn’t let him finish his sentence. I raised my
staff in front of me and focused on the vampire town. Energy poured out of me
easily, into my wand, and wrapped around me. Pain stabbed at my chest, but I
didn’t stop. Before Merlin could argue, I was already gone. I opened my eyes
and found myself standing in Certainty. 


Although the town appeared to be cheerful and
colorful again, I felt something murky about it. The illusion had been
shattered. Also, my chest was hurting pretty badly, which irritated me. I put
my hood and mask on and started searching for Sven.


I first went to the tavern to see if there was a note
stating that it was closed for the execution, but there was none. The tavern
was open, so I entered and found the same exact townspeople in the same exact
seats as the day before. It was even the same man behind the bar. Once again,
every person in the room turned at once, smiled, and waved. 


I pushed aside the icky sensation and approached the
bar. 


“I knew you would be back! Can I get you some
broccoli?” 


“No. I’m never eating broccoli again.” 


“Are you feeling down? Maybe you should visit our
mage, who’s right down the street. Her name is Rose, and she’s just fantastic.
Maybe she can help you with your hair.” 


“My hair?” I pulled the mirror out of my bag and
groaned impatiently. My hair was very dark blond with streaks of black and my
eyes were such dark blue they almost looked purple. “It’s getting worse.”


“What is?” the tavern keeper asked. 


“Nothing,” I said, putting the mirror away. “That man
who came here with me yesterday is back. Where is he?”


“Are you sure he’s back?”


“Yes.”


“Then isn’t he here?”


“Don’t give me that. Just tell me where Sven is. I’m
holding onto my patience with a thread and you’re wearing that thread thin. I’m
very close to being the sorcerer of your nightmares. Just tell me where he is.”


“I’m afraid I don’t know anything helpful.”


“Tell me something!”


“Okay… all I know is that he’s in a cave at the
eastern edge of town.”


“That’s what I wanted to know!”


“Oh. Are you sure?”


“Yes!” 


“Then you don’t want to know that he’s being guarded
by a huge monster?”


I growled. “I wanted to know that, too.”


“So… do you want to know that our vegetables are in
there and we can’t get to them until---”


“No! I don’t want to know about your vegetables.”


He frowned. “Well, that’s not very nice.”


I rolled my eyes and left. The cave was not hard to
find on account of the monster guarding it. This beast had the body of a black
dragon with three heads— a wolf head, a serpent head, and a… fish head. 


“What are you supposed to be?” I asked the creature.


The wolf head growled, the serpent head hissed, and
the fish head… blew bubbles. 


“Maybe you should go back to the water. I’m going to
get around you now, so step aside.” It didn’t. “Seriously, I’m a sorcerer and
I’m not backing down.” Once again, they growled, hissed, and blew bubbles, so I
aimed my staff at it. “Attack.”


Magic tore out of me, through the staff, and into the
beast like lightning. The pain in my chest felt more like a heavy pressure, but
it was nothing compared to the magic inside me, which felt like it was boiling
over. The staff was made for this and for the first time, my magic wanted
to attack. 


It struck the creature and caused the fish head to
screech in pain. I didn’t know fish could screech, but whatever. Other than
that, the monster was unaffected, so I tried again. This time, it didn’t even
hurt the creature a little. The snake head struck and I barely managed to avoid
it. Once again, I aimed my staff at it, only for the magic to miss altogether.
I decided to take Merlin’s advice instead of using impulse magic. I focused my
magic to turn the creature into stone. Unfortunately, the magic bounced off its
scales and struck a nearby tree, turning it to stone.


I considered calling my monkey monster, but decided
he wasn’t strong enough. Instead, I had another idea. I focused on the desire
to protect as I held out my staff like a weapon. Magic poured out of me and
created a storm cloud. I had only done this once and I wasn’t even sure how I
did it then. The crystal began glowing blue with power instead of red and
seemed to take over my magic. 


My energy started building inside me without my
control. It poured from me, into the staff, out into the cloud, back into the
staff, and back into me. 


“Ayden, no! This is a trick! You
must not use any more magic!” Merlin warned, running towards me. Although
it was only moments before sunset, I was amazed at his speed.


“It doesn’t matter anymore. The more magic I use, the
stronger I get, and the better I’m going to be able to defeat my mother.”


“You are wasting your energy! That creature
is an illusion!”


I scoffed. “It doesn’t look like an illusion.”


When the snake head attacked again, I dived out of
the way. Merlin, on the other hand, met it halfway and… passed right through
it. The monster vanished. 


I just stared in shock for a moment. “I’m sorry,
Merlin. I should have believed you.”


“Yes, you should have. Those, however, are real,”
he said. I turned to look behind me, where two dozen zombies were stumbling
slowly towards us. I aimed my staff. “No,” Merlin said. “Save your
energy and run.”


“Sven is in that cave and he needs our help.”


“You may be unwilling to help him if you use much
more magic.”


“No. Sven is a sorcerer. Rocana was even somewhat
nice. Even if the anger does take over and I do kill my mother, I can still
help my friends.” We backed up against the wall of the cliff as the zombies
grew ever closer.


“As a sorcerer, yes, but you have no idea what
power can do to a person. Not just power, but arrogance. It was arrogance that
killed my mother.”


“What? You said your mother died waiting for you.”


“I lied. It was my fault she was killed. I was
arrogant and I trusted my power over Cennuth’s wisdom.” 


I shook my head. I didn’t know what he was trying to
tell me. The one thing I knew for certain about Merlin was that I could trust
him because he never lied to me. There wasn’t enough time to think. I pointed
the staff at the zombies and imagined them collapsing. “Deyja.” Nothing
happened. My magic didn’t know how to do Merlin’s magic. “Go away!” I shouted.
Even my staff didn’t know how to interpret that. Zombies surrounded us now, a
mere moment from devouring us. 


I felt the bond between Merlin and me suddenly become
stronger than it ever had before, almost painfully so. I felt my fingers
tighten around my staff as if I was in one of Merlin’s dreams— as if I couldn’t
control my own body. One thought filled my mind. It was not a thought I recognized
or could put a name to… until it burst out of my mouth. “Réna!”


Every drop of magic inside me responded instantly and
shot through the staff. It wasn’t like a bolt of lightning or fire, but an
invisible wave that crashed over the small army before me. Every zombie froze
for just a moment before crumbling into dust.


I dropped to my knees, covered in sweat, panting, and
wondering what happened. Except I knew what happened, I just didn’t want to
believe it. Merlin had used magic through me. “Did you know you could do that
when I released you from the syrus?” I asked, still trying to catch my breath. 


“No, of course not. I did not mean to do it just
then.”


That sounded rational, but I wasn’t in the mood for
rational. Merlin lied to me, and then he used me. 


Now that he knows he can do it, he’ll do it again.



No, he won’t. Merlin’s my friend. He cares about
me.


A friend wouldn’t lie to you.


He had to have a good reason.


He wanted your power. He got tired of being
powerless and decided to take yours.


“We need to go before---” Merlin started. 


I cut him off, standing. “No, you need to go. I won’t
have my mother controlling me and I won’t have you doing it, either.”


“I have never tried to control you.”


“You always try to control me! You keep secrets you
don’t think I should know, you constantly tell me what to do, and now you’re
using my magic!”


“This is the curse making you---”


“Oh, yeah, blame it on the curse. You said being kind
doesn’t mean being a pushover. Maybe you were lying then, too. Tell me your
mother’s death is the only lie you told me.”


He hesitated. “I cannot.”


“Tell me you’ll never use my magic again.” Tell me
I’ll never have to feel out of control of my own body again. Tell me my
magic will never be used against me.


“I did not intend to do it, so I cannot say for
certain that I would never accidentally do it again.”


“Then I can’t trust you.”


“You do not mean that.”


“Go away! Don’t ever come back or I’ll protect myself
against you!” I almost always read Merlin’s face as easily as if it was one of my
brothers’, so I had to look away when I saw the hurt on his. It was so much
like the pain I felt in myself. I felt like I had a stomachache… all over my
body. Maybe this was because I had used so much more magic than I had ever used
before, or maybe it was because I was telling the only person who cared about
me to leave. 


And maybe it was because Merlin was my best friend. I
liked Magnus, Kisha, Livia, and the pirates. Even the Sjau were pretty special
to me because we shared something unique. But when I needed advice or just
company, it was Merlin I went to. He always knew how to encourage me when I was
feeling down or discourage me if I was getting ahead of myself. He knew how to
make me learn something I wasn’t interested in. He even knew when I was
particularly enjoying a book I was reading. 


And now I’ll return to the castle without him.
When everything settles down and the Sjau leave, it’ll just be me alone.


Well, Magnus would be there, but he wasn’t Merlin. 


By the time I was able to pull myself from the murky
sludge of my miserable thoughts, Merlin was gone.


I walked into the cave, only to find one living being
who most definitely was not Sven. It was a very large, very scary, and very
angry looking bear. I aimed my staff at it and focused my mind… but my magic
didn’t even stir. I was too worn out to do magic. I needed food and rest. 


“Please do something,” I whispered to the staff. 


It ignored me.


The bear, however, did not; it rushed at me. I ran,
tripped, and rolled out of the cave, but somehow managed to avoid being
shredded by its claws. That was, until I came to a stop and the bear caught up
with me. He swiped at me with his paw and his claws dug deep into my stomach.
Before he could take another swing, Sven appeared, pushing the bear off me. 


“Sven! You’re okay.”


He ignored me. “What do you think you’re doing trying
to kill him?!” he demanded of the bear. The bear roared at him. 


“He’s going to---” I stopped talking when he slapped
the bear in the face. 


“Change back.”


To my shock, the bear started shrinking and its hair
receded until there was a beautiful, young woman standing there. She was about
my height and age with long, dark red, curly hair and eyes the color of honey.
She wore a well-fitted, brown leather vest, a white undershirt, a ruffled black
skirt that was shorter in the front and longer in the back, and boots. 


I almost forgot she was a bear who tried to spill my
guts across the grass. 


“What do you think you were doing?” Sven asked her.
His normally lighthearted tone was gone. I opened my mouth to warn him when he
spoke again. “Ilvera wants him alive. That means not dead!” he knocked on her
head, causing her to blush deeply with shame. 


“I don’t care what she wants. If I can kill Ayden,
I’ll take his power and be stronger than Ilvera.” Despite the redness on her
cheeks, her voice was strong. I felt… very weird about that, but mostly I was
just confused. 


And betrayed. I was definitely betrayed. “So, you
were on my mother’s side this entire time?” I asked. 


He finally turned to me and smirked. “No sorcerer is
as dumb as I pretended to be… except for you, of course. Even your wolf knew I
was faking it.” The woman tried to wrap her arm around his, but he smacked it away.
“I really thought I was going too far, but you wanted someone to be like you so
much that you were willing to believe anything.”


“I thought we had something in common.”


He laughed. “That’s hilarious. Not to hurt your girly
feelings or anything, but your brothers should have slapped some sense into you
when you were little.”


“Did your brothers beat you a lot?”


“They beat me enough. That’s why I’m strong, whereas
you’re standing there, bleeding out into the grass with your magic drained.” He
pulled the wand I gave him from his pocket. “And what’s really funny is that I
tried so hard to get your wolf out of the way, when I only had to wait for you
to do it yourself.”


“What did you do to Houda?”


“When I found out her secret, I took her to Ilvera.”


“Why are you working for her?”


“With not for. I don’t work for
anyone.” 


When he reached out his arm to point his wand at me,
I saw the barest hint of a tattoo on the inside of his wrist. “You’re an
assassin!” 


He looked somewhat impressed. “You’re not as dumb as
I thought. How did you guess?”


“The tattoo on your wrist. I’ve met an assassin from
a guild and she had a tattoo just like that.” Of course, I couldn’t see it
clearly, so I couldn’t be sure. 


He laughed. “Nice catch. Too bad you didn’t figure it
out before you chased off your wolf.”


“You said my mother wanted me alive. You can’t kill
me.”


“No. All I have to do is transport you to your
mother, now that you’re finally ready.” He paused, and I thought maybe there
was a chance he would change his mind. Then he grinned. “Of course, there’s
nothing to say I can’t mess you up a little first. You don’t need your arms and
legs for what your mother has in mind.”


“Why would you do that? I never did anything to hurt
you.”


He shrugged. “Because it’s fun, and I have a lot of
pent up anger. I’m either going to beat you or Kalyn,” he said, pointing to the
woman. “But it’s a terrible waste of time beating a woman; they never listen
and they never learn. Would you rather me beat her or you?” he grinned. “Tell
me you would prefer I hit her, and I won’t hurt you.” He grabbed her arm
roughly and she flinched. 


She was my enemy, not to mention a stranger, and she
attacked me. But she looked afraid. “Let her go.”


He rolled his eyes with a sigh of exasperation. “He’s
not ready,” he said, letting her go. He then pointed his new wand at me. When
the tip flashed red and made a fart sound, he glared at it. “What’s wrong with
it?! I’ve used it before.”


“It can’t hurt anyone,” I said. My heart sank into my
stomach. I hadn’t meant to say that; it compelled me to tell the truth. 


“What did you say?!”


“It can’t hurt anyone!” I repeated, the words being
forced from my mouth.


“Why not?”


“It’s defective. It can’t hurt anyone, but it can
make them tell the truth.”


His eyes widened. “Now, that’s interesting. How do I
make someone tell the truth with it?”


“Just hold it out like you’re doing now.”


“And you can’t lie?”


“No, I can’t.” I tried. I really, really tried.


His grin was back, crueler than ever. “Have you ever
kissed a girl?”


“No.”


He laughed. “This is going to be fun.” He put it away
in one of the pockets of his robe and pulled out another wand. This wand was
black with silver sigils etched into it. “But I believe I promised you some
roughing up first.” 


I tried to get out of the way in time, which wasn’t
easy when I was covered in my own blood. I ended up falling and then I felt
nothing but agonizing pain. Sometime later, I was able to see again. Sven and
Kalyn were facing away and discussing something. My hearing wasn’t working
enough to make out what they were saying. 


With every muscle in pain, I somehow crawled across
the grass and found a hiding spot behind a large boulder. That was all my body
could take. As I lay unmoving, I heard them discover I was missing. I hoped
they wouldn’t look behind the wall, because there wasn’t much I could do about
it if they did. 


When a raven landed on my bleeding chest and started
cawing for their attention, I knew there was no hope left. 


And I let the darkness take over. 


 


*          *          *


 


That should have been the end of it. My body was
completely depleted of energy and magic. I had nothing left in me to keep me
fighting. Nothing but darkness. 


I watched what happened next as if it was a dream I
had no control over. I saw myself standing again, and I saw myself use my staff
to attack. I saw Sven and Kalyn on the ground in the same pain Sven had caused
me. I heard myself taunt them with words that weren’t mine.


I was completely detached from myself, as if I had
been pushed out of my own body and forced to watch my body be used as a puppet.
At one point, I transformed my staff into a sword and fought them. 


It wasn’t a dream; it was a nightmare. I was all my
brothers in one. 


Then, when they had no fight left in them, I heard
myself say, “You don’t need to take me to my mother. I’m going to take care of
her once and for all.”


And then I saw someone I never expected to see again,
and due to my surprise, I couldn’t react in time when he pointed his wand at
me. I collapsed, still not in control of myself, still not able to ask Thaddeus
why he was there.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke without pain or anger. Mostly, I was just
confused. It took me a while to realize where I was. The bed, like the room,
was very fancy, but my mind wouldn’t focus on anything. All I noticed was that
my staff was in the corner across the room. After a while, I realized I was in
Livia’s castle, and as I came to that conclusion, the second to last person I
wanted to see walked in.


I reached out and my staff shot across the room to my
hand. Thaddeus’s eyes widened with shock, but I was just surprised I didn’t
feel stabbing pain in my chest. “Stay back,” I warned, though I wasn’t sure
what I would actually do if he attacked. I absolutely didn’t want to go insane
again. The feeling of having no control whatsoever over my body was not worth
having all the magic I could ever want.


Thaddeus raised his hands in surrender. “I’m not here
to fight,” he said quickly. My mind focused a little better and I saw that my
brother looked very different from when I last saw him. His hair was
shoulder-length, his clothes were on the raggedy side, and he was thinner. He
also wasn’t wearing his Dracre robe.


“Did Mother send you to finish me off?”


“Mother doesn’t know where I am.”


“I find that doubtful.”


“It’s true.” He pulled up his sleeves to display
dozens of charms and intricate looking tattoos. “These shield me from
detection. It won’t help if she sees me in person or through her spies, but
according to the seers I’ve talked to, she thinks you vanquished me along with
our brothers.”


“She thinks I killed them?”


“Actually, she thinks you locked us in some kind of
prison. She’s not going after us, though, because… well…”


“If you fail her, you’re better off dead. I know.” I
laid my staff beside me so he put his hands down. “So, you’re not here to get
back into her good graces?”


“She doesn’t have good graces. I spent my entire life
trying to be her perfect son, trying to impress our brothers, trying to be the
opposite of you. Now that I don’t have anyone to impress, I’m finally
discovering that I’m a real person. I have interests and talents that I never
had before. I would rather be imprisoned with our brothers than go back to
Mother.”


“I didn’t imprison them. I sent them to a world
without magic so that they couldn’t hurt anyone.”


He laughed. “That is so very much like you.”


“But you’re still a sorcerer.”


“Of course. I’m happy to be a sorcerer. I have no
interest in changing who I am anymore, especially since I’m just now figuring
out what that is. I’m also happy not to be famous like you, curse breaker.”


“You know about that?”


“I think a lot of people do, but I might have been
paying a little extra attention to news from Mokora because you’re my brother.
Of course, so has Mother.”


“Great. Do you have any extra bracelets?”


“It wouldn’t work; she has her eye on you already. Do
you remember what happened in Certainty?”


“I remember getting scared and yelling at Merlin. I
was horrible to him. Then Kalyn cut me open, Sven revealed that he was working
for Mother, and I lost control completely.”


“You don’t remember me saving your life, then?” He
looked so disappointed. 


“You saved my life? Why?”


He shrugged. “You saved mine. You were about to go
and face Mother alone and you would have died, so I stopped you, because you
saved me from being in Mother’s control forever. Besides, you weren’t far from
where I live and work now. I sensed you when you passed through town and I
decided to follow you just in case you needed help.”


“You work? I figured you would hide out in the woods
if you didn’t go back to Mother.”


“I tried hiding out in the forest, but it got way too
boring. I found a nice place I figured Mother would never run into and started
my own shop. I sell animals as companions. I go by Kian so that rumors don’t
get back to Mother, though. What?” he asked when my eyes widened dramatically.


“That is an awesome job. I saw your shop. Is it very
successful?”


He shrugged. “Compared to selling potions and curses?
No, not even close. However, it’s a lot more fun and I make a living on it. I
still make the occasional curse or potion, or play a cruel prank on some of my
neighbors, but it’s usually just practice to keep my skills up. Sometimes
someone tries to con me or start a fight, so I have to show them that I haven’t
been declawed. I wish we had time to talk, but we really don’t. Do you know why
you lost control? Do you remember what you did afterwards?”


“Some of it. I’ve been getting angry and saying
things I didn’t mean a lot lately. According to Merlin, it got worse every time
I used magic. We think it was a curse to make me into a sorcerer.”


He nodded. “That’s exactly what it is. Well, almost.
It makes you a truly ruthless sorcerer, and we’re pretty sure Mother put it on
you. We just can’t figure out how or when.”


“But I’m okay now. Did someone break it?”


“Mason tried. He says it’s the worst curse he’s ever
seen and he thinks that it’s bonded with your magic. He’s afraid to even try to
remove it. His family and Livia agree that it’s too dangerous. None of them
know how to break curses as well as you.”


“Then I can break it myself.”


“That’s even more impossible. As we speak, the curse
is getting stronger. Livia put a spell on you to mask it for a while, but it is
a huge strain on her. She’s doing it so that I can explain to you why we have
to put you under a sleep curse.”


“What?! I don’t believe you! You’re trying to trick
me so you can take me to Mother!”


“Ayden, I’m not trying to trick you! If you’re
asleep, we can control the curse. We’ll keep looking for a way to break it. We’ll
kill Mother if we have to. Then you can wake up.”


I grabbed my staff and stood, not caring that there
was a bandage wrapped around my bare chest. There wasn’t any pain, so I figured
it was fine… well, except for the blood seeping through.


“I’ll kill Mother myself, and then the curse will be
broken.”


“You can’t face her. By the time you reach her, the
curse will be in complete control again and she could steal all of your magic!”


“Not if I steal her magic first.”


“That’s the curse taking control! My little brother
would never say that.”


“If you’re too afraid to face her, I don’t mind. I’m
not going to run from her anymore.”


“She wants you to go to her. Be reasonable, Ayden.”


What would Merlin tell me to do?


Who cares? He left you. 


Because I told him to.


I was considering it, starting to doubt my
intentions, when I pushed him out of my way. I hadn’t meant to do it; I was out
of control again. The shock of hurting my brother pushed the darkness away just
enough for me to lean down and check his head, which had hit the wall. “I’m
sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt you!”


He reached up, touched my head, and too late I
realized what he was doing. I passed out.


















Part 2


 


 


Merlin











Chapter 18


Cennuth taught me magic, Caedmon taught me wisdom,
and Brynjar taught me literacy. Morality was left up to me. I learned about the
balance of nature and magic and how dark magic always came back on the person
who inflicted it. Although the universe was not concerned about justice, magic
was. 


I was not a purely good man; I had done my share of
dark magic. It was never worth it knowing I made the world a darker place. I
helped people I chose to help and fought people I chose to fight. I had enemies
and allies, but not many people I would call friends. There weren’t many people
I really trusted. 


 Caldaca was probably the strangest world, though it
wasn’t because of the clearly divided classes of citizens. It was strange
because magic was the majority instead of minority. Here, dark sorcerers were
not balanced by dreadful fortunes. Instead, the sorcerers and wizards balanced
each other. Without one, there couldn’t be the other. I played at understanding
it and taught Ayden to the best of my abilities, but I was tired of being so
out of my depths. I wanted my magic back and I wanted to go to another world.


Ayden needed me, and I needed him, unfortunate as it
was. If I had my magic, I wouldn’t hesitate to defeat Ilvera Dracre. I even
knew that I could. After all, I had faced her before and I knew her weaknesses.
Kille Rynorm, however, was not a man I ever wanted to be on the bad side of.
Ilvera was a vicious, spiteful woman with an abundance of power. Her husband
was downright dangerous, possibly even more so than Baltezore. The difference
was that Baltezore was my enemy. 


Ayden was a kind person, very confused about what he
wanted in life, but also extremely honest with me. I didn’t trust him at all
when I first met him. He had his mother’s stubbornness and his father’s bond
with dragons. However, over the months of teaching him magic, I learned that he
was too kind for his own good. He had a dark edge and could be dangerous when
he lost his temper, but he wasn’t quick to anger. 


When he traveled to another world to help me, I
realized I did trust him. This wasn’t a comfortable revelation. I was used to
losing everyone I trusted or cared about. That was when I decided I would leave
as soon as the curse was broken. Of course, I would make sure Ayden was safe
and that his mother wasn’t a threat first, but I didn’t want him to get caught
in my dark past. 


Ayden’s brothers were like their mother; they were
full of anger and dark magic. In the few times I saw Ayden get angry, I thought
he could be like his brothers if he wanted to be. Since the young sorcerer
became afflicted with the strange curse, I realized he was never going to be
like his siblings. That was what bothered me most; the affliction was bringing
out something that was already in him. He was turning into a sorcerer, but not
like his mother. 


Kille was like a dragon in the guise of a simple
snake. People saw it in his eyes that he was dangerous and they didn’t want to
mess with him, but they had no idea how dangerous he really was. Kille and his
brothers could destroy Caldaca if they wanted to. Each of them had it in them
to rule as the dragons once did. Although Ayden wasn’t showing the power or
intelligence that his father had, I could see it deep in his eyes. The part of
Ayden that was a sorcerer, the part buried deep under the desire to make the
world better and help people, was a Rynorm. 


If he was pushed into it, Ayden could take care of
himself and defeat his mother, but it would destroy the part of him that was
special. He was a kind sorcerer with light magic. If he did what was necessary
to stop his mother, he wouldn’t be able to face himself and he would turn to
dark magic completely. For his own sake, to make sure that part of him wasn’t
lost, I would protect him. 


 


*          *          *


 


I ran towards the south shore, not even considering
how I was going to get across the vast oceans. Although I had made it in time
to save Ayden from wasting all his energy on the illusionary monster, it
required running as fast as I could, which wore me out terribly. I didn’t have
all the same weaknesses as a wolf, fortunately. While I had the heightened
sense of smell and hearing that wolves had, my eyesight was no better or worse
than it was before the curse.


Judging by Vinr’s endurance, I suspected that I had a
slight advantage in long-distance running. I could trot for long distances or
sprint fairly fast for short distances, provided I ate enough to keep up my
energy. 


The stabbing pains in my body told me I wasn’t
getting enough food, but all I cared about was getting to Ayden’s mother before
he did. I knew it was her behind this curse and I had to find a way to end it.
At about sunrise, I suddenly collapsed while running. I had only stopped for
food and water three times, and was completely out of energy, especially since
I hadn’t recovered from following Ayden to Certainty. My body was durable, but
not immortal. 


I passed out. 


 


*          *          *


 


My dreams came immediately, but it took time for me
to gain control of them. I saw Ayden as he would be if I couldn’t help him. He
was standing in the snow, which told me I had a little time. It could have been
that he was further north, but my dreams didn’t usually work that way. In this
vision, Ayden’s hair was black, his eyes were burgundy, and his expression was
cold. Of course, this didn’t help me figure out how to stop it. 


How do I get to Ilvera Dracre?


My vision changed to show me as a child, talking to
Caedmon. I felt a pang of regret, for I wished I could go back and thank him
for everything he taught me. Unfortunately, it was pointless to hold onto the
past, for it was already gone.


“Why do I need to learn to fight?” the young me
asked. 


“Magic will not always be there to help you.”


“Why not?”


“That I cannot say, for I don’t know what the source
of magic truly is. The dragons have their notions, but they have no proof. I
grew up believing that only the gods should have magic and for mortals to have
it was wrong. Now I see it differently, of course.”


“How did you end up living here?”


“As you know, I grew up on the idea that honor was
only attained in battle. I was born in the blood of my enemies and that was how
I wanted to die. Then, one day, Cennuth attacked my village. We tried to chase
him off, but he kept returning. Finally, I was able to wound him. I actually
tore off one of his horns. He left then. However, as the only one who was able
to hurt him, I was tasked with finishing the job. I spent the next three years
hunting him down. He evaded me, though he never tried to harm me.”


“Did you find out why he attacked your village? Was
he hungry?”


“I did find out, and no, he wasn’t hungry. I spent
those years learning about Cennuth; how he fought, how he hunted, and what his
limitations were. I managed to sneak into his cave, where I overheard him and a
female dragon. Cennuth had fathered an egg, which was stolen. Although he
didn’t know who stole it, he was able to track it to my village. The
intelligence and kindness I saw in the dragon that night changed my entire
viewpoint on dragons. He didn’t hate me, or my people, he just wanted his egg
back. Unfortunately, his wound affected his power. I gave up my hiding spot,
revealed myself to him, and gave him back his horn. With magic, he was able to
reattach it. I was certain he would kill me, but he just thanked me for
returning it.”


“Are all dragons nice or just Cennuth?”


“I wouldn’t say any dragon is nice. Cennuth has his
breaking point, just like any dragon and any man. Through many years, Cennuth
learned wisdom, and through his actions, so did I. I learned about mercy and
forgiveness from him, as none of my people were very good at it. I went back to
my village and searched for the egg. Unfortunately, in doing so, my people
realized that I hadn’t really killed Cennuth. They wanted an explanation, and I
told them the truth.”


“I take it things didn’t go well?”


“They said I was a traitor, and I was to be killed.
Cennuth arrived just in time to save me, and then we protected each other while
looking for the egg. We found it, and Cennuth offered to take me with him to
another world. I refused, but I couldn’t stay with my people. Being an outcast
was very dangerous then. Of course, life was very dangerous. I spent the next
few years reevaluating my life, and more importantly, my lifestyle. When
Cennuth returned and made the offer again, I was ready. He brought me here. I
never found out what happened to his egg.”


“Why did Cennuth return?”


“He has a habit of showing up when you really need
him. However, he also taught me a way to call a dragon for help, if you know
their name.”


“Can you show me how?”


“Will you ever trust Cennuth enough to ask him for
help?”


“I might have to, because magic won’t always be there
to help me.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke with the ritual very clear in my head. That
was immediately sent to the back of my mind when I realized someone was flicking
water at me. I opened my eyes to find a young woman sitting cross-legged in
front of me. She had long, braided, dark brown hair, dark green eyes, and soft
facial features.


“Settle down, wolf,” she said as I tried to get up.
“You need to take it slow.”


I tried to tell her I was in a hurry, but all I got
out was a low grumble. I didn’t know why Gmork was able to speak and I wasn’t. 


“I know you want to go, but you won’t get far without
food and water,” the woman said. She held a bowl of water to my mouth. “Drink.”


I sniffed it and it smelled clean enough, so I drank
it. As soon as the bowl was empty, she reached into another bowl by her side,
picked up a piece of bread, and put it to my mouth. I ate it gratefully. 


“I know meat is what you want, but my brother does
all the hunting and he’s been having some bad luck lately.”


I tried unsuccessfully to thank her again before
giving up and letting her feed me. When the bread was gone, though, she pulled
out a bottle and uncorked it. I leaned back. 


“This is a healing potion. It will help.”


Hesitantly, I accepted her potion. It tasted as most
healing potions did— like chalky, bland lavender tea. Of course, the ones made
by the mages of Caldaca were a lot more powerful than those made on my world. 


“Rest for a while, and soon you’ll feel better.” She
waited patiently and it was a peaceful silence. I felt worse before I started
feeling better, but that was the way most healing potions worked. When I was
well enough to roll over onto my stomach, she bid me farewell and left. 


I found a secluded clearing on a hill. It was better
to use a mountain, but I didn’t have one. In fact, I was missing almost
everything necessary for the ritual. I created a circle out of thirteen rocks
with the diameter of seven feet. I didn’t have gold, so I found some yellow
wildflowers and spread them out in the circle. It was not a good substitute,
but they were yellow and I was a bit desperate. 


Since I didn’t have a fire sword, or even a dagger, I
found a sharp stick and used it to draw a dragon symbol in the middle of the
circle. It was also the wrong time of day for this, and I didn’t have dragon’s
blood resin. I spent half an hour looking for an herb that smelled vaguely of
my missing ingredient and set it down in the circle. Then I set down and
wondered how I was going to use it. I was supposed to burn it, but that was
hardly possible with paws. 


I decided to move on to the next step, which was to
stab the “sword” into the ground. Using claws, teeth, and willpower, I dug the
stick as deeply into the ground as I could. Movement caught my eye and I looked
up to see a girl about fifteen. She saw me and froze with confusion. 


Even on Caldaca, it’s a bit unusual to see a wolf in
a magic circle, trying to jam a stick into the ground. Slowly, she put her
hands up and backed away. “I didn’t see anything.” A moment later, she turned
and ran. I rolled my eyes and continued trying to get the stick in the ground.


Once it was in enough, I faced south and said the
incantation in my head as if I was speaking to Ayden. When I was done, I waited
and listened. 


I thought for a moment that I felt something… but it
was apparently just a warm breeze. Nothing happened, and I couldn’t wait any
longer. Ayden was running out of time. Caedmon was right; magic wouldn’t always
be there to help me. The fact I forgot was that dragons were magic.


 


*          *          *


 


I reached the beach about an hour before sunset and
then was at a loss. Without magic or speech, it wasn’t going to be a simple
matter. Still, I was determined to figure out how to get to Akadema without
relying on magic or dragons. I was hundreds of years old; plenty old enough to
figure out a way around being unable to speak. 


There was one boat at the docks, which was leaving
soon. I considered just getting on it and hoping it went the right way. I
highly doubted they were going to let me go with them, though. Although the
world was accustomed to magical creatures, they had no way of knowing that I
wasn’t just a regular wolf. 


Just before I turned away to find another way, I saw
the one ship I knew could help me.


Bloodbath’s pirate ship was sailing towards the
docks. Of course, it wasn’t going very fast, so it took half an hour for the
boat to actually reach the docks. As soon as the ramp touched down, I ran up it
into the boat. Several of the pirates shouted with shock, causing Bloodbath to
turn. Fortunately, he recognized me instantly. “Merlin, what are you doing
here?”


I glared at him.


“Right, you can’t answer me. Is Ayden around?” I
shook my head. “Is he in trouble?” I nodded. “And you need me to help?” Again,
I nodded. “Where do we need to go? Back to the Island of Light?” I shook my
head. 


I then went back down the ramp and waited for him to
follow me. As soon as he did, I returned to the beach and used my paw to write
in the sand. It was difficult, as the language wasn’t one I was entirely fluent
in. I learned the language from Vactarus and he wasn’t great at literacy.
Still, I did the best I could to write Akadema. 


“Sorry, I can’t read.”


I put my paw over my eyes in frustration.


“He needs to go to Akadema,” Jevwen said. I looked to
see him leaning over the side of the ship. Apparently, he had rejoined his
father. 


“Akadema is quite far away. It’s going to be a long
journey.”


I started writing again. “He says it’s an emergency.”


“Fine. We’ll go now.”


“What about the job?” one of the pirates asked.


“We can do the job later. Helping a friend comes
first. I know Ayden would drop everything to help us if we needed it. Ludo and
Red, you two unload the cargo and stay here. We’ll be faster without it.”


 


*          *          *


 


The next ten days were utterly miserable. Besides
being seasick, I was constantly worried about Ayden. I was worried that he was
getting worse, that he received mortal injuries, and that he was all alone. I
refused to even consider that he did face his mother and was already dead. It
helped that I was pretty sure I would have sensed it if he had been killed. 


Still, I hated leaving him. 


My dreams didn’t help. I kept trying to see if Ayden
was safe, or at least reach his mind, but all I saw was him asleep in bed.
Either my dreams were acting up again, or the young sorcerer was comatose. 


By the time we reached Akadema, I was willing to try
to defeat Ilvera with my teeth and claws. Of course, I knew better than that.
Ilvera would be difficult, even with my magic at full-force. While I knew I
could do it, it wouldn’t be easy, especially if Kille stood in my way.


As the ramp lowered, Bloodbath said something about
helping, but I wasn’t paying much attention. The pirates would just have slowed
me down. Before the ramp was fully lowered, I ran down it, ignoring Bloodbath’s
shouts to wait for him. I was pretty wobbly, but I ran anyway.


I still knew it was going to take days to find
Ilvera. I was afraid that Ayden wouldn’t have days. I retraced the path Ayden
and I had used to leave Akadema. I ran all the way to the castle ruins where
the young sorcerer had fought his own monkey monster. I stopped there for a
rest and discovered that the village had been rebuilt around the ruins. 


When he was there, Ayden was still trying to be a
malevolent sorcerer and had created a monster as frightening as he could, but
only with the help of a staff full of dark magic. Unfortunately, his unbounded
staff caused the creature to escape Ayden’s control and Ayden had to chase it
down. He found it terrorizing the village. I wasn’t there at the time, so I
only had stories to go on, but the young sorcerer and the monster had
accidentally destroyed a tower containing a dragon’s treasure, consequently
showering the town with gold and jewels. 


Why the rich people would rebuild their little huts
around the ruins of a castle, I didn’t know. The people did look happy, though.
It was midday and people were busy with their daily routines. Most people were
working, but many of them laughed and chatted while they did. I stopped at a
small market because I smelled rice. I haven’t seen rice since escaping the
syrus. It wasn’t my favorite food by any means, but the scent reminded me of
home. 


Not that I really had a home. 


I travelled so much that I wasn’t sure I still
remembered the portal to the world I was born on. Or, maybe I did and I just
didn’t want to remember. For many years, I had the ability to make a portal
that would not only send me back to my world, but also back to when Caedmon was
alive. It wouldn’t have even caused a paradox because I was trapped in the cave
at the time. I never did, though.


I was trapped because I was foolish and arrogant. I
didn’t want to admit that to Caedmon. I also didn’t want to see him knowing he
wasn’t going to be around forever. He was a warrior who I had always thought
would withstand anything. But nobody could withstand time. Nobody except the
dragons. 


Even though I was immortal, time was changing me.
Sometimes it was a change I liked, but it always ended with me alone. If I
returned to Caedmon, Brynjar, Cennuth, and Vinr, I knew I would eventually lose
them again, and it would be even harder the second time. I just wished they
knew back then that I was alive so they didn’t worry about me.


“Hello, wolf. You look so sad,” the woman running the
market said. I had gotten so caught up in my reminiscing that people were staring
at me. I didn’t try to answer her, I just turned to walk away. “Wait. I didn’t
mean to scare you off. Here, have some food.” She held out a compacted ball of
rice and I took it from her hand, swallowing it whole. Wolf teeth were meant
for tearing, not chewing. She laughed and held out a second ball. “You must be
really hungry. I thought wolves only ate meat.”


They were carnivores, but they could also eat fruit
and vegetables. Since becoming a wolf, meat was the only thing I had a taste
for. Strangely enough, the rice did taste good nonetheless. Maybe the curse
is unraveling. When Ayden created it, he did so with good intentions and
desperation. Both were conducive in shaking this curse. 


Before I realized it, I had eaten four more balls of
rice. When she started to get another one out, I licked her hand. It wasn’t
proper behavior, but I couldn’t thank her with words. She then set a bowl of
water on the ground and got back to work. It was extremely frustrating to be
without my magic, but it was even more frustrating to be unable to express
politeness. 


 I left after that and resumed a steady pace. By
about an hour before sunset, I reached the Dark Forest and stopped to consider
my options. I had chastised Ayden for choosing the shortcut through the forest
over taking the long, safe passage around it. We had been captured by elves. 


With a deep sigh, I stepped into the forest. This
time, I wasn’t as likely to run into elves… because it was troll season. 











Chapter 19


I was cautious for the first hour, but as the sun
set, small critters came out. Since they were natives of the forest, I trusted
them to know when danger was afoot. As I ran, I considered what I would do once
I reached Ilvera. I had to try to help Ayden, even if I was too late. 


A soft snapping of some rope was my only warning
before a noose tightened around my foot. I stumbled, twisting my leg painfully.
I hadn’t used this type of trap before, but I knew the concept. I bit the rope
and tore at the fibers, snarling like a feral wolf. It hadn’t escaped my notice
that as my psychic dreams got clearer, so did my wolf instincts. Howling to the
moon had become a habit.


Before I could work the rope loose, I sensed
something advance on me. Five somethings, to be exact. All of the critters I
heard before were gone and it was utterly silent… until the five trolls
surrounded me. Most worlds had legendary monsters or creatures in fantasy, but
not many were real, so I had never actually seen a troll before. On Caldaca,
where magic was common, there were an abundance of magical monsters and
creatures, and I was starting to think every single one of them was real. 


These trolls were shaped like very large, obese men
with little heads and little hands. I growled at the largest one. A thousand
spells ran through my mind and not a single one did me any good because I
didn’t have magic. 


The troll laughed. “Little wolf has pretty teeth. I
have pretty teeth, too.” He pulled a long, thick necklace from inside his
shirt. It was a string of wolf teeth. 


I took a few steps back and tried to watch all of
them at once. My plan was to attack as soon as they cut me loose. Assuming they
cut me loose before killing me, assuming my fangs could even penetrate their
skin, and assuming they didn’t hit me with a…


I was in trouble. 


A strange whistling sound made all five trolls freeze
right before, to my utter shock, an elf dropped out of a tree and landed in
front of me. The creature was about four feet tall, very thin, and wearing
clothes made of leaves and vines, with pointed ears, long, braided, dark brown
hair, and dark, beady eyes. 


I growled at the elf, preparing myself for yet
another opponent. 


“Mind your manners, wizard,” the elf sneered, “or I
will let the trolls make you into stew.”


I didn’t recognize the elf, but I did recognize the
voice; he was the one who convinced the elven leader to use me to force Ayden
to uphold his promise. He almost got me killed. On the other hand, he was part
of the same tribe that owed Ayden. Obviously, that was the only reason the creature
was reluctantly helping me. 


As soon as one of the trolls took a step away, the
elf reached towards my foot with a knife made from sharpened stone. I snarled,
but was silent. He cut the rope and I took off running, right past the troll,
and out of the forest. Only then did I slow down.


 


*          *          *


 


The Rynorm family lived in a small cabin nestled
between a cluster of mountains. These mountains were about half naturally
formed, half shaped by dragons. Shaerl Rynorm was probably the toughest woman
I’d ever met. The dragons showed her respect and her sons never got away with
anything. The family was perfect for raising dragons; they were responsible,
willing to kill their enemies, and mentally stable. There was no family backstabbing
or drama. They fought together and for each other against their enemies, but
they never tried to hurt each other or the dragons. 


One of the largest caves in the cluster was the nest,
where dragon eggs were allowed to hatch naturally. After a few days, when they
became dangerous to the other eggs, they were taken to the next largest cave,
which served as the nursery. There, one of the dragons and Malaki, the oldest
Rynorm son, would teach the dragon hatchlings the way of the world, including how
to hide from people. Dragons aged slowly, but they grew quickly, so it wasn’t
easy for the Rynorm family to provide space for them. Every time a dragon
created his own cave, he risked bringing down the entire mountain. Thus, when
the dragons were five years old, they were encouraged to leave and make their
own way in the world. About half of them returned within the next three years
and they were welcomed. The world had outgrown dragons. 


I never got to see the nest or nursery myself, only
one of the young sentries, but I could hear them in their caves. I only visited
the family to get information on raising a hatchling anyway. The main thing I
learned was that I couldn’t do it. Hatchlings had way too many needs for me to
be able to handle. 


Since I got information from them, they wanted to
know what other worlds were like, so I was told to stay for dinner. I couldn’t
very well refuse. The entire family ate together, as well as a young lady named
Livia, who had only been with them for a few months. Livia was hiding with the
family because her sister tried to kill her. Despite being blond and blue-eyed,
she was a sorceress. 


I would have offered to take her to another world if
I wasn’t pretty certain she had a crush on Kille. 


Just as I was leaving, Ilvera arrived. She was only a
year older than Livia and about as arrogant as a person could be. The fact that
she entered another sorceress’s territory without permission nearly got her
killed. Every Rynorm son was just waiting for their mother’s command to kill her,
but Shaerl let her speak. 


Ilvera said she came to get her sister. Livia hid
behind Kille, because despite having much more power than Ilvera, she didn’t
want to fight. Shaerl told her that Livia was welcome to stay as long as she
wanted. Ilvera did not take that well. Although she did leave, I knew she would
be back. 


 


*          *          *


 


I barely recognized one of the cities I passed, for
it had previously been cluttered with a seer tournament. When I reached
Vactarus’s mansion, I didn’t even slow down. Vactarus was my friend, but being
unable to insult him would just be too awkward. No good would come of such a
detour. After that, I found the spot where I had first met Ayden. I rested
there for a few hours.


Although exhaustion prevented my rest from being
peaceful, at least I was able to get some sleep. When I woke, I hunted down
small, slow prey so as to not waste energy. As soon as I was ready, I got back
on the road.


Unfortunately, the young sorcerer’s scent was long
since gone. However, I knew that he lived about three and a half days south.
When I got close enough, I would be able to sense his mother.


 


*          *          *


 


I ran all day and only took a break when I really had
to. By the time night fell, I could sense the magic of an extremely malevolent
sorceress. It had occurred to me that the woman could be a lot more dangerous
than she was when I first met her, especially since she got Livia’s magic.
However, I was more than a hundred years older than her and I truly believed
what I told Ayden; darkness could be defeated with light. 


This darkness led me to a place in the woods just as
night was falling. This was not a natural clearing. There was a shallow,
circular trench about two feet deep and two feet wide. The circle was about
twelve feet in diameter. Inside this circle, five raised stones served as seats
around an altar. Ilvera Dracre stood at the altar, surrounded by Sven Brooks,
Sotis Drsys, Kalyn Goldom, and Zelli Taorec. I was mostly surprised to see
Zelli there. 


Of course, Houda Ameri was there as well, but I was inclined
to doubt her involvement seeing as how she was bound, gagged, and unconscious
at Ilvera’s feet. Since her illusions were down, I could see her secret as
plain as day, just as I had suspected. 


“So, you failed,” the sorceress accused.


Sven and Kalyn grasped hands and bowed their heads.
“Not entirely,” Sven insisted. “Ayden had to use a lot of magic to get out of
our trap. He really went insane.”


She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”


“His eyes went red, his staff turned scary, and he
started attacking anyone in his path.”


“Then that was the time to capture him!”


“He was too dangerous. Besides, you said he would
come to you.”


“He should have. He should have already come to try
to steal my magic.”


“Maybe he broke the curse,” Zelli suggested. 


“Not possible. I cursed his heart— the core of his
magic. There is no way to break it, and once he’s reached the point where his
eyes turned red, there is no fighting it. My sister must be stopping him from
coming to me.”


“What happens if he doesn’t come to you?”


“He will. Even if he has to kill my sister to do so,
he will want my power.”


“Have you done this curse on someone before?”


“I haven’t, but I have seen it before.”


“Why do we need him so much? He didn’t seem all that
powerful when I met him,” Zelli said. 


“You were deceived. Ayden is a lot more powerful than
even he knows.”


“So, you took a man who was virtually harmless and
made him deadly, violent, and out of control so that he would come after you?”
Sotis asked.


“I changed him from useless to a powerhouse who has
no idea how to fight. He’s never even held a sword in his life.”


“Actually, he was pretty impressive with his staff,”
Kalyn said. 


Ilvera frowned thoughtfully. “Surely no one has been
teaching him combat. You must have seen it wrong. You and Sven failed at your
one and only assignment, so I wouldn’t expect you to recognize real fighting
skills, either.”


“You told me that if I forced Ayden to use magic, I
could have an equal share of his power,” Sven said. “Then you told me to
also capture Houda because we could use her as bait, so my work got harder. Then
I found out you brought in more people, so my payout got smaller. Then
you wanted me to capture Ayden, knowing that he was going to go on a killing
rampage. I’m starting to think your intention was to get rid of me all along.”


“Silence! You dare accuse me of---”


“Being a sorceress?” Sotis interrupted. “I think he
is, and I agree. None of us should trust you for an instant. We will work with
you because we like your offer, not because we think you’ll stick to it without
encouragement. I also think the four of us together could defeat you.”


“Then you plan to betray me as soon as I do the work
of killing Ayden?” Ilvera asked, not sounding particularly concerned. 


“Not at all. That isn’t the offer I’m interested in,
which is why I’m not worried about capturing Ayden. Why work so hard to take
the power of one person when we can band together and rule the world? Magic is
starting to fade, for whatever reason, and we’re completely unaffected. I want
to find out why, and then I want to steal as much power as I can before
everyone else loses it.”


“Doesn’t that mean your magic will fade?” Kalyn asked
Ilvera. 


She grinned. “I have a plan to prevent that. None of
you need to worry for my sake.” 


I highly doubted any of the present Sjau were worried
about her wellbeing. 


“Can you send her elsewhere? That’s really starting
to bother me,” Sven said, pointing at Houda. 


Ilvera rolled her eyes and snapped her fingers. The
magician vanished. “Now, I don’t care if you want to kill half the population
of Caldaca. I want Ayden. Stop wasting time. Bring him to me alive, or I’m
going to start picking you off instead.”


Sven and Kalyn immediately stood, so I crept back
into the forest. I would have tracked Kille’s power back to their home, but it
was much better hidden. After a few minutes, Ilvera made her way through the
woods, so I followed. I didn’t have any magic for her to detect, but I still
stayed as hidden and quiet as I could.


Soon, we reached a small cabin made of stone and
covered with red ivy. Since there had been nine people living in this cabin, I
figured it was larger on the inside. Dimensional transcendentalism was
surprisingly common on Caldaca, although everyone just called it magic.
Standing in front of the cabin was Kille Rynorm, and he was staring right at
me.


“What are you doing?” Ilvera asked him. “I thought
you were going to visit your family.”


He turned to her and his eyes darkened. “I will.
First, we need to discuss what you’ve done to my son.”


He wasn’t going to turn me in.


“We’ve already discussed it relentlessly. I told you
when Zues and Bev were born that you could do anything you wanted with the
first six, but the last one was mine to do with what I will.”


“You said it, but I never agreed to it.”


“Well, you weren’t complaining when I cursed him.”


“No, I didn’t. I honestly didn’t believe it would go
this far.”


“You know the raven’s curse is unbreakable.”


“You underestimate my son,” Kille said. Ilvera
laughed cruelly. “Believe it or not, you’ve made a major mistake making him
your enemy.”


“You’re just as foolish as he is sometimes.”


“How long do you think it will take for the Sjau to
catch onto your plan?”


“They’re all idiots, except Sven, who will do
whatever I say as long as he wants his wife to continue breathing.”


“And when you get all fourteen of the Sjau together
so that you can syphon their powers through Ayden, do you think their friends
and families are just going to run away in fear?”


She sighed. “I honestly don’t care.”


“You’re going to get tangled up in your own web one
of these days.”


She laughed. “Give your mother my regards.” She
walked inside and shut the door behind her.


After a moment, Kille calmly walked towards me,
although I didn’t know if I was completely hidden or not. I started to take a
step back when Kille made a motion with his hand. I felt very powerful magic
envelop us in a glowing blue ward. 


“It’s been a long time, Merlin, but I remember you. I
know you’re here to find a way to break the curse on Ayden or kill Ilvera if
you have to. I’m not going to let you kill her, and it wouldn’t break the curse
even if you did. There is a way, though. Only Ayden can break it, and he can’t
do it alone. Take Ayden to the Roaring Mountains of Monhal. 


“In the heart of the mountains, there is a valley,
and in the heart of that is a lake, and in the heart of that is a small island
with a single pillar. Once you find it, walk along the shore of the lake until
the pillar is directly between you and a set of twin mountains. As the sun
rises between the peaks of the twin mountains, a stone at the top of the pillar
will light up and illuminate the hidden entrance to a cave where you will find
dragons.


“The dragons will help, but make sure Ayden is
respectful to them. I tried to teach him dragon etiquette, but his brothers
were always around. Since he was born, I’ve been using very small curses on
him, and I never scolded his brothers for doing the same. This forced him to
instinctively learn to break curses. Although he uses this advantage to help others,
I did it because I knew Ilvera would eventually use the raven’s curse.”


I had so many questions, but no way of asking them. 


“Go quick. You’ve waited much too long to come here
and you’re nearly out of time. The nature of the curse will cause Ayden to
fight anyone who tries to help him. Go. You have a few days at most.”


I tried to tell him there was no way I could make it
in time, but all that came out was half grunt, half growl.


“You’re going to have to try,” Kille said, as if he
understood me. “If you fail, you must do anything to keep him from confronting
Ilvera. If she dies, so will he.”


I didn’t know if that was a warning or a threat. Even
at the height of his power, Ayden wasn’t going to be able to take down both his
parents. I started running full out back the way I had come. Whether his father
was a threat or not was beside the point. Within ten minutes, I was exhausted,
but with no other options, I kept running. 


Despite knowing it was wiser to pace myself, I was
only focused on getting back to Ayden. I needed magic. At that moment, I would
give up any chance of breaking my curse for just enough magic to save Ayden.


Instead, I was going to have to use intelligence. 


Yet my brain was telling me there was absolutely no
way I was going to make it without magic. I didn’t remember collapsing; I
shifted seamlessly from conscious reality to a subconscious realm. I knew
instantly it was not reality because I was back in my real body, and I was back
on the mountain with Caedmon. Only, somehow I knew that Caedmon and Cennuth
were gone. In fact, I was completely alone. 


I wasn’t going to waste this opportunity. 


I grabbed the ingredients I needed out of the cabin.
I knew it would be stocked because it was my own dream. Once I had everything,
I went outside and created a circle of thirteen rocks under the flowering tree.
This time, I had gold flakes, so I sprinkled them inside the circle. 


Then I used a ceremonial fire sword to draw the
dragon symbol in the circle and burned dragon’s blood incense in a pile in the
center. I lit it with magic, and although I wanted to revel in the fact that I
had magic to use again, I didn’t have the time. 


Ayden didn’t have the time. 


I stabbed the sword deep into the ground, sat, and
faced south. When I said the incantation out loud, speaking for the first time
in what felt like years, I felt the words resonate inside me. Magic was the
core of my being and the curse was like an emptiness inside me. However, even
with my magic returned to me temporarily, I was still not whole, for Nimue was
still gone.


 


 


 


By dragon wing and dragon claw, 


my defense is without flaw.


Fly before me, Dragon bright, 


and blind my foe with thy light.


Dark and terrible be thy wrath, 


Cennuth, protect me on my path.


 


 


 


It did not surprise me in the least when I felt my
magic flowing from me into the world. Wherever Cennuth was, my magic would find
him. I was surprised, however, in the speed of its effectiveness. Within ten
minutes, I saw Cennuth fly overhead. He landed soon after and I was amazed at
his size. Of course, he wasn’t much larger than he was the last time I had seen
him, it had just been a very long time. 


“Are you really here?”


“You really called me, did you not?”


“I am not sure. I thought this was a dream. Am I
home?”


“Your body is still on Caldaca, young wizard, but
your mind is with me.”


“Then, can you help me?”


“We have not spoken in over five hundred years and
you call me here to ask for my help? Have I not given you enough?”


“I thank you for all those years of education and I
will always value it. However, I have been cursed and so I cannot use magic.”


“Apparently, I have taught you nothing.”


“I was one of the most powerful wizards of any world.
I have had over five hundred years to master all forms of magic, not to mention
the wisdom I have gained.”


“Yet you think like a mortal. That was Baltezore’s
mistake as well.”


“You know him?!”


“Of course I do. I know everything about you,
including your enemies.”


“I thought he was gone.”


“Your ignorance is appalling. If you want to defeat
him, you will have to forfeit your mortality completely and become a being of
magic. Then, no curse will ever stop you.”


“Become a dragon? I can do that?”


“In a manner of speaking.”


“Then I can save Ayden and find Nimue.”


“No. In order to become a higher being, you will have
to forfeit your mortality entirely. That means severing all ties with the
mortal world. You will not be able to feel emotions, as they only cloud the
mind.”


“Caedmon taught me to cherish life.”


“Caedmon is dead because he was mortal. You do not
have to suffer the same fate. If you relinquish your mortality, you will never
have to fear a mortal’s curse. Besides, it was the young sorcerer who cursed
you in the first place. Leave him to his fate.”


“Ayden only did it because he had no other choice. I
am not going to choose anything else until he is safe.”


After a moment, the dragon sighed. “So be it, but you
are choosing a path that will not end well for you.”


“Ayden would do the same for me.”


“Perhaps. This will not be the last time we meet.”


“So, you are not going to help me?”


“I will, because your fate is not to die here and
now. Very soon, the fate of many worlds will be in your hands. Vokirex’s egg is
ready to hatch, and when it does, there will be a war for power. You must
protect the hatchling at any cost, which includes vanquishing Baltezore once
and for all.”


“Why is the egg hatching?”


“Because the source of all magic is dying. You must
find the egg before it hatches. I told you before I ever started teaching you
that you would end the war on magic.”


“I thought you just meant on my world.”


“Magic transcends any one world, and so does your
destiny. You were always meant to protect this egg.” 











Chapter 20


I woke as sharp talons set me down on the ground
gently. To my disdain, I was back in my cursed form. I struggled to my paws and
realized I was on the beach facing Livia’s castle sometime in the early hours
before sunrise. Above me, Cennuth was hovering in the sky, as massive as he was
when I first saw him. Despite everything he said, I still cared very deeply for
him. 


I tried to thank him for his help, but I only managed
a low grumbling growl. Cennuth made a huff that somewhat sounded like a laugh.
Without another word, he flew away. Limping, I made my way towards the castle.
The front door opened as I approached it.


“You look as bad as Ayden did,” Mason said.
Fortunately, he wasn’t chatty. “I’ll take you to him, but I think you need to
talk to Livia first.”


I growled.


“Fine. I’ll take you to Ayden first, but you mustn’t
wake him. It’ll be very bad if you wake him, so be quiet when you freak out.”


I saw a lot of resemblance between the two. If Ayden
had grown up with the same acceptance as Mason had, he probably would have been
just like Mason… excluding for one or two major exceptions. 


Mason looked very nervous as I struggled to get up
the steps, but he didn’t say anything. We reached a room and he stopped. “Ayden
is in here. I’ll go get you some water and tell Livia you’re here. Remember not
to wake him.” He opened the door just a crack and left. 


I entered, and the first thing I saw was Ayden asleep
in the bed. His hair was black and he looked pale as a ghost, but it was
undoubtedly him. Even as I could feel the dark power radiating from him, it was
still Ayden. I meant it when I told him I would support him as long as he was
being true to himself, whether he wanted to be a wizard, a sorcerer, or
something in between. That wasn’t the same as being under a curse.


And the black hair still didn’t suit him.


The second thing I saw was one of Ayden’s brothers
sitting in the chair beside the bed. I snarled at him, flashing as much fang as
I could without making a sound that would wake Ayden. The older sorcerer raised
his left hand in surrender and pointed his wand at me with his right hand. He
might have just invented mixed signals on Caldaca. 


“Merlin, I’m not here to hurt him,” he whispered. I
snarled a little less. “I’m Thaddeus. I haven’t spoken to my mother since Ayden
gave me a chance to run. She can’t even find me. I’m guarding him.”


I dropped my snarl and he slowly lowered his wand.
Once he slipped it into his pocket, I approached the bed and put my forepaws up
to see Ayden better. There wasn’t much to see, however, as it looked like he
was simply asleep.


There was a shirt and his green robe folded on the
nightstand and I could see bandages peeking out from under the edge of the
blanket. I was furious that he had gotten hurt and felt guilty for leaving in
the first place. He grew up relying on himself, so maybe he didn’t really need
me, but there was still so much I could teach him. 


“Merlin,” called a familiar voice. I ignored her.
“I’ll explain if you come outside.”


I sighed, turned, and followed Livia out of the room.
There were dark circles under her eyes and she looked like she had lost a few
pounds. 


“Ayden is not in good shape. Thaddeus saved him, but
the curse already had complete control over him. I don’t know if curses work
the same on your world, but they can be especially dangerous for magic users
here. This one is rooted very deep in his magic and trying to break it could
kill him. Please tell me you have found some sort of cure.”


I nodded and tried to think of a way to tell her I
needed to take him with me. I needed to wake Ayden and tell him so he could use
the mirror to find the mountains. 


“Is it a potion?” Livia asked.


I shook my head. 


“Is it something only a special person can do?” 


Sort of. I nodded. 


“There are a lot of special people on Caldaca— a lot
of heroes who are destined for something great. It’s a side effect of having a
world full of magic.” 


Mason came down the hall with a bowl of water, which
he set in front of me. “She’s right. It’s normal to be special these days. We
Sjau are actually the exceptions. They’ll accept Ayden being the one and only,
great and powerful curse breaker, but they won’t accept him as both a wizard and
sorcerer. I could be the most powerful wizard in the world, but if anyone knew
I was also a healer, I would be hunted down and killed for the good of the
people.”


Livia frowned apologetically. “People don’t like to
have their beliefs shaken.” Out of one of the pockets in her robe, she
retrieved the small magic mirror. “Maybe we can use this to communicate.” She
held it out to me and I put my right forepaw on it. “Merlin knows how to save
Ayden from the curse. Show me.”


I felt her magic flow into me from the mirror and
back into it. As soon as it did, the mirror surface became black. After a
moment, when I thought it was useless, something in the mirror moved. Then I
saw that it was the inside of a dark cave and only the barest outline of a
dragon was visible. 


“Dragons? Dragons can save him?” Livia asked. I
nodded. “Where can we find them?”


I focused very hard on the name of the mountain,
since I didn’t know where it was. When magic flowed into and out of me again, I
expected the mirror to show her the name. Instead, it displayed the mountain
itself.


“We can transport ourselves there,” Mason said.


“I can’t go; Ilvera would find me in a heartbeat,”
Livia said.


“Then it’ll be Gideon, Thaddeus, Merlin, and me who
will go with Ayden.”


I put my paw down and gave him my best protesting
grumble. After Sven’s betrayal, I didn’t trust anyone else with Ayden’s safety.
Besides, Ayden couldn’t be transported with magic, because according to Livia,
Ilvera could capture him. 


Misinterpreting my dispute, Mason said, “You can’t go
alone. You don’t have the magic to protect him if Ilvera attacks.”


“You also can’t stop Ayden alone if he tries to go
after her,” Livia added. 


I growled. 


“If you are worried about Ilvera capturing him, we
think we have an idea for that,” Mason said. “Thaddeus has a lot of protection
charms that can hide Ayden from her presence, at least for a moment or two.
We’re also going to have Evelyn, who is a magician, make an illusion of Ayden
and send it outside into the gardens to confuse Ilvera’s ravens.”


Livia held out her hand and a pendant appeared. The
pendant basically looked like a heart made out of crystal, except it was
glowing white. “We’ve been working on this since we figured out he was cursed.
It contains some light magic from Mason, his family, Gideon, Evelyn, Magnus,
and me. It cannot break the curse, but just as the curse poisons him with
darkness, this will engulf him in light. It might last a day, or it may not
work at all. It depends on how much power the curse has over him. If he fights
the light magic, it doesn’t stand a chance, but if he uses it to fight the dark
magic, you’ll have some time. You have to break the curse before the curse
takes over again. It’s also an indicator; as long as the crystal is light,
he’ll be him. The darker it becomes, the more the curse is in control. Try to
keep him calm and positive. Nothing fuels dark magic more than fear.”


I nodded. 


“We’ll get everything ready before we put it on him
so that we have as much time as possible,” Mason said. “And I guess we’ll have
to hope it works.”


 


*          *          *


 


Mason and Livia set up their transportation spell
using Livia’s table mirror. Gideon didn’t know how to do that kind of magic,
but being both a mage and a warrior apparently made him extremely domineering.
Although he was pleasant about it, he naturally tried to direct everything.
While Mason didn’t mind at all, I was expecting to see Livia’s dark side at any
moment.


Soon, they were ready, so we gathered in Ayden’s
room. I didn’t trust Thaddeus, but there wasn’t anyone who could hear my
concerns besides Ayden. Thaddeus used a quill and ink to draw symbols on
Ayden’s arms and chest to protect him against Ilvera. Even though I didn’t
recognize any of the sigils myself, I had seen magic like it. I wasn’t
expecting what he did next.


Thaddeus put his hand over the center of Ayden’s
chest, on top of one particular symbol, and a moment later, all the symbols
glowed red. I growled. “You’ve never seen a tattoo before?” he asked, not
stopping. About half a minute later, the glowing faded, leaving only the
sigils. 


Livia slipped the thin chain around Ayden’s neck and
settled the crystal against his heart. After a moment, the glow in the crystal
flickered a little. Before anyone could voice their doubt, the young sorcerer’s
hair changed back to blond and he stirred. “Merlin?” he asked. 


“I haven’t removed the sleeping spell yet,” Livia
said, confused. 


He wasn’t awake, though; he was sleep-talking. I put
my paw on his hand. As soon as I did, he settled down. “I’m sorry I yelled at
you,” he said, not opening his eyes. 


“I’m going to try to wake him now,” Livia said. “If
the crystal gets dark, I’ll put him back under.” She put her hand on his
forehead. 


After a minute or so, Ayden opened his eyes, which
instantly narrowed in confusion. “What are you doing?” Instead of answering,
Livia removed her hand and stepped back. Ayden sat up and glanced at everyone
before his eyes settled on me. In that moment, there was only relief and regret
in his eyes. “You came back.”


“I only left to find a cure for the curse.”


He pulled his knees up to his chest. “I’m sorry I
yelled at you. Did I hurt you?”


“No, you did not even touch me.”


“That’s not the kind of hurt I meant. Is it over now?
You broke the curse?”


“No. We have to go to the dragons.” His eyes
widened a little with enthusiasm. “Right now, that crystal on your chest is
protecting you from the curse, but you must allow it to guide you over the
darkness.”


He studied the crystal for a moment. “I’ll try.”


“We need to go. We will go through Livia’s magic
mirror like the Minof family went through theirs. Mason, Gideon, and Thaddeus
will go with us to help.”


“I still can’t use my magic?”


“Not yet. As soon as the dragons break this curse,
you can use all the magic you want.”


“Well, I do want to meet more dragons, so let’s go.”
He grabbed his shirt and put it on over the bandage. 


“We’re going to use my mirror to---” Livia started. 


Ayden rolled his eyes. “Don’t bother; Merlin already
explained.” The sorceress frowned and Ayden’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have snapped at you. This isn’t working.” He indicated the crystal. A tiny
smudge of gray was forming in the center.


“It is working. You apologized for being rude.
That is not something you would do if the curse was in control.”


“If being rude is the only thing I have to worry
about, why do I have to fight it? I can use the dark magic to defeat my mother
and then we can get the curse broken afterwards.”


“Deep down, you know you wouldn’t stop at Mother,”
Thaddeus said. 


I could feel the self-doubt that was going through
Ayden’s mind as he considered people who had wronged him for whatever reason.
Then he nodded. “You’re right. I kind of want to kill you right now, so I
should try to fight it.” 


Thaddeus took a step to the right, casually trying to
hide behind Livia. “Maybe you should keep those thoughts to yourself.”


Ayden stood and held out his hand. His staff
instantly flew to him. 


“Ayden!”


“Right. I forgot,” he said, reaching for his robe and
putting it on. He didn’t look the least bit sincere. 


I will have to watch his mind closely for tricks.
We headed down the hallway towards Livia’s study. Before we could reach it,
however, there came the sound of an explosion from outside. One of Livia’s
costumed guards appeared. 


He was slender and dressed from head to toe in a
black uniform, which completely covered his face and hair. The only thing not
black aside from his eyes was a white patch on his chest with a club on it. 


“What’s going on?”


“A necromancer and shapeshifter appeared and demanded
you surrender Ayden to them or they’ll blow up the castle.”


“Gideon, stay and help Livia,” Ayden said. “Is there
any way we can send out a decoy me?”


“Yes. Evelyn, a magician, is already working on
that,” Livia said.


Then there was another explosion. “We’ll have to talk
about this later,” Ayden said. “Livia, make sure your defenses are strong.
Gideon, protect her.”


“Why can’t her guards do that?”


“They didn’t stand a chance against the last
sorceress that attacked. Where is Sonya?” 


“She’s visiting her father.”


Ayden nodded. “Good. Thad, you stay here as well.”


“No way. Mason can defend you with magic, but I doubt
he can fight.”


“Neither can you. You’ve always just followed Zeus
and Bev around to be their footstool. Besides, you’re not making it easy for me
to fight this curse. I keep expecting you to try to hold me down and call for
Mother.”


Thaddeus looked highly offended, but I wasn’t
particularly sympathetic. I believed people could change and I believed that
Thaddeus hadn’t instigated any of the attacks on his brother, but he still let
it happen when he could have tried to help. Then again, I suspected Thaddeus
was subject to a degree of abuse before Ayden was born. 


“Fine. I’ll stay,” Thaddeus said. 


Livia, Gideon, and Thaddeus followed the guard down
the hall in the opposite direction while Ayden and I followed Mason to the
study. Once there, I saw the round mirror built into the table. Fog swirled
around the surface. 


“Since the mirror is pointed this way, we’re going to
have to jump down,” Mason said. 


“At least someone gave me a healing potion,” Ayden
said. “Merlin, are you okay with it?”


I nodded. “I will go first to make sure it is safe.”
Without giving him a chance to argue, since it looked like he was about to, I
jumped, not as if I was jumping onto a table but as if I was going to jump over
something. This paid off as I fell through the mirror like it was a hole. The
drop was only about six feet, which I was able to make easily. 


I was in a mountain valley. Although there was snow
on the mountaintops, there were still fall leaves on the trees. Before I could
tell him it was safe, he jumped through, landed on his feet, and rolled. 


“Are you hurt?”


“No, I’m fine,” he said dismissively, checking to
make sure his staff was unscathed. 


“Maybe you should have left that behind.”


“I’m never going to leave it behind.” He held it up
and red magic shot from the crystal into the portal, which instantly closed up.


“What did you do that for? Mason could have
helped us.”


Ayden shrugged. “I don’t trust him. He would have
turned on us just like Sven did.”


Although his hair was still blond and his eyes were
still blue, the crystal over his heart was getting very cloudy. “We need to
find the dragons.”


Ayden nodded and followed me. “I wonder if one of the
dragons would help me.”


“That is why we are here.”


“No, I mean help me to defeat my mother.”


I sighed, but didn’t say anything. When it came down
to it, Ayden was going to have to fight it on his own. Everyone had to find out
what kind of person they were eventually.


We found the lake pretty easily, which was good
because it was moments from sunrise. As Kille had said, there was a small isle
in the middle with a stone pillar. We followed the shore until we saw twin
mountains and then took a few more steps until the pillar was right between us
and the mountains. Behind us, there was just a cliff wall, no caves to be seen.



“This is it?”


“Yes.”


“Maybe he just told you there was a cave here to get
rid of you.”


“Then we have only a few minutes before we find
that out.”


“I think I’ve changed my mind.”


“We have to get the curse removed.”


“I don’t know that I want to.”


“A curse cannot be removed against the person’s will,”
I lied. “Speak to the dragons, explain the curse, and ask them to break it.
If they cannot, it is because you do not really want it broken. If they can,
they will most likely be willing to help you defeat your mother.” I felt
wrong saying such a thing to the young sorcerer, but I had to get him in the
cave somehow. “Besides, I thought you wanted to meet more dragons.”


He smiled. “You’re right. It’s worth it to talk to
dragons. I wonder what color they are.”


At that moment, the sunlight poured through the gap
and hit the stone on top of the pillar. The stone, which I couldn’t see
clearly, was a prism, which shot a narrow, rainbow beam into one particular
spot on the cliff wall behind us. 


“That can’t be right. There’s no cave there,” Ayden
said. 


We walked to that spot, and as we did, the entrance
was revealed. Rock had formed over the entrance and hid it, but there was
plenty of room for a small dragon to slip under it. “Remember the etiquette
I taught you. Dragons know when you are lying. Do what I taught you with your
staff, and then state your purpose here.” 


With a sigh, Ayden changed his staff into a sword,
stabbed it into the ground, and hesitated. Then he took two steps back, and
knelt. I could see on his face he wanted to do exactly as I had taught him, but
it wasn’t easy for him. 


In addition to having an attention deficit disorder,
he was a visual learner. His auditory processing skills were lacking, so much
so that he sounded much less intelligent than he was. The problem wasn’t that
he was dumb, it was just that he learned through observation and reading.
Anything I told him was liable to be forgotten or even unheard, but if I made
him write it down, he would remember it. 


 “Hello, dragons!” he yelled loudly. I groaned. “My
name is Ayden Dracre, son of Ilvera Dracre and Kille Rynorm! I’m here because I
have some kind of curse over me and my father told me only you can break it!”
He stopped to catch his breath. 


“It is called the raven’s curse.”


“Right. They call it the raven’s curse for some
reason! Anyway, can you break it? I’d really like to go and defeat my mother
today! Also, you can help, if you want! She’s killed enough dragons!”


“That is enough, young sorcerer. Now bow and hope
they respond to such a brash request for assistance.”


He shrugged and did as I said. I didn’t have a sword,
of course, but I bowed as well. After five minutes, Ayden started squirming.
After ten minutes, he started whining. It took fifteen minutes before the space
filled with smoke. 


“We know of the raven’s curse and are sympathetic to
your plight,” a voice called out. Like most dragons, each word was laced with
power. Every dragon was all-powerful and knew it well. What they decreed was
the final judgment. “What do you offer for our help?”


Ayden froze, confusion all over his face. “Um…” he
patted his pockets and pulled out… dragon hide gloves. 


“Put those away!” I told him. 


He frowned. “They’re not real. They used to make
armor out of the hide of dragons, but once dragons were commonly considered
extinct, they came up with fake dragon hide. They figured out that, by rubbing
certain oils and potions on regular leather, it could make the leather as tough
and magic-repellant as real dragon hide.”


“And how are those valuable to us?” the dragon asked.



“I don’t know. My father gave them to me.” His
feelings were written all over his face. “Actually, I don’t think I can give
you them. It’s the only thing I have to… remind me of him.”


The smoke cleared in front of us, revealing two
waist-high boulders. Embedded in the boulder on the left was a sword. On top of
the right boulder was a chalice. “You have proven yourself worthy of our help.
Choose your path. The sword will make you invincible, so that you can defeat
your mother. The chalice contains a potion that will break any curse.”


Ayden looked from one to the other, obviously
conflicted. “Would I be more dangerous with the sword than my mother will be
if I don’t stop her?”


“Only you can answer that,” I said. 


He nodded and stood. “I choose the chalice.”


“Then take it and cure your curse,” the dragon said. 


Ayden slowly approached the chalice, picked it up,
and backed up until he was next to me again. “Thank you.” He then knelt and set
it gently on the ground in front of me. “Take it, Merlin.”


“No, Ayden. It is for you.”


“You are a better wizard. Once your power and
immortality returns, you can make that potion Asiago made. You can take my
power away so that the raven’s curse won’t make me hurt anyone.”


“If you take it, you will be able to help the Sjau.”


“I promised to break your curse and this may be my
only chance to do it. You can help the Sjau more than I can.”


“You are talking about getting rid of your magic.”


“I don’t want to lose control to the curse again. I
trust that you won’t let that happen. Please take it.”


“I will not.”


“Why not?”


“There is no potion that can break all curses.
The dragon was only testing you.”


He looked back at the cave with a betrayed expression
on his face. “Is that true? You were only testing me?”


“Yes, we were, and you have proven that the curse can
be broken. However, we cannot break it, because you have already allowed the
curse to corrupt you.”


“You just said it can be broken!” 


“You have allowed it to corrupt you, but not to the
point where it is irreversible. Because of that, only you can break it.”


Ayden dropped his head. “Then what’s the point? If
you won’t help me, why should I bother fighting the curse?”


“We did not say that we would not help you. Walk
north exactly two thousand steps. There, you will find a stone pillar as tall
as the trees. Circle this pillar three times. Then you will have to face what
you fear.”


“I’m not afraid of anything, though.” There was no
answer. “Dragon?” Still no answer. “Was that a dismissal?” 


“I suspect so.”


We did as the dragon instructed. Ayden kept counting
and losing count, but I wasn’t worried. If the dragon had said, “Head north for
about a mile,” it wouldn’t have sounded as wise. Besides, it wasn’t like we
were going to miss a stone pillar. The reason I didn’t interrupt his counting
was because it was keeping his mind clear and the curse subdued. 


When we reached the pillar, Ayden looked surprised.
“Did I mess up?”


“Undoubtedly.” Etched into the flat side of
the pillar was a language I would know anywhere— the dragons’ language.
However, it seemed like an older dialect than I was used to. 


 


 


 


If you want to change your future,
step through and face it. 


Be warned, if you cannot change, you
will not leave.


 


 


 


That sounds friendly. 


Before I could tell him what the inscription said,
Sven appeared, aiming his wand at Ayden. It wasn’t the same wand that Ayden had
given him, though, so I knew he could hurt the young sorcerer. “Don’t take
another step,” he warned. 


Ayden didn’t. Instead, his staff changed into a
sword. “You really don’t want to anger me right now.”


“You’re not nearly as scary as your mother.”


The crystal was getting darker. “I’m going to be soon
if you don’t leave.” 


Sven really was the last person Ayden needed to see
at that moment; he was the one who betrayed Ayden’s kindness. Magic shot from
Sven’s wand like a beam of red light, but Ayden dodged it. 


“He cannot kill you,” I told him. “Ilvera’s
plan is to draw magic out of all fourteen of the Sjau at once, using you.”


He ignored me, which didn’t sit well with me since he
was the only one who could hear me at all. Ayden didn’t turn to magic, though.
He dodged each curse Sven flung or used his blade to reflect it. Somehow, his
instincts were improved by the curse, which was fortunate, except the crystal
was still getting darker. 


Ayden truly believed he could help people with dark
magic, and I may have been responsible for that. Gmork had given into darkness
because he lost his mother whereas Nimue did it to save me. Ayden had been
taught his entire life that magic was completely black and white, at least for
him. Magicians and seers could choose how to use their magic, but as a
sorcerer, Ayden had to use only dark magic. 


The fact was, “dark magic” could be gray. The Rynorm
family lived in this gray area, as did most sorcerers on Caldaca, because
although they were sorcerers, they had a place in society. The Dracre family,
on the other hand, tried to be as destructive to society as they could be. 


Ayden naturally tried to use dark magic to do good
things, which was entirely possible, for “light magic” could be just as gray.
He needed both sorcery and wizardry to reach his full potential. The problem
was that the raven’s curse was black as ink and all-consuming. This was the kind
of darkness that would eat him from the inside out— the same kind that Gmork
was lost to. Ayden was not innocent or delicate; he had faced this same
darkness every day of his life and was scarred by it, but he had always
resisted it before. 


I told him to accept the sorcery inside him and
because of that, he didn’t understand why nothing good could come out of this. 


Ayden kept advancing on Sven until his sword was more
efficient than Sven’s magic. Sven pulled a short sword off of his belt, which
he must have gotten after betraying Ayden, and tossed his wand aside. Normally,
I would worry about the young sorcerer’s chances against a kitten let alone an
experienced sorcerer, but this was not the Ayden I knew.


It was at that point that his sword began glowing
blue as magic pulsed through the blade. Ayden’s expression was cold, the
crystal was dark gray, and he was about to kill Sven. He wasn’t going to back
down, and he would never forgive himself if he killed someone, even his enemy.
He managed to trip Sven and aimed his sword at Sven’s heart.


“Sven is only obeying Ilvera because she has his
wife captive!”


I was not fast enough to stop Ayden from plunging the
sword into Sven, but I was fast enough that his aim shifted. Instead of running
the blade through Sven’s heart, it went through his arm. It was nothing a
healing potion couldn’t cure. 


“Are you serious?” Ayden asked, more with anger than
regret. 


“I heard Ilvera say it herself. If he does
not obey her every word, she will kill his wife.”


Sven, knowing that he was outmatched, took the
opportunity to escape. When he vanished, Ayden growled with anger. He had been
pushed back over the edge. His hair started to turn black, the crystal was now
black as ink, and the sword caught with blue fire. I didn’t understand that
part, but I knew Ayden was losing his battle with the curse, and when he was
defeated, I would never be able to get him back again. He would face his mother
and be killed, exactly as she had planned. 


The crystal cracked.
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Chapter 21


I felt the curse break free and fill me once more
with waves of anger, greed, and pride. If I gave into the curse, I would be
fearless and powerful. I wouldn’t ever have to worry about people not accepting
me. I would be free to do what I wanted, when I wanted to, and nobody could
stop me. 


The reason this curse was so hard to fight was
because I was a sorcerer. I was not selfless like a wizard or mage was. I
didn’t want to hurt people, but that didn’t mean I wanted to help everyone. I
wasn’t a hero. I was born a sorcerer and no matter how much I used my magic for
good, or how many curses I broke, I would still be a sorcerer, just like my
aunt was. 


The crystal started cracking, as if the curse was
literally digging claws into it. It was easily crushing the power of all that
light magic inside the pendant. Dark magic was so much more powerful. I saw
worry in Merlin’s face and my first thought was that he was afraid of me, which
just fueled the anger.


I could feel the curse, like a ball of heat, sinking
further into my chest. It felt good and bad at the same time. Up until I chose
to fight with Magnus, this was what I had always wanted. It was power and
self-confidence. I would finally be able to defeat my mother and anyone else who
threatened me.


But in doing so, I would lose my friends. I would be
accepted as a sorcerer only after giving up who I was. Of course I would be
accepted if I conformed. I wasn’t just a sorcerer, though. I didn’t want
to save everyone, but I liked making friends and I liked helping them.
Sorcerers made alliances, not friends. I enjoyed breaking curses, reading, and
learning both wizardry and sorcery. Merlin wasn’t afraid of me, he was
afraid for me.


I was a sorcerer. I was also something else. I wasn’t
the smartest, or bravest, or kindest, or wisest, or most powerful person, and
that was okay. Being the best at anything was a huge responsibility anyway. I
liked who I was. With Merlin’s help, I had accepted my magic, but that wasn’t
the same as liking myself. 


Faced with the choice of being myself or being what
I’ve always wanted to be, I was going to choose to stay the same. To my
surprise, my resolve was so much stronger than my desire to make my mother
proud had ever been. It was stronger than the curse. The heat that had gripped
my heart so firmly was dissolving away, leaving only calmness. There was no
fear or uncertainty in its wake, because I didn’t really need sorcery to fight
my fear. 


I changed my sword back into a staff.


“Ayden?” Merlin asked. 


I realized I had probably freaked him out with my odd
behavior. “I’m okay.” The crystal was black as ink and full of cracks. I
snapped it off. All the light magic in it was gone, so I threw it into the
forest. 


“Did you just break the raven’s curse?” he asked.



“No, but I think I’ve finally started fighting it. I
need to break the curse before it overcomes my willpower, though. So now I walk
around the pillar?” I didn’t wait for him to answer. I walked around it three
times and then stopped in front of it. “What now?” In answer, Merlin walked
backwards to the edge of the forest. “What are you doing?”


“Magic like this works only for one person at a
time.”


“Magic like…” I turned back to the pillar and gaped.
“What in the world is that?!” A mirror had appeared in front of the pillar, but
it wasn’t like any mirror I had ever seen. It was black, for one thing, yet
just as reflective as a regular mirror. It was narrow at the bottom and flat on
top instead of completely round. It was the image in the mirror that made me
cringe, however.


There was a snowstorm going on in the background of
the mirror. I was in it, but it wasn’t me at the same time. I had black hair
and dark red eyes, much like the rest of my family. My clothes were different
and I was wearing gloves. Even the blue crystal of my staff was red again. I
glanced at my staff outside the mirror to confirm that it was still blue, and
it was. The only thing that was really the same in the mirror was my robe.


“What is this?”


“You are seeing what you will be in the future if
you stay on this path. That is the sorcerer you will be if you do not break the
curse.”


“That’s soothsaying. How can I be sure?”


“This is the type of trick dragons love to use. A
dragon will not give you anything; he will teach you to get it for yourself.
Dragons enjoy making you face your fears.”


I shook my head. I could feel the curse trying to
push its way back into me. It would have been so easy to let it in. It would
be better than facing that. “I don’t think I like dragons anymore. I don’t
want to do this.” I took a step back.


“Stop doubting yourself. You are stronger than the
stranger in the mirror. Find that confidence I saw in you when you ripped off
the crystal.”


“What do I have to do?”


“Step into the mirror.”


“No.” I took another step back.


“Trust me.”


“I do trust you. I just don’t want to do it.”


“I know. Do you want to become that?” he
asked. I shook my head. “Then stop arguing with me. I know what you can and
cannot do. You can do this. Trust me.”


I gripped my staff tightly and held it in front of me
like a weapon. The expression on my opposite reflection was sinister, whereas I
knew mine was insecure. I reached out and stuck one finger into the mirror. It
was like breaking the surface of a still pond. When I pulled it back out, there
was nothing on it and it wasn’t bleeding or cut off. Slowly, I stuck my right
foot through, which felt like stepping into cold water. Next, I sucked in a
deep breath, closed my eyes, and stepped all the way through the mirror. 


The first thing I noticed was that I could breathe.
The second thing was that the air was very cold. I wrapped my robe around me
tighter and shivered. It wasn’t easy to see anything through the snow, which
was definitely not like white rain. It was blindingly bright, blew in all directions,
and clung to my hair. 


I was in a valley between two mountain cliffs,
seemingly in the bed of a river long since dried up. Small and large boulders
were scattered around, but other than that, the only thing around me was one
dead tree. Even the mirror was gone. “What am I supposed to do now?” I asked,
my voice instantly lost in the wind. As if I had startled the storm, everything
suddenly stopped. The snow settled on the ground, the wind died, and it was
silent. After a moment, I wanted the wind back, because this was spooky. 


The caw of a raven startled me. As I turned to look
up into the tree where the sound had come from, I slipped. I stayed down. There
was a large raven perched on one of the branches in the tree with glowing red
eyes. When it didn’t attack, I clumsily got to my feet. 


“That tree is dead; it’s not going to support your
weight for long,” I warned the bird begrudgingly. The bird flapped his wings
and flew towards the ground. As he did, he shifted into the opposite reflection
of me. He looked just as he had in the mirror, except he wasn’t moving as I
did. 


He smirked cruelly. “You’re afraid of your enemy
falling from a tree?”


“You’re not my enemy.”


“I’m your worst enemy; I’m you.”


It was the voice in my head, which had tried to fool me
into thinking its words were my own thoughts. “You’re not me, either. You’re
the manifestation of a curse. You’re nothing but hatred and dark power wearing
my skin. Since you’re not a real person, you don’t qualify as my enemy. I’m not
going to let you take control of me again.”


He laughed. “Somebody has found a little courage. Did
you know that the raven’s curse can’t be used on wizards?” he asked. I shook my
head. “It’s because they’re not strong enough. Wizards are not brave or
adventurous. They build their defenses so they can bury their heads under their
blankets when the real danger comes to their door. They spend their lives
hoping that no one will ever realize they’re all cowards.”


“I’d rather be a coward than a monster. I know what
it’s like to be on the wrong end of my mother; I don’t want to be someone
else’s nightmare. Now, tell me how to get out of here. Obviously, you’re only
here to talk me to death.”


He laughed again. “No, I’m here to show you that all
your efforts are wasted. You’re right that I am the curse. Stepping into the
mirror separated the curse from you, but I’m still here. It’s not going to be
that easy to get rid of me. Only one of us can leave.” 


“I’m not going to be stuck here.”


“Why? Because you can’t break Merlin’s curse here?
You really are a fool. You are the source of Merlin’s problems. You cannot
break the raven’s curse by killing your mother, but you can break the curse you
put on Merlin by dying here.”


“It can’t be that simple.”


“It is. Remember; Merlin grew up with dragons and he
knows what they’re capable of. This is why he insisted you come in here; he
wanted you to lose.”


“I don’t believe you. Merlin cares about me.”


“You thought your mother cared about you, too.” 


“Are you going to fight or are you all bark and no bite?”


He smirked. “If you paid any attention to your
brothers as a child, you would know that the best way to get an advantage on
your enemy is to talk them down before you ever even start fighting.”


“But the best way to defeat an enemy is to
make them your friend.”


“And who told you that?”


“I don’t know. I think I figured that out when I met
a vegetarian troll.” I held my staff up into the air and focused my mind on
protecting myself. A ward formed around me. It would protect me against most
magic, but it wasn’t perfect. 


The dark Ayden laughed. “Are you just going to sit
there until I give up and walk away?”


“I didn’t plan on it, but that sounds good to me.”


His staff suddenly changed to a wand that looked
exactly the same, just much smaller. He pointed it at me and fire burst from
it, reaching out across the space and into my ward. I collapsed the ward and
dropped to the ground, narrowly avoiding it. 


“You shouldn’t have fought me, Ayden. Being the most
powerful sorcerer was the only chance you had of surviving.”


“I choose the future I want! If I want to be a curse
breaker, a wizard, a sorcerer, or even a librarian, I will be!”


Instead of continuing the pointless talking, he
gestured with his miniature staff and smoke flowed from the tiny crystal. A
creature formed in that black fog. Before I could even figure out what it was,
I let my magic protect me. I felt numbness in my skin as my magic made my skin
impenetrable. My magic didn’t stop there, however. My body disappeared from
sight. 


The creature created in the smoke was finally formed;
it was a massive, black, three-headed cat. It didn’t matter so much that my
skin was impenetrable now because any one of the heads could eat me whole, and
since “Dark Ayden” wasn’t a magician, I knew the creature was real. I also knew
the cat could probably find me even when I was invisible, so I pointed my staff
at a nearby boulder. 


I wasn’t great at conjuring, but transformation was
one of my strengths. Focusing my mind on what I wanted, I let my magic pour
into my staff. Red energy shot into the large boulder and changed it into a
large rock creature, which immediately stood up. It was larger than a troll and
crudely shaped, but I didn’t care because it was pretty awesome. Its head
looked like a regular boulder, except it had two eyes and a mouth. The poor
thing didn’t have a nose. Then again, would a nose do a rock monster any good?


“Kitty!” the rock monster shouted gleefully. All
three heads of the cat stopped hissing as shock crossed their faces. The cat
took off and the rock monster followed. I shed the invisibility and
impenetrable spells because they used up a lot of energy.


Dark Ayden waved his wand up and shot blasts of magic
into the air. I didn’t know what he was doing, but I knew it was going to be
bad. I ran over to another boulder, got on top of it, and put my hood and mask
up. Then I pointed my staff at it. “Dragon hide,” I said, focusing on
protection and imagining my dragon hide gloves. 


My robe grew heavy as it transformed from cloth to
magically-enhanced leather. At least, I hoped it was fake, or even naturally
shed, because I would never forgive myself for harming a dragon. 


Before I could reflect too much on this, Dark Ayden
lowered his wand and a massive rock appeared over him. Well, that would have
been a lot simpler. Then it started raining. Only this wasn’t normal rain.


Snow and rocks sizzled as the rain fell; it was
raining acid. The remaining snow melted away under the onslaught. By holding my
head down, I was able to keep it from getting on my face, but a few drops hit
my boots and started burning holes in them. Since it was fairly slow, I was
able to shake off most of the acid rain. Although my boots were quickly
becoming deformed, nothing had reached my feet yet. 


Fortunately, the acid rain soon stopped, probably
because Dark Ayden saw that my robe was protecting me. It didn’t even leave the
sand wet. As soon as I was certain it wouldn’t start back up, I carefully
examined my robe for damage. There was none, but I did find a strange piece of
white cloth (with a message on it) sewn into the collar. 


 


 


 


Synthetic leather, synthetic dragon hide. No animals or
dragons were harmed in the making of this robe. Warning: Will not protect
against dragons, knives, arrows, superheroes, rock monsters, jellyfish,
rabbits, or insults. Will protect against fire, acid, and a cold wind.


 


 


 


Well, that was lucky. Dark Ayden started summoning
another creature, so I dropped my spell over my robe, letting it change back
into cloth, and pointed my staff at his feet. This one wasn’t easy for me. I
imagined what I wanted and let my magic do its best, because although Merlin
had tried to teach it to me, I hadn’t been successful. 


I hadn’t wanted to be before.


This time, I didn’t have a choice. Using the acid
rain that Dark Ayden had created, I turned the sand he was walking on into
quicksand. It was slow, but by the time he realized what I’d done, he had
already started sinking. 


He started thrashing at first, but then he just
settled down and held up his wand. “I would say nice try, but it wasn’t one,”
he said as red magic enveloped him and pulled him out of the sand. It had,
however, distracted him from creating his monster. Once he was on solid ground,
he started creating a monster again. This time, I decided to see what he was
conjuring before I tried to transform anything. 


While he was busy with that, I searched my
surroundings until I saw a huge rock in front of a mountain cliff. I ducked
behind the rock and watched as the dark cloud formed a massive raven. Massive
as in tree-sized. The raven spit something green at Dark Ayden, who dived out
of the way. The spit hit a rock and melted it. 


Okay, so it’s an enormous raven that can spit
acid. I can handle that. 


“You stupid animal! Kill Ayden, not me! I conjured
you!” 


The raven turned to me, easily spotting me over the
rock, and glared. “Um… he’s Ayden?”


He spit acid, and there went my rock. I jumped back
in time to avoid getting splattered and pointed my staff upward. I let my magic
shape itself around my desire, which was to protect myself. 


The magic that poured from my crystal was deep blue
and formed a dark gray cloud identical to my opponent’s. The raven tried to
stop me, but I dodged his spit without getting distracted, thanks to Merlin’s
relentless teachings. 


I felt the magic flowing from me, to the staff, to
the cloud, and then return to me. This wasn’t the first time I had felt it, but
it was very strange. The energy started to flow faster and build potency. I
felt stronger, even though I was beginning to shake and I couldn’t move. I knew
I was vulnerable if the raven struck, but he seemed to be more interested in
what I was summoning. 


“Kill him!” Dark Ayden demanded. The raven ignored
him, still watching the dark cloud as a red and black mass formed.  


The shape was quickly becoming as large as the raven.
When the cloud dispersed and my magic settled, I was able to move again, but
only barely. Its wings were angular, red on the outward side, and stone-gray on
the inward side, while its body was stone-gray. Its head was narrow and angular
with two horns curving backward and reddish-orange, glowing eyes.


Unlike the raven, my dragon didn’t wait for
instructions; he attacked his enormous opponent enthusiastically. As his wings
flapped, they emitted smoke like they were on fire. It was a battle of claws
versus talons, fangs versus beak, and fire versus acid. Every time the dragon
used fire, I felt like it was being pulled through my body. The raven was
apparently tougher than the chimera had been, because it didn’t take nearly as
much damage. In fact, with every strike, the dragon did less damage. 


And it wasn’t the dragon’s fault. 


I realized for the first time that it wasn’t a dragon
but a manifestation of my magic, just like how my father created a giant snake.
However, it was draining my energy too fast. I hadn’t fully recovered from my
fight with Sven and I didn’t have as much strength as I had going into the
fight with the chimera. 


When the raven spit acid into the dragon’s eyes, I
collapsed to the ground in blinding pain. The dragon roared because, although
it was just a creature made of magic, it could still be injured… just like I
could be injured through it. Fortunately, the acid wasn’t actually burning away
my face. 


And then my staff was ripped out of my hand. I felt
my connection with the staff break at the same time I heard the snap of the
wood. “No!” It was stronger than the sensation of my mother destroying my first
three wands. My vision returned as my dragon vanished. The energy forced its
way into me. Unlike the first time, this was not a pleasant experience, for
there was very little energy to be returned to me. 


There was only the manifestation of the curse, who
didn’t seem to have lost any momentum, and the giant raven. I abandoned my
broken staff, retreated towards the mountain behind me, and found another rock
to hide behind.


I knew I’d only have a moment. I wished I had
something, like my magic black ball, but I had left everything at the castle. A
sense of helplessness tried to overtake me. What could I do without my wand or
staff? Without Merlin? I was all alone, hiding behind a rock, and powerless,
all because my mother wanted my magic. Why? 


Because darkness is stronger than light. 


I tried to focus my mind like Merlin had taught me.
It was hopeless, but I did it anyway. I knew I would fail, but I did it anyway.
Merlin said that I would be able to do magic without a wand or staff if I
learned to focus my energy through something else. I didn’t believe him,
because I couldn’t do magic like those from his world, but I did it anyway. I
focused with every fiber of my being to make my skin impenetrable. 


I was out of energy.


When Dark Ayden walked up to me calmly and faced me,
I tried not to be afraid. I tried to focus on my magic. I hated being afraid.
Sorcerers weren’t supposed to be afraid of anything. He pointed his wand at me,
stabbing pain filled my entire body, and I saw only blackness. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Wake up.” The voice tore me from my sleep so
violently I gasped. It was a voice I would dread hearing for my entire life.
Only, I was having a dream of a memory; I wasn’t really asleep. I knew this
because everything was blurry and extremely familiar. 


“Mother?” I heard myself say. I watched the entire
scene from my own eyes, without being able to control myself, because it had
all already happened. I watched as my mother taunted me, told me that my power
belonged to her, and explained exactly how she planned to do it. 


I had already figured out most of it, but not how or
when she actually put the curse on me. Watching that crystal melt into my blood
was sickening. Knowing that she had been able to make me completely forget it
was equally revolting. 


But then I realized something was different. Or
rather, I saw something I hadn’t seen the first time. My father stood behind
her, staring at me with a strange expression. It wasn’t disapproval. Although
Merlin said I had an attention problem, at this moment, I was completely
focused. And then I realized that he had given me that look before, and it was
the same look Merlin sometimes gave me when I gave up on myself. 


“Try again.” I didn’t know if it was a memory
or the early signs of a mental breakdown, but I heard my father’s voice in my
head as clear as day. 


And then everything was dark, but I knew all I had to
do was open my eyes. Anyone would think the world was a dark place if they
walked around with their eyes closed. I was so fixated that I hadn’t realized I
had been concentrating on the wrong thing; I was focused on failing. 


I pushed the negativity aside. Whether or not light
magic could defeat dark magic was never the issue. I could defeat dark
magic because I was a magic user. There was no other Ayden Dracre in the
world and I definitely wasn’t going to let a little curse take that
away. I was the curse breaker!


I will do magic without my staff because I am
Ayden Dracre, curse breaker and aspiring librarian. I will defeat the raven’s
curse because I control magic; I don’t let magic control me. I have dark magic
and that’s a good thing. I’m not a wizard or a sorcerer; I’m whatever I want to
be. I don’t have to hurt people with dark magic…


I can, however, break a curse with it.


My eyes didn’t want to open. It was like I was deep
in a lake, for sleep was heavy, soothing, and dark. I knew when I opened my
eyes that I would be cold, sore, and right back in the middle of a fight. I
forced my eyes to open anyway, and light returned to my world. 


The first thing I realized was that both the rock I
was hiding behind and the raven were gone. The second thing was that Dark Ayden
was facing away from me, watching the mirror slowly fading in and out. It was
floating in front of the tree. 


As if he could sense that I was awake, he turned to
look at me. “What is that?” I asked. 


He smirked. “You are so near death that the mirror is
starting to appear. It will only fully appear when you’re defeated. All it’ll
take now is one good strike and I’ll be the victor. I might as well give you a
moment to savor it. Savor this, too; when I kill you, I’m going to walk through
that mirror, and then I’m going to kill all your friends.”


“Why?”


“Because I can.”


Agony pulsed through me with every beat of my heart
as I slowly climbed to my feet. He changed his wand to a sword and charged me.
I didn’t even think about failure. I just knew I had to get out. I focused my
mind on Merlin and let my magic surge through me, unguided. 


A bright flash of light surrounded me and when it
cleared… I was standing in front of the mirror. Unfortunately, I was on the
side with Dark Ayden. The mirror was still fading in and out, and when I
reached out for it, I only felt the solid, smooth surface. He was right; one of
us had to die for the other to get through.


I just couldn’t let it be him. 


As he turned and started to attack me again, I
reached out for my staff. The bottom half remained motionless, but the top half
shot into my hand. Without giving myself an instant to reconsider, I turned and
smashed the crystal into the mirror. Reflective shards fell to the ground,
leaving no way to return home. 


“What are you doing?!” Dark Ayden screeched in
horror. 


“What I have to do to protect my friends. If you get
through, you’ll kill them. If I get through, my mother will use me to get magic
from the other Sjau. Well, she’s not getting me now.”


“But now neither of us can ever leave!”


I dramatically studied the mountains around us. “I
can get used to my new home. What about you?” I was lying, of course; I knew
when I let it sink in that I would never see any of my friends again, I would
be heartbroken. However, I also knew I was doing what was best for them. 


I aimed my broken staff at him. “You can’t hurt me,”
he said confidently. “You don’t use dark magic, remember?”


“You don’t know me too well.” For once, I believed in
myself as much as Merlin believed in me, and something very strange happened. 


Magic flowed out of me, through the crystal, and
created the dragon again. No matter how much I accepted myself, I was still
only using a small portion of my magic. To use the full amount, I had to
believe I could do it.


The dragon was not hindered by my conscience this
time, because why should I be worried about the safety of a curse? The dragon
descended on him and I felt my body become weak. I was still injured. Spots
started forming in my eyes, but that was okay, because I had already defeated
the raven’s curse.


Just when I was about to pass out, the dragon
dispersed and the energy it took up was returned to me, along with a wave of
nausea. I vomited uncontrollably, but it wasn’t food that came up. I coughed
and vomited what looked like ink. If I didn’t know it was the leftover remnants
of the curse, I would have been pretty terrified. 


When there was nothing left to be expelled, I forced
myself to stand. I hadn’t realized I’d fallen until then. I turned around,
expecting to see nothing more than the vast mountains, and gaped. 


The mirror was back, and it wasn’t fading. How, I didn’t
know. Fortunately, I lived on a world of magic, so everything that wasn’t
explainable was just… magic. 


More importantly, I could see Merlin on the other
side. I reached into it and found the surface was liquid once again.
Cautiously, I stepped through. 











Chapter 22


“Did you break the curse?” Merlin asked the
instant I stepped through the mirror.


“Yes.” I then saw the staff in my hand and gaped; it
was whole again. Furthermore, the crystal was much darker blue than before.


“What’s wrong?” 


“I’m not sure. I really did go through the mirror,
didn’t I?”


“Yes.”


“How’s my hair?”


“Blond.”


I turned and looked at myself in the mirror. My
reflection was completely normal. “I’ve never been so grateful to be me.” After
all I had just been through, I decided not to worry about my staff as long as
it didn’t start acting up again.


“I am proud of you, and I want to hear about
everything that happened, but we should go now.”


“Actually, I’m thinking you should try it. It should
work on your curse, too. This might be the best way to---”


“No,” he interrupted fiercely. 


I frowned at him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend
you.”


He sighed. “If I entered the mirror, I would be
unable to protect you. Dessa said that you would die when my curse was broken,
not that you would die breaking it. This could be the very event she was
warning me about.”


“Mother warned me about this, too.”


“What? You spoke to your mother?”


“I had a sort of… memory. I remembered that my mother
somehow took me from the castle. She made this crystal out of a raven, told me
that I would become more of a sorcerer the more magic I used, and then said
that I would have the chance to break your curse but that I would turn it down.
Then she erased my memory so that I wouldn’t fight the curse.”


“Your mother is not a seer.”


“I don’t want Dessa’s vision to cause us to miss our
best chance of breaking your curse. Maybe I can go with you to help.”


“That is the Ayden I know. After we speak to
Dessa, we can return here. Until then, your quest is not over.”


“But we saved all the Sjau who weren’t evil.”


“Count again. Houda was innocent. Sven kidnapped
her so your mother could use her as bait.”


“Why would she take her as bait if she didn’t know I
was going to break the curse?”


“As a backup plan, most likely. Normally, I would
insist we not fall into Ilvera’s trap on purpose. In this case, however, we
need to save Houda.”


Despite him insisting he didn’t, I was still
convinced he liked her. “Alright, then we need to have a backup plan as well. I
think we can use everyone’s help. We just have to make sure no one gets hurt.
We can cover each other’s disadvantages if we plan everything out. We need to
get back to the castle… speaking of which, where are we?”


“I have no idea. Since you can use your magic now,
do you think you can transport us back to the castle?”


“What about my mother detecting my transporting
magic?”


“Thaddeus painted some sigils on your skin that
should protect you from being seen, if only for a moment.”


Confused, I pulled on the collar of my shirt to see that
there were sigils tattooed on my chest. I shrugged; it wasn’t important enough
to worry about right then. “I’m not sure how far away we are, so it would be
dangerous. Plus, I think doing any more magic like that could kill me right
now, because I used way too much magic in the mirror land.”


Just then, a round portal opened in the sky. I held
up my staff, ready to fight again, until Mason stuck his head through. “Are you
going to stand around all day?”


I tossed my staff through the portal and he caught it
in order to set it down gently. Then he held out his hand for me to take. I
did, and he helped me up. Merlin jumped through without any trouble. 


“You really broke the curse, right?” Mason asked.


“Yes.” 


“Good.” He smacked me. “Don’t ever do that again!”


Merlin growled, forcing Mason to back away from me.
“It’s fine, Merlin. It didn’t hurt.”


“You can’t do everything by yourself, all the time.
We could have helped you!” Mason admonished.


“It wasn’t me; it was the curse.”


“Then you wouldn’t have closed the portal if you
weren’t cursed?” He looked doubtful, but willing to forgive me.


I shrugged. “Well, I would have done it to protect
you, but not because I didn’t trust you.” Merlin groaned. “Anyway, I have an
idea on how to save Houda.”


“Ilvera got her?”


I nodded. “Sven, Sotis, and Kalyn have joined my
mother, but Houda is innocent.”


“We also need to discuss the other Sjau and the
dark council they are forming.”


 


*          *          *


 


Fortunately, everyone had been able to fight off
Sotis and Kalyn, who had attacked the castle. As soon as they were safe, Mason
used the small magic mirror to watch Merlin and me, so they knew everything,
including that we were attacked by Sven. Of course, he hadn’t seen me face the
curse. 


When presented with all kinds of food that weren’t
meat, I found I was ravenous, which was a huge improvement. I also got a hot
bath and a good night sleep. Obviously, I didn’t have long to rest, because
Houda needed us.


That night, Merlin told me all about leaving his
mother to learn magic, the development of his visions, and how his mother died.
No matter how much I disagreed with him, he still felt responsible for her
death. I wanted to be mad at Baltezore, but he had made Merlin immortal, and I
couldn’t hate him for that. When Merlin told me about the egg he protected, I
felt like I had forgotten something that was important. Figuring that it would
come to me later, I brushed it off. 


 


*          *          *


 


Starting in the morning, we discussed the plan at
lengths, taking into consideration the fact that my mother had four of us on
her side. When Evelyn, Jeb, and Mason’s family arrived from Magnus’s castle and
insisted on joining us, I knew we had a good chance. In truth, we were a bit
outnumbered, since most of us couldn’t do dark magic. However, I trusted
everyone in the room to do their best. Magnus remained at his castle to protect
it, along with Sonya. Mist was only four, so she stayed with Magnus and her
parents as well. 


Evelyn was a young witch, magician, and princess with
dark brown hair and matching eyes who liked books and was married to a
werewolf. When I learned that the werewolf had kidnapped her father and
blackmailed her into moving in with him, I was a little worried. However, it
turned out to be true love… apparently. 


Jeb was a thirty-year-old sorcerer and warlock with
dark blue hair, burgundy eyes, and an abundance of jewelry. Obviously, I had an
issue with his magic, since warlocks were just fake wizards and sorcerers in my
opinion. He explained, however, that his family had no magic. He was a
sorcerer, but he had to hide it, so he fused all his magic into talismans,
rings, and the like. He sold these real magical items while pretending to be a
fake. 


“Can we be sure he will not turn on us and join
your mother?” Merlin asked.


“What’s your motive for helping us?” I asked. 


He frowned like I’d just asked a dumb question.
“Because I’m a sorcerer, obviously. She could steal my magic, and I have no
doubt she would if I gave her half a chance. I’m sticking with whoever’s
against the power-hungry sorceress. Anyone who chooses her side is a fool and
just asking to be sucked dry.”


Mason mumbled something under his breath that I
missed. Merlin, however, snorted with amusement. 


“Since she can only take sorcery, how can she take
magic from all of us through me?” 


“Perhaps she believes if she can take enough Sjau
power, she can become one. Considering people are losing their magic and the
Sjau are the exceptions, I can see why she would be desperate.”


I nodded. “You’re right.”


“Who’s right?” Thad asked. 


“Merlin.”


“Oh, right, I forgot. He can talk in your head.
That’s really weird.”


“Houda isn’t the only one we’re going to try to save.
We can’t let my mother get any more power than she already has, and that means
getting the others away from her.”


“But didn’t Merlin tell you that Ilvera’s plan is to
take our magic all at once?” Gideon asked.


“Yes, but remember who we’re talking about. My mother
will have backup plans for her backup plans. If she can’t get us together,
she’ll kill all of us who has sorcery. We’re not going to kill anyone; we just
need to subdue them.”


“What about sending them to another world?”


“That requires drawing out the portal ahead of time
and we won’t be able to do it there. We can bring them back here and either
convince them to stay away from her, or send them somewhere they can’t help
her.”


“When did you grow a spine?” Thad asked. 


Mason and Livia glanced at each other, obviously
wondering if I hadn’t fully broken the curse. I pointed to Merlin. “Pretty much
when I met him.” 


The plan was that Mason’s sisters would transport all
of us to a safe place close to my mother so that we would all be at full
strength for a fight. Rita would create a defensive ward, since she wasn’t
going to be able to put up much of a physical or magical fight. While the family
couldn’t use dark magic at all, Mason’s brothers and Mogral could fight
physically. Mason was going to save all of his energy for healing. 


“Merlin and I will face my mother as a distraction so
that Livia can save Houda. Evelyn will fight Kalyn with Gideon’s help, but
Gideon, you’re also Mason’s backup. Jeb will fight Sven.”


“Let me fight Sven,” Thaddeus said. 


“Um… did you forget about Mother being there?”


He sighed. “She’ll find out about me eventually
anyway. I might as well go down in a good fight.” Thaddeus, although not as
strong as our other brothers, was a true sorcerer.


“Well said,” Gideon said. 


Mason scoffed. “Warriors and sorcerers always have to
get their hands dirty.”


“I can disguise you,” Evelyn offered. 


“That might slow her down as long as she’s
distracted. Except, how in the world are you going to distract her?” he asked
me.


“I have an idea.” I held up my bag. “Merlin taught me
a spell last night that might be able to help.” We were pretty lucky that Livia
had all the ingredients we needed. “I haven’t tried it yet, but I’m confident
that I can pull it off. Now, Jeb, you will fight Sotis. Do you think you can
handle a necromancer?”


“Easily.”


“Perfect. Everyone else…”


“That’s us,” Mason’s eldest brother said for all of
his brothers. 


“Right. Use your wizardry to protect everyone.”


“Will do.”


“And don’t be surprised by whatever you see Merlin
and me do. It’s going to be our big, secret weapon and we don’t want my mother
overhearing us talk about it.”


After that, Evelyn disguised Thaddeus. She made his
hair blond and his eyes green to start with, earning a sour attitude from him.
Then she sharpened his facial structure to make him look older and gave him a
heavy tan. At my insistence, she also made him look really thin. Of course, it
was just an illusion, but it was pretty awesome to see in person. 


Then Masy waved her wand over the table mirror. “Show
us the closest safe place near Ilvera Dracre.”


The mirror formed the image of a lake. “I know that
place,” Thaddeus said before glancing at me and blushing. I recognized it, too;
my brothers tried to drown me there several times. 


“Before we go,” I said to Livia, changing the
subject, “since my mother could turn my magic dark, does that mean she can turn
yours dark?” 


“With the same curse, possibly. I didn’t just remove
my sorcery, though; I removed the darkness in myself so that I couldn’t create
more.”


Once Mason’s sisters created the portal, we all
dropped down through it. The ground was covered in green, soft grass. I had
always wanted to have snow, but while fighting the curse, I had decided that I
preferred the warm weather of Akadema.


“Merlin, can you sense my mother?” I asked.


“Vaguely.” 


“Tell me when you can sense other people with her.”


“Of course.”


“Alright, we’ll set up here.”


“Set up what?” Mason asked, confused. 


“We’re going to summon a dragon.” 


“Awesome! How can I help?” 


“I have everything I need.” I dumped out thirteen
rocks, a bottle of gold filings, and some dragon fire flowers. The dragon fire
flowers only grew in the hottest places on Caldaca and were deep red with
yellow thorns. I used the rocks to make a circle while Merlin directed me on
the size and chastised me on the elliptical shape of it. Once Merlin was
satisfied with that, I scattered the gold filings inside of it. 


“Seriously, what are you doing?” Thaddeus asked. 


“This is magic from Merlin’s world.” I then changed
my staff into a sword and drew the symbol from Merlin’s memory into it. Once
that was done, I set the flowers in the center. “Someone please light this.”


Thaddeus pulled his wand out of his pocket and aimed
it at the flowers. A ball of fire flared from the tip and set the flowers on
fire. Unlike most flowers, they didn’t just burn away; the flames turned dark
blue. Without waiting for any instructions from Merlin, I plunged the sword
into the ground and knelt facing south.


“I am very impressed,” Merlin praised. “Do
you remember the words?”


“Some of them.” I was rather surprised that I could
remember how to set up the ceremony at all. 


 


 


 


By dragon wing and dragon claw, 


my defense is without flaw.


Shrouded by dragon might, 


remove me from enemy sight.


Full of rage and terrible ire, 


burn my assailants with dragon fire 


Dark and terrible be thy wrath, 


Cennuth, protect me on my path.


 


 


 


“Did I do well?” I asked, pulling my sword from the
ground. I felt strange, like I had done a very powerful spell…. but somehow
different. I could always feel the magic inside me, as well as when it was
inside my staff or wand. When my staff or wand was using my magic, it was
somewhat like having a third arm. In this case, I could just feel that my magic
was going somewhere. 


“Exceptionally well. Now we wait.”


We waited for a long while, but the dragon didn’t
show. “What did I do wrong?”


“Nothing, Ayden.”


“Is it because I didn’t use my staff?” Despite
everything I had been through, my confidence was fading fast.


“It is not your fault. Dragons rarely answer a
mortal’s call.”


“Then what do we do?”


“We handle this mess without him. You came up with
an excellent plan; this was just insurance.”


“It’s what?”


He scoffed with amusement. “I am glad you are back
to normal.”


“So, where’s the dragon?” Gideon asked. 


“It looks like he’s not coming. Maybe I can conjure
one again.”


“Wait until the optimum time to use it, or you
will waist your energy and play your cards too early.”


“I know you’re not, but it feels like you two are
talking about us behind our backs,” Gideon said.


“Warriors are so paranoid,” I said in Merlin’s
mind. Out loud, I said, “My mother’s house is that way.” 


“When we first met, you were struggling to be
accepted. Now that you have accepted yourself, do you notice what came of it?”
Merlin asked. 


I glanced around at all the people who had banded
together to help me and smiled. “Yes. I’m not alone anymore. I’ve got you.”
He sighed. “I know what you mean. The only way for people to like me for me
is to be me. I wasn’t really giving anyone a chance. Yes, most people are not
going to accept me because I am a sorcerer and wizard, but I am that whether I
accept it or not. I might as well make the best of it, because life is a lot
less fun being one or the other.”


“Wow. You have learned more than I expected. However,
we will have to talk about that later. I can sense the other Sjau.”


“All four of them?”


“I can sense six of them.”


“One must be Houda and my mother must have found the
newborn Sjau.”


“Perhaps.”


“We’re close, and they’re all there,” I told the
others. Evelyn made us invisible. 


“We’re ready for them,” Gideon said. 











Chapter 23


We reached the cabin and paused to rebuild our
confidence. The power emanating from the place was too sinister to overlook.
Mason patted my back, which was odd since I couldn’t see him. “You can do this.
We all can.”


“How can you be sure?” I asked. 


“You’re too pretty to die and we were all smart
enough to side with you.”


“It’s always nice to be pretty, but it’s more
important to be powerful,” said a too-familiar voice that sent shivers down my
spine. I groaned just as my mother appeared before me. No matter how much power
I had, she always had more.


“Your mother is close,” Merlin warned me.


“Thanks,” I told him sarcastically. 


“You might as well give it up; I know you brought
your friends and that they’re invisible,” my mother said.


“But you don’t know how many there are, where they
are, or what they can do.”


“On the contrary, I know everything about how this
will play out and how it will end.” 


“How can you know?” Unless…


Zelli appeared right beside her. “Because I have seen
the future,” she said. “I know every move you’re going to make.”


“Why would you do this? I helped you.”


She scoffed. “From a few lousy bandits. I could have
handled them easily.”


“That’s not the point. I trusted you, just like I
trusted Sven.”


“Yes, you’re an idiot. Are you going to cry about
it?”


I ignored her question. “I’m not an idiot. I trusted
you and Sven, and even though you both betrayed me, I’m still going to trust
all of the other Sjau until they betray me, for the same reason I trusted you.
There are numerous wizards and sorcerers on Caldaca. Every great land has a
famous seer, every large city has a mage, every kingdom has a magician, and
every town has closed up their shops early once because a necromancer was
passing through. There are even at least a hundred elementalists in the world.”


“So what?”


“There are only fourteen of us. How can I not give
every Sjau the benefit of the doubt when we are and always will be the rarest
of any class of magic users? There will never be more or less than fourteen of
us.”


She frowned as I said this. “We’re not special; we’re
just freaks,” she argued. 


My mother flicked her wand and a thick sheet of black
fog blanketed the ground up to my waist. This made it pretty obvious how many
people were with me, as there were fourteen spots empty of smoke. “Just as you
predicted; he brought extra,” Ilvera said to Zelli. At that point, Sven, Sotis,
and Kalyn appeared, and the invisibility over my allies faded. “And, Thaddeus,
take off that terrible disguise.”


The illusion over Thaddeus disappeared. Thaddeus
looked sick to his stomach, but my mother didn’t seem to care that he was there
in the least. That was actually a major insult, as if he just didn’t matter to
her at all. 


“We’re only here to save Houda, not defeat you,” I
told my mother. 


Her grin was downright evil. “Oh, is that all you
want? Then by all means, take her.” 


Houda appeared beside her. Her clothes were torn,
bloody, and dirty and there were tear stains on her cheeks. My mother then
pointed her wand at me and my body froze completely. I couldn’t even open my
mouth. 


“You wanted to save her, but I don’t think she wants
to go with you. Do you, Houda?” 


The magician shook her head desperately. I wanted to
ask my mother what she did to her. 


“Well, I think that’s perfectly clear, don’t you,
Ayden?” I couldn’t move, so she sighed dramatically. “I don’t think that’s
enough for him, Houda.” A dagger appeared in her hand. “Why don’t you prove
your loyalty to me?”


Houda sniffled, trying not to cry, and shook her head
again.


Ilvera’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me tell you
again.” She made another motion with her hands and a baby appeared, wrapped up
in a dirty white bed sheet. 


“Houda has a baby?!”


“She was pregnant when she found us and hiding it
with magic.”


“That was her big secret?”


“Part of it. I believe the father is one of the
princes, which is why she had to get out of there before the baby’s birth.”



“How long do you think the little one can last in a
pit of snakes?” Ilvera asked. 


I felt my mother’s power crack under my own desperation.
“Mother, stop!” I shouted. 


Her eyes widened. “Impressive… but not enough to stop
me. I can use the baby as long as Houda obeys, but if she refuses me again,
I’ll kill her and the baby.”


“Don’t hurt him. Please don’t hurt him,” Houda cried.



“Then do as I say.”


Houda took the knife and approached me. Although I
could talk, I still couldn’t move. Merlin growled. “She doesn’t have a
choice,” I told him. “Do you really think she’s going to let your baby live
even if you kill me?”


“I don’t, but I have to try.” 


“I know.” She aimed the dagger at my heart. “That’s
not a worthless infant,” I said loudly. 


“Stop,” my mother demanded. Houda did. “What are you
talking about?”


“That’s a royal child. If you kill him, he’s
worthless. Alive, he’s worth a lot of gold.”


“Now she’ll never give him back!” Houda cried.


“Would you rather him be sold to his father or
killed?” 


My mother smirked. “I could almost be proud, Ayden.
Not only would you suggest I separate a newborn from his mother, but also that
I sell him. It’s too late to save you, though. Houda, kill him.”


She aimed the dagger at my heart again and struck. An
instant before the dagger cut into me, my mother flicked her wand. Houda’s hand
stopped with the blade almost piercing me. 


“That’s enough,” my mother said kindly. “I need him
alive; I only wanted to be sure you would do it.”


“You’re not going to kill my baby?” Houda asked,
dropping the dagger. 


“I was going to, but now I think selling him would be
better, so long as he isn’t more of a problem than he’s worth.” She held out
the baby like it was something disgusting and Houda rushed forth to take him
from her. She was crying with relief now. 


“I’ve grown tired of talking. It’s now time to do
what we’ve come here to do.”


“We can finally kill them?” Sven asked. 


She just laughed cruelly, causing Sotis and Kalyn to
frown worriedly. Zelli didn’t look confused. “Now that I have the Sjau
together, I can take all of your magic at once.”


“You what?!” Kalyn screeched. 


“Your plan was to kill all of us all along?” Sven
asked. 


“Yes. Instead of going through all the work to gather
you together, I made sure Ayden’s seer friend would overhear part of my plan.
Ayden got everyone together for me.”


Not one for wasting words, my mother aimed her wand
at me. Even though I had known it was coming, I wasn’t prepared for the pain I
felt as what looked like lightning leapt from my mother’s wand into me. It
spread from me to my aunt, connecting us with blinding energy. The pain so
crippling that I missed it spreading to all of the other Sjau until it was
already starting to break up. When it finally dissolved, the pain faded very
slowly. All of the Sjau were on the ground. Thaddeus helped Mason up. 


“Why didn’t that work?!” my mother asked to no one in
particular. 


I rolled my eyes, trying to hide how much pain I was
still in. “Oh, mother, even you can count to fourteen.”


She narrowed her eyes with anger. “What did you say?”


“I said count again. You don’t have all fourteen of
us and you just told your loyal followers that you planned to kill them.” 


She rounded on Zelli. “You said they would all be
here!”


She shrugged. “I saw so many of Ayden’s allies. I
must have miscounted.” She didn’t look apologetic or even worried about the
fact that she was angering my mother. Traitor or not, she was a brave little
girl.


Sotis, one of the first of us to recover, grabbed
Kalyn and pressed a knife to her throat. Her expression was angry rather than
afraid. “You can’t take our power if one of us dies!” he said. 


I was about to point out that if one of us died,
another would be born, but Jeb reacted before I could. Jeb pointed one of his
magic rings at Sotis instead of a wand, and the dagger went flying. At that
point, Thaddeus tried to curse Sven, but Sven dodged it. 


Then Sotis waved his wand and black magic burst out
of it. Rita put up a ward over all of them. In the next instant, it broke out
into a full battle. I turned to my mother. I knew she couldn’t kill me, but
there were many curses that were worse than death. 


I threw a shield over myself and Merlin and focused
my power. My galaxy stone began pulsing with a deep blue glow. “Wait, Ayden.
Not yet.”


“Do you think you can do your magic through me
again?”


“I would rather not,” he said.


“I’m not afraid of it anymore,” I lied. “You
have knowledge and skill that I won’t for hundreds of years. If I can help you
use it, it’s worth it.” 


“I do not even understand how I did it in the
first place, so I cannot be sure I can do it again.”


At that point, my mother struck my ward with a curse,
but it was at an odd angle, so it glanced off. Despite that, it was still
powerful enough to shatter my ward. We needed a dragon’s help.


Merlin and I were facing my mother, so we didn’t see
Sotis sneaking up behind us until he grabbed me by my hair and put a dagger to
my throat. “You need Ayden to take my power! So if I kill him, you can’t do
anything!”


Everyone else was too concerned with their own
fighting to notice us. Mother looked like she was considering what Sotis said
for a moment, and then she smirked. “Wrong again. If Ayden dies, I can get your
power using my sister.”


Merlin said something that I was pretty sure I wasn’t
meant to hear. 


I ignored him, because something really odd was
happening. I had been in this hold before and knew how to get out of it, but I
couldn’t seem to bring my body to move. My galaxy stone was glowing blue again,
and the same tranquility that I felt the first time I faced Veronica came back
to me. It wasn’t arrogance or confidence, but all my panic and concern faded
away. I didn’t doubt that I would get out of the situation. 


My magic started flowing through me, growing warmer
as it did. Before I even realized what was happening, a new presence came over
me. “Mein.” Although I said the word quietly, calmly, the power behind that
word was anything but. 


Sotis screamed and dropped the knife. I turned to see
him on the ground, clutching his head in pain. “Ayden, how did you do that?”
Merlin asked. 


I ignored him and turned back to my mother. I was…
sort of in control, but it was like I was borrowing a completely different body
from someone else. I didn’t feel like me at all. Of course, I didn’t care; I
was completely calm. “Dómr.” She looked confused for just a moment before she
vanished. I said something a lot longer after that, but I couldn’t remember the
exact words. 


My staff pulsed with a deep blue glow and everyone
instantly stopped fighting and turned to me. Sotis even stopped screaming. It
was utterly silent… 


And then the strange presence left me, and I suddenly
felt like I hadn’t slept for a month. Merlin attempted to catch me when I fell,
but I didn’t even try to steady myself. “What happened?” I asked him. My
body was shaking.


“Your galaxy stone seems to have a new power; I
believe you were temporarily given dragon magic.”


“But I didn’t use fire.”


He laughed. “There is much more to dragons than
fire.”


Thaddeus helped me up. “Did you kill her?” he asked. 


Everyone was listening carefully to the answer,
except for Sotis who had passed out. “No. I’m not sure what I did to her, but I
didn’t kill her.”


“We’ll get her next time.”


“No, you won’t,” my mother said, appearing in the
same spot she had disappeared from. Only now, her clothes were smoking and her
hair was a mess. It looked like she had been through a terrible war and barely
made it out alive. “I don’t know how you got that power, but it’s going to be
mine very soon,” she threatened through clenched teeth. 


I shuddered violently. Although my mother had always
been cruel and conniving, there was something different in her eyes. For the
first time, she looked a little deranged. “What happened to you?” I asked. She
hadn’t been gone long enough to fight anyone.


“You may have broken my curse, but it would never
have worked at all if there wasn’t already darkness inside you.” 


I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I already knew that.” She
frowned. “I figured that out when I faced Veronica. I have light and dark
magic, and I need both to be the person I am. All your curse did was try to
unbalance me, and that’s why I had to break it. Sure, I could have been more
obsessed with power if I was a sorcerer like my brothers, but I don’t have less
power than them. I can do things they can’t. Even that’s not the reason you’ll
never beat me.” 


“You think you can defeat me?” 


“I didn’t say that. I only said that you can’t beat
me.” 


“And why is that?” 


“Because I have something my brothers didn’t. I have
something you don’t; I have friends.”


In anger, she pointed her wand at me. I knew I had
pushed her too far. She wasn’t going to kill me because then she couldn’t use
me at all, but there were a lot of things she could do, such as a sleeping
curse or turning me to stone. 


I felt Merlin start to move and waved my staff on
instinct. A ward over myself wouldn’t have been powerful enough to stop my
mother, especially when I had no time to do it right. Instead, I pointed my
staff at Merlin. “Stop!” 


At that instant, three unexpected things happened;
Merlin froze, my mother’s curse fizzled out right before reaching me, and my
father appeared next to her. “That’s enough playing around,” he said sternly. 


Almost everyone lowered their heads, at least
slightly. 


“You stay out of this!” she yelled at him. My father
grabbed her arm and they both vanished. 


“Do we stay or go?” Kalyn asked. 


“I’m not working for Ilvera anymore,” Sotis said. 


Sven grabbed Kalyn and Sotis’s arms and then they all
vanished. Kalyn and Sotis were definitely not sorcerers. 


“Now we’re even,” Zelli said before she, too,
vanished. 


The silence was awkward. Everyone was either worn out
or injured. Rita, who was bleeding from a cut on her forehead, hugged Houda
right before she, Houda, and the baby vanished. “Are you two okay?” Thaddeus
asked. 


I nodded. “Give Merlin and me a moment.” Mason and
his brothers took everyone home, leaving Merlin and me alone. “I don’t think we
won this time,” I said.


“We cannot win every battle. However, remember
that we went through this to stop your mother from killing any of the Sjau, not
to kill her.”


I nodded. “But we didn’t. She still got to Blue
before we could.”


“Fortunately for me, she did,” said a voice. We turned
back to the cabin to see a young girl about ten standing in front of it. I
recognized her face. 


“Blue! I thought you were dead!”


“Too bad. Ilvera saved me. She raised her wand at me
threateningly, but she was shaking. “Put the staff down.” When I didn’t move,
she shot a blast of energy that narrowly missed me. “Do it!”


“Okay. Just be careful.” I slowly set down the staff.


“Step away from it, but don’t come any closer to me.”


I did as she asked. “I’m not here to hurt you.”


“You’re lying.” She shook harder. “I know what you
did, and I know why you’re here.”


“What I did? What did I do?”


“You know what you did!” she yelled. “You burned down
my village to kill me, and now you’re here to finish me off.”


“No! I didn’t attack your village!”


“You deny that you were there?”


“No… I was there, but I went there to save you from
her. I didn’t get there until after it had burned down and you were gone.”


“You’re lying!” She reached into the interior pocket
of her robe and pulled out my wand. “I saw you myself. I saw you through the
window of my house, and I saw you drop this when my mother attacked you. Do you
deny this is your wand?”


“No, it’s my wand, but it was stolen. I went there to
warn you that Ilvera Dracre is after you.”


“I know all about Ilvera.”


“You do?”


“She saved me. She told me everything.”


“Whatever she told you, it was a lie.”


“You’re the liar! She’s my mother!” 


I gaped until Merlin nudged me in the back. “That’s
impossible. It’s another lie she told you to control you.”


“It’s not! She told me that you took me from her when
I was a baby because you were jealous of my power. She said she sent my bothers
after you and they stopped you from killing me, but that they couldn’t find me.
Why did you do it? I never did anything to you.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.


I felt for her, because I knew my mother could be
very convincing. This girl only knew what she was told, and she believed I was
the one who destroyed her village. After all, she had my wand, which explained
what happened to it. The question was, how did she see me do something I didn’t
do and be somewhere I wasn’t?


“Blue, I know this is hard to hear, but she lied to
you. She’s not your mother, she’s mine, and she never---”


“You’re still lying!” she screamed. “You said
yourself that Livia Dracre was your mother! I saw you when you were with
Rocana!” 


I groaned. “Does everyone have magic mirrors? I
thought they were rare. I know it’s difficult to believe, but you must realize
that she’s a very dangerous and malevolent sorceress. Ilvera Dracre is my mother,
although I often wish she wasn’t. You have to trust me. She wants to kill you
and take your dark magic.”


She shook her head furiously. “That’s not true. She’s
the only one who accepts me for who I am.”


“She doesn’t. I know because I’m---”


“You don’t know what it’s like not to have a family!
You don’t know what it’s like to live in fear of everyone finding out that
you’re different.”


I knew I had to be careful of what I said. Even
though we were the same in many ways, that didn’t mean she wanted to hear it.
She thought I tried to kill her. My mother’s lies were the only answers she’d
ever had, so of course she would believe them. “You and I aren’t that
different. If you would let me---”


“I’m not going to let you continue lying to me!” I
saw resolve in her eyes and started to reach for my staff, even though I knew
it was too late. The red magic shot at me like lightning and I wasn’t even fast
enough to get out of the way. 


Merlin was a lot faster than me. 


Before I realized he was moving, he was halfway to
Blue and intercepted the magic. He hit the ground and rolled without trying to
stop himself. “Merlin!” I rushed to his side, ignoring the fact that I was
completely open to Blue. I checked his pulse and didn’t feel anything. He
wasn’t even breathing. 


As if it knew exactly what to do, my magic called to
my wand, which shot out of Blue’s hand into mine. When I touched it, I realized
what I had to do. Without the curse over him, Merlin was immortal. I had to
remove it. 


And the only way to do that in time to possibly save
him was to take it into myself. I wasn’t gentle about it because I was in
danger either way. I felt the curse in him, but it wasn’t easy. I had to go on
instincts to figure out what energy was Merlin’s and what wasn’t. Of course,
this shouldn’t have been the case, because Merlin shouldn’t have had magic. 


Instead of focusing on the curse inside him, I
focused on what I thought was his magic. It was dangerous, but not aggressive.
I tried to use this to find the source of it. Unfortunately, the curse was way
too strong and blocked me at every turn. Somehow I knew that if I could access
his magic, I could use it like he used mine and break the curse from the inside
out. 


Just as I thought I was about to succeed, Blue struck
me with the same curse that she had hit Merlin with and pain filled my body. I
managed to look up at her and saw fear fill her eyes. Right before I lost
consciousness, I felt something move behind me. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was kneeling in front of a dark cave at the base of
a mountain. At first, I thought this was another dream of Merlin’s childhood,
but I was able to move and when I looked down at myself, it was definitely me.
“What’s going on?” I asked, not really to anyone, since I didn’t think there
was anyone around to hear me.


“You called for my help, did you not?” a deep voice
asked from the darkness of the cave. I was sure I’d heard the voice before, but
I couldn’t remember from where.


“I don’t think so. Who are you?”


“I am Cennuth.”


“Oh.” Then I couldn’t possibly have heard it before.
“Well, you’re a little late.”


“I will not fight your battles for you. I came
because you need my help to save Merlin.”


“You can save him?! Please do it!”


“There is always a price in magic, young sorcerer. To
give a life, you must one. Merlin has lived a very long life. Are you willing
to sacrifice yours to give him more time?”


“There isn’t any other way?” 


“No. A life for a life has always been the rule,
young sorcerer.”


I put my face in my hands. I wondered if I could
sacrifice another person, like my mother, but I couldn’t do that. I thought of
how many times Merlin saved me. I thought of how many times he kept me from
going down the wrong path. I thought of how many times he was my friend. And
then I thought of returning to the castle alone, and living the rest of my life
knowing it was my fault he was dead. “Yes. Do it. Save Merlin.”


“You are willing to sacrifice your life for his?”


“Don’t make me say it again.” I kept my eyes covered
and hoped Merlin wouldn’t know. I didn’t want to see what the dragon would do
to me. After a moment, I couldn’t stand the agony of waiting. I didn’t know if
he was going to burn me, stab me, or eat me. Please get it over with. “Is it
going to hurt?”


“It is done.” 


“What is?” I put my hands down in surprise. I was still
in front of the cave. “Am I dead now? That was a lot less painful than I
expected.” 


“You are not dead. You have sacrificed your life for
Merlin’s. Your life now belongs to me.” 


“I’m a slave?! I sacrificed my freedom?! That’s not
the same thing!” 


“Would you take it back if you could?” 


Once again, I thought about Merlin. I thought of
everything we’d been through since we met. And then I thought of him jumping in
front of me to protect me. “No, I would have made the deal either way. Does
this mean I have to come live with you on a mountain? Because I’ll warn you
now; I’m not climbing up and down a mountain every day, even if it means going
hungry.”


“No. I have a different use for you. The fact that
you were willing to sacrifice yourself for Merlin proves to me that I can trust
you not to betray him. He was born with a purpose.”


“To end the war on magic?”


“Yes.”


“And he thought he did that.”


“He fought a battle. The war continues.”


“What does he have to do to win the war?”


“That depends on him.”


“Okay, wait. Let me think. You dragons are so tricky
with your questions. Oh! I got it. Who is the king behind the war? If you take
the king, the war is over.”


The dragon laughed, a surprisingly friendly sound.
“You amuse me, young sorcerer, and for that, I will answer your question.
Baltezore is the one behind the war, but it will not be easy to defeat him.”


“Well, why don’t you fight him? It should be easy for
you.”


“No, it would not be. Baltezore has dragon blood and
is much more powerful than you can imagine.”


“Then I don’t stand a chance.”


“No, you do not. However, Merlin does, if you help
him. He must find the egg of Vokirex before the black star comes and protect it
from Baltezore. If Baltezore kills the egg, your entire world will die.”


“Where do I start looking? I can’t very well search
all of Caldaca and Merlin said he made himself forget where he hid it.”


“You will not be able to find the egg until the time
is right, so watch for the sign.”


I opened my mouth to ask for more information, like
what the sign was, I suddenly wasn’t there anymore. 




*          *          *


 


I woke up with the lethargy and nausea that could
only come from healing potions, and on top of that, my entire body hurt. When I
opened my eyes, I was a little surprised to find myself in my room at Magnus’s
castle. What wasn’t surprising was that Merlin was asleep at the foot of the
bed. Fortunately, his chest rose and fell, so I knew he was alive. I sat up and
winced. It felt like my insides were trying to fall out. 


But I was alive, and so was Merlin, so I was happy. 


I reached for Merlin’s paw to wake him until the door
opened. It was Thaddeus who entered and shut the door behind himself. “I’m
pretty amazed you pulled through. I never thought you were very tough before,”
he said.


“I didn’t think you were, either. What happened?”


“You were taking a while and I figured Mother would
have something up her sleeves that she would only use when everyone thought it
was over, so I returned. I found you, Merlin, and a little girl unconscious on
the ground. I brought you all back here.”


“Where is the girl?”


“We figured she was with Mother, so we put her under
a sleeping curse and locked her in the dungeon.”


“You risked yourself to make sure I was okay?”


He rolled his eyes. “Don’t say it like I care or
anything. You owe me. Anyway, with my fantastic skills and the combined efforts
of everyone else, you and Merlin managed to survive your first face-to-face
duel with Mother.”


“You sound like it’s some big rite of passage. As if
you ever stood up to her.” I meant it to tease him, possibly because of
everything he’d put me through, but his expression was sad, as if he didn’t
want to think about it. 


“You’re not in perfect shape; it’s probably going to
take a while before you’re fully on your feet. Merlin also has some recovery to
do, but Mason thinks he’ll recover faster.”


“What about Houda and the baby?” 


“She’s safe. While you may not have defeated Mother,
you did a pretty good job slowing her down. Now that all the Sjau are aware of
her plan to kill everyone using you, they’re going to work together. Most of
them, anyway. Those who were loyal to Mother haven’t joined our side; I think
they’re just not on her side, either.”


“Maybe…”


“You think Mother has another plan up her sleeve?”


“Always.”









Epilogue


My recovery went well thanks to constant healing
magic and potions from Mason. Within a few days, I was able to get out of bed,
and after a few more, I got back to practicing magic. Fortunately, there was no
pain whatsoever, although it took a while for Merlin to stop worrying. 


He also wasn’t happy when I told him about my deal
with Cennuth. I just stopped listening, because I didn’t want to hear him talk
about how I should never sacrifice myself for him. He had just done the same
thing for me. 


Not long after I was back to normal, I was in the
library with Merlin. He was teaching me some of his language and how to write
it, when his ears perked and he cocked his head. “Dessa is here.”


“Then she must be here to keep her promise to help us
break the curse.”


“I hope so.”


We left the library and met her at the base of the
steps. “Good morning, Ayden, Merlin,” she said. 


“Good morning. Are you here to help us break the
curse?”


“I’m here to tell you that your quest is not over.”


“We stopped my mother from killing us. We also know
that she wants to get everyone together and that her plan is to take our magic
by using me.”


“Unfortunately, that is not all that she has planned.
Furthermore, stopping her is no longer the main objective of your quest.”


“Why didn’t you tell us that before? And why did you
send me after the other Sjau if you knew she wanted us all together?”


“Because I didn’t know.”


“How could you not know?”


She lowered her eyes with shame. “I am losing my
magic.” I gaped at her. “All magic users are losing magic,” she continued.
“Some of them are losing it so slowly that it isn’t even noticeable, whereas
others have lost most of their magic in a matter of days. Why some are losing
it faster than others, I don’t know.”


“But why is everyone losing magic?”


“Because the black star is coming.”


Cennuth said something about that, too, but I hadn’t
had the chance to ask him. “What is the black star?”


“Very long ago, this was a world of dragons. People
didn’t have magic and they happily served dragons. Then the white star came,
lighting the sky like a second sun, and it filled the people of Caldaca with
magic. The white star is the birth of magic. The black star is the death of
magic.”
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