
        
            
                
            
        

    



The Wizard’s Secret


 


The Sorcerer’s Saga Book 2


 


 


 


Rain Oxford









  




  

The
Wizard’s Secret © 2016 Rain Oxford


All
Rights Reserved


Cover
art by Brooke Gillette


Edited
by Crystal Potts


 


 
















Part 1


 


 


Ayden











Chapter 1


“Measure out a large pinch of zinc sulfate,”
Merlin instructed.


I poured a small sample of the white powder into my
palm. Merlin had taught me to measure using the creases in my hand. I had to be
careful, though, because some of the ingredients Magnus had were dangerous to
touch. I trusted Merlin not to mislead me. “Like this?” 


“Very good.” 


I set the jar down and dumped the powder into the
small cauldron. Merlin and I were in one of Magnus’s three magic rooms. This
one was Merlin’s favorite because it was fully stocked with everything Merlin
could want. 


The floor and wall were stone. The south wall was
dominated by a large fireplace, a tall window took up most of the northern
wall, a bookshelf took up the entire east wall, and the heavy wooden door was
on the west wall. A large round table in the middle of the room was covered in
ingredients and tools, including books, bottles, and burners. Similar items
filled the shelves, hung on hooks all over the walls, and even hung from the
chandelier above the table. In the south-west corner of the room was a small tree,
where a black snake usually hung from the branches. I never worried about the
snake until Magnus’s stock of venom ran out and it was up to me to get more. I
hated chores. 


I had my grimoire out, in which Merlin had me write
all the magic he taught me, especially the magic from his world. Usually, the
wolf said I had to trust the magic in order for it to work. In this case, I
really didn’t think it would. 


“Next, pour the bottle of water into it.” 


I emptied one of the two glass bottles of spring
water into the cauldron and lit a small fire under it. 


“Now, add some pieces of zinc.” 


I picked up another jar and shook out a few pieces of
scrap metal into my palm before adding them to the cauldron and replacing the
jar on the shelf. I was expecting him to tell me to say an incantation, focus
my mind, or use my wand. 


“Drop the copper coin in gently and make sure the
copper is on top of the zinc.”


I grabbed the tongs, picked up the coin with it, and
set the coin in the cauldron. While we were waiting, Merlin had me grab the
flat burner plate, which was a small, round, flat rock in a metal bracket. I
could set a fire under it just like the cauldron and burn things on it. This
was one of Merlin’s inventions. Following his instructions, I set a fire under
it so that it could heat up. 


“Take the coin out of the cauldron, dip it into
the water to rinse it off, and then put it on the flat burner.” 


Using the tongs, I pulled out the coin and gaped.
“It’s silver!”


“I told you it would be.”


“But I didn’t use my wand or staff!” I dipped it in
the water like he said and doused the fire under the cauldron. We watched as
the coin slowly turned from silver back to copper. “It’s not working.”


“Patience, young sorcerer. This is all according
to plan. Take it off the plate now and hold it in the water to cool it.”


I did, though I was skeptical. Then, to my shock, the
coin did turn to gold as it cooled. “Wow. Your world’s magic is much more
powerful than mine. Is it really gold or is it an illusion?”


“This is science. Alchemy if you will, not
illusion or sorcery. It is, however, temporary.”


 


*          *          *


 


I would like to say I was a wizard, or even a
sorcerer. The fact was, I didn’t know what I was. I was the seventh born son of
a family of infamous sorcerers, known for their ruthlessness and malevolent
powers. Unfortunately, I was always the embarrassment of the family, for no
matter how hard I tried to use my magic for chaos and destruction, I could only
ever do wizardry. 


On my world, wizards only used light magic and
sorcerers only used dark magic. Both were respected for their own talents and
both had a purpose in life. It seemed I was destined to be an outcast, because
wizards and sorcerers couldn’t just switch roles. 


Then I discovered that my mother had planned to kill
me, so I left home to prove myself; I was going to defeat the greatest wizard
of all the lands— Magnus. Soon, I accidentally freed Merlin from a magical
prison called the syrus. At the time, however, he was under a curse. He was a
wizard from another world, yet his magic was not strictly light magic, and he
had been forced into the form of a wolf and his powers were stripped away. Once
he learned of my quest, he decided that Magnus could break his curse, so he
promised to teach me to be a malevolent sorcerer if I agreed to help him. 


I was hopeful, but despite the fact that he walked me
through every step of the way, I couldn’t stand to hurt people. Even when I got
a sorcerer’s staff, the sinister magic only succeeded in helping people. It
wasn’t until I met my aunt that I learned why I was this way. Being the seventh
born child, I had supposedly extra powers, but this magic was neither good nor
bad. 


When I ended up saving Magnus and banishing my evil
brothers to another world, I finally gave up trying to be something I wasn’t. I
just wasn’t cut out for being cruel. Unfortunately, that didn’t make me a
wizard. 


For three months, that didn’t matter. I lived with
Magnus and enjoyed his magnificent library. I learned about new spells and
potions and tried them out with Magnus and Merlin’s guidance. I was even able
to use sorcery as long as it was only in practice. After much practice, I was
confident I could kill even the scariest rock. 


 


*          *          *


 


I wasn’t ready for things to change, but Merlin was.
“You’re leaving?” I asked. 


“No, I am not leaving; I am merely going away for
a few days so that I can get this curse removed.” 


I set my book down and stood. Merlin and I were in
the library. When he came in, I thought he was going to tell me what he was
going to teach me next, but instead, he told me to make a portal to another
world. 


“Okay, just let me grab my bag.”


“You know what Dessa said, Ayden.” 


“That the curse will be broken on the day I die. That
could mean anything. Maybe Dessa is wrong. I can help you.”


“I will not put you in danger. This is my curse
and my mistake to fix.”


“Mistake? You mean falling in love with some woman?
You did nothing wrong!”


“I have not told you everything. Send me to my
world and when the curse is broken, I will return and continue teaching you
magic.”


“If it’s so dangerous to travel the worlds, I should
definitely go with you. You can’t use magic.”


“I know how to survive without magic. Trust me; I
will return before you can even miss me. Now, please do as I ask.”


I wanted to argue, but I trusted him. “Okay.” I
should have known Merlin would get restless and want to return to his world. I
wanted to try to break it myself, but a seer named Dessa had warned him that
his curse would be broken on the day I died. She didn’t say how I would die, so
Merlin wanted to make sure I was far away and safe at the castle when it was. 


That was how I ended up making a portal for Merlin in
one of the magic rooms. We rarely used this one because it wasn’t well stocked,
but it had a large, open space in the middle. There was no table or fireplace,
only one bookshelf, a chandelier, and a window. I had to clean the floor every
day because Merlin made me practice drawing the base of the portal daily. 


All portals had the same basic design of a pentagram
inside of a circle, with a slightly larger circle around that. Merlin had me
make the pentagram and circles over and over again until I could make it
perfect before he would teach me the sigils I needed to actually travel to
other worlds. 


It didn’t take long for me to draw the base, and then
I painted sigils into the floor that Merlin sent directly to my mind. When I
had released him from the syrus, I had somehow bonded us so that we could speak
in each other’s mind. Recently, he was able to actually send me images, which
he often used in our lessons. 


“That looks good,” Merlin said. 


“Do you really think I have enough power to do this?
What if I screw up?”


“Then I will likely die. Do not screw up.”


“Maybe I should get Magnus.”


“Why do I always believe in you more than you do?
Request his assistance if you wish, but please make it quick. I am in a
hurry to shed this curse.”


I had sent one of my brothers across to another
world, but that was in the middle of a battle. “I just have to pour magic into
it, right? You said that it was the sigils that determine where the portal
opens to.”


“Maybe it would be better if Magnus does it. The
sigils do determine where the portal opens to. However, they do not possess any
power. Think of it as a mathematical formula in which---”


“A what?” I interrupted. 


He sat on his haunches. “The symbols are a
combination lock. Your magic is---”


“No, you lost me again.”


He sighed. “Just trust me in this, young sorcerer.
Your magic does not determine the location, but the symbols are harmless
without the proper magic. With the improper magic, I can get trapped between
worlds or even torn apart.”


“But… what about my brothers? What if I didn’t do it
right when I sent them off?”


“You did. You are a true enigma of Caldaca.”


“What does that mean?”


“I have been to worlds where magic is feared,
worlds where there is no magic, and worlds where it is practiced openly, but I
have never found another world like yours. On other worlds, those of us who
practice magic can use it for good or evil. People of Caldaca, however, can
only do one branch of magic. Thus, sorcerers cannot travel worlds; they have to
employ travelers. Because of this rare power you have, you are not limited.”


“I thought it just meant I have neutral magic.”


“That is the case; all magic is neutral. It is the
person who is limited, not their magic. You and your aunt are not limited,
which is likely why you are not innately malevolent like your family.
Unfortunately, as much as I know you would wish otherwise, that means they
cannot change. People of your world cannot change.”


“That’s not a nice thing to say.”


“No, it is not. Perhaps I am only being negative
because I have gone so long without magic. My point is merely that you are the
only thing standing in your way.”


“What do you mean?”


“Oh, heavens. Never mind. Grab your staff and I
will show you how to activate the portal.”


I closed the bottles of paint, left the room, and ran
upstairs. My bedroom was the first door on the right when I got to the top of
the east wing staircase. The castle was massive and pretty lonely considering
it was just Merlin, Magnus, and me. There were so many unoccupied rooms it was
ridiculous, but I never brought it up to the powerful wizard because I knew why
it was empty. 


My room was lavish, with a huge bed, elegant
furniture, and a grand fireplace. My blankets were dark blue and softer than
anything I had ever had before. The chest at the foot of my bed, my wardrobe,
and the writing desk by the window were all matching dark wood with gold
accents. I had a deep bathtub in the east corner with a blue and gold silk
screen room divider. My staff was leaning against the wardrobe, so I grabbed it
and rushed back to the magic room.


Merlin was waiting patiently, exactly as I left him.
“Are you sure I can’t go with you?” 


“I would be devastated if I somehow caused your
death. Since we do not know what Dessa saw, your safety comes first.”


“She should have told you more.”


“Divination is the most dangerous magic there is,
so trust your friend to know when to speak and when to keep her silence.”
He walked over to stand in the circle. “You can do this, Ayden. Trust
yourself for once.”


I nodded and knelt before the circle. “Talk me
through it.” Before he could, I heard a creepy whisper and glanced at the syrus
on the middle shelf of the bookcase. “Why does it do that?”


“The chimera is trying to entice us to let it out.
If it did escape, it would undoubtedly kill its rescuer. Now, clear your mind
and visualize staring straight up into the night sky.” I did as he
instructed. “Stare into the portal and imagine you can see straight through
it, into the night sky. As you do this, push your magic into it.”


I tried to fit the memory of the dark black sky and
stars inside the outer circle of the stone floor. As I did, the white lines and
sigils stood out.


“Do you see that the sigils and lines are brighter?”


“Yes.”


“Very good. In the dark space of the portal, align
the stars into the lines.”


I was startled when I did as he said, because my
energy immediately vanished. It was as if the portal burst open into that
darkness like a hole. Then the portal began pulling on my magic forcefully. It
was only draining my magic, but I felt its effect on my body almost
immediately. I started sweating and breathing harder as if I had been running.
Even my muscles felt the strain. 


The glowing lines and sigils started growing brighter
until they were too bright to look at. “Be safe,” I said just as he vanished. 


 


*          *          *


 


One month later…


 


“Something’s wrong! He’s been gone too long!” 


Magnus sighed. “I told you, Ayden, I will inform you
the moment I hear anything.” 


“Well, that’s not good enough! He should have been
back by now!” 


“Wizards are solitary people. I’m sure he has broken
his curse and is taking the opportunity to use his magic excessively.”


“Not without telling me! Something is wrong!”


“Merlin is even older than me; he knows how to defend
himself.”


I felt energy surge through me and had just enough
time to pull my wand out of my pocket before the tip flared. It had set my
pants on fire the last time I got upset, which was actually the previous night
over dinner. I stood up, pushed my breakfast plate away, and stormed out of the
room. I couldn’t eat when I was so upset. Halfway to my bedroom, I changed
directions and headed outside.


Merlin had been gone too long. I knew something was
wrong. It was the wizard’s nonchalance about Merlin’s life that bothered me so
much. No one else could hear Merlin, so I had to speak for him. Magnus didn’t
know Merlin like I did. To the old wizard, Merlin was just a wolf. 


I wanted to go after Merlin, but Magnus refused,
insisting that I wouldn’t last a day on another world without help. I didn’t
appreciate his opinion at all. I may not have been a half decent sorcerer, but
I survived my brothers for years, and I highly doubted there was anyone more
dangerous than my family.









Chapter 2


I stuck my feet in the warm
water of the clear stream. After arguing with Magnus about Merlin for the past
three days, I just wanted to be away from him. Even the library was losing its
peacefulness, since I had read every book in it that was in my language. 


Magnus and Merlin told me I was only safe inside the
castle grounds, but I hated being cooped up. Although the old wizard had magic
in place to warn him if someone was trying to sneak into the castle, his wards
failed to inform him when I was sneaking out. Getting over the stone wall
surrounding the castle was easy. The first time I left the castle on my own,
which was only a few days into my stay, I found a peaceful stream right in the
middle of the forest. Since then, one of my favorite things to do was come out
here and practice whatever magic I felt like practicing.


Merlin was no longer concerned with teaching me only
dark magic, but he was now anxious to teach me magic to defend myself from my
mother. I didn’t believe there was such magic. I had hoped by defeating Magnus,
I would make my mother proud and she would change her mind about killing me.
Since I teamed up with Magnus against my brothers, I didn’t stand a chance.
When my mother came after me, it would not be an idle, half-hearted threat. In
fact, I expected to be tortured before I was killed, and no amount of wizard
magic would save me. 


Merlin had suggested that we go after my mother
first, though he didn’t understand my mother like I did. Although she was
well-known throughout my homelands, she happily sent her sons out to do her
bidding, so she was actually a lot more powerful than people knew. 


As I sat on the grass with my feet in the water, I
waved my wand around randomly. I had intended to practice the warding spell
Magnus had taught me, but that just made me irritated again. I didn’t like
being unable to help Merlin. 


I set my wand aside and started to loosen the ties of
my shirt. It was a perfect afternoon for a swim. Movement right beside me was
my only warning before my wand was taken by a fluffy orange blur. I turned just
as the small fox stopped to glance back at me. He had my wand in his mouth, and
he darted into the woods before I could even think of what to do. So I ran
after him. My wand was dangerous in the wrong hands. 


Unfortunately, I wasn’t used to being barefoot
outside and I hadn’t taken the time to grab my boots, so I couldn’t keep up with
the fox. Thus, I was surprised when the fox would halt just before he was out
of sight and wait until I nearly caught up to him. Then he would dash off again
before I could grab my wand. Either he was playing with me, or he was leading
me somewhere.


Since I hadn’t been able to explore much because of
Magnus’s concerns, I hadn’t learned the area and I was completely lost. The fox
clearly knew where he was going and dodged the trees and rocks easily. I, on
the other hand, managed to scrape my knees and stub my toes on almost
everything.


I was out of breath by the time I realized there was
the sound of rushing water ahead of us. The fox was heading right for a river. He
knows these woods; he must be going for a hidden den or something. But no,
he wasn’t. As we emerged from the forest, I saw the wide river cutting across
the clearing before the mountain. The fox ran right for it.


“Stop! No one can jump that far!” I yelled. I only
meant to warn the creature, but somehow, the magic inside me called to my wand.
I felt energy heat up in my blood like anger, and my wand flashed with a
violent red light in the fox’s mouth. Suddenly, the fox stumbled and rolled. 


To my horror, the animal made no move to stop himself
from rolling right off the ledge and into the water. I didn’t think before
jumping into the rushing water after him. Fortunately, I didn’t have my
sorcerer’s robe, or it would have been impossible. As often as I had to swim
for my life from my brothers, I was a decent swimmer, although I had never
tried to swim in such violent water. I swam with the stream towards the fox
that was bobbing up and down in the water without thrashing or even struggling
to breathe. 


The water was so fast and rough that I could barely
see. Finally, and quite unexpectedly, I caught the little fox, only to realize
why he was so motionless. It was my fault! My magic had frozen the fox and he
couldn’t swim. 


I held him to my chest and kept his head above the
water. He was as still as a stone. I tried to retrieve my wand, but it would
have broken his teeth and a fox needed his teeth. That was when I heard the
waterfall. I struggled to see over the crashing waves and sure enough, we were
heading right for a drop. I stopped trying to retrieve my wand and instead swam
with all my strength and speed to dry land. 


Although we weren’t that far away, the current was
pushing us to the middle and I couldn’t swim very well one-handed. Keeping the
fox’s head out of the water was impossible. I focused on my wand in the fox’s
mouth and imagined us floating out of the water. I had levitated a massive
pirate ship, so this should have been easy. 


It wasn’t. I tried with everything I could to do the
spell, only to be dragged under the water’s surface.


And then, suddenly, the ground was gone and we were
falling. I didn’t have time to do magic or worry about being splattered on the
rocks below. All I could do was close my eyes, clutch the fox, and wait for it.
Protect us.


After a moment, I still heard the crashing of water
all around me. I was still alive. Furthermore, I wasn’t drowning. I opened my
eyes just a tiny crack at first, then fully when I saw what was happening. I
was floating above the river inside a huge bubble. Water beat against the
bubble and was reflected. It was a ward, but not even Magnus could create a
ward against the elements. The only one I knew who was powerful enough to do
this was my mother. 


As the bubble slowly floated to the shore, I glanced
around for my mother, but there was no one in sight, and it was my own wand
that was glowing with glittery, blue light. I had unintentionally created a
ward much more powerful than the ones I was taught.


I always thought wizard magic was as powerful as
sorcerer magic, and it was only a combination of motive and experience that
made one person more powerful than others. According to Merlin, my neutral
magic was theoretically supposed to mean I could do both sorcery and wizardry,
not that I was good at either of them.


Deciding that I could worry about that later, I laid
the fox on the ground gently and tried to wake him. Although I still couldn’t
get my wand out of his mouth, plenty of the handle stuck out the side of his
mouth. I took hold of it, closed my eyes, and focused. Heal. 


The magic inside me stirred, but the fox did not. Healing
was mage magic.


I concentrated harder on healing. My mother had never
taught me how to help people, but breaking curses was something I had learned
to do on my own. I let my magic pour through my wand into the fox and
encountered my own spell. Healing the fox over my curse wouldn’t work; I had to
break it. Since the curse had been created out of desperation, I knew exactly
how to go about it. 


The danger for me and my wand was over; all that was
left was to save the fox that had never intended to harm my wand. My internal
peace and the desire to help him guided my magic as I focused on freeing the
fox and imagined the fox moving again. I felt the curse start to unravel. 


And then I realized that there was another curse
underneath it. 


Before I could work on it, the fox bounced up, licked
my face, and dashed off my lap. He still had my wand. “Please give that back!”
I said, keeping a firm hold on my magic. 


The fox bounded towards me until I reached out to
him, and then he jumped back when I tried to reach for my wand. With a sigh, I
stood and followed him. I didn’t run this time as he ran into the woods, and he
didn’t run out of sight. He stayed just out of reach, obviously leading me
somewhere. 


I considered using magic, but I already felt
extremely guilty for what I did. When we broke from the forest again, I
groaned. “This can’t be good.” There was a cabin right in the middle of a small
clearing. The fox went right up to the front door and turned to me. “Whose cabin
is this?” I asked. There were several trees around the house that were dead,
indicating the presence of sorcery. Even more bothersome were the glittering
rainbow flowers surrounding the cabin, because that meant there were fairies
about. 


Fairies were known enemies of sorcerers and if a
cluster of them caught me in their territory, my wizard magic would mean
nothing. I was a sorcerer by blood.


The fox pawed the door lightly, as if it wanted me to
open it and let him in. “I’m not going in there.” I didn’t even cross the
threshold of dead trees. The fox sat and a moment later, the door opened… to a
bear. The sound I uttered was as embarrassing as it was involuntary. 


The bear waved. 


I squeaked and hid behind the tree.


After a moment, when I didn’t hear the running bear
or feel his claws trying to rip me open, I peeked around the tree. The fox and
bear hadn’t moved. In fact, they looked like they were frowning at me. Then,
thankfully, they both went into the cabin. 


“Okay, something is definitely weird about this,” I
whispered to myself aloud. Foxes and bears didn’t live in cabins in the woods
together. It wasn’t natural. When I realized what I was thinking, I sighed. It
certainly wasn’t my place to judge them. I was a wizard/sorcerer. What right
did I have to judge a bear and a fox for living together in a cabin? “I think
I’m losing my mind.”


I turned and found myself face to face with a huge
jaguar. “You may very well be correct,” the cat said, her lips displaying sharp
fangs as they contorted for speech. 


I did what any sensible person would do in my
situation; I screamed and climbed up the tree. 


The jaguar sighed. “Oh, do come down. You are making
a fool of yourself.” Her words were clear and her voice was feminine, almost
with a purr. 


I climbed higher, not even caring that I was scraping
every bit of exposed skin on me. Then I grabbed the wrong branch, which
snapped. Suddenly, I was falling, and every branch I could reach on the way
down barely slowed my fall. Using the very best of my survival skills, I
managed to land on my back instead of my head. 


The jaguar sighed again. “Are you done?”


“Done what?!”


“Did you think you could escape me by climbing a dead
tree? Now, if you would calm down, I will explain why---” 


“How are you talking to me?!” I screeched,
interrupting the jaguar.


She snarled. “I will explain that if you would calm
down.” 


“How can I calm down?! You’re a talking jaguar!”


“I am not as I appear.”


That got through to me and I tried to control my
shock. “So you’re… like a shapeshifter? Are you a werecat?”


“Not hardly. My name is Eva. I was a mother and a
wife, until a sorceress cursed my family. We need your help.”


“A sorceress?”


“Why would a sorceress curse you?”


“Because they are evil.”


I tried to keep the scowl off my face. “You’re lying.
Curses are easy and sorcerers do them all the time, but not like this. The
amount of magic it would take to transform you would be taxing even to the best
sorcerers. You did something to anger her. I’m not helping you if you won’t
tell me what you did.”


She scowled for a moment before her expression
relaxed and she looked down at her paws. “My husband stole from her.”


“And you call me foolish.”


“We had to eat. He only stole some food. It was a
terrible winter. The sorceress tracked us here, killed my husband, and
transformed myself and my two children.”


“So the fox and the bear are…?”


“They are my children, yes. Hayla said she saw you a
few days ago practicing your wizardry by the creek. We had hoped you would be
willing to help us.”


I opened my mouth to explain that I wasn’t a wizard,
but instead asked, “Why are there fairies here?”


“There is only one fairy, and she only visits
occasionally. She protects us from sorcerers because Hayla became friends with
them when she was a small child.”


I considered my next words carefully. If I broke the
curse, at least it would make up for cursing the little fox. Of course, it was
just as much her fault for taking my wand in the first place. I had never been
good at sorcery, but I still had the blood of a sorcerer, so I couldn’t cross
the fairy barrier. “Have your children come outside and bring my wand back to
me and I will do what I can to break the curse.”


“Why not come into the house?”


“I never go into a stranger’s house, especially not
one in the middle of the woods. There are sorcerers around, after all,” I said.
That was a perfectly good excuse. 


She looked like she was going to argue for a moment
before she finally nodded. “Very well. I understand the concern with things as
they are.” She started to walk away. 


“Wait. What do you mean?”


“With the black star approaching.”


“The what?”


She frowned. “You don’t know what the black star is?
What wizard doesn’t know about the black star?” She shrugged. “If you weren’t
warned about it, I am sure it must be a myth. You would have to be the lousiest
wizard in history not to know about it.”


I opened my mouth to ask, but she was already walking
away. It was probably for the best. Eva entered the cabin and returned a short
time later followed by the bear and the fox. Eva had my wand in her mouth this
time, and when she reached me, I took it from her easily. 


Having seen several fully grown bears in person, as
well as a werebear, I realized this bear was quite small. Even the fox was on
the small side. I studied my wand. Although there were a few nicks from the
fox’s fangs, it hadn’t been in perfect condition beforehand. 


“Now, please break the curse,” Eva requested. 


“I will do what I can, but only one at a time.”


Eva and the fox stepped back, indicating that I break
the curse over the bear first. They probably assumed there was no danger in
breaking a curse. There hadn’t been any in breaking my own curse, but there
were different kinds. Some were more devastating to break than they were to
suffer through. 


Using my wand to guide and enhance my magic, I let my
magic flow into the bear. The first thing I sensed was the curse, which I
ignored for a moment to see if the person was strong enough to handle it being
broken. Although he was healthy, he was just a child.


Then I focused on the curse. It was stronger than I
was used to dealing with, definitely stronger than my brothers’ curses, but not
the strongest I had ever seen. The sorceress had created it out of spite and
did so with great detail. This was not an afterthought. I wouldn’t be able to
hack at it the same way I could with my brothers’ curses. 


But all curses had a weakness because all sorcerers
had a weakness. This curse was simple; make the kid into a bear. There was
nothing in it to alter the boy’s behavior to make him act like a bear or even
to give him bear instincts. When a curse was rooted in someone’s magic, it was
often fatal to remove. Fortunately, this boy had no magic, so the magic was
just wrapped around him. I tested it for soft spots, literally. Even the most
vile sorcerers could feel regret over something, and that usually laced their
curses. Of course, that could also be the strength behind their magic. 


There were no soft spots; the sorceress was very
certain in her desire to curse the boy. I looked for anything that she might
have missed. Sometimes, people will have a natural resistance to magic,
especially curses, if they were cursed as a very small child. Some curses could
even be worn down through constant resistance over years. 


By acting like a person instead of a bear, the child
would have been wearing it down if it had any stipulation on his behavior, but
the sorceress was more clever than that. Since I couldn’t find the weakness in
it, I would have to do it the harder way; I would have to attack the spell. 


I pulled my magic away from the bear. “It’s too
dangerous to break like this. I need to return home and get supplies.”


“Supplies?” Eva asked. 


“I need to draw the magic out of him, and I’m not
strong enough to do that with my wand alone.”


“Can’t you just break it?”


“It could kill him.”


“What about killing the sorceress?”


“Well, that would work, but---”


“Then do that,” Eva interrupted. 


“This sorceress is powerful. I’m not going to fight
her if I can help it.”


“Which is less dangerous for my son?”


“Obviously, if I went and fought the sorceress it
would be less dangerous for him, but much more for me. I’m not going to do it.”


She scowled. “Then we will find another wizard who is
braver!” 


“So be it, but you need to look for a wizard who is a
fool, not brave. I will return home. If you change your mind and you wish for
me to break the curse my way, you can find me at Magnus’s castle, just south of
the creek Hayla found me at.” 


She growled. “You will regret refusing to help us.”


“I never refused to help you; I refused to clean up
the mess you made by fighting the sorceress you stole from.”


She lunged at me, and if I wasn’t already riled up, I
would have been terrified. Instead, I raised my wand and a sinister red fire
lit up the tip of it in a threatening manner. Eva’s eyes widened with shock as
she jumped back. “You aren’t a wizard! You’re a sorcerer!”


I considered correcting her and saying that I was
both, but that was not a concept she would understand. I still didn’t
understand it. Without another word, I turned and walked away. My wand still
glowed until I was sure I wasn’t being followed. Since I had no idea which way
the castle was, I knew it was going to be a long day.


 


*          *          *


 


My brothers were devastatingly cruel and slang curses
without considering the consequences, but I knew what they didn’t. We were all
my mother’s pawns, which was why she never wanted us to learn to read. My
father taught me in secret. Although my two oldest brothers were very powerful,
none of us could challenge my mother, and it wasn’t just because of our magic. 


There were different kinds of curses. What she taught
my brothers and me was meant to temporarily incapacitate our enemies, but she
certainly wasn’t teaching any of us to take over the family in the future. The
kind of curses she and other powerful sorcerers could do made my skin crawl.
The most powerful curses I read about were created for other magic people and
creatures; they bonded to the person’s magic itself. 


For example, my mother once cursed a man to build her
a castle. The man was even supposed to make the blocks. My mother was aware of
how much the man was loved by his family and the other people of his village,
so she was unconcerned when they sent for a powerful wizard. Two came to help,
only to refuse when they saw him. They knew what kind of curse had been placed
on the poor man, yet they would only say that it was too dangerous to break it.



My mother made us watch this all and my brothers
thought it was the greatest thing they’d ever seen. I wished I had enough magic
to break the curse. Unfortunately, the third wizard to visit the cursed man
wasn’t as wise as the previous two. He had the power to break the curse and he
did so, but the curse was rooted in the man’s magic. My mother knew something
the man himself didn’t even know; he had latent wizard powers. Although it
never manifested, magic did make up the essence of his life, and in breaking
the curse, the wizard shredded the man’s hidden magic. 


The curse was broken and the man turned to stone. To
my horror and my mother’s delight, so did every member of his family. His
children, grandchildren, siblings, nieces and nephews, and everyone else who
shared his blood all turned to stone. My brothers cheered for my mother’s
brilliance. They never realized how much my mother kept from us. She made us
loyal to her out of fear, not love, and we all knew we were expendable to her. 


 


*          *          *


 


By the time I reached the castle, right as the sun
was setting, I was cold, hungry, and tired. At least the warm sun had dried my
clothes, but my boots were still at the creek and my feet were in bad shape. I
had another pair in my room, though, so I didn’t worry. I went to the front
gate, which opened by itself. The gate knew me, which was great because I
couldn’t sneak back into the castle grounds without setting off Magnus’s wards.



I proceeded cautiously, opened the front door
quietly, and saw no one standing around the entranceway, so I decided to sneak
to my room. If Magnus wanted me, he would know where to find me.


I reached the top of the steps and turned to walk
down the hall… only to be blocked by Magnus. The wizard scowled and crossed his
arms. 


“Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been? Where
were you? How did you get out of the castle?”


“I didn’t know I was a prisoner.”


“Your mother might be after you. I thought you were
in danger.”


“Oh.” He had a good point, which made me feel guilty.
“You’re right. I shouldn’t have left without telling you. I didn’t mean to be
gone so long.” I explained what happened with the fox. When I was done, he
looked concerned. 


“I see. I suggest we do a little more training with
your wizardry and for you to stop sneaking out of the castle.”


I nodded. “I’m really tired.”


“Go to bed, then, and we can discuss it in the
morning.” 


I didn’t argue and he stepped out of my way. Once I
was alone in my room, I took a deep breath and sat on my bed. I hurt a child. I
cursed the fox without meaning to. My aunt told me that I had “neutral” magic,
so I could do both light and dark magic. It made sense to me that the reason I
was so bad at sorcery was because I didn’t want to cause chaos to innocent
people. That meant if I did want to, I could hurt someone. 


I could kill someone. 


The problem was that I hadn’t been trying to hurt the
fox. I nearly killed her on accident. Merlin came from a world where wizards
and sorcerers were the same thing, but the idea that someone could be both a
wizard and sorcerer was unheard of here. I was born a sorcerer, and what
happened with the fox proved to me that there was no way I could be both. It
just wasn’t the way here, so I would have to choose. I had a choice, and that
was more than anyone else got. 


Before I ran away from home and met Merlin, I would
have chosen to be a sorcerer because I thought that was the only way to be
accepted. It wasn’t, though. People would accept me as a sorcerer if I behave
like a sorcerer, and they would accept me as a wizard if I behave like a
wizard. It was just my family who wouldn’t accept me. 


Guilt churned in my stomach as I reflected on my
entire life. Just before I finally fell asleep, I made a decision.









Chapter 3


I woke with my stomach
growling, so I headed down to the dining room. Merlin normally woke me early
and we would eat breakfast with the wizard, but since he was gone, I wasn’t
particularly interested. Instead, I would eat whatever I could conjure and get
started on practicing magic. 


Thus, I could understand why Magnus looked surprised
to see me. I sat down in my usual seat and pulled the bowl of flowers towards
me. I put a few of the flowers on my plate and waved my wand, transforming them
into bread and potatoes. I couldn’t help but to smile every time I did this,
because before Merlin and Magnus started teaching me, I could only manage to
transform stuff into apples and broccoli. 


Magnus had explained that it was because I was trying
so hard to make it not apples and broccoli. I couldn’t conjure meat with
wizard magic, so once I stopped fighting my wizard magic, conjuring any food I
wanted that didn’t come from living animals was easy. 


“I want you to take away the dark magic inside me,” I
said. 


Magnus sat back and frowned. “I was hoping you would
never ask this of me. It would be a terrible mistake.”


Not long after I joined Magnus’s side, I found a
drawing which indicated that Magnus and Livia knew each other and even had a
daughter together. Although I told Merlin about it, I never brought it up to
Magnus. “I know you and my aunt had a daughter.”


“She told you about Sonya?” he asked. 


When my aunt’s first daughter, Veronica, tried to
kill her, she locked away her darkness. That resulted in her second daughter,
Sonya, being pure good. Unfortunately, Veronica killed Sonya.


“She told me about Veronica, Sonya, and locking her
power away because Veronica was a sorceress. She didn’t tell me that you were
Sonya’s father.” He didn’t say anything. I really wanted to tell Magnus about
the ghost girl I met because I was pretty certain she was Sonya, but I had to
be gentle about it. I didn’t know if finding out that his daughter was a ghost
would upset him or help him. 


“I will not seal your dark magic,” Magnus said before
I could come up with a way to tell him.


“Why not?”


“Because Livia has always regretted it. Why can’t you
accept who you are?”


“I’m trying to! I don’t want to hurt people!”


“It’s not in you to hurt someone,” he said.


“Obviously, it is.” 


“I see why it worries you, but you should understand
that removing your dark magic is not to be taken lightly.”


“Is it irreversible?”


“In a way. To take away your dark magic is to take
away a part of what makes you complete. I admit I didn’t think you actually had
any darkness in you, though. If I locked it away, you would never be the same.”


“Well, it’s obviously not fatal, because my aunt is
fine. Besides, she locked me, Merlin, and Bralyn up so we couldn’t go after
you, so I know she’s not completely good.”


Magnus sighed. “I thought you figured it out a long
time ago. Think about this; your aunt is a very powerful person. How did you
get out of the room she locked you in?”


I didn’t see where he was going with this. “I picked
the lock.”


“Did you honestly think you could have escaped if she
didn’t want you to? Did you really think she forgot to take away your things?”


I shrugged. “I thought she was underestimating me
because I was so bad at being a sorcerer.”


“Ayden, she wanted you to come to me. That was
why she made sure your staff would lead you to me.”


“Then why did she lock me up?!”


“Your seer friend, Dessa, went to Livia and told her
what would happen. Livia knew she had to interfere in order for you to learn to
accept your light magic.”


That was not what I expected him to say at all, and
it made me question how much of my life Dessa manipulated. Was it just Livia?
Did Dessa somehow cause me to leave my home? How was I supposed to know?
Maybe Merlin had a reason for distrusting seers. She was my friend, but I
didn’t like being manipulated, especially since I trusted her to tell me what I
needed to know.


Then again, she told Merlin I would die on the day
his curse was broken. Was she lying? Was she misleading him? Why
didn’t she explain?


“Ayden?” Magnus asked when I didn’t say anything for
a while.


“I did accept my light magic. Now I’m trying to be a
wizard so I won’t accidentally hurt anyone.”


“I will not do it.”


“Fine.” I shoved my plate away and stood. “Then I
will be in my room until you change your mind!” I stomped out of the room,
knowing full well he would be too shocked to follow me. Outbursts of emotion
were a sign of weakness for sorcerers, and my brothers would have preyed on me
for it. Magnus, on the other hand, would give me privacy to cool down. 


I went to my room and packed as little as I could get
away with, which included one change of clothes, some food, a knife, some rope,
my flame-proof dragon-hide gloves, a pair of snapping rocks, my wand, my staff,
and my Dracre robe. I snuck down the stairs and towards one of the back doors,
but sinister whispers stopped me in my tracks. 


There was absolutely no reason for me to make the
detour to the magic room, yet I found myself doing it anyway. Inside, the syrus
was almost vibrating with the force of the magic inside it. The crystal on my
staff glowed, almost as if threatening the box to behave. When the whispers
suddenly became much louder, I let go of my staff to cover my ears. “Shut up!
I’m not letting you out!”


My staff did not fall. Instead, I felt magic being
pulled from me into my staff right before a red burst of magic shot from the
crystal into the chest. The syrus vanished. I glared at my staff. “What did you
do to it?”


As if feigning innocence, it fell to the ground. I
rolled my eyes, picked it up, and shut the door on the way out. Sneaking out of
the castle was almost too easy; it was even easier than sneaking away from my
home.


With my staff, wand, and bag, I started the long trek
to my aunt’s home. I could have tried to transport myself with magic, but that
was more likely to screw up the further away I was. 


 


*          *          *


 


It was a nice day to begin a journey; warm without
being too hot, sunny with some clouds for shade, and a nice breeze. Mokora, the
land Magnus lived on, had more mountains and larger cities than Akadema. There
were quite a few traveling salesmen transporting their goods in colorful carts.
I was tempted by the colorful clothes and fancy foods, but didn’t have any
money. 


I did, however, enjoy chatting with the travelers. I
learned about the local myths and that everyone was curious about Magnus’s
castle. Everyone thought Magnus had packed up his castle and moved it, so some
people weren’t sure it still belonged to the powerful wizard. The castle was
also known to move. However, that rumor might have been spread because the
castle was invisible when the chimera had been guarding him. 


When I had asked Magnus why the chimera was keeping
him, he said he wasn’t sure. He believed someone sent it to him to protect him,
but the chimera’s natural instincts were too strong. While it kept others from
attacking him, it also kept him from going anywhere. 


When there was a lull in travelers on the road, I
practiced my wizardry. The two kinds of wards I was taught could be wizardry or
sorcery. The first kind was created just to warn the wizard or sorcerer of an
intruder. This put very little strain on me and could be sustained for days by
a fully trained magic user. The second kind was a defensive ward, primarily
used by wizards. It only protected against magic attacks, not a blade.
Sorcerers used the same kind of ward, but they used more magic to make it hurt
anyone who tried to cross it. 


I sat on a large boulder a little ways from the road.
As I had been taught, I relaxed my muscles and cleared my mind. The scent of
dirt and grass filled my nose and I focused on the warmth of the sunlight
beaming down on me. I imagined my magic spilling out of me to form a bubble
around me. It was not a bubble to keep out air or light, only magic. If magic
struck it, that magic would bounce off. 


Second, I imagined levitating all the rocks around me
except for the one I was sitting on. As my magic spread out, I sensed the
rocks. They felt similar to the dirt, but they were more concentrated. A few dozen
rocks of various sizes rose from the ground. I pulled them towards me,
imagining them stopping only when they reached the ward around me. They did
exactly as I commanded, and then began swirling around me. Once they got up to
a decent speed, this magic would be extremely protective. 


It could also hurt someone.


The thought was sudden and doused my enthusiasm. As
it did, my magic went quiet and the rocks collapsed to the ground.


 


*          *          *


 


As the sun began to set, I strayed from the road to
look for a good spot to sleep for the night. I wasn’t too tired, but I didn’t
want to get caught out in the open by a band of thieves or a vampire. Before I
found a comfortable place, I felt something wet and cold land on me.


 “What in the world?” I asked, looking up. Two more
frigid, wet drops hit my face. Akadema never got snow, but I knew snow was
white and fluffy from the stories I had heard. This was wet like rain, yet
colder than any rain in Akadema. 


There were thick clouds, not directly over me but
close enough. The rest of the sky was clear and sunny. In fact, the clouds were
too low to be natural, like when my mother would create storms over a village
or vegetable garden. 


Even knowing it was a bad idea, I headed further into
the storm. With every step, it became colder and the rain became more sludgy. I
slipped my robe out of my bag and put it on to shield me from the cold.
Finally, the rain changed into a light, powdery snow, which would have been
beautiful if it wasn’t also very dark since the last glimmer of sunlight was
blocked out by the clouds. 


I quickly found that the storm was centering around a
small clearing where a young man was sitting on a large, moss-covered log. “Are
you okay?” I asked. He had his face in his hands. 


When he looked up, his face was pink from the cold.
“I’m fine. You shouldn’t be near me.”


“What’s going on with the weather? Are you doing
this?”


“I’m not doing it, but it is my fault. I’m cursed.”


“That seems to be going around lately. Don’t tell me
you tried to steal from some sorceress.”


“No, of course not. My sister was courted by a
sorcerer and when she turned him down, he cursed me instead of her on accident.
My parents sent me away until I could get this curse removed. The storm just follows
me around.”


“Well, I could try to break it.” 


“I don’t have any money.”


“I didn’t ask for any money.”


“Why would you help me?” 


I shrugged. “Because I can, I guess.” 


“Are you a mage?” he asked. 


I scoffed. “Mages are for healing cuts and illnesses.
Only a wizard or sorcerer can break a decent curse.”


“I didn’t mean to offend; I don’t know a lot of magic
people. You’re a wizard, then?” 


Sort of. “Sure.” I stood in front of him and studied
him closely. Curses like this were no more complicated than scramble spells and
minor transformation. I set my bag aside, leaned my staff against it, and
pulled my wand from my pocket. 


“This isn’t going to hurt, is it?” he asked. 


“I don’t know. I never asked.” It never hurt when I
broke curses on myself, though. I waved the wand. Break this curse.
Magic poured out of me, through the wand, and into the man. I quickly felt it
encounter the curse. It was easily as powerful as the curses my brothers used,
but not as powerful as the one used on Eva’s family. 


The person who used this was angry, selfish, and
definitely clever. This curse was created to humiliate the victim. In fact, I
sensed that it was supposed to get worse if the victim fancied anyone in
particular. The sorcerer’s resolve was strong, the details of the curse were
thought out, and the construction was skillful. It seemed the only weak point
was that the curse was meant for someone else. 


This man had no way of fighting the curse, but I
could. I hacked away at the curse inside him by creating a ward just like
Magnus and Merlin had taught me. The difference was that I created the ward as
deep inside the man that I could and expanded it outward. It felt like the
curse was pushing down on my body, but I kept expanding the ward even as I
struggled to breathe. I kept pushing. 


Lightning struck the crystal in my staff, strangely
missing my bag. 


Finally, the curse snapped, the ward turned on my own
magic, my magic retreated, and the ward collapsed. The man and I were both
panting. Apparently, he had felt the same pressure of the curse. When the
clouds above us dispersed, he grinned with excitement. “You did it! Thank you!”


“No problem.” I was going to miss the snow, though. 


I picked up my staff and gasped when it shocked me. A
small, white cloud instantly formed right above me and thick snow began
falling, only to melt before it reached the ground. I glared at my staff.
“Don’t start acting up again!” I demanded of the staff as I reached up and
waved the cloud apart. 


The magic faded, almost reluctantly, and the cloud
disappeared. That shouldn’t have made me so disappointed. 


“What is your name?” the young man asked. 


“Ayden.” 


“I’m Jedrin. Thank you again for helping me.”


I left him and soon found a comfortable spot under
the cover of a massive tree. I didn’t bother to make a fire or even eat. I used
my bag as a pillow and my sorcerer robe as a blanket. As I gently settled the
staff over a thick root so that I could reach it without the risk of rolling
over onto it, I whispered, “Don’t do anything silly while I’m asleep.”


Fortunately, my staff only woke me five times during
the night by shooting bursts of magic at nothing, and I only had to put out two
fires. 


In the morning, my wand was apparently irritated with
me, because although I was able to turn a lump of clay into a lump of bread, it
tasted like broccoli and apple. I ate my breakfast despite that and was back on
the road by sunrise. 


 


*          *          *


 


The sun was high in the sky and the cool breeze that
made the previous day comfortable was absent. It occurred to me that I didn’t
have to rush to get to my aunt; I lived my entire life with my sorcery, so it
wasn’t likely that I would accidentally hurt someone in the next two or three
days. 


Then again, until I accepted my light magic, I
couldn’t really do dark magic. My mother had taught me all kinds of sorcery
that I either refused to do or failed miserably. It wasn’t because I didn’t
understand or that I was weak. I was still a Dracre. Or, at least I would be
until I had my sorcery removed. 


My bloodline only consisted of the most malevolent
sorcerers and sorceresses. If I convinced Livia to remove all dark magic from
inside me, could I still call myself a Dracre? My mother would spit on my name
if she knew what I planned to do. Then she would kill me painfully. 


Just as I decided to stop at the next village I came
upon in order to cool off and get a nice meal, I heard a commotion from the
right. There was some screaming and cries for help, so I decided to check it
out.


I followed the dirt path over a hill, where I saw a
quaint village in a shallow valley. Well, normally it was probably very
pleasant. At the moment, though, it was on fire. It occurred to me that this
was extremely familiar. Fortunately, I didn’t see any pillagers running around,
though.


When I originally ran away from home to prove myself,
I had planned to cause havoc along the way. I failed miserably. It made sense
to me that since I set out to request that my aunt make me a full wizard, I
should act like a wizard. 


That meant helping strangers, always acting
honorably, and smiling at babies. I shuddered at the thought of babies.
Children were fine, but the only babies I had ever seen were unimpressive to
say the least. 


As I wandered into the town, a strong, distinctive
odor of dirt and decay hit me. My magic recognized the presence of another
magic user. I stopped right in the middle of the road, put my sorcerer robe on,
and held my staff tightly in my hand. 


Protect, I thought to the staff. After my
staff made my skin impenetrable several times, I was shocked when the magic
instead transformed the staff into a sword. I scoffed. “Coward.” I couldn’t
really blame the staff, though; I was worried for myself as well. Nevertheless,
I charged forth. There was no mistaking the presence of a necromancer, and had
I known when I was still on the main road, I might have kept walking.


The first huts I reached were burning, but silent.
All the screaming came from the center of the town. I fully expected something
to attack me, so every little snap, crackle, and pop made me nearly jump out of
my skin. I pulled my wand out of my pocket. 


As if I wasn’t confused enough, I didn’t encounter
any zombies. Instead, I reached the center of town easily and found a few dozen
civilians gathered around a pit. Several of the residents were shoveling dirt
into the pit, where I saw a hint of metal. “What’s going on?” I asked the
closest person.


The woman was middle aged, covered in dirt, and had a
couple of scratches on her bare arms. “We are burying a necromancer.”


“What? Why?”


“One of our elders, Narcis, lost a granddaughter and
tried to hire the necromancer to bring her back. When he said he didn’t
resurrect children, Narcis locked him up. Then a group of zombies followed him
and he refused to call them off! He wanted to run away and leave them with us.”


“But wouldn’t burying him guarantee that the zombies
will overrun this town?”


“We are not fools; we covered his mouth so he can’t
call them and we bound him with ancient plants that can drive away the dead.
The zombies went away as soon as we bound him.”


“You angered a necromancer and then separated him
from his servants?! You’re definitely fools.” A necromancer wasn’t able to do
any magic without words, but the idea that they could die was unheard of. I
only met two necromancers in my life and they were both kind people, albeit a
little creepy. “You invited him here and then locked him up!” I glared at her
and people started backing away from me. 


Anger stirred the magic inside me into a storm and my
sword changed back into a staff, the crystal burning with a deep red glow. I
wasn’t easily angered, but this was bullying. Although my brothers tried to
kill me many times, they were family and that was how they were raised. These
people tried to take advantage of a man’s abilities and then tried to kill him
for having those abilities. 


“Sorcerer!” one of the women shouted. “He’s come to
save the necromancer!” 


The crowd scattered as the women tried to get their
children into the burning homes. 


“He’s going to turn us into toads!” someone yelled.
This was definitely a wizard-friendly village.


I ignored them, approached the pit, stuck my wand
back into my pocket, and waved my staff over the pit. “Lift,” I said. Magic
surged into my staff. I imagined the large, half covered, metal cage lifting
out of the pit. The magic that spewed from the crystal in my staff was white,
not the goofy glittery form that my wand liked to produce, and the cage easily
lifted out. 


As the dirt fell away, I was shocked to see the
necromancer. Except for myself and my aunt, every sorcerer I had ever met
looked like a sorcerer. Every wizard looked like a wizard, every mage looked
like a mage, every seer looked like a seer, and every magician looked like a
magician. There was rarely any mystery as to what a magic user was. The two
necromancers I met were similar to vampires in appearance; very tall, thin, and
pale, with long black hair and matching robes. 


This necromancer looked even less like his kind than
I did; he was scrawnier and shorter than me. The cage touched down on the ledge
right beside the pit and the dirt-covered necromancer reached through the bars.
“Thank you, sorcerer! You saved me!”


I pulled my wand from my pocket and waved it at the
metal cage, which was just large enough for the man to sit up in. Open.
Obediently, the gate popped open, the cloth sack over the necromancer’s face
fell loose, and he rolled out… right into the pit. 


I turned and started walking back to the main road,
not at all interested in making sure the necromancer got out alright. As I
passed the huts, I waved my wand at them. Pink, glittery magic shot from my
wand and doused the flames easily. I was certain the wand was both showing off
and trying to embarrass me. Unfortunately, since the powers of the wand and
staff merged, there really wasn’t much need for both of them, so one of them
was always being neglected. 


Before I reached the main road, I sensed the
necromancer following me. I groaned, but didn’t stop or even glance at him when
he caught up to me. 


“Thank you for saving me!”


“You’re welcome. Now, if you would---”


“They were going to bury me!” the necromancer
interrupted.


“I’m sure it wouldn’t have---”


“My name is Asiago, the Great Necromancer of the
North.” He had shoulder-length, wavy, blue-black hair and dark blue eyes. He
tried to brush all the dirt off his black robes. 


“I’m Ayden.”


“Undoubtedly the greatest sorcerer of your land,” he
prompted. 


“Not hardly. How do you know I’m a sorcerer, anyway?
I have blond hair.”


“You’re not the first sorcerer I’ve ever met in disguise.
No wizard would save a necromancer.”


“I only did it because I didn’t like their treatment
of---”


“And the way you put out the fires was so
impressive.”


Not really. “It’s not a big deal. You don’t
have to follow---”


“Where are you headed?”


“To my aunt’s house.”


“What a coincidence; I’m headed that way, too. We
should definitely go together.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Why do you want to come with me? You don’t know me
or my---”


“I owe you my life.”


“Keep it. I don’t need---”


“I don’t think you understand. I’m a necromancer.
We take life debts seriously. A lot of people think we can’t die, but we can,
just as easily as anyone else. You just saved my life, and thus, it is yours.”


“I don’t want---”


“Not forever, of course. It’s only until I save your
life or die trying. You’re on your own after death.”


“That makes it sound like you’re free when I’m
dead.”


“I like to plan ahead. So, why are we going to see
your aunt? Is she an ally or a rival?”


I sighed. “I really don’t need any company.”


“Of course you do! Traveling is so lonely when you’re
alone.”


I sighed again. “Fine. You can come with me as far as
Red Rock, but that’s it.” I was regretting it already.









Chapter 4


The necromancer had calmed
down a little since the village was out of sight, and other than complaining
about his tools being taken, he was quiet. Necromancers didn’t use wands or
staffs. Instead they carried candles, knives, incense, string, ashes, and
graveyard dirt. “So, why are you heading to your aunt’s?” he asked, breaking
the silence. 


“If you must know, I’m going to request that she
remove my sorcery.”


“What?! Are you insane?! Why would you do that?”


Mostly to keep him from asking more questions, I told
him my entire story, from my brothers torturing me for not being a proper
sorcerer to my decision to become a full wizard. When I was done, his mouth and
eyes were wide with shock.


“You are insane,” he said. 


“I don’t want to hurt anyone.”


“Sorcery is in your blood, and you can use it without
hurting people. I’m a necromancer and I don’t hurt people… much.”


“Our situations are not the same. Besides, if I
weren’t doing this and trying to be a wizard, you would be buried right now.”
Or, perhaps that was a negative. “Why were they burying you alive, anyway?”


“What’s the fun in burying someone if they’re already
dead?”


 


*          *          *


 


“It’s just a shortcut.”


“We should stay on the road,” I argued, eyeing the
dark forest with suspicion. 


“But that will take half a day. Maybe even a full
day!”


“If we get lost, it will take even longer.” 


“You’re a sorcerer. Are you saying you can’t find
your way out of the forest?” he asked. 


This sounded eerily familiar. Still, it wasn’t a
particularly spooky looking forest, and it wasn’t troll season. I couldn’t deny
the fact that I often took shortcuts. Why, exactly, I didn’t know. “I guess it
couldn’t hurt. You know this area, right?”


“Of course! I’ve been through this forest hundreds of
times and I’ve never been attacked by anything I couldn’t handle.”


I gave in and we left the road for the forest. I used
my staff as a walking cane, mostly because I was worried about traps of some
kind. It wasn’t very dark, so I could see where we were going, but there wasn’t
much coverage from the hot sun. 


“Do you ever wonder what happened to Thaddeus?” he asked
me.


I nodded. My youngest older brother was the only one
who ever showed me mercy, so when I teamed up with Magnus, I gave Thaddeus the
chance to run. He took it, and I hadn’t seen him since. “I expect he returned
to Mother to tell her that I betrayed the family. I wonder what she’s doing.
She must be so angry.”


“Maybe your brother didn’t return home out of fear of
repercussions.”


“She can find us anywhere, except perhaps Magnus’s
castle. If she thinks all of them were killed by Magnus, then she may not be
looking for Thaddeus.” I stopped walking as I felt hope for the first time
since I joined Magnus. Maybe she doesn’t know I betrayed her. Maybe she
thought I fought against Magnus, or that I just ran away. I had assumed that
she was all-knowing, but Magnus had protection over his castle that made it
impossible for people to spy on him. I entered the castle with every intention
of defeating Magnus, so maybe my mother didn’t know I had changed sides. 


I could use that to my advantage. 


What was that? After a moment, the sound came
again. Asiago started speaking, so I put my finger to my lips. It was something
my father sometimes did and I was shocked when Asiago fell silent. The sound
was softer the third time, but not further away. “There’s something out there.”


Asiago glanced around. “I don’t hear anything.”


He was right; it was quiet. Too quiet. “Where did the
birds go?” I whispered. It felt like I shouted. 


“What birds?”


“There should be birds chirping.” 


The sound came a fourth time, and this was when I
realized we had walked right into a trap. I didn’t even have enough time to
think of a spell before ropes wrapped around my legs and jerked upward.
Suddenly, I was hanging upside down in the air and Asiago was screeching up an
awful ruckus, as he was hanging next to me. I reached for my wand, but my robe
was in the way. Unfortunately, in untangling my robe, my wand fell. 


“Stop screaming; I can’t think.” Asiago abruptly
stopped talking and I reached for my staff. “Come on, staff. Come to me. I know
you can.”


The staff ignored me. 


“Can’t you do magic without your staff?” Asiago
asked. 


“Sometimes, but I don’t want to blow my feet off
trying to break the rope.”


“Would you rather be eaten?” 


“You could help instead of complaining!”


“I’m a necromancer, not a sorcerer!” A heavy footstep
made us both freeze. “What was that?” Asiago whispered.


“Trouble.” I reached up to the rope around my ankles
and squirmed, but it was no use. I heard the footsteps get closer and refused
to look. I tried to get my wand and staff again, but neither of them leapt into
my hand as I had hoped. 


“Watch out!” Asiago yelled. 


Too late. Something hit me on the head and the world
spun. As spots formed in my vision, I caught a glimpse of the massive form about
to knock Asiago out. It was as I feared; we were caught by a troll. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke with a terrible headache and something sharp
digging into my back. I really don’t like trolls. It was dark when I
opened my eyes, but my eyes focused after a moment. To my great surprise, I
wasn’t tied up. Instead, I was just lying on some blankets on the floor in a
cave. It wasn’t a large cave. I could see the scant light of dusk from the
doorway on the south end of the cave. There was an oddly-shaped door, but it
was wide open. A long table took up most of the east wall, while the blankets I
had slept on took up the entire west wall. Asiago was sleeping in the
north-east corner of the room.


I heard the troll moving around outside as I stood
and found my bag, wand, and staff on the table. Aside from my things, there
were jars of what looked like herbs and spices. Outside, I could see the
troll’s huge back, which was almost blocking the cave exit. I could also hear
the crackling of a fire. 


Not wanting to alert the troll, I put my right hand
over Asiago’s mouth before I shook him with my left hand. He jerked awake and
tried to fight me off until he realized it was me. I removed my hand. “There’s
a troll outside.”


“But it’s not troll season.”


“Well, someone needs to tell the troll that.”


“How long have we been here?”


“I can’t be sure, but it looks like it’ll be dark
soon.” 


I wasn’t expecting to see his eyes widen with panic.
“How are we going to get out of here?” He scrambled to his feet, hit his head
on the curved wall, and squawked in pain. 


“Be quiet and calm down. It’s going to take patience
to get out of here.”


“No, no, no. We have to go now. We shouldn’t have
been here for this long.”


“We wouldn’t have been caught at all if you
hadn’t insisted on taking a shortcut!” I hissed. 


He glanced past me at the door and his face blanched.
Knowing exactly what he was looking at, I turned to see the troll standing in
the doorway of the cave. He was taller than a person, though not as big as a
giant, with a slightly small head compared to his body. Although most trolls
were quite fat, this one seemed to have more muscle than fat. His skin was
gray, his eyes were small and beady, and his brown hair was very thin on his
head. In fact, there was more hair in his ears than on his head. He wore a
dingy white tunic and dark brown pants with a rope as a belt. 


“Please don’t eat us!” Asiago whimpered. “Ayden, do
something!”


Unfortunately, I hadn’t grabbed my wand or staff when
I had the chance, and if I made a dive for them, the troll would certainly grab
me first. I held my hand out to the staff. Come on, I thought. Please
come to me. My staff either didn’t hear my thoughts, or it didn’t care. 


To my horror, the troll reached over and grabbed my
staff. 


“Please don’t break that!” I begged. 


He didn’t seem to notice my words and instead studied
the staff like it was a fancy toothpick. I cringed when he licked the crystal. 


“Ayden Dracre, do some sorcery and get us out of
here!” Asiago yelled.


That got the troll’s attention; he glanced at Asiago
before locking his eyes on me. “Ayden Dracre?” the troll asked. His voice was
deep, but not as loud as I expected it to be.  


“Um… yes?”


When he reached for me, I squeaked and put my hands
over my eyes… but I wasn’t immediately picked up and thrown into the pot, so I
spread my fingers to peek between them. The troll’s eyebrows were furrowed in a
deep frown and he was holding my wand out for me to take. I took it carefully
from his huge hand. Although I wanted my staff as well, I wasn’t dumb enough to
try to take it from him. 


“Nice to meet you, Ayden Dracre,” he said. “I am
Yavo.”


“You… too? You aren’t going to eat me?”


“Of course not. Why would I eat you?”


“Because you’re a troll and trolls eat people.
Right?” I asked, glancing at Asiago for confirmation. The necromancer nodded.
“The last troll I ran into tried to cook me.”


Yavo laughed. Asiago hid behind me. “I have no
interest in eating you, little sorcerer.” 


I frowned, insulted. “Is it because I’m blond or
because I’m too skinny?”


He laughed again. “Neither, little sorcerer. I have
no interest in eating you because I’m a vegetarian.” 


I almost heard Asiago’s jaw hitting the floor with
shock. “You’re a vegetarian? As in, you don’t eat people?”


“That is what I mean, yes.” 


“Isn’t that a little… odd?”


“No odder than a sorcerer who can only conjure apples
and broccoli.”


I felt my face heat up with embarrassment. “Is that
common knowledge?”


“Not that I know of. I met your brother, Thaddeus,
awhile back. He was good company and mentioned you when he found out I’m a
vegetarian. You see, even though I don’t eat meat, I still like good tasting
food. Unfortunately, my two favorite foods don’t grow around here.”


“Broccoli and apples?” 


“Precisely.”


“Why did you capture us and bring us here if you had
no intention of eating us?”


“I was not the one who set that trap; I only freed
you from it. There are hunters in this forest. Although they wouldn’t eat you,
you would have been hanging there for days if I didn’t let you go. I hit you
because I can’t trust sorcerers not to attack me, but then I felt bad that I
knocked you out, so I brought you back here, out of the path of hungry
animals.”


In that case, I owed him. This was not the same kind
of troll I’d met before. “Okay. I haven’t conjured apples and broccoli for a
while because I’ve learned to conjure other stuff, but I think I can manage it.
I need something to transform into…” I trailed off as Yavo set my staff down on
the table, opened a jar, grabbed a wooden bowl, and dumped the contents of the
jar into the bowl. 


It was edible clay— a substance that wizards and
sorcerers often used to create food because it could change flavor and texture
easily. It was nutritious and didn’t rot until it was transformed into
something else. It could actually be eaten as it was, but it tasted very bland
and had the texture of thick, sticky mud.


Although I called it “conjuring,” it was really just
transformation when I changed an edible substance into food. I could change
meat into something like bread or potatoes, but I couldn’t change anything into
meat because that required a sacrifice of an animal, which I had never been
able to do. I had managed to transform things into tofu when I attained my
staff, but Merlin eventually explained that it wasn’t real meat. Even though I
learned to do some sorcery, killing was still too malevolent. 


Yavo stepped aside and I approached the bowl. “Change
into broccoli and apples,” I said as I waved my wand over the bowl. Glittery,
sparkly, pink magic sprinkled from my wand into the clay and changed it into a
bunch of apples and broccoli. It was so much, in fact, that it started spilling
out of the bowl and I had to catch the apples before they hit the floor. By the
time it finally stopped, the entire table was piled high.


The troll was ecstatic. The necromancer was
suspiciously nervous. “Can we go now?” Asiago asked impatiently. 


I grabbed my bag and staff and pocketed my wand.
“Well, we should be going now. When my friend returns, I’ll ask him how to grow
an apple tree and broccoli plant with magic. Thank you for…” I stopped talking
when I heard a sound outside. “What was that?” Asiago paled even more. “What
did you do?” I asked. 


“It’s not my fault.”


“But you know what’s out there?”


He nodded and swallowed. “A few nights ago, I was at
a graveyard and I tried to raise a man to find out who killed him. I… sneezed
in the middle of the summoning ritual and… the entire graveyard was
resurrected.”


I gaped. “You’re joking.”


“I wish I was.”


“There are zombies outside?”


“They are drawn to me, so if I’m in one place for too
long, they will find me. They’re after me because they’re mad at me for
resurrecting them.”


“You’re as big a screw up as I am. Why don’t you just
send them away?”


“I have to have their name in order to control the
dead. Most of the graves didn’t even have names on the markers and I don’t have
enough time to read the names that are there before the zombies catch up.”


“I don’t like zombies,” Yavo said, stepping away from
the door. 


“If we leave, will the zombies leave Yavo alone?” I
asked. Asiago nodded. “Okay. I really hope this works.” I grabbed Asiago’s arm
and focused my power through my staff. Since I had only been to my aunt’s home
once, I couldn’t see the castle clear enough in my mind to transport us
magically. I did, however, remember the city I faced my brothers in. I closed
my eyes and focused on Red Rock. 


My magic surrounded us, but I just focused harder.
When Asiago gasped, I opened my eyes and let him go. We were standing in a
familiar town. Not giving him a chance to explore, I headed down the road for
the docks. I would be able to see my aunt’s castle from there. 


“Your aunt will have some food to eat, right?”


I sighed. “I think I know what Merlin feels all the
time. I said you could come with me until we got to Red Rock. Here we are.”


“But… we just lived through a traumatic event. I
thought that made us friends.”


“You mean when we were rescued from hanging for a
while by a vegetarian troll? Or do you mean when I saved us from your zombie
army? I don’t think---”


“I can’t leave. I already told you; a life debt is
unbreakable. You can kill me or use me as a shield, but until I save your life
or die trying, I cannot leave.”


I sighed. “Maybe you---”


“Besides, I was hoping your aunt could help me get
rid of the zombies.”


“How would she help you? She’s not a necromancer.”


“No, but sorcerers always have the right plants and
spices to ward off the dead. I haven’t found another necromancer in years, so I
don’t know who else to go to.”


“I told you my aunt locked away her dark magic.
That’s why I’m going to her.”


“She still might have something.”


I sighed. “Fine.” 


The sun was below the horizon and the sky was dark by
the time we reached the docks, but the bright moonlight made it easy to see my
aunt’s island. I grasped Asiago’s arm again and held up my staff. This time, I
didn’t close my eyes. 


This was something I had learned to do out of pure
panic. The first time, I transported myself and a pirate ship full of people to
another island because a sea monster was trying to swallow the ship. The second
time, I transported Merlin, myself, and Bralyn into the pirate ship without
thinking. The third time, I left my aunt’s castle and appeared in Red Rock
because I felt betrayed and needed to be alone. Although Merlin seemed very
impressed by the ability, I never questioned it. 


Since all my brothers could do it from the time they
were little, I knew the limitations of it. Our mother warned us that if we couldn’t
see the location in our mind perfectly, we could end up lost… or worse. I read
about sorcerers and wizards who messed up in the middle of transporting
somewhere and would arrive missing body parts. It was also extremely exhausting
magic. 


I shuddered and focused on the island. Red and blue
magic surrounded us, and then suddenly, we were standing before my aunt’s
castle… which looked nothing like it had the last time I was there. 


What was once a grand castle that anyone could be
proud of, was now barely more than remains. Most of the outer walls had
collapsed and I could see fire damage inside. My aunt’s castle had been
attacked.









Chapter 5


I started for the front door,
but Asiago grabbed my arm to stop me. Dizziness gripped me even harder and I
had to brace myself with my staff. Transporting us twice in a row was hard on
me, but not enough to change my mind. 


“You can’t just walk in there! Your aunt has
obviously been attacked. Whoever attacked her might still be in there.”


“Good. Then I can stop them.”


He let me go. “You want to get rid of your sorcery,
yet your first response is to run headfirst into a dangerous situation! A
wizard would never do that!”


“I’ll worry about it later.” I walked right up to the
front door and tried to push it open. It fell off its broken hinges. The castle
had been almost identical to Magnus’s castle. In the entryway, there was a
large throne chair, two winding staircases, and decorative furniture. All of
the furniture and the stairs themselves were destroyed. The rich, green, velvet
chair was shredded and a letter was stuck to it with a dagger. 


I sidestepped the debris until I reached the chair
and removed the letter. It had an unfamiliar, red wax seal, which I broke to
unfold the letter.


 


 


 


Magnus,
if you ever want to see your wife again, you will bring the crystal to me. You
know where to find me.


 


 


 


That was all it said. I sighed. “I need to go back to
Magnus. My aunt was kidnapped. I take it you refuse to be left behind?” I
folded up the letter and stuck it in my pocket. 


His eyes widened. “I’m not staying here. I still owe
you my life. I promise I’ll be useful.”


I didn’t even bother to argue; I just turned and
started walking out, wondering what I should do next. After using so much magic
transporting Asiago and myself, I was running out of steam. When I reached the
doorway and looked out, I gaped.


There was a unicorn waiting at the bottom of the
steps. 


“Hello,” I said. I wasn’t entirely sure it was the
same one that had helped me save Merlin from the Dark Forest elves, because as
far as I knew, all unicorns looked the same. Ignoring Asiago’s shocked sounds,
I approached the unicorn. He let me reach out and stroke his mane, but he
stamped his foot when Asiago got too close. “Slow down,” I said. 


“I can’t believe he even let you near him. Maybe you
really are a wizard.”


“I’m working on it. Are you the same unicorn who
helped me before?” I asked. 


He nodded his head. 


I never learned why the unicorn had come to me or how
he knew I needed his help. I assumed he would want something in return, but he
never came back after he helped me save Merlin. “I’m going to save my aunt. Are
you here to help me again?”


The unicorn nodded again. 


“Okay. I’m going to try to transport us to Red Rock.”
I didn’t know if I actually could, since it was more difficult to transport
more people. I couldn’t imagine how I transported an entire pirate ship. 


Visualizing Red Rock again, I held out my staff. Take
us there, I thought. My magic filled the staff again and I knew it was
working, but it was slow. When I felt my magic release, I opened my eyes… and
then I bent over as exhaustion tried to overcome me. The unicorn nudged me
worriedly. 


“Are you sick?” Asiago asked. 


I shook my head. “I haven’t done this much magic
without a break in a while. We need to get to Magnus, but I don’t think I can
walk the whole way unless we stop somewhere to rest.” The unicorn knelt,
indicating for me to climb on. I did, but he didn’t immediately get up. 


“I’m not getting on a unicorn,” Asiago said. 


I sighed and laid my staff in front of me. It wasn’t
easy to travel with, and the unicorn didn’t have a saddle. “Just get on or
we’re leaving without you.”


Shaking dramatically, Asiago got on the unicorn
behind me. The unicorn stood and took off at a full gallop, nearly throwing me
off. He ran so fast it felt like he was flying. After a while, I was able to
lean against his neck and rest without falling. The only explanation I could
come up with was magic.


 


*          *          *


 


Thanks to the unicorn’s speed and endurance, we
reached Magnus’s castle by dawn, but when the unicorn slowed to a stop in front
of the gate and I hopped off his back, my legs buckled. Asiago fell in a heap
to the ground as well. I stretched the stiffness out of my arms and neck before
I even attempted to move my legs.


Light filled the air around us, I breathed a sigh of
relief, and Asiago squeaked with fear. As soon as the light cleared, I saw
Magnus standing over us. “What have I told you about sneaking out?” he asked.
Magnus, Asiago, the unicorn, and I were all in the main room. 


I pulled the letter out of my pocket. “That’s not
important right now. Livia has been kidnapped.” He took the letter, studied the
seal, and unfolded the message. Magnus had faced my six brothers without a hint
of fear. Therefore, I was shocked that he was staring at the letter like it was
a serpent. 


“Who took her?” I asked, using my staff to pull
myself to my feet. My legs were shaky and I was very hungry.


He folded the letter back up and slipped it into his
pocket. “Veronica.”


“Livia’s own daughter kidnapped her? For what? What
crystal does she want you to bring her?”


“Who is your friend?” he asked.


Asiago had managed to climb to his feet as well. “My
name is Asiago, the Great Necromancer of the North. Ayden rescued me, so I owe
him a debt.”


He nodded slowly. “Then both of you come and eat.”
The unicorn stayed behind while Asiago and I followed Magnus into the dining
room. When we entered the room, there was bread, soup, roast, vegetables,
potatoes, and sweets. 


“Do you have guests?” I asked. 


“Fluffy told me you were coming and that you looked
like you needed a good meal.” As he said his minion’s name, the winged, fluffy,
black kitten appeared on his shoulder. When I set my staff on the table and
reached for the roast, Magnus smacked my hand. “Didn’t your mother teach you
not to put your staff on the table?”


“No.” I hadn’t had a staff when I lived at home, but
my mother would smack me or my brothers if we ever left our wands out of reach,
especially if someone else could take them. She often made us duel so that we
could learn to protect our wands from being taken during a fight. I picked up
the staff and leaned it against the back of my chair. 


Asiago and I sat and immediately started eating. “So,
you’re a wizard, right?” Asiago asked. 


“Yes. My name is Magnus. It has been a while since
I’ve seen a necromancer.”


“We seem to be getting rare. I’ve heard of you,
though. Didn’t you disappear?”


“I was trapped by a chimera.”


“Oh, wow. Those are scary.”


“Why would Veronica kidnap her own mother?” I asked. 


“For the same reason your mother wants to kill you,”
Magnus answered. “A sorceress can steal another’s power by killing them. However,
a sorceress cannot steal light magic. That is why your mother didn’t kill you
when you were young; she thought you only had light magic.”


“That’s why she encouraged my brothers to torture me.
That’s what Merlin said. She thought she could push me to be dark, but that
just made me want to help people.”


“Right. Veronica tried to kill Livia when she was
young because she wanted her mother’s power. Livia felt responsible for her
daughter’s cruelty, so she locked away her dark magic in a crystal. Veronica’s father
was not a hero, but he wasn’t a terrible man, either. I don’t believe Veronica
killed him, I believe she blackmailed him or possibly entranced him to make him
return her to Caldaca. She found out that Livia removed her magic and killed
Sonya. I don’t know why she killed Sonya, because Sonya was pure of heart.
After that, Livia was very afraid of Veronica, so she gave me the crystal. I
didn’t believe Veronica was a serious threat, but it appears I was wrong.”


“If we give her the crystal to save Livia, would she
be unstoppable?”


“No one is unstoppable.”


“You can’t just bring her the crystal,” Asiago said.
“I always trust a sorceress to be a sorceress. If she can get both, she will.
The sorceress will stab you in the back.”


I shook my head. “Not any sorcerer I know. We are
ruthless, but we keep our word.”


“We?” Magnus asked. 


“Sorry. Sorcerers will tell you what they’ll
do to you if you break your end of the deal. And they never under-deliver.”


“Sorcerers will get close to someone to kill them, or
switch sides for a better price,” Asiago argued. 


“Right, that’s why you pay a very high price to
sorcerers. My mother has switched sides before, but the client knew that was a
possibility from the start. If she stabbed people in the back, she wouldn’t get
any business. Nobody is going to pay a sorceress who doesn’t keep her end of
the deal. You just have to pay her more than your enemy would pay her. I’m not
saying I trust Veronica. I’m thinking we should take the crystal as a backup
plan. We can come up with some way to sneak around Veronica to free Livia.
Maybe we can use the zombies.”


“I don’t suggest you raise a zombie,” Magnus said. 


“Actually, there are already some zombies. Asiago
accidentally raised an entire cemetery.”


Magnus nodded. “Let me guess. You sneezed during the
ceremony and you don’t have their names, so you can’t control them?” he asked.
Asiago shoved more roast in his mouth and shrugged. 


“Is that a common thing?” I asked. 


“My best friend when I was a child was a necromancer,
and he did that a dozen or so times. It really wasn’t his fault; he was
allergic to dead bodies.”


“A wizard and a necromancer?” Asiago asked. “That’s
about as likely as a sorcerer and a mage being friends.”


“Can we transport ourselves to Livia?” I asked,
trying to ignore him. 


“No. Veronica has traps in place and spies
everywhere.”


“Spies?”


“She can control animals, excluding magical beasts
like unicorns and dragons. You may have to fight on the way.”


“You’re not going?” Asiago asked. 


“I cannot. Veronica has tricked Livia into leaving
her castle before. As soon as Livia left, Veronica took all of Livia’s hidden
tools of dark magic.” 


“But you’re a wizard. You don’t have any tools of
dark magic.”


The wizard looked very uncomfortable. “I have never used
dark magic, but I have acquired tools and books that would have otherwise
fallen into my enemies’ hands. I considered giving them to you, but you haven’t
yet figured out that you can be both a wizard and sorcerer.”


“I thought I could when I turned against my brothers,
but I was wrong. Even Livia had to choose to be one or the other.”


He sighed. “You are young and stubborn, and I must
allow you to make mistakes, because that is the only way you will learn. You
are more like your mother than you realize. If you can save Livia without the
use of sorcery, and if you still want your sorcery removed in the end, I will
do it.”


I jumped up from my seat, causing my staff to clatter
to the ground. “I’ll do it!” 


“Slow down. It will be a long and difficult journey.
First, you need rest. Fluffy said you could barely hang onto Kirin’s back.”


“Kirin?”


“Livia’s unicorn, who brought you here, of course.”


“I didn’t know unicorns could be owned.” 


“They can’t be owned, but Kirin and Livia have a
close friendship.”


“Do you have a horse or anything that I can ride?”
Asiago inquired. 


“Veronica would be able to control a horse, so that
would be dangerous. I do have a magical creature that can help you, though. You
may have a difficult time riding him, but not as difficult as you would with a
unicorn. I’m amazed Kirin let you touch him, necromancer.”


“Did you hear anything from Merlin?” I asked. Magnus
shook his head. 


When I was full, Magnus told me to sleep for a while.
I would have argued, but I knew once Magnus decided on something, he wasn’t
easily swayed. Besides, I really was exhausted and I didn’t want to fall off
the unicorn. 


While Magnus showed Asiago to a room, I went to mine,
got into bed, and promptly fell asleep.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke about midday with a painful headache. After I
dressed and repacked my bag, I headed downstairs. Magnus and Asiago were
sitting at the table, eating porridge. Asiago’s discomfort was evident by his
stiff posture and how focused he was on his food. 


Magnus was a wizard, so he would never harm anyone,
but there were still issues between magic users. Unfortunately, the issues
revolved around wizards and sorcerers. Sorcerers and wizards made their living
in magic, and that required being smart about their alliances. The problem was
that sorcerers and wizards both needed help from magicians, mages,
necromancers, and other magic users sometimes. It was fine if a non-magic user
wanted to work with both wizards and sorcerers, but if a magic user dealt with
one, they were distrusted by the other. 


Since necromancy was usually regarded as dark magic,
necromancers never really had the opportunity to work with wizards. Similarly,
the healing magic that mages used was associated with light magic, so sorcerers
disliked them, even though I had never heard of a mage refusing to heal a
sorcerer. The only ones I believed were truly untrustworthy were warlocks. 


I spotted a bowl of steaming porridge at my normal
seat and sat down. Magnus was very considerate of me, which made me feel
uncomfortable. I was a sorcerer; I grew up without any kindness in the house. I
expected it to be different when I was a real wizard. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked Asiago when I saw him
frowning at me. 


“Nothing.” He looked at Magnus. “Did you go on a lot
of adventures when you were Ayden’s age?”


Magnus shook his head regrettably. “I was raised very
secluded. My parents only allowed me to practice magic and read books. When I
was ten, I began sneaking out and made friends. My best friends, Hokis and Leo,
were a necromancer and a warrior. Unfortunately, Leo was killed when he was
thirteen. He was the one who kept us out of trouble. Hokis and I were both
rebellious and it didn’t take long for us to get in trouble. My parents
relocated to the middle of the Misty Mountains so that I couldn’t have any
friends. They believed, as most wizards do, that a wizard is not supposed to
have adventures.”


I hadn’t known that, but it made sense. Sorcerers
usually had stationary or mobile businesses, but they often went out and did
their own dirty work. People went to wizards when they needed help, but wizards
didn’t usually leave their castles. Warriors were the ones who went on heroic
quests. Sometimes they weren’t that heroic. Nevertheless, sorcerers didn’t like
to outsource villainous quests if they could help it. My mother always said it
was because sorcerers believed in power whereas wizards believed in hope and
dreams. 


“This is the crystal Veronica is after,” Magnus said,
pulling it from one of the pockets of his robe. 


I took it carefully. It was the length of my palm and
half as wide as it was long. The crystal itself was clear, but inside it was
what looked like glowing red smoke, which swirled slowly. “This is dark magic?”


“The red smoke is the manifestation of her dark
magic, yes.”


“It isn’t much, is it?”


“There is more dark magic in the crystal than
Veronica has. In fact, it contains more dark magic than all of your brothers
put together.”


I gaped. “Are you sure I should be holding this? The
dark magic can’t get out, can it? I don’t think I should hold it.”


“As long as you don’t break it, you will be fine. The
magic doesn’t make you malevolent.” He turned to Asiago and pulled a ribbon
made of dried herbs out of his pocket. “I made you something to help you with
your zombie problem.” When he let the strand go, it flew to Asiago and tied
itself around his wrist.


“Thank you!” he said. 


“It won’t keep them away completely, but it should
make you more difficult for them to find and it should repel them enough to
keep them off of you. Now, I think you should meet Sam,” Magnus said, standing.
We followed him out to the main room, where the unicorn was playing with an
even rarer beast. I was surprised to see the unicorn with a slim saddle, but
even more surprised to see his playmate. 


Sam was a griffon. He had the body, tail, and back
legs of a lion, and the head, wings, and front legs of an eagle. Asiago gaped.
“Is it safe to ride?”


“If you’re polite. With all magical creatures, you
have to show them respect. Approach him slowly, but don’t touch him. He will
let you know when he’s ready to be touched.”


“What if he’s never ready? Do griffons even like
necromancers?”


“If you show him respect, he will reciprocate. I have
already discussed it with them this morning. If you get attacked by an animal
under Veronica’s control, Sam can protect you and Kirin can help you escape.”


At that point, the griffon cautiously approached
Asiago and sniffed him. Asiago very slowly reached out and pet him. Soon, the
griffon stretched out his wings and lowered himself.


“He’s allowing you to climb on.”


Asiago studied the position of the wing carefully
before gently stepping up onto the base of the griffon’s wing and swinging his
left leg over. It took him a moment to get into a comfortable position, and
then the griffon stood. 


I slipped my bag and wand into the saddlebag. There
was also a hook for my staff. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than trying
to hold it and my bag. 


Magnus retrieved a small leather purse from a pocket
in his robe and handed it to me. “You should have some money in case you find
yourself in some trouble, since you can’t use sorcery.” I slipped it into the
saddlebag. “Before you go,” he said, trailing off. He made a motion towards the
crystal on my staff and it flashed with a deep red glow.


“What was that?”


“It will now tell you if you are doing sorcery.”


“I know when I’m doing sorcery!”


“If you want me to seal your power, this is what you
have to do.” He waved his staff and the room filled with light.









Chapter 6


We appeared in front of a
very pleasant-looking forest. There was a path leading into it and I could hear
birds singing happily. Next to it were several signs. 


 


Endless Forest 


Dead End


Do Not Enter!


Go Back!


 


There was another sign with arrows. The forest was to
the east. 


 


To the north: Food


To the south: Comfortable Lodgings


To the west: The City of Branson


To the east: Certain Death


 


“It looks safe to me,” Asaigo said. 


“What could go wrong in a place named the Endless
Forest?” I tried to go forth, but Kirin neighed and stepped in front of me,
nearly filleting me with his horn. “Don’t be scared, Kirin. Livia needs us.” I
pushed his head out of the way and continued into the forest. Asiago followed
and then the unicorn and griffon reluctantly trailed after us. 


For a while, it was utterly peaceful. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Do you think we’re almost there?” Asiago asked. 


“I don’t know. I wish Magnus had told us how far it
was.” At that point, we came to a strange tower, surrounded by a very small
moat. It wasn’t a tall tower, maybe twice my height, but that wasn’t the
strangest part. There was a thick, yellow rope hanging out of the only window. I
left Kirin and hopped over the moat. 


“What are you doing?” Asiago asked. 


“I’m curious. Maybe someone needs help.” 


Asiago scoffed. “You don’t want to be a wizard; you
want to be a hero.”


“I really don’t.” I picked up the end of the rope,
which made a wadded pile on the ground, and frowned. “This is hair.” It was
braided tightly and had lots of split ends, but it was definitely hair. 


“That is really weird. Who doesn’t cut their hair?
Oh, maybe it’s magic hair.”


“That is the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”


“Hello?” yelled a woman from inside the tower. “Has
my prince finally come to save me?”


I grabbed the sill of the window, put my foot on a
ridge in the stone, and hefted myself up to look into the tower. It was a mess,
with a small, pink bed and drawings all over the wall. It was only one room,
though a pink silk screen blocked part of it off from view. There was a young
woman standing in the middle of the room, dancing to music I couldn’t hear. Her
long, light blue dress was dingy and worn in spots. 


“How long have you been here?” It wasn’t the most
polite question, but it was more polite than anything else I wanted to ask.


She startled and turned to me. “I’ve been here my
entire life!”


“In this forest?”


“In this tower.”


“Why?”


“I was brought here when I was a baby, and I’ve been
waiting for a prince to come and rescue me.” 


“You know you could get down easily, right? You
wouldn’t even hurt yourself if you fell out.”


She gasped. “I couldn’t do that! I’m a princess! I
wouldn’t survive a day without my one true love.” At that point, she started
singing, but the pitch was too high to understand.


“That’s unfortunate. I’ll leave you to it, then.” I
hopped down and returned to Asiago. “Apparently, it was a princess, but she
didn’t look like she could manage a vegetable garden, let alone a kingdom.”


I mounted the unicorn and Asiago got back on the
griffon. 


“Just so I’m clear on this… quest… Livia is your
aunt, and she was kidnaped by your cousin, Veronica. Veronica kidnapped her
because she wants her magic. And if you can save Livia without using sorcery,
your uncle will seal your dark magic like Livia did.”


I didn’t really think of Magnus as my uncle. “Pretty
much.”


“And you haven’t met Veronica?”


“No. I have met my other cousin, though. Sonya was
Livia’s second daughter, and she only had light magic because she was born
after Livia sealed her magic. Well, I sort of met her. She’s a ghost, and she
doesn’t remember anything from before she died. She doesn’t even remember her
name; she goes by Kisha.”


Asiago stopped and gaped at me. “She’s a ghost?”


“Yes.”


“Maybe she can help us. Sisters typically know
secrets about each other.”


“She doesn’t remember anything.”


“I’m a necromancer. I can either access those
memories, or find out what happened to them. I can even see her last moments of
life. The only problem is that I need something of hers.”


“How did you raise an entire cemetery on accident if
you need something of theirs?”


“It’s a completely different thing. Raising a zombie
is not like calling a spirit. A zombie is only an impression of the person that
was once alive. Some of them can speak words that they used a lot, some can say
the name of their killer, and stuff like that. Spirits are fully coherent,
assuming they didn’t die in some horrifying way. A spirit once followed me
around and I couldn’t figure out why because her mother had sewn her mouth shut
when she was alive and her spirit mouth wouldn’t open.”


“That’s horrible!”


“Was it? Her mother had warned her that she talked
too much. The point is, I need something of Sonya’s in order to call her here.”


I reached into the saddlebag. “This isn’t something
of hers, but will this work?” I asked, pulling a drawing out. It was a drawing
of Sonya between Livia and Magnus, where Livia and Magnus’s heads were cut off.



He took it and nodded. “It should work.”


“What about your bag that the villagers took?”


“Magnus gave me some supplies this morning,” he said,
pulling out two candles, a ball of red yarn, and a dagger. “Well, at least the
supplies he had, which surprised me. I didn’t think a wizard would have
anything I could use.” 


“What else do you need?” 


“Fire, dirt from the footprint of a virgin, and the
blood of a unicorn.” 


Kirin neighed and tried to knock Asiago off of Sam
with his horn. Sam easily dodged him. “You can’t use Kirin’s blood,” I said. 


Asiago shrugged. “That’s okay. Unicorn blood isn’t
really necessary, it’s just popular to sell to the younger generation.”


“Where are we going to get dirt from the footprint of
a…” I stopped talking when I saw his expression. “Don’t you dare.”


“Hop down,” he said. 


“I’m going to feed you to the first monster we see in
this forest. Do you really need a footprint or did you just say that so you
could tease me?”


“I just wanted to know if it was true. Obviously, it
is.”


I leaned down to whisper in Kirin’s ear. “If he
disappears in the night while I’m asleep, I won’t say anything.” The unicorn
nodded. 


“What are you two talking about?” Asiago asked. When
I didn’t answer, he glanced down at Sam. “You’ll protect me while I sleep,
right?” The griffon shook his head solemnly. 


“What in the world is that?” I asked when I saw what
appeared to be a house made of straw. We stopped in front of it because even
Kirin and Sam couldn’t believe it. “Maybe there is a wooden frame under it.
Otherwise, what would protect it from the rain?”


Asiago frowned at it. “It looks like a strong wind
could knock it down.” 


“It looks like a slight breeze could knock it down.”
We continued for another moment before we came upon a second house. “This is
ridiculous.” It was a house made of sticks. 


“It’s so ridiculous that I really want to knock it
down,” Asiago said. 


“Don’t knock it down.”


“Why not? No one could actually live there.”


I sighed and moved along. We didn’t get very far before
we came upon a block house. “Well, at least that one looks like it can stand up
to an attack.”


“What kind of attack?”


“Werewolves maybe?”


“Weird. Where are we going, anyway?”


“Out. You’re right, though. We should find someone
and ask for directions. We’d better be quick, too; it’s going to be dark soon.
I would like to reach Veronica before it’s completely dark.” I got down from
the unicorn. “Maybe there’s someone in the house who can give us directions.”


I approached the house, half expecting some monster
to jump out at me, and knocked on the door. There was no answer. I went to the
window, which was just a circular hole in the wall. There was nothing inside
but a cot, a table, and three mops. I gaped, for the mops were mopping the
floor on their own. 


I returned to Kirin without a word.


“What did you see?” Asiago asked.


“Nothing. Nothing at all. The next person we see,
whoever it is, we’ll ask them.”


 


*          *          *


 


It didn’t take long for us to come across… something.
It looked like a little fairy, but it was more like a shapeless figure, glowing
bright blue. “Hello, there,” I said cautiously. “Do you know where we can find
a sorceress named Veronica?” The little creature darted off into the woods and
stopped. “It must not understand.”


“Or it wants us to follow it.”


“You want to follow a glowing ball into the
darkness?”


“It’s not like we’re going to get lost.”


“I have a feeling we’re both idiots,” I said as we
followed the glowing creature. It kept darting away and then stopping to wait
for us, so it wasn’t afraid. It could change direction very abruptly, which
clearly irritated both Kirin and Sam. Unfortunately, the creature kept getting
faster, until both the unicorn and griffon were fully galloping.


Just as the sun was setting, Kirin and Sam stopped so
suddenly that I nearly went flying off Kirin’s back. Asiago did actually lose
his grip around Sam’s neck and hit the ground, pulling out a few of Sam’s
feathers. 


In front of us was a thick, knee-high wall of fog. I
could easily see over it; there were no trees across it. At the edge of the fog
was a sign, stating that it was Nightmare Valley. “That’s a little ominous,” I
said.


Asiago climbed to his feet and shot Sam a glare
before reading the sign. “It’s just a bit of fog.”


“Actually, we don’t know that. It could be a lake,” I
argued.


“It’s called Nightmare Valley.”


“It’s called Nightmare Valley. Besides, I
definitely don’t want to go in there this close to night. Let’s find somewhere
safe to sleep. I can’t help but think there’s a monster or something in there…
probably with tentacles.”


Agreeing with me, Kirin backed up, turned, and walked
away from the fog. Sam followed without his rider and Asiago had to run to keep
up. It was very dark by the time we reached a stream and large tree that looked
as good as any place to rest. 


I patted Kirin’s neck. “Should we stop here for the
night?” I asked. Both the unicorn and griffon stopped. I got down and stretched
while Kirin and Sam drank from the stream. “Do you think you can call Sonya
here, or do you need to rest first?”


He sat down on a large boulder, untied the herb band
from his wrist, pulled the drawing out of his pocket, and studied it closely.
After a moment, he went around to the other side of the tree. “I need privacy
for this.”


“You’d better be using that only to summon her.”


“It’s got to be quiet, too.” 


I pulled out some of the edible clay from my bag and
transformed it into bread, then peeked around the tree to see what the
necromancer was up to. I had met necromancers before, but I never got a chance
to watch them work. The drawing was placed between the two lit candles,
although I had no idea how he lit them. I could just make out that there was
something etched into the candles. He was whispering something I could barely
hear. 


The magic Merlin taught me from his world used a
different language than mine and was extremely difficult to use. The tradeoff
was that it was very powerful. Basically, he could do with his words and mind
what I could only do with my staff. I often told my wand or staff what to do,
but the words had no power. Unfortunately, I had never once been completely
successful with Merlin’s magic. I accidently used one of Merlin’s spells wrong
and spent a month cleaning spiders out of my room. That was one itchy lesson. 


Of all the magic users on Caldaca, necromancers were
the only ones who relied on words. Wizards and sorcerers had wands or staffs,
magicians had their hats, elementalists used movement, and mages and seers
didn’t need anything. 


When he leaned back, heavy smoke rose from the candles
and accumulated in front of him. “Sonya Dracre, answer my call,” he said. The
smoke began to swirl violently and I heard several whispers before it suddenly
dispersed, blowing the candles out with it.


I quickly returned to Kirin and pretended to look for
something in the saddlebag so Asiago wouldn’t know I had been watching. “What
happened?” I asked. 


“Something was holding her back. I could sense her,
but something was physically holding her there. Since you said you met her in a
mansion, I’m betting there is an object inside that is keeping her there. Or,
it could possibly be the house itself.”


“I found a really creepy doll that she somewhat
recognized.”


“I doubt it’s a doll. Nobody ever curses or haunts a
doll.”


“My mother creates dolls of people and uses them for
curses.”


“If she’s so powerful, why hasn’t she made you return
to her?”


“I don’t know, but I’m sure she has a plan to get
exactly what she wants from me, which is dark magic. That’s another reason I
need to have my sorcery removed and hidden somewhere.” I laid my bag down on
the ground to use as a pillow. “I’m going to sleep.”


We both settled down and I tried very hard to shake
the feeling of being watched. After a while, I rolled over to look at him. He
was fiddling with the string around his wrist. “What?” he asked. 


“Are you going to eat me in my sleep?” 


“Friends are like potatoes. If you eat them, they
die.”


“Is that a no?”


“Are you a potato?”


 


*          *          *


 


There were whispers all around me, half lost in the
wind. I was in the forest on my way to fight Magnus and the syrus was right in
front of me, except everything had a blue tone. It was the whispers that woke
me. The whispers had told me how to open it. They wanted me to help. But it
wasn’t Merlin. 


The whispers were in my head, trying to convince me
to open the chest. Part of me wanted to do it, while the rest of me fought
against it. The creature in there was so much more sinister than Merlin. It
wanted to hunt. 


I felt the unmistakable sensation of being watched
and looked up into the trees. There were hundreds of sets of small, glowing,
red eyes staring down at me. Suddenly, I couldn’t move, yet it wasn’t out of
fear; my arms and legs were turning to stone. One of the creatures flew down
and I realized it was a massive black bird. 


 


*          *          *


 


I shot up out of my sleep, ready to attack a foe that
wasn’t there. My movement startled several creatures in the tree above us,
causing them to make strange howling sounds that sent chills down my spine. I
looked up and saw four sets of glowing red eyes.









Chapter 7


Standing so quickly had
disoriented me, especially since I was still half asleep. The glowing red eyes,
however, chased away the fatigue pretty quickly. I didn’t make any more sudden
movements because I wasn’t sure what the creatures were. Kirin nudged me in the
back and I stroked his nose absentmindedly. “You’re going to skewer me with
that horn one of these days. I think it’s time to go.” 


The unicorn nodded. Sam nipped at Asiago’s chest,
causing the necromancer to shriek and jump to his feet. The creatures screeched
and took to the air, but that did not calm Kirin or Sam. The griffon didn’t
give Asiago a chance to get his bearings; Sam lowered his head and pushed
Asiago up, onto his back clumsily. I climbed up onto the unicorn and both the
unicorn and griffon took off running.


Since it was still dark, I couldn’t clearly make out
the black creatures that attacked us. I was pretty sure they were large bats,
but I had never been attacked by a bat before. They bit and scratched at my
head, nearly nocking me off Kirin’s back, so I leaned my head flat against the
unicorn’s neck. Kirin suddenly went down and I hit the ground with enough force
to stun me. 


The next thing I knew, Sam and Kirin were standing
over Asiago and me, protecting us. I tried to reach up for my staff, but my
arms wouldn’t move. My head throbbed so hard I couldn’t think. Although I saw
Asiago standing, it didn’t register in my mind what he was doing until he
grabbed my staff, nearly getting trampled, and put it in my hand. 


As soon as I touched the wood, the crystal burned
with a bright blue light, its magic flooded me, my headache vanished, and I
could think clearly. Protect us. And my stupid staff turned into a
sword. I groaned with irritation as I stood. Fortunately, the magic was masking
all the pain in my body, so it was possible to stand. Fighting was another
story. 


We were being attacked by not one, but four bat-like
creatures. I swung the sword at one of them who was clawing at Sam’s wing.
Instead of cutting the creature down, I bludgeoned it with the flat side of the
blade. The sword pulsed with a deep red glow, distracting me. I shouted when a
sharp pain stabbed into my right shoulder. One of the creatures gripped the
blade and tried to pull the sword out of my hand. 


It wasn’t a sword, though; it was a tool of magic
that was bonded to me. Magic welled up inside me so quickly I didn’t know what
was happening. “Go away!” I shouted. Magic burst from me, through the sword,
and pulsed. The pulse was strange enough on its own, but it also amplified my
words and made them echo off the trees. As if they were hit by a severe wind,
all four creatures were thrown away from me. 


Asiago jumped onto Sam’s back, I mounted Kirin, and
we were running again, as fast as a unicorn and griffon could gallop, which was
really fast. “What did you do?!” Asiago asked, barely audible over the sound of
hooves.


“I don’t know!” 


Sam was having a problem running on his mismatched
paws, because he kept trying to use his wings. Unfortunately for him, his
wingspan was too wide for this part of the forest. 


I heard the stream and remembered that we were trying
not to get lost. “Follow the stream!” I shouted. Kirin and Sam obeyed, changing
direction very slightly. When the stream came into view, it was easy for the
griffon and unicorn to follow. 


Finally, my sword changed back into a staff.
Unfortunately, the magic that was holding back the pain disappeared. I passed
out before I hit the ground. 


 


*          *          *


 


It was pitch black, there wasn’t enough space, I
couldn’t breathe, and the only thing I could hear was a menacing whispering. I
was both asleep and awake at the same time. 


 


*          *          *


 


I jerked awake, confused and in pain. Despite that, I
knew what woke me, and it made me laugh. “Stop it. That tickles.” Kirin was
licking my shoulder. I sat up and he nuzzled my head gently, nearly gouging me
with his horn. I patted his nose and pushed him away. 


“Are you feeling better?” Asiago asked, suddenly
standing right beside me. 


I shrieked, because he was a very creepy man. “Don’t
do that; I thought you were a ghost.”


“Thank you. You look like death as well.”


I looked down at myself and realized I was covered in
blood. Obviously, the bat creatures had wounded me pretty badly, but when I
pulled my tunic sleeve down to study my shoulder and chest, I didn’t see any
wounds. “What happened? I was injured.”


“You were bleeding terribly. The unicorn licked it up
and that healed your wounds.” 


“I didn’t know they had healing powers. Thank you,” I
said to Kirin, stroking his mane. “Where’s my robe?” After a moment, I
remembered. “Oh, no. I used it as a blanket last night. I must have left it
when we were attacked.”


“Do we need to go back for it?”


I really wanted to. Although it was a part of my
Dracre lineage, it was one of the few possessions I had. It was the only thing
I ever had that proved I was a Dracre; my appearance certainly made it hard to
believe. “No. We can try to get it when we leave. We can’t afford to get lost.”
I took off my shirt, dipped it in the stream, and wrung it out until the blood
was gone. I had a spare change of clothes, but I’d worn worse. 


For a moment, I heard a quiet whispering and glanced
around. I couldn’t see anyone watching us, though. As quickly as it started,
the whispers faded. 


“Your zombies aren’t near, are they?” I asked. 


Asiago shook his head. “I don’t sense them close. We
did a lot of traveling and they aren’t very quick. In fact, there’s nothing to
say we’re still on the same island. I doubt they can cross the ocean.”


Instead of riding, Asiago and I walked. I knew if we
followed the stream long enough, we would get out of the forest somewhere, and
then we could find someone to tell us how to get to Veronica. 


 


*          *          *


 


“What in the world?” I asked. I picked up my robe,
which was lying at the base of a large tree. “This is where we slept last
night. We must have gone upstream when we were running from the bat creatures.”


Asiago nodded. “We must have. We didn’t, but we must
have.” 


“We’ve been going downstream as far as I know. Let’s
just keep going.” 


 


*          *          *


 


We walked all day, until we were exhausted and
hungry. Asiago was highly insulted when we saw a house made of candy. “Someone
should write a book about this place,” I commented. We considered hunting for
food, but we didn’t have enough supplies and I couldn’t stomach killing an
animal. There were no recognizable berries and plants, so we couldn’t be sure
they were safe to eat. Fortunately, I had some clay left.


“Maybe we should stop here for the night,” I said,
spotting a large tree next to the stream. 


“Might as well; we slept here last night.”


I groaned. He was right; this was the same tree I had
found my robe under that morning. “We’re going in circles! The stream is
circular! How can that be possible? We were going downstream the whole way.”


“It must be magic.” 


“We need to ask someone how to get out of here! You
and Sam stay.” I mounted Kirin. “Try to find us someone.” The unicorn nodded
and took off at a gallop.


We ran for a while before we came upon the block
house. I got down and knocked on the door without hesitation. The door opened
to a young girl, maybe eleven or twelve years of age, with golden blond hair,
bright blue eyes, and rosy cheeks. Her dress was deep blue and she wore a red,
velvet cloak over it.


“Are you a werewolf?” she asked.


“No.”


She shrugged. “Okay, then.”


“Do you run into werewolves a lot here?”


She nodded and pulled a crossbow from behind her back.
“I’ve been hunting the werewolf for over a year. I’m setting a trap for that
creep. He’s going to get what’s coming to him.”


“Well, good luck with that. I was hoping I could ask
you for directions. I’m trying to find the way out.”


“Way out? There is no way out of the Endless Forest.
You can only go in.”


“What do you mean there’s no way out? People never
leave?”


She shrugged again. “People can leave, but only with
magic. You need powerful magic or help from the fairies.”


I groaned. In that case, we’re trapped here
forever, because the fairies would never help a sorcerer and necromancer.
“But I have to get to the other side. I’m looking for a sorceress named
Veronica.”


“What do you want with the sorceress?”


“She kidnapped my aunt. There must be a way to get to
her!”


She shrugged for the third time. “I don’t see why you
can’t. The sorceress is in the forest.”


“She is? Where? How do I find her?”


“By wanting to find her, of course.”


I rolled my eyes. “Which way do I go?”


She shrugged. “Any way is fine.”


I held back my frustration. Even her shrugging was
starting to irritate me. “How far is she?”


She shrugged. “As far as you want her to be.”


I closed my eyes and sighed, pushing away the
frustration. Saving Livia was priority and we were running out of time to do
so, but getting angry wouldn’t solve anything. “So, if I go back the way I came
from, the exit would be gone?” 


“There was never an exit, only an entrance.” 


“Fine. You’re saying that if I look for her, I’ll
find her, right?”


She shrugged. “Probably. Unless you die first.
Sorceresses don’t like visitors.”


“I know.” Fortunately, I had something she wanted.
“Well, good luck with your werewolf hunting.” I left her and mounted Kirin. I
didn’t condone werewolf hunting, despite knowing most werewolves were feral and
most hunters got into it because a friend or family member was killed by one. I
worried about innocent ones getting hurt. 


Kirin and I returned to the stream, where Asiago and
Sam were waiting. “Did you find anything out?” Asiago asked. 


“Apparently, we can’t just walk out of here; we can
only get out using powerful magic or with the help of fairies.”


Asiago frowned thoughtfully. “No fairy is going to
help a sorcerer and necromancer.”


“However, Veronica’s place is in the forest, so when
we save Livia, she should be able to get us out of here. We should be able to
find her just by looking for her.”


“But we’ve been looking for her all day.”


“Right. This is a forest of magic. Maybe we need to
use magic to find her.”


“I can resurrect some more zombies, or you can use
some sorcery.”


“I’m not going to use sorcery. I can find her using
wizardry or no magic at all. Let’s go in…” I glanced around, “… that
direction.” I pointed down a creepy, dark path. Of course, the entire forest
was creepy and dark, since it was night. “Maybe we should wait until morning.”


Asiago stood up. “I don’t think we have anything to
worry about.”


“We could get eaten. There’s a werewolf out there.”


“If we get eaten, at least we would no longer be
lost.” 


 


*          *          *


 


We walked for a while before we came to a clearing
with a cave and two signs. 


 


There are dragons ahead.


 


And below that was another sign.


 


Please do not feed the dragons.


 


Maybe this was a bad idea. “Let’s not go that way.” I
turned around and my eye caught movement. With exaggerated ease, a huge, black
bird landed on a low hanging branch right above us. Kirin and Sam started
making sounds of unease. 


I took a cautious step towards my staff, but a deep
warning sound filled the air. I froze just as the wolf stepped out of the
darkness of the trees. Bright moonlight illuminated his dark brown fur and his
bared white teeth. His body wasn’t like Merlin’s. His snout was shorter, his
fur was sparser, and his front legs were shorter than his hind legs. It was the
werewolf.


“Tell me you have some necromancy to help us,” I
whispered. 


“Only if he’s dead. If you would kill him, I can make
him into a perfect pet.” The werewolf snarled. “I highly suggest you put aside
your issues and use sorcery.”


“Sorcerers need magical tools to control their
sorcery. If I tried to attack the wolf without my staff, we might all be
killed.” The raven cawed and I got the strangest feeling he was laughing at me.
It reminded me of my mother. No matter how cruel she was, I couldn’t deny that
my mother was a strong woman. She told me many times failure was just a state
of mind, and that was why she never failed. She also always had explosive
powder with her.


“If you don’t do something, we’ll die. I don’t have
time to call a ghost to protect us,” Asiago said. 


I couldn’t reach my wand or staff, so I had to
outsmart the wolf, and I had to do it quickly. Keeping eye contact with the
werewolf, I leaned towards Asiago and whispered in the necromancer’s ear. “I
need you to distract him. When I say go, you run towards him, and I’ll run for
my staff.”


“It won’t work!” he hissed. 


“Trust me.” While the werewolf was focused on my
eyes, I discreetly reached for the dagger in my boot. “Now!” In the next
instant, Asiago started towards the werewolf, the werewolf started for him, and
I pushed him out of the way. Instead, I rushed the werewolf, startling the
shifter. I knew he would hear my whisper because shifters had the same hearing
as the animal they shifted into, and Merlin could have heard me. 


The wolf calculated the distance perfectly; he knew
exactly when to leap so that he could tear out my throat. That’s what I had
been planning. I watched his eyes for that moment, and then I went down.
Because he wasn’t expecting it and I was too low for his attack, his chest was
open to me. I didn’t think about killing him, only that he would kill me if I
didn’t fight back. I dug the dagger deep into his chest and he hit the ground, rolled,
and stilled. 


The horror of what I’d done clawed its way through my
gut until I rolled over and threw up in the grass. I just killed someone.
I’m a Dracre after all.


“Ayden!” 


I sat up and turned, shocked beyond words, because
the werewolf was struggling to his paws. Slowly, he turned to me, and there was
murder in his eyes. There was no time for labels, no time for fear, and no time
for wizardry. 


I held out my hand, imagined my staff flying to me,
and felt my magic reaching for it. No matter how many times I had failed to
make my staff come to me, I knew it would work this time. It would work because
I was dead if it didn’t. 


The staff smacked into my hand hard enough to leave a
bruise. A deep blue beam of light pulsed from the crystal straight into me.
When it did, all my trepidation and reservations vanished, leaving me with
unfamiliar confidence.


“Stop him!” I demanded to the staff. Dark red magic
shot from my staff into the werewolf, instantly turning him to stone. 


The black bird swooped down, grabbed my staff in his
talons, and took off with it before I could react. It was suddenly very quiet
and calm. I watched the bird disappear into the night sky with it. 


“Why did you just let it go?” Asiago asked. 


“Because if I attacked the bird, he would have died,
and he isn’t responsible. Veronica is controlling the bird.” I carefully
approached the stone werewolf and wiggled my dagger free.


“Are you in shock? You’re acting very calm about
this. At least, I think you are.”


“A sorcerer doesn’t feel fear,” my mother had
always said. “Fear clouds the mind and hinders your magic.” 


I shook my head. “I’m not in shock. We will need to
come back and free the werewolf, though. I think he was under Veronica’s
control as well.”


“I thought she couldn’t control magical creatures.”


“Shapeshifters aren’t magical like unicorns and
griffons.” I slipped my dagger back into my boot, patted Kirin’s nose, and
reached into the saddlebag. 


“How are you not more upset that your staff was
taken?”


“I think I just realized that I can’t win against
Veronica with wizardry.” 


His jaw dropped. “You’re going to give up trying to
be a wizard, then?”


“No. I still have every intention of getting rid of
my sorcery for good. However, I was raised by one of the most famous
sorceresses in the world. I can fake it.”


“When did you get so confident?”


I didn’t answer, because it wasn’t real. I should
have been freaking out over my staff, but I was calm and confident in my plan.
I pulled my wand out of the saddlebag. “Show me the way to the staff,” I said
to it, before holding it up. I aimed it in a small circle until it was facing
north, when I felt my magic pulsing through it. Dim, pink light lit the tip and
narrowed into a beam pointing into the woods. “Now we can find Veronica.”


 


*          *          *


 


We got back on Kirin and Sam and followed the light.
The griffon and unicorn galloped so quickly that barely any time passed before
we found ourselves in front of a dark cabin. I should have felt fear or panic,
for this cabin was identical to my mother’s, yet I only felt serenity. 


Is this sorcery? Maybe the crystal is
starting to affect me. I climbed down from Kirin and pulled the crystal
from my pocket. Predictably, four of the bat-like creatures appeared. This
time, it was light enough to make out some of their features. Their wings were
those of a bat’s, but their bodies were something between a monkey, a cat, and
a bat. They swooped down at me to attack. “You really don’t want to do that,” I
said, pressing the tip of my wand against the crystal. The bat creatures froze.
“Now, go and get your master.”


Each of them vanished with a soft pop. “Do you
have any idea what you’re doing?” Asiago asked. 


“I rarely do.”


“I’m surprised you made it this far,” a woman said. 


We turned to see Veronica standing in the doorway of
the cabin. Her facial structure and bright blue eyes resembled her mother’s,
but that was where the similarities ended. Like all sorcerers, she had black
hair, which was pulled back out of her face and draped over her shoulders in
messy curls. She wore a beautiful blue, satin, fitted dress with a thin,
translucent, shimmery blue material over it, almost like a robe. Around her
slim waist was a silver belt that had a pentagram-shaped buckle. 


Kirin stomped his hoof with agitation, but he didn’t
retreat or attack. Sam, on the other hand, flapped his wings angrily, smacking
Asiago hard in the face. 


“I guess I shouldn’t have doubted a Dracre.” She
studied me just as I studied her. “But you aren’t a real Dracre, are you?
You’re merely a blond haired, blue eyed wizard.”


“Why is everyone so interested in telling me who I
am? I don’t care if you call me a wizard or a sorcerer. Right now, you have two
things I want.”


“Yet you only have one thing I want.”


“That’s not true. You had multiple chances to get the
crystal before we found you. You wanted me to come to you.”


Asiago gaped at me, but Veronica just grinned
cruelly. “I don’t know what your mother has been complaining about, cousin. You
are definitely her son.”


“What is it you want?”


“Come inside.”


“No.”


She sighed. “You are far too suspicious. Fine, we’ll
do this outside, like heathens. What did my mother tell you about my sister?”


“That she only had light magic and that you killed
her.”


“She didn’t tell you about Sonya’s power, then. You
obviously knew when you came here that I can control animals. Sonya also had a
unique power, which I wanted. Unfortunately, when I finally found her, it was
too late.” She sneered. “That little brat had banished her own magic.”


“So, she was powerless?”


“I wish that was all. She hadn’t destroyed her power,
because that would have killed her. Instead, she locked her power away in an
object like her mother did. Unfortunately she knew that I would be able to
torture the location out of her, so she locked her memories away in the object
as well. She had no idea who she was when I got to her. I killed her just
because she dared to defy me.”


“But you never found the object?”


“I tried every spell there is, searched the place for
days, and tortured every person in the house, but I never even found out what
the object was. That was why I kidnapped my mother; I figured Sonya had to give
her some kind of clue before I found her. The crystal was just a bonus. Give me
the crystal and I will return your staff to you. I will send you to Sonya’s
childhood home and you will find the object that contains her power and bring
it to me. Then I will release my mother to you.”


“I have no guarantee that you will keep your word.”


“No, you don’t. However, I promise that I will kill
her if you do not return with that object in fifteen days, when the moons are
both dead.”


The smaller moon was already half dark, but it
changed much slower than the larger moon. “I will do it, but if you harm her,
the extra power in that crystal won’t be able to save you.”


“You can’t harm me,” she scoffed.


“No, but my mother can, and I know what she wants
most.” I felt a twisted sense of satisfaction when she paled. Instead of
harping on it, I held up the crystal. “Give me my staff.”


She held out her hand and it appeared. “Give me the
crystal first.”


“I’m not an idiot.” I closed the distance between us.
With my right hand, I handed her the crystal, and with my left, I took my staff
back. Its familiar energy surged through me and the calmness broke. Suddenly, I
felt normal again.


And then, we were standing in front of Vactarus’s
mansion.









Chapter 8


“Nice place,” Asiago said. I
figured he was serious, not sarcastic. 


The mansion intentionally appeared rundown in order
to keep out wanderers. It was also invisible from a distance. I grabbed my wand
and staff. “Stay here, Kirin, and stay safe.” The path to the mansion was a
cracked stone walkway. We stopped on the porch and I turned to Asiago. “Now,
don’t freak out, because both Vactarus and Sonya are ghosts.”


He scoffed. “I’m a necromancer.”


When the door opened, I turned and squeaked. Before I
had a chance to ask who was hugging the stuffing out of me, she pulled away.
“Welcome!” she said cheerfully. 


She was utterly gorgeous. Her skin was creamy and her
facial features were small and soft, but her blue eyes were just large enough
to be the dominant feature. Her lips were full, dark pink, and wet. Her hair
was a blend of reds and golds, curled in big waves around her face and
shoulders.


She wore a dark purple dress with a corset top and
slightly fluffed skirt that came to her knees. The skirt was littered with
diamonds and the corset was decorated with gold ribbons. Her shoes— if they
could be called that, were silver and didn’t cover her feet; they laced over
her foot and up her legs. They also had a rather sharp heel. 


“Thanks?” I cleared my throat. “I mean, good evening.
I’m Ayden. Is Kisha here? Or maybe Vactarus?”


Her bright smiled brightened further. She was a
little taller than me, athletically slim, and more busty than most women. I
wished the large moon wasn’t so bright, since I was sure she could see my
blush. 


“I’ve heard a lot about you, Ayden. I’m Mira. Please,
come in.” 


She didn’t move out of the doorway, so I had to
squeeze by her. It was very uncomfortable for me, but she just smiled brightly
until I was through, and then she stepped out of the doorway. Obviously, Asiago
wasn’t going to get the same welcome. 


He glared at her, which I assumed was because she
didn’t give him a hug. “Give it back,” he said.


Mira pursed her lips. “I don’t know what you mean.”


He raised a ceremonial dagger to her chin. I gaped at
them both, since I didn’t understand why he was threatening her and hadn’t seen
him grab the dagger. “Ayden is my friend.”


She sighed and pulled a small sack out of her
cleavage, which she tossed to me. I caught it awkwardly and gaped harder,
because it was my coin pouch. “How did you do that?”


“I’m good with my---”


“She’s a professional thief,” Asiago interrupted her,
pointing to her right arm. 


She obligingly turned her arm so that I could see the
red flower tattoo on her wrist. “I was a member of the thieves’ guild, yes, but
I didn’t last long. I’m surprised you recognize it.”


“I’ve met thieves from that guild before.” 


Mira continued grinning, completely unbothered. “If
you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to the dining room and get Vactarus.”


I knew the way to the dining room, but I was
interested in her career. “Are your family thieves?”


She frowned. “What does my family have to do with me
being a thief? I don’t even remember them. I was raised by a master mage in the
warriors’ guild. As soon as I was old enough to hold a weapon, I was sent out
on quests. The more people doubted me, the stronger I became.”


“Why did you leave?”


“I have a problem with rules. That’s why I got out of
the warriors’ guild, thieves’ guild, assassins’ guild, and traders’ guild. I
have many talents, but playing nice isn’t one of them.”


“Have you stolen anything here?” I asked. 


Unexpectedly, she scowled. “Of course not. I don’t
steal from my family. Vactarus gave me a home; I wouldn’t steal from him.”


“Are you the housekeeper?”


“No; I’m just a moocher. I come and go, so I wasn’t
here when you visited last time. Besides, I’m sure you’ve already met the
housekeeper.”


“I haven’t.”


“Really? He’s very hard to miss. He’s shy, though, so
I can’t be terribly surprised. Anyway, Ayden, I was told you were a sorcerer
with blond hair and blue eyes.”


She obviously wanted my story. “Yes, that’s right,” I
said simply. 


Her expression told me she wanted to push, but after
a moment, we arrived at the dining room and she seemed to drop it. “Stay here
and I will get Vactarus.” She vanished through one of the doors.


When I glanced at Asiago, he was giving me an odd
look. “What?”


“I was just wondering if Mira would be more
interested in a sorcerer or wizard. She’s pretty— you might want to hold off on
getting your sorcery removed.”


I rolled my eyes. “No woman who is interested in
sorcerers would be interested in me. Women who are interested in sorcerers
don’t care if their hearts get broken; they care about power and excitement.” 


“Wow. My best friend has been dead for longer than
I’ve been alive and you’re being morbid.”


“Sorry.”


“I don’t mind. You’re a sorcerer, after all. It is
awkward for me, though, because I am a romantic at heart.”


I wanted to ask if he was serious, but that would
have been rude, so instead I asked, “You have a heart?”


“I do. I long to find the person I would be willing
to torture, kill, and die for.”


“That’s… nice?” It was then that I realized sorcerers
were nowhere near as creepy as necromancers. I turned away so he wouldn’t see
my expression. When the ground exploded upward right in front of me, I shrieked
and my magic shot through the staff. At that point, I realized that the ground
hadn’t been disturbed at all, but it was too late. Bright red energy struck
Vactarus, who had popped up out of the floor and scared me half to death. His
body instantly shrunk and transformed into a little black bat, and I just
sighed, because this very thing had happened once before. 


“Not again!” the little bat shrieked. 


“Sorry,” I said, pulling my wand out of my pocket. 


“Did you just turn Vactarus into a bat?” Mira
inquired, right behind me. 


Again, I jumped, since I hadn’t heard her come in.
Figures a thief would be very light-footed. “Yes.”


“He’s so cute!”


I agreed. He was a tiny bat with fluffy black fur,
and although he was translucent, I thought he was less creepy than Magnus’s
minion. I cleared my throat and pointed my wand at the ghost bat. “Change
back.” I meant it, but only because I was in a hurry, and the bat changed back
into a regular ghost. 


Vactarus was about a head taller than me with long,
black hair, a trimmed goatee, and stone gray eyes. He wore a black robe with a
silver crow clasp at the nape. The source of his magician’s power was the hat
on his head. While some magicians used a wand, my mother had said it was just
used to divert attention from their hat as a means of protecting it. They were
masters of illusion and could make their hat invisible. 


“Are you able to use your magician magic even though
you’re a ghost?” I asked, suddenly very curious. I had gotten the hat from
Magnus, expecting a battle, because Magnus had taken it very soon after
Vactarus’s death. The old wizard, however, hadn’t realized the magician was a
ghost and gave it to me to return to Vactarus with his apologies. 


“Yes.” He glanced at Asiago for a moment. “So, where
is Merlin?”


Very soon after I first met Merlin, he led me to
Vactarus’s mansion. They were friends long before Vactarus died and Merlin
became a wolf. They were also enemies, which was why we didn’t immediately tell
Vactarus that the wolf was the same Merlin he knew. Eventually, we told him and
he warmed to the wolf, much to Merlin’s surprise. I was pretty sure Vactarus
missed arguing with Merlin. 


Merlin also liked Vactarus more than he was willing
to admit; as soon as he learned he was on Caldaca, he thought of the magician.
It was an amazing coincidence that Vactarus lived in Akadema, for even though
Merlin couldn’t use magic, he could sense it. He recognized Vactarus’s magic
and knew the magician would be able to help me, so he followed it. 


“He’s working on getting his curse removed and he
doesn’t want me around for my safety,” I said. Vactarus frowned with concern,
though he tried to hide it. “I’m actually here because Livia Dracre, my aunt,
was kidnapped.”


He gaped. “Who kidnapped her?”


“Veronica Dracre, her daughter.”


“That is very sad to hear. Livia gave me this mansion
when I chose to settle down on Caldaca.”


“I thought you were stranded here.”


He blushed, which was weird since he was a ghost.
“Well, I could have ended up on another world, but this was where I was born,
so I chose to be here when I lost my power of world travel.”


“But… if you were just a magician, how could you
travel to different worlds?”


“Being a magician on this world limits me on what
magic I can do, but magic itself is not limited.”


“I don’t understand.” It sounded familiar, like
Merlin had said something similar, but Merlin usually explained things in a
very long, drawn-out way and I had a tendency to let my mind wander. 


“I had a magic tool,” he explained. “It was not
limitless, however, and it was eventually drained of power.”


“Okay, so you said Livia gave you this house. Did you
know her daughter, Sonya?” 


“No. I met Livia shortly after her daughter was
killed and she offered me this house because she couldn’t stand to return to
it.”


“Because Sonya died here?” 


“How did you know?”


Instead of answering, I asked, “Did you ever see a
drawing or painting of her?”


“No. Why?”


“Because I found one. Kisha is Sonya.”


“That’s not possible. Kisha had been here for years
before I arrived, and she didn’t even have a name.”


“According to Veronica, Sonya locked her mind away
before Veronica found her because she knew she was going to get killed. That
doesn’t explain why she remembers being here for years before you came,
though.”


“Memory is different for ghosts,” Asiago said. “They
remember what emotionally impacts people. She might be remembering herself as a
person, but thinking of herself as a ghost. Does she feel invisible? Like her
existence doesn’t matter?”


“Of course not,” Vactarus said.


“Yes, she does,” I corrected. I had spent days
talking with her after returning Vactarus’s hat to him and, although I wasn’t
an expert on her, I had learned a lot about her. She could talk all day, even
though she didn’t have memories of her life. 


“Your family is a very tangled web,” Asiago
commented. 


“So, you know who I am?” Sonya asked, appearing right
beside me. 


Since I was used to her, I only shrieked a little.
“I’m certain you’re the daughter of Livia and Magnus.” Obviously, she heard
every word I said to Vactarus. When I had discovered the picture, I chose not
to tell her about it without speaking to Livia first because I didn’t want her
to learn about Veronica until she had a chance to meet her mother. 


“And my sister was the one who killed me.”


Thinking back, I probably should have told her before
her mother was kidnapped by her murderous sister. “We need to find whatever
object you locked your memories and power into in order to save your mother.”


“Is there anything in the house that you feel
attached to?” Asiago asked her. 


She shook her head, but her eyes weren’t focused, as
if she was completely lost in thought. No doubt she was struggling with the
same problem I was; we had to give more power to the sorceress or Livia would
be killed. “One thing I don’t understand is what she wants with your magic. You
had only wizardry and she has only sorcery. She can’t use your magic even if
she could get her hands on it.”


She nodded. “If we find it, maybe we can use it to
get my memories back and give the magic over in exchange for Livia.”


“I’ll start looking for it. Asiago, do you think you
can use your necromancy to get a clue out of her mind?”


“I can try.”


 


*          *          *


 


I started to think I was going insane, because no
matter where I was, whether I was alone or not, I would hear someone
whispering. I tried to pass it off as the age of the manor, but no one else
could hear it, and it was happening before I even got to the mansion. It
sounded suspiciously like the chimera was trying to communicate with me, but
since I didn’t have the syrus, I didn’t know why. I kept it to myself. 


Over the next three days, I scoured the house. I
found the doll the first day, but Asiago assured me it had no mystical
connection to Sonya. I tried to make my staff find Sonya’s object, but each
time, it pulsed with a deep red glow, telling me that it was sorcery. Although
I couldn’t see how, I trusted my staff to know. I really hoped Magnus would at
least forgive the sorcery I’d used up until this point. I couldn’t expect to
get away with using it frivolously. Mira and Vactarus also searched, but they
didn’t find anything, either. Skilled or not, Mira didn’t have any magic, and
Vactarus couldn’t manipulate reality, only the perception of it. 


On the third day, I asked Vactarus to make all
magical objects glow. That wasn’t the best idea, because Vactarus had a huge
collection of magical objects from Caldaca and other worlds. Nevertheless, we
started the whole search over, specifically focusing on glowing objects.
Vactarus assured me that even concealed and disguised objects would glow. On
the other hand, things that were disguised glowed even if they were not magical
themselves. 


One of the strangest objects I found was a small,
jewel-encrusted treasure chest. It glowed from Vactarus’s spell brighter than
anything, but I couldn’t open it no matter how hard I tried. When I pointed it
out to Vactarus, he assured me it had nothing to do with Sonya. He said it had
a blood lock on it and was impossible to open for anyone except the person who
sealed it. Something about it called to me. 


At the top of the main staircase was a large gargoyle
I had passed many times without thought, so it was a bit of a shock to me when
I saw it glowing deep, fiery yellow. It was made of stone with a muscular
frame. Although it stood on two legs, its arms were longer than a person’s in
proportion. Its head was also very large. Its face more closely resembled an
animal’s than a person’s, with a very short, smashed snout and sharp teeth
sticking out between its dark gray lips. 


Completely caught up in studying its features, I
shrieked when it turned its head to study me back. I continued shrieking until
I tripped and started to fall down the stairs. Fortunately, I caught myself on
the banister and didn’t go tumbling to my death. 


The gargoyle stared at me with his hard, emotionless
face. I cleared my throat and approached the gargoyle cautiously. 


“Good evening… I’m Ayden.”


The gargoyle showed no sign of having heard me, so I
stepped back, hoping to get out of sight without turning my back on him. After
a few steps, however, I jumped when a hand settled on my back. 


“Careful there, you don’t want to fall down the
stairs,” Mira said affectionately. I realized she was right, that I had been
about to fall again, but she went on before I could thank her. “I see you
finally met the housekeeper.”


“Housekeeper?”


“Yes. Like I said, he’s very shy and doesn’t talk
much. He’s very friendly once you get to know him.”


“Okay. I think it’s time for me to call it a night.”


She smiled brightly and hugged me. When she pulled
away, I forced myself to ignore her sweet scent and glanced at her hands. She
didn’t have anything in her hands, but I patted my pocket just in case. My
money pouch was still there.


She pouted when she saw me do it. “We’re friends now,
and I don’t steal from friends. Sweet dreams.”


 


*          *          *


 


I didn’t have sweet dreams, though. It took me
forever to fall asleep, because I kept hearing the whispering. When I finally
fell asleep, I immediately started having nightmares of being locked away in a
cage. It got even weirder when I dreamed of being bound and laid out on a
perfectly drawn pentagram with sigils all around. I knew it was perfectly drawn
and I knew that it would kill me by sucking out my life… because it wasn’t me
lying there.


I was seeing through Merlin’s wolf eyes and I knew
what he knew. I knew he was in trouble.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke myself out of desperation, and as soon as I
did, the dream started slipping from my memory. By the time I got out of bed, I
couldn’t remember what I saw, only that Merlin was in trouble. I didn’t
remember why, but that only spurred me to act. 


I grabbed my still-packed bag, staff, and wand before
running out of my room and down the stairs. When I passed the dining room, I
heard Mira calling out to me, but I ignored her. By the time I got to the
ritual room, I’d forgotten that I’d had a dream. 


The ritual room was not like Magnus’s, because
although Vactarus had all kinds of magical tools, he kept them in the basement.
There were three windows on one wall, filling the room with early morning
light. The opposite wall was taken up by a bookshelf full of very common tools
of magic, such as candles and chalk. In the middle of the room was the base of
a portal already painted permanently on the floor. An identical pentagram
inside a double circle was painted in the ceiling right above it. All around
the outer circle was a curtain of crystals hanging from strings, which nearly
touched the floor. 


“What are you doing?” Asiago asked, coming down the
steps. 


I grabbed a box of chalk and got to work on the
pentagram. “Merlin is in trouble. I’m going to his world to help him.” I didn’t
know why I was so panicked, only that I couldn’t stop my hand from drawing the
sigils. “I remember the code for the portal to his world.”


“Code?” he asked.


“That’s what he called it.” 


Vactarus floated down out of the ceiling to stand
next to Asiago. “What’s going?” he asked. 


“Merlin is in trouble, so we’re going to his world,”
Asiago said. 


I would have missed the worry in Vactarus’s expression
if I hadn’t been paying attention. I shook my head. “I’m going alone.”


“I told you I owe you my life and I meant it. I’m
with you until I save you or die. What do you want me to do to help get the
portal ready?”


I didn’t bother arguing with him, because I really
didn’t want to go alone. Asiago didn’t know any more about this foreign world
than I did, but he was somewhat level-headed, albeit morbid. “I just need to
draw the right sigils for the portal. If I get one wrong, we could end up on
the wrong world or worse.”


“Or in the wrong time,” Vactarus said. 


I looked up at him. “What do you mean?”


“Next to world travel, what is time travel? I can’t
read the code, but Merlin could have easily added a couple of sigils to land
exactly when he wanted to.”


“So he could have gone back in time to stop the curse
from happening?”


“Only if he is an utter fool. I take it he hasn’t
explained paradoxes to you?”


“He said they could destroy everything… but there was
a moon rose blooming and I wanted to pet it, so I didn’t pay a lot of
attention. I never thought I needed to know.” Moon roses only bloomed when both
moons were full.


Vactarus sighed. “You know, for an avid reader,
you’re not the most intelligent sorcerer I’ve ever met.”


“I like books. I can focus on them. It’s hard to
listen to someone just talking.” I turned my attention back to the portal. The
whispers started again, fading in and out like they were trying to get closer
and kept being pulled back. 


“Get five candles down and place them at the points
of the pentagram, outside the circle. It will help you focus,” Vactarus said.
Asiago immediately did so, and by the time the candles were perfect, I was done
drawing the portal. “Are you certain this is correct?” 


I wouldn’t let doubt slow me down. This was more
important than when I ran away from home to defeat Magnus. I knew the portal
was right. “Yes. We’ll be back with Merlin,” or not at all. I stood in
the center of the pentagram with my bag, wand, and staff, and waved my wand at
the candles, lighting them all. As the flickering light illuminated the
crystals hanging from the ceiling, it created the illusion of a waterfall
around me. “Wow.”


Asiago entered the circle, carefully stepping around
the sigils. 


“I’m assuming it can send us both. If we get separated
for some reason, find the nearest safe place, stay there, and wait for me to
find you.”


“One more thing before you go,” Vactarus said,
pointing to a small treasure chest on the bookshelf. “In there is a pendant
that was invaluable on my travels.”


I stepped out of the portal, opened the box, and
found a pendant. It was a round piece of silver, about the width of my palm,
with a black fish and a white fish circling each other. “What is it?” 


“It’s called the Siren. I got it from a very pretty
young lady. She said it was created for the ‘ultimate quest,’ whatever that is.
There are two others related to it out there, and they all do different things.
This one translates words, even script.”


“Thank you. This will definitely be useful.” I went
back into the pentagram. The crystals really helped me block out everything
outside the pentagram. “Ready?” I asked Asiago. He nodded. 


I cleared my mind, looked down at the pentagram,
visualized it being the night sky, and pushed my magic into it through my
staff. Like Merlin had taught me, I aligned the stars into the lines. When my
energy vanished into it, I braced myself to feel the strain on my body. For a
moment, I felt like a heavy pressure wrapped around me from all sides that
squeezed tighter and tighter until I couldn’t breathe. 


Then it was dark.


















Part 2


 


 


Merlin











Chapter 9


I was born on a world where
magic was feared and rare. Wizards were coveted in war and little more than
accessories to kings. The kings who were successful in war were so because
their wizards were better than the opponent’s. The lucky wizards were gifted with
glamorous trinkets from their king, and no one cared that they were merely
servants in the castles. The wizards who lost wars were killed, while the ones
who were successful were rewarded with a gilded cage. 


Peace was a long forgotten dream by the time I was
born. Our world was overrun by fear and famine. Although the kings all owned at
least one wizard, they tried to rid all their enemies of magic. Most wizards
were killed on sight unless they impressed the right person. 


One day, a small, forgotten, insignificant village
was in the way of King Zokkor’s army. By the time they were gone, the village
was reduced to ashes. All that was left standing was a dozen villagers,
including my mother. There were nine women and three men who were too old for
battle. All of the children were taken. Soon after, it was discovered that my
mother had become pregnant during the invasion. 


The other villagers assumed my father was a soldier
until I was born, for they quickly realized I had supernatural abilities. I
learned to speak, walk, and conceptualize things very early in life. Magic was
inherited.


King Zokkor had a number of wizards, so I never
learned which one was my father. My mother always spoke fondly of him, as if he
was a prince who would return and take her away from this place. She adamantly
refused to admit that he was a wizard, saying instead that my father was a
demon from another world. This was probably for the best. Although I was feared
and shunned by almost everyone in my village, at least the kings never
discovered me. 


I worked in the fields with my mother. Some of the
girls made comments about me that I was too young to appreciate, but everyone
who remembered my birth spoke as if I had horns and a tail. For most of my
childhood, I thought I had some kind of physical deformity that only adults
could see. 


On my seventh birthday, I began having dreams. They
started gently, such as dreaming of seeing a rabbit in the field and then
actually seeing it the next morning. Sometimes I would dream of a trap I could
use to capture a rabbit, or even bigger game. Then the dreams began turning
violent. Even at that age, I knew I would suffer some horrible treatment if I
told anyone, so I kept it to myself. It got bad enough where I would fall out
of bed or injure myself flailing to escape the monsters in my mind. Although
she must have known, my mother pretended it never happened. The rest of the
village assumed she was beating me and that was why I had bruises. 


When I was eight, five travelers were welcomed into our
village. They brought food, tools, and weapons we had never seen before, but
the most important thing they brought was opportunity. Of the five travelers,
four were men— a blacksmith, a leatherworker, a carpenter, and a hunter. Since
our village was on a major crossroad, it was the perfect location for them to
settle down in, because they could provide for the village and sell to all the
surrounding villages. 


As the oldest of only three boys in the village, I
became the apprentice to Dantur, our new blacksmith. I loved it; it gave me a
sense of place in the village. In exchange for teaching me his trade, I would
be in his service for ten years. My only stipulation was that I would not live
with him, though I didn’t tell him it was because of my dreams. Thus, I spent
most nights in the smithy. 


For months, I worked hard and learned everything I
needed to be a blacksmith. The new villagers, especially Dantur, were kind to
me. Unfortunately, it could never last. No matter how much I wanted to be
normal, I wasn’t. 


On an ordinary day, while I was firing a sword, I
suddenly felt very ill. Dantur was out of the shop at the time. I remembered
dropping something and then all I could see was fire and a battle. Blades
clashed, blood spilled, and people screamed. I saw strangers attacking our
village with swords and axes that Dantur and I had built. In my dream, Dantur
had me guard the armor and weapons while he fought. 


I saw him standing alone as he tried to guard the
women and children. There were just too many fighters on their side, and no one
but the newer villagers even knew how to fight. The battle was lost so quickly.
Three women and all of the girls had been taken by the invaders and four of the
adult men were killed, including Dantur. 


I woke surrounded by fire. Someone was dragging me
out, and only when the black smoke and bright fire had given way to sunlight
did I realize it was Dantur. Everyone in the village surrounded us while the
small smithy burned. Dantur asked me if I was hurt and what happened. Before I
could answer, the older members of the village told him that I was the son of a
demon and this was to be expected. 


Dantur took me to his home and laid me on his bed. I
explained everything about my dream with great dismay, certain he would say it
was just a dream and berate me for causing the fire. Instead, he listened
carefully and without judgment. “Did you recognize anyone from the other
village?” he asked when I was done.


I started to shake my head when I remembered someone.
“Not anyone in particular, but one of them had that broadsword with the black
leather hilt and the black, twisted pommel.”


“We made several that---”


“It had that nick in the tang I was worried about.”


“Oh, that one. I see. Did your dream give any
indication of when they would attack?” 


“It was night. I didn’t see any snow.” I focused
harder than I had ever focused before. I opened my mouth to say I didn’t
remember anything, but instead said, “The moon! I saw the moon! It was almost
full.”


“It will be full in just a few days.”


“So you think it’s really going to happen, then?”


“I know such premonitions are possible for great
wizards. I do think your dream will come true. Maybe it’ll be next month… or it
might not be for many months.” He stood. “Get some rest.” With that, he walked
back outside. 


I heard him as everyone gathered around him right
outside the door. 


“Do not fret; Merlin is fine. He has been up working
without sleep for many nights. I have unsettling news, though. On my way back
from selling in the west, a soldier warned me that Adelard’s village was going
to attack us.”


I could hear the startled gasps. Several voices
drowned out others, but they essentially wanted to know how and when. No one
asked why; there was too much war for us to be overlooked for long. 


“I can’t be sure, but I do think we have time to
prepare.”


 


*          *          *


 


Over the next month, Dantur prepared everyone in the
village for battle, including the women. Although none of them were trained,
the women of those days were tough. When the neighboring villagers showed up to
attack, just as they had in my dream, we were still outnumbered, but we were
somewhat prepared. The smithy was cleared out, so instead of having me guard
it, Dantur wanted me to guard the other children. I wanted to help fight, but I
was too little to be of much help. We did lose two women and our eldest man,
but we drove the enemy out.


Life settled down for a while after that, although
Dantur always wanted to know about my dreams. In fact, the dreams weren’t as
violent. When I was nine, my dreams changed altogether. I started seeing things
that didn’t exist in my world. Some of the crafts and weapons could be confused
as just foreign, but I saw steam-engine weapons and electronics. The weirdest
part was that I somehow knew they were all real. I even knew their names. 


When I had a dream in which I stood before a cave at
the base of a mountain, I felt very strange for the rest of the day. For the
next three nights, I had the same dream where there was a deep voice speaking
from the darkness of the cave. When I tried to approach the cave, I was shocked
by the heavy waves of heat. I woke from the dream sweating heavily.


Then, I began to understand the voice, at least
enough to know it was directed at me. I told Dantur about it and he let me
sleep longer, hoping to make me understand it better. It didn’t work. After a
few nights, I finally saw the creature who was speaking to me. 


It was a black dragon. I didn’t see his body, since
only his face was visible out of the blackness of the cave. There were two,
long, curved horns on his head and smoke billowing from his snout. 


When I woke, I told Dantur about it. Surprisingly, he
wasn’t shocked or confused. He said that he knew there were dragons to the
north and suggested I listen to what the dragon had to say if I dreamed of it
again. That night, I did just that. When I faced the dragon, I asked, “Are you
real?”


“Of course, young wizard. I am Cennuth.”


“Why am I having dreams about you?”


“Your powers are developing without direction, and
this can only lead to destruction. You need guidance. I can teach you the magic
you need to reach your potential.”


“I don’t want to learn magic. I just want to live in
my village.”


“You cannot remain a child forever.”


“Why me?”


“You are destined to end the war against magic.”


“I refuse. I’m not going to learn magic.”


“I will see you again, on the next full moon.”


I woke after that and although I didn’t believe the
dragon, I told Dantur anyway. He told me not to worry and that my future was
mine to decide. The full moon was a long time away, and since I didn’t see the
dragon again, I started to think it really was just a dream. 


 


*          *          *


 


Unfortunately, it was a dark time for the world, and
it was time for me to lose my place. On the morning of the full moon, a group
of soldiers came to the village on horses and searched everything. They weren’t
looking for gold, although they took all of it they found; instead, they
rounded up all of the men and boys to stand in the center of the village. 


“What is this about?” Dantur asked. 


The captain of the soldiers sneered. “King Zokkor has
heard that one of you is, or is harboring, a wizard.”


I glanced at my mother, who was standing right behind
me. Her expression gave no hint of guilt or worry. Dantur, on the other hand,
glared defiantly. “Who told the king such lies?”


“It doesn’t matter. Give up the wizard or we will
kill you all.” 


“Well, that’s a foolish threat since we all know you
have to bring the wizard in alive. Otherwise, he can’t work for the king.”


“He is bringing in a man who will do a thorough
investigation. He will find the wizard. Give up the wizard now and the
rest of you will be spared.”


At this point, I knew everyone in the village would
give me up. Even if they thought I was the child of a demon and not a wizard,
they would side with the king over magic. To my shock, everyone glanced at
Dantur, who glared even harder. The blacksmith had gained so much respect in
our village that they would spare me. “There is no wizard here,” he said. 


The soldier glared back at him. “Very well. We will
stand guard until the hunter arrives to make sure no one leaves. Anyone can
come to us to give up the wizard and be spared. Anyone who attempts to leave
will be killed.” With that, he turned his horse around and left with the other
soldiers. 


Dantur told us to get back to our work and we did. I
was torn; I wanted to turn myself in and spare everyone else, but I didn’t want
to be forced to work for the king. Dantur worked with me and didn’t say a
single word on the matter. I figured that he was also trying to come up with a
solution. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was awoken that night as Dantur pulled me off my
bed. My mother stood by the door. “What’s going on?” I asked. 


“Quiet. We’re getting you out of here.”


I was mostly confused, since I was still lost in a
dream of motorized vehicles that could run faster than horses and only ate
liquid as food. I felt somehow that I was in the wrong place. “What about the
guards?” I asked quietly as he pulled me outside.


“They’re asleep.” As he said it, we passed right by a
soldier, who was in an odd position on the ground.


Before I really understood the situation, we were
deep in the forest. We traveled for hours and Dantur never let me take a break.
When I asked where we were going, he just told me we were going into the
mountains. I had never strayed far from the village, so it was both exciting
and frightening.


When we reached the mountains, Dantur led me to a
cave that was partially hidden by a tree, and I recognized it immediately. “You
brought me to the dragons.”


“You will be safe here.”


“I thought dragons were dangerous. I don’t want to
learn magic and work for the king.”


He put his hands on my shoulders. “I know this isn’t
what you want, but you need to trust me. Magic is not your enemy, and neither
are the dragons. Ignorance will not protect you from the king. Learn what you
can from the dragons and don’t return until you know enough magic to protect
yourself.” He turned me to face the cave. “Approach the cave and bow until the
dragon answers you; don’t try to enter or he may burn you for lack of respect.”


“You said I can decide my own future.”


“This is the moment when you do. Learn from the
dragons or be a captive of the king.”


I didn’t like either option, but I definitely didn’t
want the soldiers to take me to the king. “What’s going to happen to the rest
of the village?”


“We’ll be fine as long as they don’t catch us
harboring you.”


I turned to the cave, knelt, and bowed as Dantur
instructed. After a while, I became worried that either the dragon was out or
he refused to answer me. “Should I call out?” I asked. 


“No. Be patient.”


“You have to get back to the village before the soldiers
wake up.”


“Don’t worry about me right now.”


We fell silent again and I waited long enough for my
legs to go numb and my whole body to become stiff. Finally, when I couldn’t
stand it any longer, a waft of smoke drifted out of the cave. “Enter, young
wizard,” the dragon said. His voice was just as I remembered it; deep and
commanding. 


I glanced at Dantur, but he just nodded for me to
enter. “Tell my mother that I’ll find somewhere safe for us, where magic isn’t
feared and won’t get me enslaved.” Without looking back, I walked slowly into
the darkness. It was extremely hot and dry, which I expected. From the meager
light outside, I barely saw him. He was massive. “I’m here for training.”


“I knew you would return. We have waited many years
for your arrival.”


“I don’t want to work for the kings.”


“We are not in league with the kings. Your destiny is
to free all wizards from their captivity.”


“I thought it was to end the war on magic.”


“The wizards are imprisoned and used by the kings
because magic is feared. For this reason, wizards are afraid to use magic and
people destroy magic on sight.”


“How am I supposed to end it?”


“The first step is to learn everything you can.
Knowledge is power, and power is a key to freedom. I will not teach you to
overpower others, only to prevent them from overpowering you.”


“Isn’t that the same thing? Either I’m more powerful
or I’m not.”


“You have so much to learn, young wizard.
Unfortunately, you will have to grow up very quickly. I will teach you magic,
but you will have two other mentors. One of them will teach you wisdom and life
skills, and the other will teach you math, reading, writing, and languages.” 


“Why do I need to learn that?”


“I already told you that knowledge is power. You will
have the ability to travel to other worlds, but it would do no good if you lack
knowledge.”


“How long will I have to live here?”


“That depends on you. Climb to the top of the
mountain, where you will find a natural hot springs. At the north end of the
springs, there is a flowering tree and a small cabin. There, you will find
Caedmon, who will teach you wisdom and life skills.”


“At the top of the mountain? That’ll take me forever
to get there.”


“The longer it takes you to reach it, the less time
you have to sleep before you must get started on your lessons.” I groaned and
turned to leave, only to stop when the dragon made an irritated sound. “You
will learn respect before you can learn anything else. You are not some feral
animal.”


I tried to think of how I offended the dragon. “What
did I do wrong?”


“First, you never turn your back on a dragon. Second,
you will bow to greet us and before leaving. And third, you did not---”


“Why?” I asked. 


“Do not interrupt me!”


“I was just asking why.”


“You are a nine-year-old boy, whereas I have lived
for thousands of years!” His voice vibrated the rock walls and although I
couldn’t see it, I imagined dust and small rocks were falling.


“And living longer than me means I shouldn’t turn my
back on you and that I should bow?”


“Yes.”


“Oh. Alright.” I bowed momentarily before standing
back up and walking out backwards. He didn’t try to stop me. As soon as I
stepped out of the cave, I turned and walked right back into the woods. 


I was fairly certain I could find my way back home.
No matter how much older the dragon was than me, I didn’t like being yelled at.
I wanted to go home, get my mother, and leave. However, I knew better. It made
much more sense that I would wait until the soldiers gave up looking for me and
left. 


It took me all day to find my way back to my village.
Unfortunately, there were still guards, so I had to wait. I found a tree to
climb and did so. Although I wanted to be able to look over the village, I
couldn’t risk being seen and endangering everyone. After wandering for an entire
day, I was exhausted, so I quickly fell asleep watching the stars.









Chapter 10


A shrill scream woke me so
suddenly that I fell out of the tree. I hit the ground way too hard and it took
me a while to figure out how to sit up. The world was spinning and my entire
body ached. When I heard the scream again, I struggled to my feet and limped
towards the sound. 


It seemed with every step I took, the cries grew
quieter, although I was certain I was going the right way. Finally, I came upon
a pit and realized what was going on. I leaned over the edge. At the bottom of
the pit, there were wooden spikes and a young girl. She was lying on the ground
between the spikes, but that didn’t mean she was uninjured. 


“Are you hurt?” I asked. 


The girl looked up at me. “My leg is hurt. I can’t
walk on it. Please help me!”


“Just hold still. I’ll find something to help pull
you out.” I looked around and found a vine, which I tugged on to test the
sturdiness before returning to the pit. “Grab this and hold on.” I fed the vine
down to her and she took it, but when I tried to pull her up, she shouted in
pain. I slowly lowered the vine again. “Just hold still. You might be hurt
worse than you thought.”


“Don’t leave me here.”


“I’m not leaving you.” Once she let go of the vine, I
climbed the nearest tree and tied one end of the vine around a branch that hung
low over the pit. The vine wasn’t long enough for me to wrap it around the full
tree and still reach the bottom of the pit. I tugged on it again to make sure
it would hold before using it to climb down. 


The girl was pretty unresponsive at this point, so I
picked her up as gently as I could. “It hurts,” she moaned. 


“I know, but I can’t carry you out. I’m going to lift
you up and you need to use the vine to pull yourself the rest of the way out.”
I made her stand straight, despite her protests, and lifted her up at the
waist. I could almost reach the top of the pit and I had made weapons heavier
than her, so it wasn’t too difficult. Since the ledge was muddy, she had to use
the rope to pull herself the rest of the way out and it clearly wasn’t easy. As
soon as she made it over, she collapsed. 


I sighed with relief and started climbing out.
Unfortunately, halfway up, I heard the branch start to snap. I continued
upward, climbing as fast as I could to reach the top before it broke.
Unfortunately, just as I made it to the top, the branch snapped and I fell. I
covered my eyes and tried to be as small as possible. “Stop!” I shouted
automatically. 


And I did.


Slowly, I opened my eyes and realized I had stopped
right in the air, a hair’s breadth above one of the spikes. I’d accidentally
done magic! After giving myself a moment to let my heartbeat settle down, I
carefully reached down and used the spike to push myself away from it. No
sooner than I was out of the way did the magic holding me up vanish. 


Groaning, I sat up and pulled the vine and the branch
it was attached to down. I had a new plan, although it would have been easier
if I had a rock. Aiming for the nearest, sturdy-looking tree branch I could
see, I tossed the branch. Catch it, I thought. It felt weird to ask a
branch to do something impossible and I didn’t expect it to work.


It didn’t.


I’m not as powerful a wizard as they think, I
thought negatively. Then again, I haven’t been taught anything yet. I
tried again a few times before I heard a horse and froze. It had to be the
soldiers leaving my village. 


This time, I didn’t even think of failure as an
option. I would make it because I had to make it. If someone who could sense
the magic in me found me trapped in a pit, I wouldn’t stand a chance. I felt
something react inside me, like a sudden, unexplainable burst of energy, and
the branch reached past the second branch. It swung around the second branch
with unnatural precision until the vine was wrapped firmly around it. 


Although I was confused and disbelieving, I didn’t
have time to waist. I started climbing the vine. I made it to the top and found
the girl whimpering. The sound of horses were now going in another direction,
so I hoped I had enough time to at least make sure she wasn’t going to die. 


She was covered in so much mud that I could barely
make out her hair color. Her leg, however, was covered in blood. I knew all the
herbs to use to help her, but I didn’t have any of them. I put my hand on her
leg and tried to force myself to feel the same thing I did when I made that
branch obey. Heal her, I thought. Then I mentally listed all the known
herbs I could use to help.


When I felt something inside me reacting, it
encouraged me to work even harder. I imagined covering the wound with a thick
paste of plant matter and how it would heal underneath it. The girl gasped and
jerked her leg away from me, causing me to realize I had closed my eyes. “What
are you doing?” she asked. 


“I’m just trying to help you.”


“You’re doing magic!”


“Just to heal---”


“Get away from me!”


“You’re going to hurt yourself worse if you don’t
stop---”


“Help!” she yelled. 


I stopped trying to explain and just ran, knowing
that the people on the horses weren’t too far away to hear her. I ran to my
village and, just as I had expected, the soldiers were gone. Unfortunately,
they weren’t the only ones gone. Furthermore, there was a lot of damage to many
of the homes.


I reached my house to find my mother dressing a wound
on another woman’s arm. “What happened?” I asked. 


My mother sighed regretfully. “You shouldn’t have
come back here. The soldiers took half of us, including all the men, accusing
them of having magic.”


“Did Dantur make it back?”


“Yes, but he was taken with the others.”


“I’ll save them.” I didn’t make it out the door
before my mother stopped me with her hand on my arm. 


“Don’t go after them. It’s too late for them. There’s
nothing you can do.”


“What if I knew magic?”


She hugged me and spoke quietly into my shoulder.
“Magic is not your enemy, fear is. Be brave and wise. Someday, kings will bow
to you. Until then, you must hide, but don’t fear your magic. It will save you.
Now go, in case they come back. Never return here.”


“I will return. I’ll go and learn magic, far away
from other people. When I become a master wizard, I’ll come back and take you
somewhere else. The dragon said there are other worlds; one of them must be a
better place.”


“Just be safe.”


I didn’t want to leave her. I wanted to fight the
soldiers who took Dantur. I wanted to gather all the swords and axes left in
our crumbling little village and kill the soldiers who took my people. Instead,
I returned to the dragon with empty hands and an open mind, because if there
was anything I hated more than watching magic rip my village apart, it was
helplessness. 


 


*          *          *


 


The sun was low in the sky when I made it back to the
mountains, since I had taken plenty of rests. Although I knew it wasn’t going
to be easy to get back into the dragon’s favor, I was thinking Cennuth had big
plans to use me, so I wasn’t terribly concerned. 


Beside the mouth of the dragon’s cave was a set of
roughly cut stone steps, which I climbed cautiously. The first few were easy,
for I had done physical labor most my life. Halfway to the top, however, I
realized it was a lot harder than I’d expected. By the time I made it to the
top, I was covered in sweat, out of breath, and the sun had long since set. 


There was a hot springs, a flowering tree, and a
cabin, just like Cennuth had said. I went to the door of the cabin and knocked,
hoping that Cennuth explained who I was to this person that was supposed to
teach me. When the door opened, I was startled. The man was supposed to teach
me wisdom and life skills, so I had expected him to be like Dantur. Dantur was
lean and tall. 


This man was huge. He would tower over most men and
his arms and chest were so thick with muscles I would have been surprised to
see him touch his hands together. His hair was a black mess of tangles and the
stubble on his face was marred by scars. He was missing two fingers and half
his thumb on his left hand. 


Needless to say, he was not what I was expecting. 


The man glared at me. “You are late. Get inside.” 


I obeyed without explaining why I was so late. He
hadn’t asked why, and it became apparent that he didn’t care. 


The cabin was simple, with a small bed, a work desk
full of tools, and a chair with a small shelf of books. Books were extremely
expensive, so I was curious about what they had in them. The man then surprised
me again when he handed me a folded up blanket. “Go to sleep. I will explain
the rules tomorrow.”


“Rules?”


“Go to sleep,” he repeated. 


Since he didn’t tell me where, I laid the blanket on
the floor by the chair and settled onto it without bothering to take my boots
off. I didn’t want to be there, but I promised my mother I would take us to a
better place, and that required learning magic. 


The man blew out the candle and I heard him settle into
bed. “What is your name?” I asked. 


“You can call me Caedmon.”


 


*          *          *


 


“Wake up.” 


I was woken by a loud voice, which took me a moment
to recognize. I was in the cabin at the top of the mountain and the only light
came from the candle. “What’s going on?”


“It’s time for you to get started on your work.”


I was used to working early, but not before the sun
came up. “What do you mean?”


“Do you want breakfast before your lessons?”


“Yes.”


“Then get busy. You have to be at the bottom of the
mountain before dawn.”


“What?! That’s not fair.”


“Life is not fair. If you want to survive, you have
to be able to make it no matter what life throws at you. Your childhood is
over. From now until you leave, you will have to follow our rules. If you want
breakfast, you have to get up and prepare it in time to make it down the
mountain, where Brynjar will teach you. When he releases you for the day, you
will climb to the top of the mountain and down the other side to Cennuth’s
cave.”


“What?!”


“Once Cennuth dismisses you, you will return here and
do your chores, which will include gathering food for dinner and other things.
Only when you are done can you sleep, although you can go hungry if you choose
sleep over food.”


Instead of arguing, I started off to find Brynjar
without breakfast. I was certain Brynjar would be more reasonable and willing
to help me. Across the mountain from the steps I found the previous night was
another set, which I made my way down. It wasn’t nearly as easy due to the
early morning wind. I also hadn’t realized how steep it was before. Because I
skipped breakfast, I made it to the bottom before the sun peeked over the
horizon. At the bottom of the mountain was another cabin, very similar to
Caedmon’s, except there was a large, covered porch with a wooden table on it. 


A man was sitting at the table, drinking from a cup.
He was about the size of Dantur with medium brown hair and clean, fancy
clothes. In fact, I had no idea what the shiny shirt was made of. It was thick
and textured with a black and red design. His pants were simple and black, but
not like any I had ever seen. “I’m---”


“Merlin,” he said. “You were supposed to be here
yesterday.” His voice was much gentler than Caedmon’s. 


“I know.”


“Sit down so we can begin.” He really didn’t waste
any time. We started with the basics of reading and then the basics of math. I
didn’t understand why I needed to know this, but at least he wasn’t like
Caedmon or Cennuth. In fact, he was very patient and understanding, which made
me question why Caedmon was supposed to teach me wisdom instead of Brynjar. 


I was tired when we were done, but I also kind of
enjoyed it. I liked learning to read and although I didn’t have a use for math,
Brynjar assured me there were worlds in which it was mandatory to know.


After my lessons, I climbed up the mountain, passed
Caedmon’s cabin without a glance, and climbed down the other side. If I’m
going to stay, I have to figure out an easier way to do this, I thought as
I finally reached the mouth of the cave. Deciding it was probably a bad idea to
walk straight in, I knelt in front of the dragon’s cave. 


“Come inside, young wizard,” Cennuth said. 


I did. The air was hot and thick with smoke. Before I
could ask him for light, the dragon blew fire at my feet. I shouted when a ring
of fire sprung up around me, trapping me in a circle. “What are you doing?”


“You will need to learn to trust me, young wizard. I
know you have already done magic completely instinctively.”


“Yes. Why do I have to learn it if I can just do it?”


“You are extremely powerful, but until you are
trained, you are dangerous to yourself and others. So far, magic has only
controlled you. I will teach you to control magic. The first thing you should
know is that different worlds use magic differently, but magic is the same on
every world. Magic is the pure essence of the universe. Some mortals learn to
control it better than others, some use it for malevolent purposes while others
use it for good, and some have to constantly hold it back. Tell me about your
dreams.”


I shrugged. “I see things in my dreams sometimes,
things from other worlds and times. I usually know stuff about them that I
shouldn’t know.”


“Like what?”


“I see cities made of metal and glass, with people
inside machines that take them places. I see people talking to each other on
opposite sides of the world. Is that the future of our world?”


“No. There are worlds that already have technology
that far exceeds this world and others that are developing towards that. This
world will not develop like that. The fate of this world rests in magic. You
must end the war on magic.”


“You keep saying that.”


“You have not yet accepted it. The magic I will teach
you is versatile and ancient. It will require a sharp mind, a vivid
imagination, and motivation.”


“I have motivation.”


“Not yet. Get yourself out of the fire and I will
allow you to leave early today, since it is your first day.”


“How do I get out of the fire?”


“With magic, of course. Use the words ‘minka hyrr.’
The rest should be instinctual. There is no easier magic to master than the
elements.”


“Says the dragon.” I didn’t believe him, but the
dragon vanished into the darkness anyway. I studied the fire for a moment.
“Minka hyrr.” Not surprisingly, nothing happened. I sat down after a while and
considered what to do. It was almost too hot to think and my empty stomach
didn’t help. 


I stared deep into the fire, letting my mind focus
only on the flames. As I did, the heat of the room and hunger in my stomach
faded away. I knew if I didn’t hurry, I wouldn’t get back to Caedmon’s cabin in
time to find some food or sleep. Caedmon wouldn’t be forgiving. 


I realized with a start that I felt something inside
me, almost tingling in my stomach as if I was extremely anxious. I still only
saw the fire. I opened my mouth to tell the fire to let me pass, only to say,
“Minka hyrr” instead. Instantly, I felt exactly what those words meant,
and the sensation in my stomach spread outward. 


The fire died.


 


*          *          *


 


It was almost dark by the time I reached Caedmon’s
cabin, but that didn’t stop him from giving me an abundance of chores. I first
had to go out and gather fruits and vegetables from the large garden. I was too
grateful for food to complain. Next, I had to chop up a dead tree for firewood.
I knew when he let me go to bed that he was letting me off easy for my first
day. 


He never did so again. Every day, I would study
reading, math, and magic. I would have to get all the food for myself and
Caedmon or I would go to bed hungry. If I slacked off, I was punished with
extra work. “I should just be one of the kings’ wizards. I wouldn’t have to
work this hard!” I said after about a month of living with the man. 


He never got angry. “If you would rather serve the
kings, you are free to leave.” 


I tried to mouth off to Caedmon a few more times, but
he made me scale the mountain up and down ten times. With every day, Caedmon
turned more chores over to me until I was maintaining the cabin and garden
myself. If I wanted meat, I had to hunt. 


At first, I hated Caedmon. He never spoke about
himself, never helped me when I was struggling, and never let me have a break.
I felt like I was doing his work. He also taught me combat with and without
weapons. Unfortunately, his way of teaching was sink or swim. In fact, he
taught me to swim by throwing me into the deep part of the hot springs. When I
mastered that, he bound my hands behind me and did it again. 


Every day, I got faster at getting up and down the
mountain, better at fighting, and more efficient at hunting. I practiced my
reading during my spare time with Caedmon’s books, which were poems and magic
books. Some of them were in other languages, which I asked Brynjar to teach me.
He smiled at me for the first time then. 


Cennuth never pushed me to learn magic; he only
offered the knowledge to me. At first, I thought the dragon was just making it
easier on me. I was wrong. I had to motivate myself. I couldn’t make excuses or
blame anyone for pushing me too hard. If I didn’t learn magic, I wouldn’t be able
to get my mother and myself to a better world. I had to be better than I was. 


My first year was difficult. The winter was harsh and
I slipped on the stairs a lot before I had a dream of the solution. I built
wooden rails to make getting up and down the stairs easier. Winter was just as
hard on others. One evening, I caught a rabbit and was taking it back to the
cabin to clean, when a wolf intercepted me. The wolf’s coat ranged from white
all the way to black. Although he looked too skinny, he was much bigger than me
and his claws and teeth could easily tear me apart. 


I set the rabbit down and pulled my bow off the
harness on my back. Since Caedmon taught me to use the bow, I preferred it over
the sword every time I went out. Unfortunately, when I pulled one of the
arrows, it caught on my shirt. As if he realized something was wrong, he
attacked. 


I used my bow as a shield on reflex, which was a
pretty bad idea. The wolf bit the bow and snapped it in two. He also swiped me
with his claws, cutting deep into my left arm. I used the two parts of my
broken bow as spears and stabbed at him. 


The wolf dodged them easily, and I wasn’t dumb enough
to let him lead me away from the rabbit. I knew hunger was driving the wolf to
fight, but I had to eat as well. The wolf lunged again, only to dive to the
side to avoid getting stabbed. We were at an impasse, because both of us needed
the rabbit. He would die without it, but he could kill me.


The loud crunching of heavy boots in snow made us
turn to see Caedmon approaching with a dagger in his hand. The wolf whimpered
and took a few steps back. Caedmon didn’t say a word as he reached down, picked
up the rabbit, tore a big chunk out of it, and tossed the smaller portion to
the wolf. The wolf snatched the rabbit out of midair and ran off to eat it. 


“Why did you do that?” I asked. 


“Nothing is worth dying over if you can share it.”


“I hate wolves.”


“Why? He was only doing what he had to do to survive,
just like you have been doing. You came here a helpless little cub, yet you just
fended off that wolf so that you could survive. Do you know what the difference
is between you and him?”


“What?”


“You are the stronger wolf. If he had gotten that
rabbit, you would have gone hungry for a while. If he hadn’t, he would have
died of hunger.”


“But then there would be more prey animals to hunt.”


“You should respect wolves. You have the advantage of
wisdom, but they have a much more spiritual bond with nature. You can learn a
lot from the wolf.”


 


*          *          *


 


For five years, I never strayed far from the
mountain. After my first year, I began to really appreciate Caedmon. He never
got angry no matter how hard I pushed him, he was always willing to explain
something when I asked, and he pushed me to be better than I thought I could
be. Even when he made me live outside for a month, I knew exactly what I had to
do.


I learned to survive the harshest of conditions
without relying on anyone else. I learned to be patient and calm in the face of
danger, without being too slow to react. I learned to be kind even to the
animals I hunted, and especially to the animals I competed with for food. In
fact, every winter, I saw the wolf at least four or five times, and each time,
I gave him some of my food.


Then I had a dream that would haunt me for the rest
of my life; I saw my mother lying on the floor, struggling to sit up. Her skin
was deathly pale, her eyes were shrunken, and her clothes were soaked with
sweat. 


I jerked up with a shout of horror. I knew it had
woken Caedmon even before I heard him getting out of his bed. Some of my dreams
were frightening, but never personal. “Caedmon, my mother is sick. I have to go
back.”


“Are you certain?”


I stood up and reached for the candle. Focusing my
energy on the wick and imagining the heat, I said, “Vaka hyrr.” Flames lit the
wick and filled the room with warm light, but I couldn’t shake the chill in my
bones. “I saw her face. She’s sick and I have to help her.”


“Speak to Cennuth before you leave.”


“I don’t have---”


“You have time to tell him where you are going,” he
interrupted sternly. “You owe him that much.”


I nodded, because there was no point in arguing with
Caedmon. I dressed and made it down the mountain in record time. When I knelt
before the cave, I was afraid that the dragon would take a long time to answer,
but I resisted the urge to call out to him. I had done it once and it took most
of a month to recover from the burns. 


Fortunately, it didn’t take long before hot black
smoke blew out of the cave. I stood and walked in. There was no light outside
except from the moonlight and stars, so I held out my hands. “Kalr hyrr.” A
blue, cold fire erupted in a sphere above my hands. This allowed me to see
Cennuth clearly. 


“You want to return to your village,” Cennuth said.


“Not permanently. My mother is sick and I need to go
home to take care of her. Between what Caedmon and you taught me, I can help
her.” 


“There is another wizard who has learned of you and
envies your power.”


“How?”


“You are not the only one who can see things in your
dreams. You must stay here, where you are safe.”


“I can’t. I appreciate everything you’ve taught me,
and if you’ll let me, I’ll return as soon as my mother is better. Please don’t
make me choose between you and my mother, because I’m going to help her.”


The dragon sighed, exhaling a dark puff of smoke.
“You will always be welcome here, young wizard, but you are acting against my
advice.”


“I understand.”


“Then you are dismissed.”


“Thank you. I will be back soon.”









Chapter 11


It took me a long time to
find my old village. When I did, the sun was just rising over the horizon and
most of the villagers were working in the field. I went to the smithy, only to
find it converted into a woodshop. I found that more depressing than the poor
state of the village. Without Dantur, the town didn’t stand a chance. 


I went to my old home, expecting my mother to be sick
and in bed. Thus, I was surprised to find that she wasn’t there at all. I
stepped outside, about to go ask someone, and nearly bumped right into her. 


“Merlin!” She sounded so shocked to see me. “What are
you doing back here?” She pushed me in and shut the door behind us. “It’s not
safe for you here.”


“I had a dream that you were sick and I came to help
you.”


She sighed. “I’m not sick. It was just a dream.”


“I’ve learned a lot of magic since I left and I know
the difference between a regular dream and a vision.” A knock on the door
interrupted us and my mother answered it hesitantly, as if it was one of the
kings’ soldiers looking for wizards. There was a girl standing there with a
ceramic bottle. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember from where. 


“Good morning. I am from the village just south of
here and we are offering wine to our neighbors. We will begin selling it soon,
but we’re giving out samples to get people interested.” 


I thought that was odd, but my mother took the wine
and thanked her, obviously just wanting her to be gone. Without another word,
she closed the door and turned to me. “You should not have come back. Magic is
more feared now than it has ever been. There are soldiers scouring the lands
for wizards. You need to go back to the dragon before they find you.”


“You know about Cennuth?” 


“Dantur explained it to me before they took him.”


“You’re going to get sick. I’ve seen it! I want to
help you.”


“The only way you can help me is to stay alive.”


“When will it be safe for me to come back here?”


“Never. Never return. Go to another world where magic
is accepted.”


I shook my head. “I told you I would find us a world
where we’ll both be safe. Just wait for me.”


“Merlin, I don’t want to leave. This is my home.”


“But magic isn’t accepted here.”


“I don’t have magic.”


I knew what she was saying; moving to another place
wasn’t worth it to her. She would rather live here alone than with me. A
hundred things came to mind to say and not one of them made it out my mouth.
Instead, I just hurried out of the house and down the road. My mother didn’t
follow me. I was angry and hurt. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.
Strangely, the only thing I could think of was climbing up and down the
mountain. I was supposed to be reading right then, not feeling rejection. 


I wanted to return to the mountain. 


“Would you like some wine?” the girl asked me,
approaching me in the middle of the road. She tilted her head slightly and
smiled brightly. She had long, golden brown hair and light green eyes. Her
white dress was very simple, but clean and well-made. 


It was the same girl who came to my mother’s door and
she had an identical bottle. I shrugged and took it, since I had traveled a
long way and had to turn around and make the trip all over again. Just as I
raised the bottle to my mouth, I recognized her. “You’re the girl from the
pit!”


Her innocent smile changed into a cruel grin. “I was
hoping you would recognize me, even if it does make my job harder.”


“Who are you?”


“Erica Baltezore.”


It was obvious by her tone that she expected me to
recognize the name, but I had been living in the mountain for six years. “Why
are you here?”


“My father has been waiting for you to come out of
hiding. He wants you to join us in defeating the kings.”


“Why does your father want to defeat the kings?”


She scoffed. “He is the most powerful wizard on this
world.”


“Then why were you so afraid of me when you found out
I was a wizard?!” I yelled, earning dark glares from the only two villagers
around. 


“Many wizards have tried to kill me and my father for
our power. I thought you had tracked me down through my magic. Now, are you
going to accept my father’s gracious offer?”


“I’m not going to fight anyone; I’m going to learn
enough magic to leave this world.”


She grinned again. “I was hoping you would refuse.
It’s much more fun to take what’s most important to you.”


It was confusing that this girl, who looked so
innocent, was acting very sinister. Then I realized what she meant, dropped the
bottle of wine, and ran back to my mother’s home. I was too late. The poison in
the wine that Erica gave her had killed her too quickly. 


 


*          *          *


 


I walked back to the mountain completely lost in
thought. By the time I found myself in front of Cennuth’s cave, the same
thought was repeating over and over in my head. If I hadn’t had the dream of my
mother being sick and gone after her, she wouldn’t have been poisoned. She was
poisoned because some wizard wanted me. It was my fault. 


I climbed the steps of the mountain in the same daze
and passed Caedmon, who was drinking tea under the flowering tree, without a
word. I sat down in the chair and just spaced out for a while. The next thing I
knew, Caedmon was handing me a bowl of porridge. 


“What is this for?” I asked. Caedmon had never made
food for me before.


“I’ve been teaching you to survive on your own, but
if you are kind, people will help you when you need it. Tell me what happened.”


As I told him, he listened patiently. When I was
done, he put his hand on my shoulder. “Divination is one of the most dangerous
forms of magic. While it can save your life, it can be your downfall if you
don’t know how to use it.”


“So how do I learn how to use it?”


“That takes experience and wisdom. You still have a
lot to learn. The best thing for you to do is learn from Cennuth’s experience
and listen to his wisdom.”


“But he’s a dragon.”


“That doesn’t mean he isn’t much wiser than you. Take
some time to grieve, because once you decide you are ready to get back to work,
we will return to our routine.” 


 


*          *          *


 


I spent the rest of the day and night grieving before
I realized that I couldn’t handle it. Crying over my mother’s death would never
accomplish anything; I had to kill the one responsible. Erica was secondary,
for she had only been following orders. Her father wanted me, and I was going
to let him find me, but first, I would be ready.


I continued with my lessons and convinced Cennuth to
teach me how to travel to other worlds. The difficult part was not learning the
magic but memorizing the different sigils and placement of those sigils to
activate the portals. Although the base of the portal was simple, it had to be
perfect, so I spent a month learning to draw circles and pentagrams perfectly. 


The next winter, I created a miniature house I saw in
my dreams so that the wolf could have a warm place to sleep. I even traveled to
a village to buy a blanket for the wolf. He was skittish about it, but he
trusted me, so he allowed me to lead him to it. Once he got the idea, he slept
there every night. In fact, to my surprise, he didn’t leave in the spring. He
began following me out when I went hunting and even drove the prey animals
towards me. I enjoyed the company and talked to the wolf like he was a person.
I named him Vinr, which was ‘friend’ in Caedmon’s mother language. 


Caedmon and Brynjar weren’t from my world, so I asked
Cennuth to teach me the code for their world first. While I was memorizing the
code, Caedmon told me about the world he was from. Of course, he lived in the
cold north, so he and Brynjar lived very different lives before coming to my
world to live with dragons. 


When I could easily draw both the portal to Caedmon’s
world and my own, I finally attempted it. Having a lot of former practice in
activating portals to transport plants, I succeeded on the first try. The only
thing I took with me was a leather pouch of candles, crystals, and chalk to
make the portal home and defend myself if I had to.


The world looked almost identical to mine. I was
standing at the edge of a village with strange looking houses made of white
stone. At least it wasn’t as odd as some of the dreams I’d had. The only person
I saw was a boy about my age carrying two buckets on a stick. He had
shoulder-length, blue-black hair and very vibrant green eyes. 


When he saw me appear in his way, he slowly lowered
the stick from his shoulders to set the buckets down. “Did you just do magic?”
he asked. 


I felt dread sink deep in my stomach and clutched the
satchel to my chest. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Fortunately, he was speaking
one of the languages Brynjar taught me.


He smiled brightly. “I know you’re not. I’m just
excited to see another person like me.” 


“Like you?”


He reached into his purse and pulled out a small,
clear stone, which he held up to his mouth. When he whispered something to it
and waved his hand over it, his eyes flashed gold. The clear stone changed to
gold!


“You can do magic! Is magic normal on this world? Are
we safe?” 


“It’s not really normal. It depends on if you’re a
good witch or a bad one.”


“I would never do magic to hurt anyone.” I knew
wizards on other worlds did magic differently, but I wanted him to teach me to
turn a rock into gold. “How long have you been doing magic?”


“Since I can remember. My parents teach me. What
about you?”


“I have always been able to do it, but I didn’t have
anyone to teach me until about seven years ago.”


“Who teaches you?”


“A dragon named Cennuth. I’ve also been learning math
and reading.”


“Wow. A dragon taught you magic? Are you from
another world?” I nodded. “Will you teach me?”


“It will take a long time, but I don’t see why not.
Will you teach me to turn a stone into gold?”


“Of course! My name is Gmork.”


“I’m Merlin. I actually have to get back to my world
before Cennuth gets worried about me, but I’ll show you what it looks like and
then I can start teaching you when I come back.”


“Will you really come back?”


“Definitely. You’re the first person my age I’ve ever
met who can do magic. I’ll come back in two days at sunset and meet you here.”


“I look forward to it.”


 


*          *          *


 


As I learned the code for more worlds, I always
returned to show Gmork. I visited him every chance I could, even if it meant
lying to Cennuth about what I was doing. I didn’t feel good about lying to the
dragon, but I enjoyed magic more when I was sharing it with my friend. I even
mastered magic quicker so that I could teach it to Gmork, and then we would
practice things the dragon taught me and his parents taught him. 


For the next four years, Gmork and I were best
friends. Unfortunately, tragedy struck his family as his mother fell under a
sleeping curse. Gmork stopped having time for me, so I visited him less and
less. Instead, I turned my attention on finding my own mother’s murderer and
learning enough magic to defeat him when I found him. By this time, I believed
I was one of the most powerful wizards on any world, just because I was taught
by a dragon.


I came to care very deeply for Caedmon, Brynjar, and
Cennuth, but one of the most important lessons I’d ever learned came from Vinr.
About ten years from the day I first met him, I was out in the woods, hunting
as usual. Although Vinr had always come and gone as he desired, he left less
and less over the years. I knew he was getting old. 


Maybe it was because I was lonely that I felt very
agitated that day. As if they sensed my mood, the prey animals were especially
difficult to catch. Unfortunately, I was so absorbed in hunting that I
completely missed the fact that I was the one being hunted. The bear attacked
me from behind and pushed me to the ground before I realized what it was. I had
seen bears before in the woods that never bothered me, but this one was
ruthless. 


I reacted instinctively with magic and the huge brown
bear was thrown back by a bolt of raw energy. The stench of burnt fur and flesh
filled the air, yet the bear still got to his feet. If he was after my food, I
would have given it to him, but he was after me. 


Then I heard a familiar growl before Vinr ran towards
us and stopped between me and the bear. The bear swiped at Vinr with his
massive paws, but the wolf easily dodged it. Using the distraction to my
advantage, I focused my magic. “Traust,” I said. Fire lit the ground between
the bear and us, which finally drove the bear away. From then on, Vinr stayed
by my side most of the time and I made sure to give him all the luxuries I
could, from the best food I could catch to a soft bed next to mine. I even
learned to make potions to help him live longer.


 


*          *          *


 


I had a dream of my mother standing next to Gmork and
immediately went to Gmork’s world as soon as I woke. Since I knew how to focus
my power on one person when I used a portal, I appeared right in his bedroom.
He lived in a huge, elegant home with too many bedrooms and servants, all
because of their magic. 


Gmork was writing something in a book on his desk and
jumped when I called his name. “Don’t scare me like that!”


“Sorry.”


“I shouldn’t have been surprised. You always show up
when I have something to talk to you about.” 


I hadn’t seen him in a few months, and I was
definitely a little worried about him. He had lost some weight and his
complexion was paler, telling me he didn’t spend a lot of time in the sun.
“What do you need to talk to me about?”


“I have an idea to bring your mother back.”


“She’s been dead for years. I don’t think that’s a
good idea.”


“Of course it is. You want your mother back, don’t
you?” he asked. I nodded. “I only need something that belonged to her.”


“I’ll find something and come back.” Since I had
visited Gmork so often, we had drawn a permanent portal to my world into the
floor of his room. I returned to my world and went to Cennuth. Although I was
closer to Caedmon, Cennuth was the one I went to when I was unsure about magic.



I waited for a long time in front of the cave before
he finally invited me in. As I explained the spell my friend offered to do, the
dragon listened patiently. “I understand that you desperately want your mother
back,” he said. “However, I am proud of you for coming to me before following
your friend down a very dark path.”


“Something doesn’t feel right about it.”


“That is your natural instincts warning you. Trust in
them. Your mother is gone, and whatever Gmork could bring back would not be
your mother. Deep inside, you know this.”


I nodded and decided not to visit Gmork again. 


 


*          *          *


 


I wasn’t ready for things to change, but the world
was. Vinr and I went to my home village to see how they were doing, and
discovered the entire village was gone, as were five of the surrounding
villages. When I finally found a village and was able to ask someone what
happened, I was horrified. Soldiers had swept through the entire valley, taking
all the men and boys for their armies and making all the women and girls work
for them. 


The war on magic was spreading. The kings were more
ruthless than ever. 


I had dreamed of the solution several times, but I
had always dismissed it as impossible. By the time I returned to Cennuth, I
knew I didn’t have a choice. I told Cennuth I was ready to end the war on magic
and asked him to call other dragons.


“Getting multiple dragons together is not going to be
easy, and convincing them to cooperate will be even more difficult.”


“I can create the curse, but I need much more raw
power than I have. I need as many dragons as possible.”


“I will do what I can.” I sensed his movement before
I saw it and scrambled out of the cave to give him room. The massive dragon
ambled out of the cave. I was shocked; he was much bigger than I had thought,
since I had never seen him out of his cave before. “I will take you somewhere
else, for I will not allow another dragon in my mountain.”


When he knelt, I gaped. I knew what he wanted, but it
didn’t seem right to me. The dragon was more concerned with respect than anyone
I had ever met. 


“Get on my back.”


“I don’t know.”


“Do not be afraid, young wizard.” 


I carefully reached out and felt his smoky gray/black
scales. His hide was surprisingly smooth, but not slick. I gently climbed up on
his left front leg and grabbed his left horn to pull myself up. He held
perfectly still until I was in place. “Please don’t go too fast.”


The dragon stood and I started hyperventilating. I
didn’t climb trees, I didn’t like heights, and this was much scarier than
scaling the mountain. “Ready?” the dragon asked. 


“No.” 


His wings shot out, filling the clearing, and flapped
once. I could feel the dragon’s powerful muscles flex as he leapt into the air
and immediately caught the air beneath his wings. We shot straight up into the
sky, far higher than the mountain, and I suddenly felt a wave of peace fall
over me. It dawned on me that even if I fell, Cennuth would save me. It was
amazing. 


We flew over land, water, mountains, and villages.
Cennuth finally landed in a strange land, without grass or trees. I got off the
dragon and looked around. There was a cliff overlooking the ocean. In all other
directions, I could only see dry, cracked, hard ground and a few boulders.
“Where are we?”


“Somewhere we can fit as many dragons as you need. I
will return shortly. However, understand that I will have trouble convincing
anyone to come here.”


“You told me I’m supposed to end the war on magic.
Why wouldn’t they help me?”


“Dragons are above the affairs of mortals. Kings
cannot kill us and their wars do not affect us.”


“Then why are you helping me?”


“Because I believe you can make this world and others
better for everyone.” He took off into the sky and I was left alone. 


 


*          *          *


 


The sun was setting by the time Cennuth returned.
“You couldn’t get any dragons?” I asked, right before I saw what looked like a
dark cloud block out the sun. I gaped as hundreds of dragons landed around us.
They were in every different color, every different shape, and every size. 


The sky was full of an endless number of stars and a
bright moon, casting an eerie glow over the dragons. “Everyone knows who you are
and what your goal is. All you have to do is explain your plan.”


I nodded and knelt slowly, knowing instinctively that
trying to demand their assistance was the wrong way to go. Many of the dragons
around me shifted subtly and I realized they were relaxing out of attack
stances. 


“Speak, young wizard,” one of the dragons said
patiently. She was a gorgeous dragon with scales that varied from the most
beautiful green to pure black and eyes that were like the brightest emeralds. 


With a respectful tone and formal words, I explained
my plan. “As you all know, my name is Merlin. I was told from a young age that
I would end the war on magic. People fear magic, and the kings use that fear to
control the people. Kings enslave wizards and force them to use magic for
bloodshed. Wizards not enslaved are killed. They have torn families apart,
including my own.”


“So you propose a war on the kings?” one of the
dragons asked. 


“No!” I stood. “The absence of war is not peace, but
the path to peace is not war. I cannot stop people from fearing magic. I can,
however, make them fear killing wizards.” Several of the dragons frowned. “I
know that sounds wrong. People are always going to fear something. This will
stop them from killing us.”


“Explain your plan,” the female dragon said. 


“I want to create a curse over the entire world,
making it so that if someone kills a wizard, instead of dying, the wizard will
change into a dragon. If a king kills a wizard and the wizard changes into a
dragon and destroys his kingdom, word will spread fast and no one expected of
having magic will ever be murdered again.”


One of the dragons snorted, filling the air with
smoke. “You believe turning one wizard into a dragon will end the war on
magic?” 


“Not quickly, no, but I think it will be a long-term
solution.” 


The dragons grumbled and snorted for a while,
purposefully excluding me from their conversation. I was fine with this since
none of them looked like they wanted to eat me. After a while, the dragons fell
quiet and the green dragoness addressed me. “Why do you need us to help you?”


“I know how to do the spell.” It was not a spell I
found in a book but a compilation of everything I had learned over the years.
“What I do not have is the raw power. I can shape it into a curse, but the
power I would need to turn multiple wizards into dragons would kill me.”


“Then your cause is not worth dying over?” she asked.



“If I do it with my own energy and it kills me, my
curse will be broken. Therefore, my death will have been wasted. If you will
each lend me just a little of your power, it can maintain the curse for
generations. By then, the tradition of killing wizards will be gone.”


It was silent for a moment before a dozen or so
dragons took flight and disappeared into the night. The vast majority of
dragons, on the other hand, stayed. The female dragon nodded. “You are
definitely passionate, and Cennuth believes in you. We will give you this
power.”


“However, you cannot take the magic into your body,”
Cennuth said. “That much power, as young as you are, would kill you. Choose an
object to contain the power that you can feed your curse off of.”


Afraid of losing the support I had, I glanced around
desperately until I saw a particularly large bolder. “Would that work?” I
asked, pointing to the rock. 


“Yes.” 


“First, I need to make a blood bond so that I can
control the power. I need yours as well.” I reached up and he leaned his head
down so I could reach one of his horns, which I sliced my finger on. It stung,
but not more than any of the dozens of times I had done it before. I held my
hand over the rock as several drops of blood dripped. When I had shed enough, I
wiped my finger on my shirt. 


Cennuth reached out his left paw and made a small,
delicate cut with one of his fangs. The blood was darker red than mine. When he
pulled his hand away a moment later, his wound had already healed. 


“Everyone, please focus your power into that rock.”


One by one, the dragons approached the rock and blew
fire on it. Each time, I could feel the waves of tremendous power fill the
rock. By the time they had all offered up just a fraction of their power, the
rock was glowing white hot with raw magic. 


I walked up to the rock reluctantly, knowing it was
going to hurt when I opened myself up to that magic. It was my only option,
though. As I had learned to do, I reached out with my magic. Once I was ready,
I spoke the words to form the curse.


 


 


 


Blood to blood, blood to stone,


Magic this night stands not alone,


No longer to fear the tyrant’s wrath,


Reborn in the fire of the dragon’s
breath,


Wizard to dragon, death cannot take,


Bound in power, this bond I make,


So let it end,


So let it begin.


 


 


 


Dragon magic engulfed me violently, but it flowed out
of me and back into the rock as fast as it was filling me, so it only burned me
instead of completely overwhelming me. I had no idea how long this went on,
only that I couldn’t stand by the time the curse was in place. The last thing I
felt before I passed out was Cennuth picking me up gently.









Chapter 12


Within a year, magic changed
the world. Kings learned very quickly not to kill the wizards, although there
were quite a few more dragons by the time they learned their lessons. Most of
the new dragons chose to live their lives peacefully, but some of them terrorized
the people who put him to death. Magic became a gift instead of a curse. 


When a wizard was changed into a dragon, they somehow
knew about the curse, so my name became well-known. For the first time, the
world flourished. Inventions in medicine and lifestyle skyrocketed alongside
magic. I helped by sharing some very simple things I had seen in my dreams,
although that meant going to the kings directly, because they had inventors.
Fortunately, as people’s lives got better, more people learned to read and
write. 


I traveled the worlds for many, many years, gathering
knowledge and interfering with others. I loved traveling, but it did get very
lonely. I tried to take Vinr until it became too dangerous. Although Caedmon
was always kind when I visited him, it was clear to me that he had moved on
with his life. Time only moved forward, whether I was ready or not. 


I took apprentices sometimes. I opened myself up to
another person because I was lonely and wanted to share my knowledge and
patience, yet it always ended badly for me. Some of them fell in love, some of
them couldn’t handle the magic, and some of them moved on without me. 


After years of this, I came to believe there was
something holding me back. The more famous I became, the more determined I was
to avenge my mother. I tried so many spells, but I didn’t have any link to the
wizard responsible. I didn’t even know his name. 


I did, however, spread his daughter’s name around
whenever I returned to my home world. I was visiting Caedmon one day, sitting
inside the cabin and sharing stories, when Vinr stood and growled at the door.
I quickly opened the door, completely unafraid of an attack, and glared when I
saw Erica Baltezore standing there.


“I heard you were looking for me.” I started to
attack, but Caedmon put his hand on my shoulders and I stopped. She smirked
confidently. “If you hurt me, you’ll never find out about my father and get
your revenge.”


“Why would you tell me?” 


“I want you to go after him. If you go after him, it
will prove you are no better than me. If you defeat him, it will get him out of
my way. If you die, it will get you out of my way.”


After she told me where to find her father, Caedmon
advised me not to go. Unfortunately, after all those years, I hadn’t learned
wisdom. I thought I could handle any wizard. Against his wishes, I traveled for
a month until I reached the wizard’s lair. I was expecting a castle or even a
cabin in the woods. Instead, Rijah Baltezore lived in a cave. It wasn’t an
ordinary cave, however; the interior walls were covered in crystals. 


The “home” was actually quite cozy. It was formed in
a mountain overlooking the sea. There was a bed, a bookshelf, a reading chair,
and a writing desk stocked with pens, ink, and paper. The wizard was sitting in
the chair, reading one of the books when I entered. I didn’t say anything,
although I knew he was aware of my presence. After a moment, he set the book
aside and looked at me very calmly. “It took you a long time to get here,
Merlin.”


“Did you send your daughter to kill my mother?”


“I sent my daughter to kill her only if you refused
to join me.”


“She gave my mother the poison before she even told
me about you!”


He shrugged. “She had an antidote.”


“I’m going to kill you.”


He rested his chin in his palm. “I doubt that. You
are far too young. Someday, you will be useful to me. Until then, I will be
waiting.” He stood and approached me. 


I focused my magic and yelled, “Drepa!” A flash of
burning light leapt forth to strike him like lightning, but to my shock, the
wizard was faster.


“Minka,” he said calmly. My magic was doused
instantly. 


“How did you do that? I learned magic from the
dragons themselves.” Although all wizards used words in magic, I was the only
one who used the dragon’s language, which made me more powerful. 


“As did I.”


“I am still a more powerful wizard. I’ve been to many
worlds and learned magic you couldn’t possibly know.”


Baltezore laughed loudly, as if I had said something
terribly amusing. “A wizard? Is that what you think you are?”


“Of course I’m a wizard.”


He laughed again. “Did the dragons tell you that you
were just a wizard? They lied to you.”


“You’re lying! You don’t even know me.” 


“I know much more about you than you think. That is
why Cennuth chose to raise you himself; he never wanted you to meet me.”


“He taught me so that I could end the war on magic.”


“And you did such an impressive job. I know you will
be of use to me very soon.”


When I started focusing my magic to attack again, he
flicked his hand in an upward motion, easily slamming me against the bookshelf
with magic. A blue chalice appeared in his other hand, which he held up to my
mouth. My magic was suddenly unresponsive. I fought it, but his magic held me
still and he pinched my nose until I had to drink it. The liquid was thick,
bitter, and made my head spin. I tried to ask him what he was doing. I didn’t
get the chance.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to find that the mouth of the cave had
vanished and there was a letter on the desk. The letter was simple and stated
that I was now immortal and would be trapped here until he felt I was ready to
join him. It didn’t say what he wanted me to join him in doing. 


I was confused. Although the dragons could live for
thousands of years, they could be killed, so I didn’t understand immortality.
Despite the fact that I had magic, I couldn’t use a portal to escape. My magic
was fine; it was the cave that trapped me. 


There was no food or water. The only light came from
a strange glow in the crystals. For the first few days, I was certain I would
die of dehydration. However, to my astonishment, the hunger and thirst faded
away. Although I lost a little weight, I didn’t look malnourished. To test this
curse of immortality, I restricted myself from sleep until I became completely
delirious, began hallucinating, and passed out. 


The worst discovery was that if I looked into any of
the crystals in the walls for too long, I saw something similar to my dreams.
This was both addictive and agonizing. 


I had no idea when it was day or night. Time just
stopped existing. All the books were magic grimoires written by Baltezore, so I
read them and practiced the spells alone. I used what I knew about magic to
make up new spells. I also made tools to focus my power. The cave was set up
perfectly for a wizard, but what I really wanted was some blacksmith tools. 


I eventually realized that there was nobody coming
for me and that I had to save myself. The solution came in a dream, as so many
before it had. I came to the very undeniable realization that I would die in
the cave. There was no way out except through death.


Baltezore had several of the most deadly poisons
known, which I mixed together. Even after making it, I was hesitant to use it,
but eventually, I decided that it was not worth it to be trapped in that cave
for another minute. If there was one thing I trusted, it was magic. 


I drank the poison and sat down on the bed to wait.
The effects were almost immediate. I felt numbness coat my esophagus and empty
stomach, which soon spread to the rest of my body. My arms and legs began
trembling violently and my lungs stopped working. It didn’t hurt very much
before my mind started wandering. Everything had a red shade… and then my
vision faded altogether. 


And then, I woke. My body regained control slowly. I
didn’t know how long I had been dead, but the immortality curse was strong.
When I opened my eyes, I was still in the cave, but the entrance was open. 


 


*          *          *


 


I soon found out that I had been in the cave for
hundreds of years. The worlds had changed. Caedmon, Brynjar, Vinr, and even
Cennuth were gone. They had been the only four beings left in all the worlds
who cared about me and I threw that away for revenge. For the first time in my
life, I was completely alone. 


All because I wanted revenge. 


I vowed to never allow myself to lose sight of what
was important again. Instead of constantly fighting to be stronger, I would
appreciate what I had. This wasn’t an easy change for me. No matter what world
I visited, I never felt like I fit in. I took apprentices and fell in love with
women, but none of these relationships lasted. Even when I found a world I was
happy with, it never lasted. 


Eventually, I came to the realization that there were
two places I had ever really been happy. I returned to Cennuth’s cave only to
discover the mountain had been populated by strangers. Then I returned to
Gmork’s world. Unfortunately, that too was very different. I decided it didn’t
matter; it was as good a place as any to settle down. 


As some twisted sense of penance, I stopped taking
wizard apprentices and instead advised kings in wisdom. This would have been
perfect if it weren’t for several war-minded monarchs who repulsed me from the
whole idea. 


I had accepted the fact that I would never be as happy
as I was with Cennuth, and decided it was because that was my childhood, which
I let slip through my fingers. I had to move on, because time was never going
to wait for me to catch up.


 


*          *          *


 


For many years, Baltezore never bothered me. I didn’t
spend much time on my home world, so I didn’t expect to ever see him again. I
did, however, have dreams of him. I saw him in magical duels and sometimes just
creating potions, and in watching this, I learned from him. He wasn’t concerned
with black or white magic; he did whatever he thought would benefit himself. 


On my home world, kings eventually started hiring
wizards for reasons other than war, like tournaments and entertainment. Since
the wizards were free to come and go, I was unconcerned. Then, one night, I had
a dream of a man with the most unusual power. He called himself a magician, not
a wizard, and he couldn’t do what wizards could. Instead, the only magic he
could do was illusion. Even weirder were the magical tools he had. 


I dreamed of him working for a king and was amused by
the pranks he played on the staff of the castle. He wasn’t causing harm; he was
just young, powerful, and wanted to have some fun. After several weeks of
seeing this, I started to wonder why I kept dreaming about him. That was when I
saw Baltezore visit the magician’s king. He wanted something the king had, and
he slaughtered everyone in order to get it. 


My dreams often showed me something ahead of the
fact, but not always. As a result of what happened to my mother, I hated
divination and deeply wanted to ignore the dreams. The reason I didn’t was
because I felt like the magician was a friend after having watched him for so
long. I also felt a little responsible because Baltezore was my enemy that I
failed to defeat. 


Thus, I traveled to King Garsul’s kingdom. It was a
very happy kingdom, with many celebrations and tournaments. When I arrived, the
king was putting on a tournament for wizards to show off. The majority of the
kingdom was watching in the stands around the massive arena. I found a spot as
close as I could to the king.


There were two doors placed on opposite ends of the
field. Above the door on the north end was the king and his two daughters. King
Garsul was a middle-aged, fit king with dark brown hair, a scruffy beard, and a
blue velvet tunic. Kings had changed a lot since they stopped killing wizards.
His daughters were undeniably beautiful. 


The king stood to address his people, who fell silent
slowly. “Thank you all for coming to see the final day of the tournament. As
you all know, this event will determine which of the five remaining wizards
will represent our wonderful kingdom. A lot of you are visiting representatives
of other kingdoms who are looking to hire a wizard. I assure you that all of
the wizards who competed in this tournament are available for hire.”


When the south door opened, the king sat and another
man stood to introduce five wizards, who each entered the field when their
names were called. Two of the wizards were young, slim twin brothers. Another
looked to be older than me, and when he came out, the crowd roared with cheers
and applause. The fourth wizard was the magician, Vactarus, and he received
even more cheers. The last wizard to come out was a man nearly as large as
Caedmon, with more scars and a definite savage air to him. Surprisingly, there
were more boos from the crowd than cheers.


“For the final event, the remaining five wizards will
compete together.” As he spoke, a massive form flew over the field, partially
blocking out the sun and making everyone look up. There were screams of terror
from the audience, but I just grinned. The green dragoness I had met so many
years previous landed elegantly on the field. She ignored the wizards as the
announcer continued. “The rules for this event are simple; don’t die. The
wizard who defeats the dragon wins.”


The crowd roared with so much disapproval that the
king had to stand and quiet them. 


Once he could be heard, the announcer continued.
“Don’t fret; the wizards can walk off the field and be safe. We do not want
anyone dying, not even the dragon. Now, at the sound of the gong, let the final
event begin!” he sat down. 


One of the king’s daughters stood to hit the gong
that was to the right of the king. I reacted quickly. “Eimi forað,” I said,
focusing my magic on what I wanted. A creature made of fire formed right above
me, surrounded by an angry cloud of black smoke. When the mass began moving, it
was obvious the creature was a dragon, though it was no larger than a person.
It flew right over the king and towards the field before dispersing. Once
again, the crowd screamed. 


The king stood and turned to me just as the guards
surrounded him. Audience members near me scrambled to get away. 


“Wizard!” the king shouted, addressing me. “This is a
peaceful tournament. You have no right to interfere!” He pushed several of his
guards out of the way so he could see me. 


I stood. “I am not here to interfere,” I said calmly.
“I merely want to enter the tournament.”


“It’s the last day!” the announcer exclaimed. “That
would be completely unfair.”


I addressed the king instead of the announcer. “I
thought you wanted the best wizard. I am Merlin. Surely you have heard of me.”
There was a fine line between arrogance and confidence, but although I was
acting arrogant, it was just an act. Wizards had an image to maintain, and I
had to exceed that in order to get this job. 


The king’s face paled. “Everyone has heard of you.
You want to work for me?” 


“For as long as you need me.” Not forever, just until
Baltezore was no longer a threat.


He made a motion with his hand to a set of steps that
led under the stands. “Then by all means, please join the other five wizards.”


I walked casually, not in any hurry to get there, and
the entire audience was silent. I stepped into the darkness just as the north
door slid open. Still in no hurry, I joined the rest of the wizards, who were
obviously not happy about the extra competition. 


“We have a late contender,” the announcer boasted
with fake enthusiasm. “Everyone, please welcome Merlin.” The audience’s
cheering was deafening. Traditionally, he would have included my father or
where I was from with my name, but I didn’t have a father and no one knew where
I was from anymore. 


“Are you the same wizard who ended the war on magic?”
one of the twin wizards asked me quietly. 


“Yes, I am.”


“That was hundreds of years ago!” the other twin
said. 


“Yes, it was.”


“Why do you want to work for a king?” Vactarus asked
me.


“It interests me.”


The gong rang out and the dragoness roared. Vactarus
and I waited back while the other four wizards attacked. The old wizard, Lynal,
summoned a creature made of dirt and rocks out of the ground. Meanwhile, the
twins created a tornado of fire, which surrounded the dragoness. Hegral, the
largest wizard, pulled out his massive sword and waited for the fire tornado to
recede. 


The tornado went down and, as I expected, the
dragoness was completely unaffected. “I wonder if it occurred to them to work
together. With as large a kingdom as this one, surely the king could do with
more than one wizard,” Vactarus said.


I glanced at the amulet hanging from his neck with
two fish circling each other. I knew from my dreams that this amulet allowed
him to understand and speak any language. “Then why are you not out there
working with one of them?”


“Because I want this job for myself.”


“What world are you from?” I asked. 


He looked at me, obviously startled. After a moment,
he turned back to watch the dragoness. “It’s called Caldaca.”


“And do they not have wizards there?”


He gaped. “I am a wizard.”


“You have no reason to lie to me. You are a magician.
How can you fight a dragon with only illusion magic?” 


He swallowed, deeply unsettled that I knew so much
about him. “The dragon doesn’t know the difference between illusion and
reality. I just have to think of something that will scare him. There are many
dragons on my world, so I know what they are afraid of.”


I laughed. During our conversation, the dragoness had
breathed fire all over the twins and sent them running off the field. Lynal’s
golem was easily crushed by the dragoness, and although it could reform in just
a few minutes, it stood no chance of defeating the dragoness. 


Hegral was actually trying to stab the dragoness in
the heart. Obviously, he didn’t realize dragons had more than one heart. In the
blink of an eye, she swiped the sword out of the wizard’s hand and swallowed
the wizard’s entire upper body. She lifted the man up and it was almost
humorous to see Hergral’s legs kicking back and forth. The wizard was screaming
profanity and obviously fighting inside the dragoness’s mouth. When the gong
rang again, she spit him out. He was out of the running. While his competitor
was being swallowed, Lynal had given up and ran away. 


I waved my hand invitingly towards the dragon.
“Ladies first,” I said. 


The magician sneered. “Age before beauty.”


I smirked. “If you insist.” I had to go before him
because I knew he could have won otherwise. I walked right up to the dragoness,
hoping she would at least give me the chance to tell her who I was before she
attacked. 


She fixed her gorgeous eyes on me and snorted out a
puff of smoke. “Hello again, young wizard,” she said in her language. I highly
doubted anyone in the audience could speak the dragons’ language, possibly not
even Vactarus’s amulet. 


“You remember me after all these years?”


“Of course, young wizard.”


“I am not quite young anymore. Are you surprised to
see me?”


“To me, you are an infant, and no, I always knew you
would become immortal.”


I laughed. It was bittersweet because her words
reminded me so much of my old dragon master. “Do you know what happened to
Cennuth?”


“I saw him not long ago. He is doing well.”


It took a lot of effort to keep my reaction from
showing on my face. He was alive. “I know you have a job to do, but I need to
win this tournament.”


“I understand, young wizard. You were drawn here to
protect what is most precious to our kind. Baltezore is after it.”


I frowned. “I came here because I wanted to protect
the kingdom.”


“It is the precious one that made you dream of
Baltezore’s attack.”


“Then you are here to protect it?”


“No. I cannot protect the precious one, because
Baltezore knows my weakness. That is why you must win.”


“Who is the precious one?”


She sighed sadly. “My egg. I am the only female
dragon left, and mine is the only dragon egg known. King Garsul is looking for
a wizard to protect the egg.”


“I will protect it.”


The dragoness bowed and once again, the audience was
utterly silent. Then the pounding of the gong broke the silence.


“You didn’t even fight him!” Vactarus screeched. 


“Fighting is not always the answer.”


“Fight me, then.”


“Later,” I said.


“Tomorrow, at sunset, right here.”


I sighed. “Fine.” It was only fair, seeing as how I
took the job that would have otherwise been his. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was ushered to the king’s castle, where I was given
a lavish room with a private balcony. Later in the evening, I was invited to
the king’s chambers and given an extravagant dinner. The king and I spoke informally
for a while. Although he was a king, he respected my age and knowledge. 


“Do you have a disguise spell over you? You hardly
look older than me.” 


I knew I didn’t look very old. I didn’t age at all in
the cave and once I got out, I aged very, very slowly. When I traveled, I would
often disguise myself as older so that people wouldn’t question my knowledge or
power. When I didn’t want to be recognized, I disguised myself differently and
went by different names. This time, I looked like myself. 


“It might be more accurate to say that magic keeps me
young.”


“Well, you certainly must be very wise to defeat a
dragon without even fighting him.”


“Her,” I corrected. 


“What?”


“She was a dragoness. She also told me what you
really need a wizard for.”


He paled slightly. “Did she? You definitely do your
reputation justice. Can you prove to me that you have the egg’s best interest
at heart?” 


“I was raised by a dragon.”


“That explains some things.”


“Up until today, I thought the dragon that took me
in, Cennuth, was gone. The dragoness told me he was still alive. I would never
hurt a dragon egg. Do you know about Baltezore?” I asked. He frowned and shook
his head. “Baltezore somehow knows about the egg and is going to attack. I came
here because I had a vision that he will kill everyone.”


“Have you fought him before?”


“Yes.”


“Did you let him escape?”


“No. He defeated me, but I have learned a lot since.
Furthermore, my motivation at the time was revenge, whereas it is now
protecting the egg. Baltezore will not get that egg.”


He nodded. “If the dragons trust you, so will I.” He
pulled a jewel-encrusted treasure chest out from under his bed and snapped a
key off a chain around his neck. When he unlocked and opened it, I saw the egg.
It was about a foot tall, blood red, shiny, and smooth as a gem. “If you expose
it to heat, it will hatch. Otherwise, it could live for thousands of years as
an egg.”


I took the chest back to my room to protect it,
though I knew I couldn’t keep it there forever. No matter how much I was paid,
I couldn’t stay with King Garsul forever. Fortunately, I had a plan.


 


*          *          *


 


I met Vactarus in the field the next day. We chatted
for a while, since neither of us really wanted to duel. He told me about his
world and I asked him how he could create a portal with only illusion magic. 


“When I was very young, I met a world traveler,” he
said. “He took me to dozens of worlds, where I collected some amazing magical
tools.” He indicated his amulet. “I got this from a world where people
worshiped magic. And this was from a world where magic took the place of
technology.” He pulled a metal rod from the pocket of his black robe. It was
about five inches long and an inch in diameter. He pressed a small button on
the side and a slice popped out of the middle. 


“What is it?” I asked when he handed me the piece. It
had a metal frame with a glass center. Etched into the glass were the sigils
that would go into a portal.


“You slip in the slide for the world you want to go.
This one is to mine, but I have a few dozen. Push this button and get into the
portal before it closes.” He put the piece back in and held it up towards the
dying sunlight. Light entered through one end and ghosted the image of the
portal onto the ground through the other. I only saw the portal for an instant,
but I was so used to learning them that I burned it into my mind before the
light was too dim to display it. 


“You said there are dragons on your world?”


“Yes. There are even dragon trainers.” 


I laughed, because that seemed a little ridiculous to
me. “Would you show me these dragon trainers?” 


“After our duel. The loser buys drinks at the
tavern.”


“Sure.”


The magician made the first move by growing to about
twelve feet tall. Fortunately, I knew it was just an illusion, so I aimed a
blast of raw magic at the spot where his face was previously. The entire duel
went on like this. He created monsters and weapons, which I ignored. Since I
knew arrogance could be my downfall, I made every move with careful
consideration for the magician’s self-confidence. 


Then, Vactarus made copies of himself so that it
looked like there were ten of him, and when they moved around, I couldn’t tell
which one was real. Several of them were able to attack me before I changed my
tactic. He didn’t have regular magic, but I could still sense the magic he did
have. When I opened myself up to the magic around me, I spotted the real
Vactarus easily. 


I struck him with energy again and this time, he went
down. 


 


*          *          *


 


From my dreams, I knew I had at least a week before
Baltezore attacked. I explained my plan to King Garsul, gave him back the egg,
and went with Vactarus to Caldaca. I didn’t tell Vactarus why, but he agreed to
take me to meet the dragon trainers. It took four days of travel to reach one
of the families that Vactarus knew. 


Shaerl Rynorm was a very tough woman with seven boys
and a herd of dragons that obeyed her. There was also a very beautiful young
lady staying with them named Livia. I only met one of the dragons, who was
nowhere near as large or ancient as Cennuth. Unfortunately, I was in a hurry.
Shaerl and her husband told me many things about protecting and hatching eggs,
as well as how to take care of baby dragons. 


When I told them there was only one female dragon
left on my world, they were sympathetic. “There are none here, either. We have
twelve eggs and other dragon trainers have more, but only males have been born
in the last thousand years. The last female was killed by hunters about five
hundred years ago.”


When I felt adequately prepared, I returned to
Garsul’s kingdom and retrieved the egg. With everything I had learned, I knew I
wasn’t going to be able to hide the egg there, because the egg would call to
wizards. On Caldaca, however, there were other eggs.


After a few months of meeting Vactarus almost every
day, I trusted him with my secret. Vactarus and I teased each other
relentlessly and even pranked each other, but we somehow became very good
friends anyway. I created a blood lock over the chest that only someone who was
related to me could open. Since I had no children or family, there was no way
it could be unlocked. 


However, that didn’t mean it couldn’t be broken into.
If the chest was exposed to enough heat, the unborn dragon would hatch and
break out. It could also be destroyed through other powerful magic. Thus, I
went with Vactarus to Caldaca and hid the egg in a place where I knew it would
never be stumbled upon or exposed to heat.


I put my faith in Vactarus once again. When I
returned to the kingdom, I used magic to make myself forget where I hid the egg
and instructed Vactarus to tell me only when I defeated Baltezore. 


 


*          *          *


 


A couple weeks later, I was eating dinner in the main
dining room with other members of the castle, when I felt a change in the air.
“Do you smell that?” one of the king’s daughters asked her sister. 


I didn’t smell anything, but everyone started
sniffing. “It smells sweet,” the king said. One of the guards suddenly slumped
to the ground, unconscious. Everyone else at the table didn’t even have a
chance to panic before one by one, they all passed out. 


I covered my mouth and looked around for danger, but
there was no one else in the room and the soporific agent wasn’t working on me.
Realizing what it was, I opened myself to the magic around me and sensed a
wizard almost as powerful as Cennuth had been. There was no doubt in my mind
that it was Baltezore. 


I left the dining room, saw more two guards and a
servant on the ground, and went outside. Standing at the bottom of the steps
was Baltezore. “I know what you are here for, and it is already gone.”


“You have disappointed me, Merlin,” he said darkly. 


“I disappointed you because I beat you to it?”


“You have disappointed me because you fell right into
my trap. I knew very well that you would come here and take the egg. I had
planned to make you turn it over, but you had to go and make it more difficult
on yourself. Do not be mistaken; I will get that dragon.”


“You will never get your hands on him.”


He laughed. “You are still far too young. I will
return on the day she is hatched, and you will give her to me
voluntarily.” With that, he turned and vanished.









Chapter 13


After a few decades, I
stopped worrying about Baltezore. I never had another dream about him and I
didn’t remember where I put the egg. I was confident that if the egg was ever
endangered, I would know. Once again, I settled into a quiet life of traveling,
teaching, and studying magic. Even though I never saw Cennuth again, it
comforted me to know he was alive. 


I had no idea I was about to get my second chance at
happiness.


 


*          *          *


 


At the time, I lived off the land as a hermit in a
small cabin in the woods, on Gmork’s home world. I was wandering the forest in
search of some herbs for my potions, when I heard a woman calling for help.
Without thinking, I followed that cry right into another man’s land. I knew
there were other wizards, but we all kept to ourselves. 


When I came upon a pit trap, I hesitated, for this
felt eerily familiar. 


“Is someone there? Please help me!”


I approached the pit. Sure enough, there were spikes
at the bottom and a woman lying on the ground. “Are you hurt?” I asked. 


She was covered in mud and sweat, but she still tried
to stand. “I hurt my leg. I didn’t get pierced, but I twisted my ankle.”


I watched her try unsuccessfully to stand and sighed.
“I will be back. I need to get some rope from my cabin.”


“Please come back soon. There are wolves out here.”


The only reason I didn’t say she didn’t have to worry
about wolves was because there were much more dangerous predators and I didn’t
want to frighten her. “I will be quick.” I rushed back to my cabin and grabbed
both rope and a sword before returning. For some reason, I hated this young
woman being out of my sight for a moment, as if she would be discovered and
harmed without me. 


 I sunk the blade of the sword into the loose dirt
next to the pit, focused my magic, and said, “Bjarg.” The dirt turned to stone,
freezing the sword into place. Then I tied one end of the rope around the hilt
and tossed the remaining rope into the pit. I didn’t make her climb it, though;
I climbed in and carefully lifted her out before climbing back out myself. She
was staring wide-eyed at the stone patch in the ground, seemingly forgetting
her injury. “Ógǫrr.” The stone changed back into dirt and I pulled the
sword out easily.


“That was amazing,” the woman said. 


“You are not afraid of magic?”


She looked up at me with beautiful blue eyes. “I’m
not afraid of you.”


 


*          *          *


 


I helped her back to my cabin, where I sat her down
on my bed and gave her a pail of water and cloth to wash herself. To give her
some privacy, I went out to get some herbs to make a healing paste. By the time
I returned, she was done, and I was stunned. 


Her eyes were as blue as the deepest, bluest sky, her
hair was like silken strands of gold, and her lips were as pink as the
prettiest flower. She was the essence of a warm summer day. 


“Thank you for saving me,” she said shyly. 


I didn’t know why I did save her, since it was almost
exactly the same as how I met Erica Baltezore. However, I could feel this woman
was different. “My name is Merlin.”


“I’m Nimue. I should probably be getting back to my
family.”


“At least stay until you heal. You might get hurt
much worse if you try to walk on an injured ankle.” She agreed and I made a
healing paste. I felt completely inappropriate putting it on her, but I did it
anyway and wrapped her ankle with a bandage. 


“So, do you live out here on your own?” she asked. I
nodded. “I thought older wizards lived out in the woods alone.”


“I am an older wizard.”


She scoffed. “You can’t be that old.”


“I am much older than I look.”


“Because of your magic?”


“Yes.”


“Can you teach me magic?”


“I thought you had to get back to your family.”


She shrugged. “I doubt they even realize I’m gone.”
She told me her family was very kind and loving. However, it was difficult
times for them so her father was going to marry her to a wizard. She didn’t
know the wizard’s name or what he was like, as she had never met him. The only
thing she knew was that he was rich and powerful.


“It could be worse.”


She nodded. “I know, but I want to marry someone I
love.”


“So there is someone else you love?”


“No. I just don’t want to marry anyone unless I love
them. I was on the way to meet the wizard when something spooked the horses. I
was thrown from my horse and heard a fierce growling, so I ran. The next thing
I knew, the ground vanished beneath me and I fell into the pit.”


“Stay here for tonight, and in the morning, I will
help you find your family.”


We talked about her for a while. What I found most
interesting was that she had a little experience with magic as well. However,
it was not her parents or dragons who taught her magic; she had learned from
fairies. Since she was very little, she had an affinity for nature, and
somehow, she drew the magical beings to her. 


She never figured out why, but I had an idea. Nimue
emanated love and innocence. Although I had never met fairies myself, I had
read that they adored innocent and gentle children. I figured Nimue just never
grew out of that, so the fairies never stopped visiting her. This was another
reason I needed to help find her family as soon as possible; nothing as good as
Nimue ever lasted around me. 


Eventually, she asked about me. I didn’t think she
would believe me, but I told her anyway. I liked seeing the wonder in her eyes.
The only thing I couldn’t bear to tell her was that it was my fault my mother
was killed. Although I admitted my mother died alone, I made it sound like she
died of old age.


She was extremely expressive, especially when I spoke
about Vinr. When I told her they were gone after I escaped from the cave, she
changed the subject. “It must have been exciting to live with a dragon.”


“It had its moments. If I did not excel in healing
potions, I fear you would be quite repulsed by me, for I would be covered head
to toe in burn scars.”


“Scars do not detract in beauty. Each and every scar
a person has is a story written in their skin. Most of them are very sad
stories, but they are still a part of someone and that makes them beautiful. Do
you always speak so formally?”


“Yes, yes I do.”


“I like that. Will you teach me magic?”


“Go home tomorrow and meet your affianced,” I said.
Her face fell. “Give him a week to win your heart. If he is not the man of your
dreams or if he mistreats you, return to me and I will teach you everything I
know. Beware, however, that my magic is not like that of the fairies.”


She nodded and smiled brightly. My heart skipped a
few beats. 


 


*          *          *


 


In the morning, I led Nimue back to the pit and
retraced her steps through the forest. It did not take long before we found the
spot where the horses had been spooked. From there, it only took a few hours to
get her back to home. She invited me inside, but I turned her down. “Remember
our deal; if I don’t fall in love with the wizard, you’ll teach me magic.”


I nodded. “I remember.”


 


*          *          *


 


I didn’t expect to ever see Nimue again. After a week
passed with no word from her, I knew it was foolish to hope that she felt the
same as me. I didn’t even know a lot about her, but I still couldn’t get her
out of my mind. 


Two weeks passed and I decided it was time to move to
another world for a while. I was packing up my things when I heard a tentative
knock on the door. When I answered the door, I couldn’t have been more
surprised to see Nimue.


“Am I too late?” she asked. 


I stepped out of the way to let her enter. “I thought
you fell in love with the wizard.”


“I gave him a week…”


“And?”


“And he’s great. He’s kind, he’s respectful, he’s
interested in my interests, and he’s even interested in teaching me magic.”


“Why are you here then?”


She shrugged and sat on my chair. “I don’t know. I
like him, but there’s something… dark about him. He has servants, which I’m
fine with, except for one in particular. Quinn is a creepy little wizard who
leers at me every time his master isn’t around.”


“Did you tell your fiancé?”


“He said he would get rid of Quinn. Despite how
polite he has been to me, I really thought he wasn’t going to let me go. I told
him I wanted to wait to marry someone until I was in love. He didn’t say
anything or even glare at me, but there was something in his eyes that told me
I was angering him. Then I told him about meeting you… and he told me I should
be with you.”


“What did you tell him about me?”


“That I couldn’t get you out of my mind,” she
answered. 


“Really?” For the first time in years, I didn’t know
what to say. “And he just let you go?”


She nodded. “When I told him about you, yes.”


That seemed odd to me; there weren’t a lot of men I
knew who would be selfless enough to let a woman like Nimue slip through his
fingers. “What is his name?”


“Gmork.”


 


*          *          *


 


I explained how I had a friend from this world named
Gmork. I didn’t think it was a common name, so I was very curious to know if
Nimue’s fiancé was the grandson or great-grandson of my childhood friend. “Do
you want me to introduce you to him?” she asked. 


I considered it carefully. I pretty much handed her
to the wizard, but he let her go and she came back to me. “Soon, but not
immediately. First, I did promise to teach you some magic.”


She was very excited, so we began that night. Since
she wasn’t experienced, I started with a few little tricks like turning small
gems into gold and pulling swords out of stones. Nimue was enthusiastic about
learning, so after about a week of her staying with me, I started taking her to
other worlds. She made me see the universe with a new light. 


Our relationship was platonic at first, and I felt
she was too innocent for anything more. That didn’t mean I didn’t quickly grow
to love her. Nimue was extremely considerate and always made sure I was happy.
She listened carefully to everything I said as if I was exceedingly
interesting. 


About two months after she showed up at my door, we
returned to her world so she could visit her family. She convinced me to go
with her and her parents were very happy to meet me. Of course, they also
thought she had run off and married me. Or, at least I hoped that was what they
thought, because they asked us when we were planning on having children. 


Nimue blushed deeply. I didn’t want to tell them
their daughter was still available for them to marry her to Gmork, especially
since I was pretty sure they could tell how I felt about her. We had a nice
visit and then returned to my cabin… only my cabin was not empty. 


I had placed a protective ward around it, and very
few people knew how to disarm it. I opened my door and saw Gmork sitting in my
chair. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that it was the same person I was
friends with when we were children. 


“Hello, Merlin,” he said calmly. He was taller, thin,
less pale, and his hair was longer, but his eyes were the same vibrant green
they were when he was a child. He also had a small, short goatee that made him
look very different. On the other hand, it had been hundreds of years since I
last saw him. 


“How are you still alive?”


He smirked. “I could ask you the same question. You
never came back.”


“I was trapped by another wizard and made immortal.”


He laughed. “Figures. I learned to maintain myself
with magic.”


“How?”


“In due time, my friend. I think we have quite a lot
to catch up on. Nimue, please give us some privacy.”


She looked at me and I patted her shoulder. “We could
use some more healing herbs,” I said. After a moment of hesitation, she nodded
and left.


“Do you love her?” Gmork asked. 


I nodded. “Why did you tell her to come back to me?
She was supposed to marry you.”


“I knew she was your type. I was going to insist she
marry me until she told me she had already met you. She talked about you for
days. She fawned over you.”


“She spent less than a day with me.”


“Well, you made an impression. I had hoped that you
two would live out your long and happy lives together, but I had also hoped
that you would have come to see me when she told you who I was. I thought we
were still friends.”


“I thought you were long gone. I also wanted a little
time alone with Nimue and I didn’t know it was really you.”


“Now that you do, do you want to continue where we
left off?”


“As friends?” 


He shook his head impatiently. “You know what I was
working on when we last met.”


“Necromancy.”


“Exactly. I have found a way to overcome death. With
our magic together, we could do anything.”


“Nothing good will come of it. I refuse to be
involved.”


He stood with a sigh and approached me. “So be it.”
He passed me to walk out the door. 


“What happened to your mother?” I asked. 


He hesitated for just a moment before leaving without
answering me. Nimue returned and I explained what happened. When I was done,
she didn’t say I did the right thing. She trusted me to do what I thought was
right and nothing needed to be said. It was another reason why I loved her.


 


*          *          *


 


Nimue and I lived together for five years in perfect
happiness. We traveled for a while and returned to my cabin when we got tired.
Nimue never complained about or tried to exploit the fact that I was immortal.
She made me enjoy things in life I had forgotten to care about. 


I should have known it wouldn’t last.


It was a normal day when I returned home with four
pails of water. Nimue was supposed to be preparing dinner, but I sensed
something was wrong the closer I got to the cabin. When I saw the door open and
a letter stuck to it, my heart sunk into my stomach. It sunk even lower as I
recognized the familiar handwriting. 


 


 


 


Merlin,


 


I changed my mind
and will be marrying Nimue. She agreed to this and came with me willingly.


 


 


 


I crumpled the letter in my fist. I knew how to find
Gmork’s home because Nimue had told me. The problem was that if she really did
agree, who was I to argue? Gmork had always been a good friend. 


But Nimue would have written me a letter herself if
she left of her own volition. 


I reached under my bed for the wizard’s staff I
rarely used. While the staff was created as a means of concentrating my power,
it could also be used as a weapon. It was about three feet tall, a little more
than an inch in diameter, and made of dark wood. Every inch of it was covered
in carefully carved magic symbols and sigils, starting at a skull with vampire
fangs. The top of the staff was a silver oval that unscrewed in the middle, and
the staff ended with a silver spike.


 


*          *          *


 


It took me half a day to reach the castle. The castle
was white, towering, and symmetrical. In bright sunlight, it would look
pearlescent and pristine. In the moonlight, however, it looked ghostly. 


When I arrived at the gate, I saw a small man with a
dark aura. He had shoulder length, oily, dark brown hair, pale skin,
wheat-colored eyes, and scars all over his face and arms. His clothes were
unkempt with patches and stitches. 


“I am here to speak to Nimue.”


“Well, you can’t, so go away!” the man said. 


“I will speak to her. If you do not bring her out
peacefully, I will go in forcefully.” At that point, I saw Gmork coming towards
us. The five years had not been easy on the man, but I figured that had more to
do with necromancy than stress. I couldn’t help but to remember how happy he
was as a child. “Why have you taken Nimue?” I asked. 


“As I said in my letter, I changed my mind.”


“Why?”


“I realized that the only way to be happy is to take
what I want by force. Nimue is mine now.”


“Does she make you happy?”


“She will.”


“Have you considered what she wants?”


“She came with me willingly. She will learn to be
happy.”


“What did you do to make her go with you?”


“That is none of your concern.”


“Until I hear her tell me herself that she wants to
be with you, I will do whatever I have to do to save her.”


“So be it,” he turned and walked back to his castle. 


“You’re not getting in,” the small man sneered. “Even
if you get past the wall, you’ll never make it past the dragon alive.”


I left without giving him a response and circled the
castle, looking for a way in. The dragon was nowhere to be seen, but I highly
doubted they were lying about it. I wasn’t terribly nervous, for I was
immortal. Of course, I was still slightly worried, because I knew a dragon’s
magic could break the immortality curse that Baltezore used on me. 


I didn’t sense any powerful magic in place to keep me
out. Then again, a dragon could do that job just fine. 


 


*          *          *


 


I scouted the castle for three days before making my
move. In those three days, I saw the dragon several times flying in the sky and
knew it was preventing Nimue from leaving. Gmork wasn’t dumb; he knew I would
have left if Nimue told me herself that she wanted to stay. Nimue was being
kept against her will.


At sunset, I broke open the gate and marched right up
to the castle. Servants of the castle tried to attack me. I struck a few with
my staff as if it was a sword. I had been taught patience and wisdom from the
greatest warriors of their day, but I had also been taught to fight. Even though
fighting was a last resort, that didn’t mean I would never end up in a
situation where it was necessary. 


This was one of those situations. I would fight so
Nimue didn’t have to. 


About ten servants tried to rush me. “Hrista.”I
slammed the base of the staff into the ground and focused my magic. The ground
trembled violently and energy blasted outward, throwing everyone but myself and
one other man off their feet. “Fall down,” I told him. 


With a terrified squeak, the man dropped to the
ground. 


I walked past them all and the rest of the servants
that attacked were nothing. Then, right before I got to the door, I heard a
loud screech and ducked instinctively. “Hlíf.” I focused my magic through my
staff once again. Just before the dragon’s fire reached me, an invisible shield
of magic blocked it. 


I turned around and backed myself against the wall of
the castle as the dragon landed in front of me. If I tried to go into the
castle without dealing with the dragon first, I would be showing disrespect and
lose any chance I had of getting on the dragon’s good side. Instead, I knelt
and bowed to the dark brown dragon. 


Although he was smaller than Cennuth, he had long
spikes down his back and tail, making him look a great deal more sinister. The
shape of his head was also more like a serpent and his legs were longer and
thinner. 


“Why are you bowing, wizard?” the dragon asked. The
ferocity and confidence in his voice filled the space and reminded me of
Cennuth. 


“I was raised to respect dragons.”


“Then leave now and I will spare your life.”


I risked looking up and meeting his eyes. “I will
not. The woman I love is being held against her will by Gmork and I will save
her.”


“You speak of Nimue?” he asked. I nodded. “Then why
did you let Gmork take her?”


“I thought he was a friend. I know better now; dark
magic only leads to hate and destruction.”


“Who taught you about dragons?”


“Cennuth, a dragon.”


“I have heard of Cennuth. If I let you go and you
fail to save Nimue, she will be killed.”


“I will save her.”


“I will trust you because of Cennuth. Save Nimue and
make sure the dark wizard cannot go after you, because if he does, I will make
sure you die with her.” With that, he flew away. 


I entered the castle and slammed the first guard that
attacked me against the wall. “Where is Nimue?”


The guard struggled against me, so I pressed the
sharp base of my staff to his chest. “She’s up the stairs to the left!” I let
him go and he slid to the floor. 


I fought my way to Nimue’s room without seeing Gmork
or the small man. Although it was suspicious, I didn’t have time to hesitate. I
ended up losing my staff along the way, but it hardly mattered. I reached the
last door in the hallway, threw it open, and saw Nimue sitting on a bed.
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Chapter 14


Before I even opened my eyes,
I heard screaming. I could feel cold dread slither ominously down my spine.
When I opened my eyes, I was somewhat shocked I hadn’t landed on my face, like
Asiago had. More importantly were the villagers running around, shrieking, and
yelling one particular word repeatedly. 


The first sign that we weren’t on Caldaca anymore was
that the houses around us were made of some kind of white rock. The air was
thick and cold, so I wrapped my robe as tightly around me as I could. The sky
was white with a blanket of clouds. It doesn’t look too different from
Caldaca, just really cold.


More shrieking distracted me from my observation. 


“Why couldn’t we have appeared in the forest?” It was
all around us. I grabbed Asiago by his thin shoulders and pulled him up. “We
need to get out of here, fast.”


“What are they saying?” 


“I don’t know. Oh!” I pulled the pendant Vactarus
gave me out of my pocket and fastened it around my neck. 


One of the villagers stopped right in front of us,
pointed dramatically, and screamed, “Witches!” at the top of his lungs, as if
we were attacking him. Then he ran away. 


I sighed. “Now, that’s just rude. I’m not a woman.” I
tapped the light blue jewel. “Maybe this isn’t working properly.” 


“What isn’t? I couldn’t understand him,” Asiago said.


“They’re afraid because they think we’re wizards.”


He scowled. “I get you with your blond hair, but how
can anyone confuse me with a wizard?”


“Merlin said you can’t tell what someone is by their
appearance here. There aren’t separate wizards, sorcerers, necromancers, and
such. There are only wizards who can be good or bad and they can do all kinds
of magic.”


“How dreadful!” 


“We need to go,” I said. Several of the villagers
were now advancing towards us with pitchforks and torches. We turned to run in
the opposite direction, only to see a second mob closing in on us from that
side as well. 


“Do magic!” Asiago yelled. 


I held up my staff. “Make us invisible.” The staff
vanished. I could still feel it in my hand, but it was invisible. We, on the
other hand, were quite visible. “You worthless staff!”


“Do something!” Asiago demanded. 


“I can’t! If I attack them, that would be sorcery.”


“I don’t want to die because you are afraid of your
own strength!”


“You do something! Call a zombie to help you!”


“Do you know how slow they move?!”


One of the villagers wheeled out a cage from behind
one of the strange houses. The cage was large enough for at least five grown
men to stand in. A villager pointed his pitchfork at me and ended up knocking
the torch out of another villager’s hand, setting a third villager’s dress on
fire. 


“The witches cursed us!” the man who caused the
problem screeched. 


I sighed and rolled my eyes. 


“Get in the cage, witch, or we’ll burn you right
now!” 


“Alright, fine,” I said, calmly, surprising them. I
grabbed Asiago’s arm and led him to the cage. 


“What are we doing?” he asked.


“We’re doing as they asked.” He stepped up into it
and I followed. A woman shut the cage and locked it with a key. They
immediately started arguing over what to do with us. Some of them wanted to burn
us, some of them wanted to hang us, and two of them thought we should be
drowned. 


“Tell me you have a plan to get out of this.”


“I may have a couple.”


“Then do it!”


I shook my head. “Have patience. Finding Merlin is
our first priority. I assume he appeared here, so he might not be far.”


“That was over a month ago, though. He could be
anywhere by now.”


One of the villagers rattled the bars of the cage
door. “Hey! Are you good witches or bad witches?”


“They’re not going to tell the truth!” another villager
yelled at him. 


“They set me on fire!” another villager said. She was
the one whose dress had been set aflame, and they had gotten the fire out. 


“We had nothing to do with that. You shouldn’t be
messing with fire if you don’t know how it works. Have any of you heard of
Merlin?” I asked. 


The villagers stopped arguing. “The old court
magician? He disappeared a long time ago.”


“Stop that!” Asiago snapped. Someone had used the
distraction to poke him with a stick. Angered by his reaction, another villager
held up a torch to the bars threateningly. Since my staff was still invisible,
Asiago tripped over it as he tried to scramble away from the villager. Red
magic shot from the unseen crystal and struck Asiago, who immediately changed
into a large, black, skinny wolf. 


This caused more panicking, of course. “Turn him
back!” I demanded. Fortunately, before anyone could shoot flaming arrows or
worse, Asiago changed back on his own. 


“What did you do that for?” 


“I didn’t do it; the staff did.”


“Your sorcerer’s staff transformed me on its own?” he
asked with disbelief. 


“Of course it did. I told you it likes to misbehave.”
Suddenly, Asiago vanished, and when I looked down at myself, I couldn’t see my
body either. The staff had finally stopped playing around and made us
invisible. 


“Where did they go?!” one of the villagers asked.
About half of them were too shocked to speak, while the rest were not short on
accusations. I ignored them and pulled out my wand. Normally, I would have
tried to pick the lock, but we didn’t have time to waste. I needed to find
Merlin. 


I waved my wand at the lock. Blast it, I
thought to the wand. That’s exactly what happened; the lock exploded, the door
burst open, the villagers screamed, and the invisible crystal of my staff
pulsed with a deep red light. I had just used sorcery.


Without hesitating, I reached out until I felt
Asiago’s arm and then I pulled him behind me. I pocketed my wand and picked up
my bag, which vanished. We quickly made our way to the forest while the
villagers were busy panicking. 


 


*          *          *


 


The invisibility over us fell as soon as we were out
of sight, so we continued running. We ran until I was completely out of breath.
I managed to slow myself and braced myself against a tree. Asiago, on the other
hand, tripped over a root, crashed into the ground hard, and rolled away. 


Since he had rolled into a puddle of half-frozen mud,
it was difficult for him to recover. By the time he finally stood, he was
covered in mud and clearly a little fed up. “I’m not dressed for this!” he
said, using his muddy robe to wipe some of the mud from his face. 


“Maybe Merlin is somewhere close.”


“How are we supposed to find him?” Asiago asked. 


“I don’t know.” I held my staff up in the air. “Find
Merlin.”


I half expected a beam of light, half expected
nothing at all to happen. Thus, I was startled when there was a small explosion
of light and the syrus appeared on the ground right in front of me. The
whispering returned, even louder than before. 


I glared at my staff, but that didn’t bother it at
all. “I knew you were up to something at the castle.” Before I could say
anything else, however, I felt my magic being drawn into the staff and then a
soft glow lit the crystal. A moment later, the glow brightened and narrowed
into a beam of light the disappeared into the forest in front of me.


“What does this mean?” Asiago asked. 


“I guess we follow the light. There’s probably still
something from Merlin inside the chest, which the staff can use to find him.” 


“Did you need the box to find him?”


I thought about it. “I think I might have.” I did it
instinctively when I told my staff to find the wand, but the wand was a part of
me. When Livia made the staff show me to Magnus, she put her own magic into it.
She may not be connected to Magnus physically, but she did love him at one
point, at least enough to have a child with him. 


I picked up the syrus and put it in my bag. 


 


*          *          *


 


We followed the beam of light until we reached a dirt
road shortly before sunset. “Maybe we should stop for lunch,” Asiago said. 


I grimaced. “I don’t know. I make a lot of mistakes
in my life, so I try not to repeat the same ones.”


“The zombies couldn’t follow me here, so what’s the
problem?”


“I guess you’re right.” I was hungry and tired. “You
can stop searching for Merlin for the moment,” I said to the staff. Obediently,
the beam of light went out. 


Following the road, it didn’t take us long to find
the village. It wasn’t too different from the previous village. The homes were
much sturdier looking than those found in Akadema. I started to get worried
when I noticed people were watching us closely. 


“Why are they staring at us?”


“I’m sure it’s just because we’re strangers,” I said,
not really believing it.


I approached one young man on the road. “Excuse me.
Is there an inn around here?”


“There’s a tavern down the road, that way.”


“Thank you.” We didn’t have to walk far to reach the
tavern, and when we did reach it, we both froze. On the door were four
drawings. One of the drawings was of me and the other was Asiago. 


After a moment of surprise, Asiago pointed at my
picture. “That’s you!”


“Yes, and that’s you,” I said, pointing to his as if
he was an idiot.


He frowned deeply. “It is?”


“You don’t know what you look like? You’ve never
looked in a mirror?”


“Not since I was a child.”


“That explains it. I have no idea how they drew us
and distributed the drawings before we could even get here. Come on. We can’t
be seen.”


“But I’m hungry!”


“I know. I have a plan.” We ducked around the side of
the tavern so that we were alone. I leaned my staff against the wall and pulled
out my wand. “This is the last thing Merlin taught me and… I didn’t exactly
master it.” 


“What?!”


“Merlin taught me to do disguises. I haven’t been
able to do it well, though.” 


“I thought only Magicians could do disguises.”


“They can, but it’s different. Sorcerers can use
aging spells or change skin, hair, or eye color. Sorcerers can actually
transform the body, whereas Magicians can only make people see things
differently. You need to be quiet or everyone will come over here. Now, if you
want to eat, we need to go in under disguise.”


“I don’t know.”


“Well, while you decide, I’m going to disguise myself
and go get some food. You can figure out your own way in.”


“No, please! I’ve decided! Disguise me. I’m
starving.”


“If you’re that hungry, we can find some berries or
something to eat.” When he just clutched his stomach and moaned pathetically, I
sighed. “Fine. Hold still.” 


I waved my wand at him, studying his face closely. A
sparkly orange mist flowed from the wand to surround his face, but the crystal
in my staff pulsed with a deep red light. “No! It’s sorcery! I didn’t mean it.
Magnus is never going to get rid of my sorcery now.” The orange mist faded, and
a moment later, so did the red glow. 


“Are you joking?!” he whispered fiercely. “Just do
the magic! How can disguising us hurt anyone?”


“I don’t know, but according to the staff, this is
sorcery.”


“Your uncle will understand if you do one little
disguise spell.”


I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe if I just do
something small. We’re not going to hurt anyone. If you do any magic, though,
it will dissolve the disguise.” I waved my wand at him, the sparkly orange mist
surrounded his face, and the crystal glowed deep red. It made my stomach churn,
so I didn’t waste time. 


I imagined his hair changing from black to gray and
wrinkles marring his young face. That was the only thing I did, since he was
easily thin enough to look like an old man. I felt my magic seeping into his
skin. 


“That should be enough.” I lowered my wand and the
mist faded into Asiago’s skin. The crystal stopped pulsing.


“How do I look?” he asked. 


“You don’t really want me to answer that.”


He scowled. “Have you made me completely hideous?”


“Of course not. Now, I’m going to do mine, so be
quiet and let me concentrate.” I really wanted to do something fancy, but I
couldn’t explain that to Magnus. 


I took off my sorcerer robe, wadded it up, and stuck
it in my bag. I waved the wand over myself and imagined my own face. In my
mind, I changed my hair to black and my eyes to dark reddish-brown. I made my
facial features sharper so that I looked like my father. When I opened my eyes,
Asiago was frowning at me. “What?” I asked.


“Now you look like a proper sorcerer.” 


“Am I recognizable?”


“Not really. Can we eat now?”


“Yes. Just promise me you won’t do any dark magic. I
want to get rid of this sorcery.”


“You are impossible. I can’t understand why a
sorcerer would want to banish his sorcery.”


“I’ve told you already! I don’t want to hurt anyone
on accident.”


He sighed. “Can we please just get some food?”


“Make yourself invisible,” I said to the staff. I
felt my magic flow into it and it vanished. It was still there if I needed it,
but it was clearly a tool of magic and people obviously didn’t like magic on
this world. 


We stepped out of the alleyway and opened the door to
the tavern cautiously. Several people glanced at us, but only momentarily.
There were a dozen wooden tables taking up the majority of the tavern. The bar
was across the room, so we made our way to it. A middle-aged, bald man with a
scruffy orange beard greeted us. Well, it was more of a grunt of
acknowledgment.


“Hello. We’d like some food and something to drink,”
I said, setting my bag down on one seat. I sat on the seat next to it and
discreetly leaned my invisible staff against the bag. 


The man grunted and walked away, through a door
behind him. He returned soon with two mugs and set them down in front of us
before disappearing through the door again. I frowned at the brown liquid while
Asiago chugged his down. Once he drank half of it, he put it down, grimacing. 


“That’s foul. What is this?”


“How would I know? This isn’t Caldaca. What does it
taste like?”


“It’s bitter.”


I shrugged and took a sip. It was bitter, as he had
said, but it also had a hint of sweetness and a burst of spice. It was oddly
terrible and good at the same time. The tavern keeper returned with two plates
of boiled meat, bread, and potatoes. When I took a tentative bite of the bread,
my stomach growled and I realized I was hungrier than I’d thought. I scarfed
everything down without tasting it, and then drained the mug.


Asiago wasn’t far behind. “Can I get a second drink?”
I asked, although my mug wasn’t empty. The tavern keeper grunted and
disappeared again. As I was finishing off my drink, I realized it was dead
silent. The tavern keeper appeared only long enough to hand me a second mug
before vanishing to the kitchen once more. I turned to study the room and
quickly understood why everyone had fallen silent. 


A huge man had entered the room. He was by far the
tallest and widest person I had ever seen in my life, although he wasn’t as
tall as the troll. He wore what appeared to be a gold dress with a fur coat and
black leather boots. I would have assumed he was a woman if it weren’t for his
thick, blond goatee. He wore a large, dark blue, velvet hat with a
rainbow-colored feather sticking up from the right side. Blond hair stuck out
in odd angles under the rim of the hat. As if his coat and hat weren’t gaudy
enough, he also wore at least twenty necklaces, a dozen bracelets, and multiple
rings on every finger. He even had three bulging, jeweled purses. 


Everyone looked anywhere but at the man, though he
studied each and every person. I chugged half my drink and Asiago tried to hide
his face in his food. At that point, I noticed his hair was darker than it had
been when I set the disguise spell; my spell was fading. 


After a moment, I heard the sound of the large man’s
movement and risked a peak at him. He jiggled and jingled as he approached the
bar and sat in the seat right next to Asiago. The seat creaked violently. The
tavern keeper handed him a mug and a plate of food. 


Half the patrons got up and ran out. Leaving suddenly
sounded like a good idea to me. I saw several silver coins on the tables, so I
pulled out a silver coin and set it on the bar, hoping it was enough. I stood
up, expecting Asiago to follow. 


“I haven’t seen you around here,” the jewelry-clad
man said. His voice was as big as he was. Unfortunately, he was looking at me. 


“We’re just passing through.”


“I own this town, and I don’t like the looks of you.”


I frowned. I had been ridiculed by my family for my
blond hair and blue eyes, but no one had ever said I looked distrustful. Before
I could come up with a response, he frowned.


“Why is your hair turning yellow?”


I had forgotten about my spell! 


Asiago stood up quickly. “I think we should go. Your
face is changing back to normal.”


“Well, it was nice to meet you,” I lied, trying not
to anger the massive man. He frowned at me with obvious suspicion as Asiago
grabbed my arm and pulled me out. “Did you do magic or something? I don’t know
why my spell is wearing off.”


“I’m sure it’s normal,” he said. 


I stopped. “It’s not normal. Why are you in such a
hurry?” There weren’t any of the villagers around, although we were in the
middle of the village. Then we heard a commotion towards the tavern and Asiago
went pale as a sheet. I glared at him. “What did you do?”


“Nothing.”


“Are you lying to a Dracre sorcerer?”


“Yes. I mean… yes.” 


Apparently, my disguise to make me look like my
father was still working. Nobody could ever lie to him. The magic over Asiago,
however, was almost completely gone. “What did you do?”  The sound coming from
the tavern was getting closer, and it now sounded like a mob of angry people. 


Asiago reached into his robe and pulled out one of
the rich man’s purses. 


I groaned. “We’re dead. I can’t believe you did
that.”


“I’m a necromancer, what did you expect? Why aren’t
we running?”


“Because I haven’t decided whether to make you return
it, hand you over, or run.”


“You wouldn’t give me to them!”


“I’m a sorcerer.” I wasn’t really even considering
giving Asiago to them, although I was angry with him. I was actually trying to
decide whether to drop my disguise completely, make us invisible, or run.


When villagers closed in on us from the opposite
side, I made up my mind. I held up my staff and said, “Make us invisible.” I
envisioned us disappearing and felt the strong desire to hide, just like I was
supposed to. Not a single part of my spell was vague. Nevertheless, red magic
spilled from the staff, surrounded us for a moment, and then faded, leaving us
still completely visible. I groaned again. 


“Well, that didn’t work,” Asiago said. 


The crystal pulsed with a bright blue glow. “What was
that?” I asked it. Instead of answering, it pulsed again. “Stop that!”


The villagers spilled into the street, surrounding us
on all sides. “Hold them off,” Asiago said. He slipped off the bracelet, pulled
a candle and dagger out of his pocket, carved something into the candle, and
started chanting in a strange language. 


To my surprise, the Siren didn’t translate it.
Fortunately, I wasn’t foolish enough to interrupt him. The people were not
advancing, but they had us surrounded. A moment later, the crowd parted to let
the big man through. 


“Did you think you could get away with stealing from
me?” he asked. 


I picked up the purse, which Asiago had dropped. “My
friend was wrong to steal, I can’t argue, but it’s in his nature. That being
said, it’s in my nature to curse you for cornering me. Fortunately for you, I’m
not going to curse you; I’m simply going to tell you to leave us alone. Take
your money and walk away.” I tossed his purse to him and he caught it easily. 


“You think I should just let you go?”


“No. You have every right to torture Asiago, but I’m
afraid he might like that and I’m in a hurry. I really don’t want to hurt
anyone, so it would be better for both of us if you leave.” 


The man smirked. “You are both delusional.”


I shrugged. Fortunately, before I could conjure a
monster to save us, the sky darkened, the wind picked up, and I felt a dark
presence. “Too late.”


Ghosts emerged from the ground. These ghosts weren’t
detailed like Vactarus and Sonya, which meant they had been dead for much
longer. Predictably, the villagers began screaming and running away. The big
man, however, stood his ground. 


“You have control over them, right?” I asked.


Asiago looked at me like I was insane. “Of course
not. I don’t have their names.” 


The big man grabbed a sword from a passing terrified
villager and advanced on us. I raised my staff regretfully. Using sorcery to
attack someone was not something Magnus could forgive. I didn’t know if I could
either, anymore. Even when I was trying to be a sorcerer, I didn’t want to hurt
anyone, except maybe my brothers. Here I was about to attack someone who had
been wronged. 


Right before I could do anything, I heard a very
sinister and familiar growl. I gaped in shock when Merlin, still in his wolf
form, jumped in front of me and advanced on the big man. The big man, in turn,
dropped his sword and ran. Obviously, he was more frightened of being mauled
than he was about being cursed. 


A moment later, the road was completely clear and it
was very quiet. Merlin turned to me. “Come with me,” he said. His voice
in my head was hard and devoid of emotion, so I assumed he was mad. Merlin
growled at people who attacked us, but he never once raised his voice in anger
to me.


I picked up my bag and followed him out of the
village. Asiago followed behind me uneasily. “He’s Merlin,” I told the
necromancer.


Asiago nodded, tying the strap back on his wrist. “I
figured that much. Where is he leading us?”


“I have no idea.” We returned to the dirt road we
were on before and Merlin led us into the forest. When he finally stopped, he
turned to us and sat.









Chapter 15


“First, explain your
disguise. I really hope you are not trying to be something you are not again.”



I pointed my wand at myself and focused on replacing
what was left of my disguise with my real appearance. The spell dropped easily.
“I had to change my appearance because the villagers had drawings of us and
they were trying to stab us with pitchforks and burn us with torches.”


“Good. I was worried you were trying to make
yourself more like a sorcerer again.”


“Actually, it’s the opposite.” I explained the fox,
how I hurt her, and how I decided I couldn’t be both a sorcerer and wizard.
Although he often did it himself, Merlin didn’t like it when I got off subject.
“I asked Magnus to suppress it like Livia did. He refused at first, but then
when Livia was kidnapped, he said he would do it if I can save her without
using sorcery.”


“Your aunt was kidnapped? Never mind, we
will get to that in a minute. So, because you accidentally hurt a fox,
you swore off sorcery altogether?” 


After a moment of hesitation, I nodded. “I can’t be
both. It obviously doesn’t work and I don’t want to lose control of the sorcery
again.”


He sighed. “Why must you always insist on
learning things the hard way? Ayden, you are what you are, and I thought
you accepted that. By blood, you are a sorcerer and always will be, but you are
much more than that. The only way you can be true to yourself is to accept all
that you are.”


“I hurt a child on accident.”


“That is because you are untrained. There is no
more darkness in your heart than there was when I met you. The reason you
accidentally hurt her is because you were not in control of your power. When
you accept both your wizardry and sorcery, you will be able to learn to control
both. Fighting it is not the same as controlling it.”


“But if I get rid of my sorcery, I don’t have to
control it.”


He sighed again. “You remind me of a prince I once
had to advise. He turned out well, but wisdom did not come easy to him. Explain
how you came to be here and who the necromancer is.”


I explained everything, from how long he was gone to
why we came to find him. When I was done, he did not look happy. “I thought you
were in trouble. Obviously, I was wrong.”


“That is not what I am concerned about. I am more
concerned with the whispering you have been hearing. You said you cannot
remember why you thought I was in trouble, only that it was an urgent desire to
find me. I presume you sensed me because of our mental connection.” 


“Well, I didn’t know what the whispers were at first,
but then the staff revealed that it had the syrus. The reason the villagers
gave me the syrus in the first place was because they could hear whispers
coming from it.”


“That was most likely me talking to myself, or
calling for someone to let me free.”


“So, the whispering I’ve been hearing is probably the
chimera.”


“Quite possibly. We need to find a place to lock
it away. I wonder why your staff took it. Perhaps it was owned by a soothsayer
before Vactarus took it and it retained some of that power.”


I could tell how much he hated that idea. He never
told me why, but Merlin despised seers. “Why did I feel like you were in
trouble if you weren’t?”


“It may be that I will be in danger soon. As
Vactarus tried to explain, I did design the portal to take me back to the time
before the curse was created.” I opened my mouth to ask about the paradox,
but he raised his paw and I shut it. “I am not foolish enough to endanger
all existence via a paradox. The only thing I can do is use my brain. I know I
cannot stop myself from being cursed, but I also know Gmork would never free
me. I returned early so that I could find out how Gmork created the curse, so I
can reverse it.”


“Gmork is the wizard who took Nimue and caused her
kiss to change you?” I asked. He nodded. “You’ve always refused to tell me
anything about the actual curse and the wizard who caused it.”


“It is not a story I am proud of.”


“How long have you been here? Shouldn’t the portal
have sent me here to the same time when you arrived?”


The wolf smirked. “I am impressed; you have
obviously been listening to my lessons. However, I learned to travel from true
masters of magic; I know how to manipulate a portal. The symbols I had you draw
were to a generalized date and I used a person to guide myself. So, instead of
sending me to one moment in time, I had it send me to one person; myself,
before I was trapped in the syrus. Obviously, it would not have helped to show
up when I was a child, so I created a range of a week. Do you understand so far?”


“No.”


“You, however, were focused on me, so it sent you
to me as a wolf, but it was still confined to a specific week. Since I was
missing for a month from your perspective, you appeared at the very end of the
week, whereas I arrived at the beginning. Thus, I have only been here for a
week. It is all very simple, really.”


“I understood that even less.” 


“As it happens, I have been extremely unsuccessful
with my time. The problem is, if I run into myself or interfere with anything
before the past version of myself gets cursed, it will create a paradox. I need
your help.”


“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, but
I’ll help.”


“It will be extremely dangerous.”


“When is it not?”


He was quiet for a moment. “We have a few days
before the curse is inflicted. I need you to follow Nimue around, invisible.
You cannot follow Gmork because he would sense you if you are with him for more
than a few minutes. I know Gmork does something to Nimue, because it is her kiss
that changed me. Clear?”


“Um… follow Nimue and stay away from the bad wizard.
It’s still so weird to think of someone as a bad wizard.”


“Then think of him as a sorcerer. Trust me, Ayden,
there is no goodness in Gmork. He was not always so dark, but at this point in
time, he is worse than your mother.”


“Now that I don’t believe. My mother wants to kill
me.”


“Gmork would do much worse than that to you. I
cannot say why, either. I suspect it was loneliness that drove him insane. I
must warn you… I am betraying Nimue by doing this, but I cannot think of
any other way to break this curse… Nimue is in league with Gmork. I
suspect he put a love spell on her, but she is the one who locked me in the
syrus.”


I gaped. That, I understood. He was betrayed by the
woman he loved and he still tried to protect her. 


“There is one more thing you must be careful of.”


“Of course there is.” He scowled. “Sorry.”


“No matter what you see or hear, no matter how
badly you want to, you must not interfere. You must not speak to anyone, be
seen by anyone, or touch anything.”


“What if Gmork tries to kill Nimue?”


He considered it for a moment. “She is alive to
lock me in the syrus. Once that happens, it will still be dangerous, but not
necessarily enough to cause a paradox. We just have to avoid interfering with
our own timelines, or we could end up never meeting.”


“But if we never met…”


“Then we would never have come here to break the
curse, thus creating a paradox. If that happens, death is the least of
our worries.”


“I think I get it now. Why can’t you see yourself?
The you then won’t know the you now.”


“That is against every rule in the book.”


“What book? There’s a book on time travel? Can I read
it?”


“It is just an expression, young sorcerer.”


“Wizard. I want to be a wizard.”


“You are certainly one of the most stubborn people
I have ever met.”


“We have another problem, though. I’ve tried to make
myself invisible twice since coming here, and it screwed up both times.”
Besides that, using invisibility to spy on someone was sorcery. 


“It is undoubtedly because you are fighting your
sorcery, which means your wizardry will suffer as well.”


When I first learned to do it, I thought invisibility
was illusion magic. However, through Magnus’s books on magic, I learned
otherwise. Illusion magic could make people not see someone, but it couldn’t
change their body. Sorcery or wizardry could actually make someone invisible.
Obviously, a wizard could only use invisibility to do good and sorcerers could
only use it with dark intentions.


“So, what happens if the invisibility fails in front
of Gmork or Nimue?”


“Then we are in trouble. We will have to rely on
something a little different.” He stood. “Follow me.”


 


*          *          *


 


We walked for quite a while. By the time we arrived
at a small cabin, the clouds had cleared up and the sun was setting. The cabin
was a decent size for a one-room home. There was a front door, a covered porch,
and a window to the left of the door. Cobwebs covered the window and leaves
blanketed the porch. 


“Who lives here?” I asked.


“I do. Or, at least, I did. At this point in time,
Nimue is being held in Gmork’s castle. The past me left my cabin a few days ago
to save Nimue, and is camping outside of the castle, working on the best way to
save her. She is allowed out of the castle for an hour every day, but she has
to stay on the castle grounds. There is a massive wall around the castle.”


“Why can’t she run away?”


“She is being guarded by a dragon.”


“I don’t want to fight a dragon! They’re already too
rare as it is.”


“I am not asking you to face the dragon. At
sunset, two days from now, the past me with make his move and convince the
dragon to step aside. The dragon helped me save her.”


“How did you convince a dragon to help you?”


“I was trained by a dragon.”


“What?!” I shrieked, shocked. 


Merlin continued, unbothered. “With secrets about
dragons no mortal was supposed to know, the dragon had no choice but to trust
me. In all honesty, he adored Nimue too much to hurt her. You should avoid the
dragon as much as possible, for he would easily be able to smell you. In fact,
your friend should definitely stay behind. The necromancer could be detected
from quite a distance.”


I looked at Asiago. “I hadn’t noticed.”


“Noticed what?” he asked. 


“Merlin says you stink.”


“Like cheese,” Merlin added. 


Asiago scowled. “I’ll have you know I don’t stink. I
bathe once a month, whether I need it or not.”


“You do?”


He shrugged. “Well, bathe so to speak. This is how a
man is supposed to smell.”


Merlin made a gagging sound. I decided to stop using
scented bath oils. “So, what are we here to learn?” I asked.


“I will explain when we get inside.”


“Don’t you have a protective ward over the cabin?”


“I normally do. This time, however, I was in a
hurry to save Nimue, so I am pretty sure I forgot. Nevertheless, you should
check, just to be sure. It was much stronger than the wards you know.”


When Merlin first taught me to do this, I could only
see magic as a formless cloud, yet Merlin pushed me to practice it often. I
closed my eyes and slowly exhaled every drop of the air in my lungs, releasing
my magic with my breath. I waited for as long as I could before inhaling just
as slowly. As I did, I pulled my magic back into myself. Since I’d had so much
practice, the image came to my mind easily. 


There was no magic over the cabin. “It’s safe.”


Inside, the cabin was dark and warm. There was a bed
in the northwest corner and a reading chair in the northeast corner. Beside the
reading chair were four pails. A large table, covered with esoteric
instruments, took up most of the north wall. On the east wall was a bookshelf
full of mostly books, but also bottles of ingredients and other weird things.
Although the cabin was the same size on the inside as it was on the outside,
the window was larger, and it wasn’t covered in cobwebs. That was odd. 


In front of the bookshelf was a cauldron sitting over
a pit. “Open the hatch and get the fire started,” Merlin said. “We do
not have all the time in the world.”


I looked up at the ceiling over the cauldron to see a
hatch. I figured Merlin probably always opened it and started the fire with
magic. I pushed it open with my staff and pulled my wand out. Fire, I
thought, pointing my wand at the pit. Magic shot through me and fire sprang up
easily. “What potion are we making?” I asked, pushing the window open just to be
extra cautious. 


“First, we are going to make an invisibility
potion. It works just as well as the magic you have used, but it lasts longer
and it is reliable. Second, we are going to make something in case of an
emergency.”


“Is it dangerous?”


“Catastrophic if it is improperly brewed and even
more so if it is improperly used.”


“So, yes?”


“Yes, Ayden, it is dangerous. It is a potion I
learned from the dragons. It was their intention to use it to end the war on
magic. If a person ingests just one drop of it, they will lose their magic
forever.”


I gaped in horror. “No! I would never use that on
anyone!”


“Even if you had a chance to use it on your mother?”


“Never! Not even a sorcerer would use such an
abhorrent potion!”


“What is it?” Asiago asked.


I was a little shocked that I was yelling, but I was
too appalled that such a potion existed that I couldn’t stop. “Merlin wants to
make a potion that takes away a person’s magic!”


Asiago went impossibly pale as his eyes widened with
horror.


Merlin sat back and put his paws over his eyes. It
was eerily similar to whenever my father rubbed his eyes because I was being
particularly frustrating. Although it should have been comical coming from a
wolf, it actually went a long way in calming me down. 


“I see the issue is a cultural one. Most people
from your world use magic to survive. I should have realized you would be
offended, especially since I already knew you care about people.”


“Don’t you care about people?”


“If a wizard from this world lost his power, he
would still be a person. People can survive here without magic and few people
can protect themselves from evil wizards. I would be more inclined to use this
potion against a wizard than I would be to kill him. Consider my position; I
have no magic and cannot communicate with people. I would still rather be this
way than dead.”


“Well, yes, because you can break the curse and get
your power back some day.”


He shook his head. “I want to do just that,
desperately, but it is not worth death, mine or yours. Magic is not everything.
I will teach you the potion to become invisible and I promise not to bring up
the other one again.”


Hesitantly, I nodded. “Is the invisibility potion
sorcery or wizardry?”


“You can argue either way. You are trying to help
me break the curse, so call it wizardry and move on. Tell the necromancer to go
outside, because it will be difficult enough to keep you focused without ghosts
and zombies trampling through my cabin.”


“That’s not an everyday thing,” I said. Still, I
turned to Asiago. “Merlin is asking if you would be willing to go outside and
be a lookout.”


Merlin rolled his eyes, but Asiago didn’t see it. He
nodded. “Of course.” He stepped outside. 


Merlin sighed. “You certainly make a better wizard
than you do a sorcerer.”


“That’s why I’m trying to become one.” 


“I thought you were happy just being you.”


“I was, at least until a few days ago. Maybe if I
knew what I was…”


“We can discuss that later. On the fourth shelf
up, grab the red bottle and the glass bottle in the middle of the second row up.”



“I haven’t used a cauldron like this before.”


“We can manage. Bring it over to the table.” I
obeyed. He put his forepaws on the table and nudged the mortar and pestle. I
pulled it towards me and opened the red bottle. It had dried, thin leaves. “Grind
together one part dried fern leaf and one part poppy seeds.”


I poured a small amount of the leaves into my palm,
using the creases in my hand to measure it by. “This much?” 


“Very good.” 


The other bottle contained little black seeds, which
I measured out just like I had with the leaves. Once I ground them up pretty
well, Merlin helped me add the rest of the ingredients. Two parts slippery elm
powder, one part myrrh, one part dried marjoram, three parts dillweed. He then
pointed out a small measuring scoop and had me use one scoop each of aloe vera
leaves, ashes of hindaril, blister pod cap, flame stalk, hound tooth,
motherwort sprig, redwort flower, stinkhorn cap, and vampire dust. The last
ingredient worried me, but Merlin swore he didn’t personally kill a vampire for
it. 


I mixed and grounded it all together, then added nine
drops of almond tincture. 


“Grab one of the buckets of spring water and set
it on the table. Add just enough water to make everything liquid, and mix it
well.” I did. “Now carefully pour it into the cauldron and dry the
mixture, stirring it occasionally, until it is lightly browned.”


It wasn’t difficult to pour it, but Merlin also had
me twist the lever at the bottom of one side of the cauldron, which raised it
further above the fire. Once it started to boil, Merlin told me to stir it. 


“With what?” I asked, looking around. 


“Your staff or wand.”


“Isn’t that bad for it?”


He rolled his eyes. “You have never used your wand
to make potions before?”


“My mother used magic, but I always used a stirring
stick.” We used a stirring stick at Magnus’s castle, as well. Of course, the
potions Merlin taught me were just practice.


“Hold your staff right above the potion and move
it like you are stirring the potion. As you do this, visualize the liquid stirring.
Your magic will fill the potion and increase its effectiveness.”


I did as he instructed. It took a while, but it
finally began to stir slowly. That boosted my confidence and the potion started
swirling inside the cauldron faster. 


“That is enough for now. Take a break. You will
have to stir it several more times before it becomes a crystalized powder.”


As we waited for the potion to turn to powder and
occasionally stirred it, Merlin told me everything that happened in the castle
with Gmork, so that I would know if something was going wrong. He also
described himself, Gmork, and Nimue. Right as Merlin was finishing up, Asiago
entered and I was surprised to see that his hair was wet and he was shivering a
little. “Did you take a bath?” I asked.


He shrugged. “It’s been about a month, so I thought
it couldn’t hurt too much.”


“After giving it some thought, I decided that you
should take Asiago with you,” Merlin said. I gaped at him. “I know he
got you in trouble in town, but he also owes you his life, and he may just get
the opportunity to repay that debt.”


“I’m not going to let him get hurt trying to---”


“Ayden,” he interrupted sharply. My mouth
snapped shut. “If anything happens to Gmork, Nimue, or the past me before I
get trapped in the syrus, a paradox will rip a hole in the universe. My
conscience is screaming at me to get you back to Caldaca. I want my power back,
but not at the expense of your life or the rest of the universe. I cannot bring
myself to turn down this one and only opportunity to find out how the curse was
created, but if you do not take this seriously, I will call it off.”


“I can do it. I can find out how the curse was done
and how to reverse it without getting caught.”


“Then you will take the necessary precautions.
Asiago may be accident prone, but he is a powerful magic user and can save you.
More importantly, he is devoted to saving your life.”


I wanted to argue, but there was too much
determination in his eyes. As usual, Merlin seemed to know something I didn’t.
“Is there anything else here that can help?” 


“Remember what I said that all wizards had?”


“No. Oh, wait, you said candles, right?” 


Merlin had me gather up different colored candles,
chalk, incense sticks, colored ink, a handheld mirror, and several potion
ingredients that he said were necessary in most potions. My bag was getting
really heavy and full, but I didn’t complain. If anything, I was excited that I
had some magic stuff that wasn’t from my own world. It was neutral, not
wizardry or sorcery. 


By then, the potion had dried to a white form with
some golden brown on it. “Blow out the fire, carefully scoop it all back
into the mortar, and crush it up into a fine powder, while chanting; ‘things
seen, and things not seen: let me walk here in between’.” When I was done,
Merlin had me pour the rest of the pail of water into the cauldron and add the
powder back into it. 


Finally, after I adequately mixed the powder into the
water, we were done. Merlin had a crate under his bed full of small, clay
bottles. I selected six of the same size and filled them with the potion. Since
the potion wouldn’t last forever, Asiago and I had to have a few spares. When I
filled the last potion bottle and turned back to the table to set it with the
others, I gaped.


The potion bottles had all disappeared. Worriedly, I
reached out and felt the invisible bottles. “Well, at least we know it works…
although this might get tricky.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sounds of something boiling and a foul
scent. It was dark outside, but the fire was glowing brightly. Asiago stood
over it, reading from one of Merlin’s books. He was wearing the Siren so that
he could read it.


“What are you doing?” I asked. 


“I’m working on a sensory enhancement potion.”


“But you’re a necromancer.”


He held up his hand to show me a blood-red ring on
his left index finger. I got this from Vactarus, which enables me just enough
magic to do a single potion.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“It isn’t powerful enough to save us from an attack
and I didn’t really think it would be useful. However, I saw how many
ingredients Merlin had and realized it would be silly to waste the ring. Even
though Gmork is a wizard, I really feel we might die.”


“We’re just going to be watching.”


“I know. Go back to sleep. I’m almost done anyway.”


I rolled over and went back to sleep. As I did, the
whispering grew slightly stronger.









Chapter 16


The next day, we headed out
early for the castle. Merlin showed us which fruits were edible. Before he was
cursed, he rarely ate meat. After a lot of pleading from me, Merlin finally
told me what his life was like with the dragon. At one point, he asked me why I
was so fascinated by them. I wasn’t really sure, so I just said it was because
my father told me about dragons since I was very young.


“Do you miss him?” Merlin asked. 


I blinked, having completely been lost in my
thoughts. “Miss who?”


He sighed. “Your father, of course.”


I shrugged. “Maybe. He was the only one in my family
I didn’t expect to kill me in my sleep.” I didn’t say anything else, hoping
Merlin would drop it. Fortunately, he did. 


 


*          *          *


 


At about midday, we finally reached the castle. It
was white and oddly shimmery, with two tall towers. If it was Caldaca, I would
have been very confused, because it didn’t look like a sinister sorcerer’s
castle. If anything, it was pretty. A tall, rock wall surrounded the castle,
but as I peered in through the gate, I didn’t see anyone standing guard. 


“How do we get in?” I asked.


“Very carefully. I will be waiting for you around
here, but I must stay out of any familiar territory. You must be careful not to
be seen by my past self, either. I’m going to send the image of Nimue’s room to
you. After the invisibility potion kicks in, use the image to transport
yourself and Asiago inside.”


I nodded, patting the bag at my side, just for my
peace of mind. “I’m going to use magic to get us in,” I told Asiago. I pulled
two of the bottles out of my bag, handed one to Asiago, pulled off the top, and
hesitated. It smelled foul, as most potions did. 


Asiago opened his to sniff it. “Are you sure this is
safe?”


“As much as any potion is,” Merlin said. 


“Merlin said it’s completely safe.” I drank it first,
but Asiago waited. 


To my shock, the potion was bubbly and tasted like
berries. I got worried when nothing happened and opened my mouth to ask Merlin
why it wasn’t working, when my stomach felt warm. The warmth started spreading,
gradually becoming more and more uncomfortable. Trying not to squirm, I slipped
off my robe as gently as I could, then dropped my bag, robe, and staff.


“It’s warm.” When the heat crept down my arms into my
hands, I saw that they were slowly starting to fade. I pulled up my sleeves and
found that my arms were even more translucent. “It’s working!” By the time my
hand and arm were completely invisible, however, I was worrying again. 


My body was invisible, but my clothes hadn’t even
begun fading. 


“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Asiago commented. 


“I forgot about that,” Merlin said. “We
have to soak your clothes. On the other hand, if you want to scare someone,
that will certainly do it.”


“Why make an invisibility potion that doesn’t work on
clothes?”


“Well, it’s better for you to be invisible and your
clothes to be visible than the other way around. I guess you’ll have to go
undressed.”


“Not a chance.” I pulled my wand out of my pocket and
waved it above me. “Turn everything I touch invisible for as long as I’m
touching it.” My wand wasn’t as powerful as my staff and it used to only do
light magic, but it was much more reliable. The real downside to using it was
that, like my staff, it had its own personality. Bright yellow energy shot from
my wand and pink glitter rained down on me. 


It seeped right through my clothing. As soon as the
glitter touched me, my clothes and wand disappeared. Asiago sneezed, nearly
dropping his potion. When he sneezed three more times, I asked if he was okay.
He nodded. “Some of the glitter must have---” He sneezed again. “… gotten
in---” He sneezed twice more. “… my nose.” 


I grabbed my bag and watched it quickly vanish. No
matter how many times I’ve used invisibility, it still seemed weird. I could
feel myself blink, but I couldn’t see it. If I leaned forward and looked at
where my feet were supposed to be, I felt like I was falling. I put my wand
away and grabbed my staff. 


“You really should not need your staff,”
Merlin advised. 


“At the very least, it can turn into a sword.”


“Would you use it if it did?”


“I don’t think I would have to. Someone is less
likely to attack me if I have a sword.”


“Fine, but I cannot stress this enough. Even if
you have the perfect opportunity, you must not stop me from getting cursed or
trapped in the syrus.”


“I know,” I said. 


“And remember that my past self will face the
dragon tomorrow at sunset. You must stay out of the way, or the dragon will
sense you and possibly eat me.”


Asiago finally stopped sneezing, although his
normally very pale face was flushed. As if he was self-conscious, he quickly
drank his potion and began fading. It was a little creepy, because his head
disappeared before anything else did. I aimed my invisible wand at Asiago. Turn
everything he touches invisible, too, I thought. I felt my energy stir
before yellow magic burst out of it and surrounded him. “Why doesn’t he get any
pink sparkles?” I asked. Predictably, the wand didn’t answer me. It was
probably for the best, since we didn’t need him to have another sneezing fit. 


I felt Merlin’s presence a moment before an image
appeared in my mind. It started out foggy, but slowly cleared. I saw a very
lavish bedroom. 


“Be safe,” Merlin said, concerned. 


I learned a lot from Merlin since I met him. I knew a
large part of him wanted to call this off and send me somewhere safe, but if it
weren’t for Merlin, I would have been caught by my brothers. I never would have
accepted my light magic. Although Dessa had said I would die on the day his
curse was broken, I couldn’t refuse to help Merlin.


Holding up my wand, I focused on transporting Asiago
and me to the room. I thought of the huge bed, laden with satin sheets, rich
blue blankets, and more puffy pillows than any bed needed. I thought of the
elegant, white armoire with gold knobs and jewels accenting the doors. I
thought of the matching vanity, covered with jewelry and perfumes. Finally, I
thought of the black fur rug on the floor. 


White, glittery magic surrounded us and then there
was a moment of complete darkness. When it cleared, we were in the bedroom that
Merlin remembered… and there was a woman asleep in the bed, who I assumed was
Nimue.


And there was glitter all over the floor. “That’s not
obvious or anything,” Asiago remarked, spotting the glitter as well. His voice
was a little nasally because of his earlier sneezing fit. 


Everything was pretty much how I saw it in my mind.
Daylight streamed in through the large, glass doors, which I could see a
balcony through. The bed was next to the glass doors. A book was lying open
next to Nimue, so I assumed she had fallen asleep while reading. She was as
pretty as Merlin had said. Her long, wavy gold hair was splayed all over her
bright blue pillows and over her slim shoulders. She wore a fitted, blue satin
dress with gold embroidery and a silver ribbon lacing it tight in the front. 


Suddenly, Asiago sneezed. I froze… but Nimue slept
on. 


Then Asiago sneezed again and Nimue sat up, startled.
“Is someone there? Merlin?” 


Since there was plenty of light, I could see the
moment she looked down at the glitter. Her expression showed suspicion, which
looked odd on her sweet, innocent face. Her eyes were just as blue as the
dress. I wasn’t surprised Merlin fell in love with her. She was the essence of
light magic. Gazing into her naïve, worried eyes, I knew this woman couldn’t
have betrayed Merlin.


She stood up carefully and I sensed movement beside
me. I raised my staff, knowing full well we were going to get in trouble for
this. Distraction, I thought to my staff. As if it had been waiting
forever to cause chaos, it pulled magic from me greedily and just as Asiago
sneezed, both the balcony and the bedroom door burst open.


Nimue shrieked, but I used the distraction to reach
for Asiago. I accidentally smacked him in the face before grabbing his arm and
pulling him out of the room. We were just barely out before Nimue rushed forth
and shut the door. I breathed easy. Asiago sneezed. 


 


*          *          *


 


We spent the rest of the day discreetly exploring the
castle. We learned that Nimue’s room was on the top floor, overlooking a
beautiful garden. There were servants doing chores, so we followed some of
them. From that, we learned where the kitchen was, and more importantly, where
Gmork was. 


One of the two towers was locked off with beams of
wood and heavy metal chains. We believed it was the dragon and left it alone.
The second tower, on the other hand, was a three-level magic room. Each level
had a sturdy, rough stone floor, with a wooden, winding staircase in the
center. The first level was mostly magic books, the second was full of dark
ritual instruments and other weird items, and the third was an alchemy
laboratory, full of potions, chemicals, and potion ingredients. My mother would
have loved it. 


“I wonder why wizards and sorcerers can do potions. I
wonder why there aren’t magic users who can only do alchemy.”


I couldn’t see him, but I could feel Asiago scowling
at me. “What kind of thinking is that? You’ve been spending too much time with
Merlin. Potions can be dark or light magic. If we had alchemists, how would
anyone know if they were dark or light?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’m still thinking
of Magnus and a necromancer being friends. After spending so much time with
Merlin, it doesn’t seem so weird. Merlin is kind of… in between. Like me. He’s
a wizard, but he’s not all good, like our world’s wizards. I’m just saying,
maybe things don’t have to be so… black and white.”


“Yuck. I like knowing what someone is like as soon as
I meet them. You’re the only one I don’t---” He cut himself off very suddenly. 


“Don’t what?” I asked. “What?” I pushed when he
didn’t answer.


“Nothing.”


“Tell me, or I swear, I will glitter this room up so
hard you will forget what breathing feels like.”


“That’s what I’m talking about! You make threats,
like a sorcerer, but a sorcerer would never threaten me with glitter. I can’t
figure you out. You’re the only one I don’t trust.”


I was about to say something when I heard the door
open two levels down. “Hide!” I whispered. “Oh, right, I forgot.” We’re
already hidden. I reached out until I felt Asiago’s arm and pulled him with
me over to a gap by the wall between two tables. Since I couldn’t see myself, I
had to be very careful not to bump into either table and spill the bottles of
liquid, many of which had no lids. 


Surprisingly, there were two sets of footsteps
climbing the stairs. The men who came into view emanated dark magic from every
pore. The first man was tall, thin, with short, slicked back, black hair, and
bright green eyes. Even his thin mustache and small, closely shaven goatee
looked sinister. His shirt was red and black with a puffy, high collar that was
probably supposed to make him look more evil. His black cloak was clasped at
the front with a tiny, silver sword. Gmork was exactly how Merlin described
him. 


The second man was considerably smaller, but by no
means less menacing. He had shoulder length, oily, dark brown hair, pasty, pale
skin, light brown eyes, and scars all over his face and arms. Half of his left
ear was missing. The tan tunic he wore was extremely raggedy and had and
abundance of patches and stitches.


“Is Merlin still scouting the castle?” Gmork asked. 


Asiago felt around for the amulet hanging from my
neck until he put his hand on it. I didn’t know if it was powerful enough to
translate for both of us, but it was worth a try so I wouldn’t have to repeat
everything to him afterwards. 


“Yes, Master. The wizard can’t get past the wall
because of---”


“He can,” Gmork interrupted. “Never underestimate
Merlin. He has had just as many years to gain power as I had. Merlin is no
fool, and he was trained by dragons, so I know he can get past the dragon. He
is merely biding his time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to get in.”


“What are we going to do?” 


“Nothing at all, Quinn. I want him to get in. As it
is, he is immortal and I cannot kill him. There is, however, another way.”


“A trap?”


“I have been trying to turn Nimue against him, but
she is hard to break. Now I have something better in mind; I will use her
affections against him.”


“How are you going to do that?”


“With magic, of course.” Gmork went to one of the
tables and picked up a potion bottle. “This potion was invented to protect a
woman’s honor before marriage. After she drinks it, anyone she kisses will turn
into a beast. It will last until sunrise, so we have to make sure she kisses
him before then. Everyone knows women hate beasts. She will immediately stop
loving him and turn to me for safety and comfort.”


“What if she does still love him?”


“Impossible. He will be mindless and vicious. He will
even forget who she is.”


Mindless and vicious? No way. Merlin wasn’t
like that at all. Maybe the syrus stopped that part of the potion from working.


“What if she kisses you?”


“I will have to refuse her until sunrise.”


“Should I give it to her now?” 


“No. I will give it to her when Merlin makes his
move. It must be perfectly timed. When Merlin convinces the dragon to back down
and breaches the wall, you run back here and grab this bottle. Do not get them
mixed up! This bottle.” He held up the small, round, red, glass bottle with a
black cork on top. 


“Yes, Master. I will get the right one.”


“Until then, leave it here, where it will be safe,
because this is the only one I have. The recipe only made three servings. One
rolled off the table and fell and I tested the other one out on the cook.”


“Is that why we lost half the staff? I thought the
cook was married.”


“Yes, she was. Anyway, I planned a romantic dinner
with Nimue, so make sure no one disturbs us.” He went back down the stairs.
Before following him, Quinn nudged the bottle just a little further away from
the edge. 


Once the door closed behind them, I sighed and Asiago
let go of the amulet. “We need to get the recipe for that potion. We can do the
reverse of it when we get home.” I let the invisibility spell over our stuff
fall and it felt like a huge weight off my chest. It was creepy, but the potion
kept our bodies invisible. I certainly didn’t want to try full invisibility
over both of us for so long. 


We went downstairs to check the books. Each of us got
a pile and sat down on the floor. I took the amulet off and we both wrapped it
around our wrists so we could understand the words. 


“That’s odd,” I said, realizing there was a design
painted in black on the floor. I stood up and climbed several steps to see the
design better. Recognizing it, I gawked. “That’s a portal.”


“Well, we already know he’s a wizard. Do you know
where it leads?”


“No. I only know the one Merlin taught me to get here
and the one we used to banish my brothers to a magic-less world.” I sat back
down and opened another book, determined to focus on helping Merlin.


Once we had scanned through those books, we put them
back and grabbed another set. This went on for the rest of the night.


 


*          *          *


 


It was completely black, there wasn’t enough space, I
couldn’t breathe, and the only thing I could hear was the whispering. I was
both asleep and awake at the same time. For the first time, the whispers felt
more like words than a sinister hissing. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Ayden!” 


I jerked awake, startled and confused as to where I
was. I felt lost, trapped, and suffocated. “What’s going on?”


Asiago looked enthusiastic, which was an odd
expression on a necromancer. “I found the potion!”


“Potion?” The words seeped very slowly into my brain.
All at once, everything came back to me. I had fallen asleep looking for the
potion Gmork had used so we could reverse it. Our invisibility potions had also
worn off overnight. “Oh! That’s great!”


“Well, I’m almost certain. The only thing is that it
is supposed to come out white and I’m pretty sure the potion upstairs was
dark.”


“I don’t think it was.” 


He shoved the book into my hands and started running
upstairs to check. I picked up the Siren and put it back around my neck, then
checked out the page Asiago had the book open to. It was all handwritten and so
old that even the Siren had trouble translating it. There was a description of
the potion and then a very detailed list of instructions and incantations. 


“You’re right,” Asiago called. “It’s definitely---”
his words were cut off with a loud crash. 


“Are you okay?”


“Well… I’m alive. At least I will be until you get up
here.”


I groaned and ran up the stairs to find that Asiago
had tripped over an old broom. The potion in his hand had smashed against the
stone floor. Fortunately, there wasn’t any blood on his hands, although he had
scraped his knees really badly. 


“I didn’t mean to,” he grunted, trying and failing to
sit up. 


I took his arm and pulled him up. “I can’t be mad at
you when you found the potion. It would have taken me forever. We have until
sunset, so you’re just going to have to remake it.” I started searching the
room until I found three empty, red, glass bottles that looked just like the
previous one. Then I found a very small cauldron, mortar, and pestle. 


Asiago gaped at me. “I can’t do it! I’m not a
sorcerer, and that ring I was given is completely dead.”


“But it’s sorcery, and I said I wouldn’t do it. I
don’t want to make the potion that curses Merlin!”


“Didn’t Merlin say we would all die if it doesn’t
happen? You’d be saving his life.” He shrugged. “I mean, I’m okay if you don’t
want to. I always wanted to die by being sacrificed to some malevolent deity,
but I’m not that hard to please. As long as it’s painful and unique…”


“We aren’t going to die!” I took off the Siren and
handed both the amulet and the book to him. “Gather the ingredients. I’ll get
the equipment ready.” He disappeared down the stairs and I got to work. First,
I found a few pails of water and rinsed out the cauldron, mortar, and pestle,
because I didn’t want Nimue drinking the residue of some other potion. Then I
went down to the first level to gather my bag, wand, and staff. After a lot of
searching, I found a small pit built into a table with fire sticks and a metal
grate to sit the cauldron on. 


“This should be it,” Asiago said, bringing up the
last batch of ingredients. 


He handed me the book and amulet. When I read through
it, I sighed. This was not going to be easy. “I hate this.”


“I know. Are you certain you have to?” Asiago asked. 


“I don’t know what a paradox is, but I trust Merlin
that it’s bad. If I never met Merlin, I don’t know where I would be now.
Probably dead.”


With my wand, I lit a fire under the cauldron and
started adding the ingredients. We were very lucky that Gmork was so organized
and had labeled everything. I added two bottles of bitter ale, which were
labeled as a pint each. It was enough that I didn’t have to worry about adding
water. Then I added a handful of nightshade, a gold coin, three cobwebs, a
small handful of powdered wolf stone (from a fresh grave), a medium pinch of
powdered wolf’s fang, and a large pinch each of blue lotus, yarrow root,
powdered wolf’s heart, powdered lapis lazuli, powdered black moonstone, and
powdered white moonstone. I mixed all ingredients together with my wand,
allowing my magic to seep into it, and brought it to a simmer. 


As the book instructed, I let it simmer for
thirty-three heartbeats. It was a good thing I could count. Reluctantly, I
pulled the dress of a young child out of a leather sack, opened a large crystal
bottle, and strained the mixture through the dress into the bottle. The potion
was a light brown color.


There was also a large jar of graveyard dirt that I
had to dump out in front of the window. I set the crystal bottle in the dirt.
“It has to sit here until the potion turns white as the full moon. Or… maybe it
says it has to be done under the full moon. Let’s hope that’s not right.”


“What if we run out of time?”


“I don’t know.” The final step was to repeat the
incantation three times. “Oh, no. The last sentence of the incantation is
illegible. Part of some of the words are still there, but not enough for the
amulet to translate it.”


“I thought Merlin taught you magic. Can’t you just
add something?”


“I don’t know. It can’t be worse than leaving
something out. I’ve got an idea. Even though he’s a wolf, Merlin is wise and
kind.” I found a quill pen and some ink to rewrite the last sentence so that I
didn’t say it wrong when I was repeating it. 


 


 


 


Urge, pain, overwhelming flame


Growing tail, pointed ear and sharp
fang


Blood rush, growling rage


Burning power, the wolf’s hour


Fur, claw and muzzle clad


Before the blood moon’s


Invisible red glowing sand


Muzzle, black nose, furry chest


Pierce me, and manifest


You now become what you truly are.


 


 


 


“What kind of magic is that?”


“Merlin’s kind of magic.”


“Something occurred to me,” Asiago said. 


I nodded. “You were thinking that they said the curse
was supposed to make him vicious, but Merlin isn’t vicious.” 


“How did you know?”


“I was thinking the same thing. I know we put our
intention into the potions, so mine wouldn’t be as evil as Gmork’s… but why
didn’t Gmork’s potion make him vicious?”


“Maybe Nimue is too pure of heart. Maybe she affected
the potion.”


That made more sense than my theory. I put the book
in my bag so that we could reverse the curse later and started looking for any
more books I could use. When it was getting very close to sunset, the potion
finally started to change. “It’s turning white!” 


Unfortunately, it was turning very slowly, and we
were running out of time. Everything was cleaned up and ready, I just had to
pour the potion into the red bottles. “That’s white enough,” Asiago said. 


“Not yet. It’s still changing.”


“Quinn is already late. We’re going to get caught.” 


“Just wait until it’s done.”


The sun was completely below the horizon and I heard
a shout from one of the servants outside. We didn’t have any more time. I
grabbed the crystal bottle and started to pour the potion into the smaller
bottles. 


Just as I put the lids on them and slipped the two
extra bottles into my bag, I heard the door open. “Oh, no.” I waved my wand
over us. Make us and everything we touch invisible!









Chapter 17


Fortunately, the spell worked, but we had to scramble
to get everything back to the way it was supposed to be. I could hear the
footsteps. When Quinn’s head popped up over the top of the stairs, I dropped to
the floor to reach my bag and staff at the same time. 


Although the sound made the small wizard glance up,
we were already invisible, so he didn’t know what made the sound. I held my
breath as he approached the table, very narrowly avoiding my arm, which was
stretched out to reach my bag. I looked up and watched Quinn pick up the potion
and study it. Finally, when I felt like my lungs were going to combust, the man
turned. I took a chance, let go of my staff, and yanked my arm back before he
could step on it. Luckily, he didn’t see the staff appear. As soon as he took a
couple steps away, I touched my staff again and it vanished. 


Once he disappeared down the stairs, I breathed. I
only got up when I heard the door close. “We made it,” I whispered. Knowing I
had to reserve my magic, I let the invisibility spell drop and got out two
bottles of the invisibility potion. 


“We need to get out of here.” 


“No, there’s something I need to do first.”


“We got what we need.”


“Yes, but Nimue betrayed Merlin. I need to see if
Gmork did something to make her do it or if she is really that rotten. Give me
the Siren.” He did and I put it on. “You can stay here, where you’re safe. I
will go to Nimue’s room and spy on her, just until Merlin gets cursed.”


Asiago sighed. “Don’t blame me when Merlin finds out.
I’m going to sneak into the kitchen and try to get some food.” He opened the
lid of his invisibility potion and drank it down. I did the same. As soon as we
faded, I used my wand to make our clothes and my stuff invisible. 


It wasn’t difficult to find my way back to Nimue’s
room. As soon as I rounded the corner, however, I saw Gmork and Quinn speaking
outside her room. I started to duck before I remembered that they couldn’t see
me.


“Here is the potion, as you requested.”


“Good. After I make her drink it, I will leave so
that Merlin is not suspicious when he gets here. Once he changes, he will try
to escape. He will be powerless, but you must not kill him. He is mine to
kill.”


“So we just let him go?”


“Of course not. Once he enters this room, put up a
magical ward so that no one can open the castle doors.”


“Why does there need to be magic over the doors if he
can’t open them with paws?”


“Because he will be very strong and could break down
the door. I will make a dramatic entrance as soon as he is trapped.” Quinn
nodded and ran off to do his job. Gmork barged into Nimue’s room, leaving the
door slightly open. “Good evening, my love.”


“Just leave me alone, Gmork. I refuse to eat with
you.”


“I think you are about to change your mind. We have
just caught and imprisoned Merlin.” 


“What?! Let him go! Don’t hurt him!”


“I would be happy to let him go. All you have to do
is drink this potion that will make you fall desperately in love with me. Once
you are all mine, he will be free to go.”


“Please… don’t make me do this. I know you weren’t
always like this. What happened to you to make you so hateful? You were my
friend.”


“I already told you; I got tired of losing everything
and everyone important to me. Even Merlin left, and he was my friend long
before you were ever born. Then I met an old enemy of his and learned what my
‘friend’ was really like. Merlin is jealous of my power. He even learned the
secret to immortality and tried to keep it to himself. I know better now,
though. I know I am the only one I can trust.”


“Merlin is forgiving. He will---”


“Stop begging,” Gmork snapped. “There will be plenty
of time for that later. Drink the potion or Merlin will be dead before I walk
out of this room.”


I couldn’t see them through the gap, in the door, but
the long silence was ominous. I knew what she was doing. “There. I still hate
you. Now release Merlin.”


Gmork just laughed evilly. “Give it time.” I heard
him walk back to the door and I ducked out of the way. “And, just between you
and me, I never had Merlin captured. He is on his way up to rescue you now.
Good luck.”


He passed by me, only to stop a few steps away, turn,
and stare right at me. He scowled, as if he was trying very hard to see me.
Once again, I held my breath. Finally, he turned and walked away. I snuck into
Nimue’s room through her still-open door. The woman was sitting on her bed with
a mixture of shock, horror, and delight on her face. 


I wanted to say something. Instead, I stepped out of
the doorway when I heard footsteps. A moment later, Merlin entered. Although I
knew it was him, he was not as he described. He was about as tall as my father
and had the same lean, athletic build, but his face was not as severe. His hair
was mostly medium brown, with some strands light as gold and others almost
black. It somewhat resembled his fur. His eyes, however, were the same exact
gold color as his wolf eyes. 


“Merlin!” Nimue exclaimed, running to him and hugging
him. “How could you risk coming here? How did you even get in?” They pulled
apart. When he leaned forward to kiss her, she put her hand on his chest to
stop him. 


“I came to save you. Did you really think I would
leave you in Gmork’s hands?”


“He’s too dangerous!”


“I can handle him. We should leave now.”


“How did you get in the castle?”


“I convinced the dragon to let me in. After that, it
was easy. I will find you, wherever you are, and I will always save you. I love
you.”


She leaned her head against his shoulder. “I love
you, too.” 


It was physically painful not to shout when she
looked up into his eyes and kissed him. It only took a moment before he stepped
back and clutched his chest. Merlin’s expression was only surprised until he
stumbled backwards into Nimue’s vanity, and then his face tightened in pain.


“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” Nimue asked
worriedly. 


“My chest feels tight. I feel dizzy.” Then he
suddenly fell to his knees with a pained gasp. Sweat soaked his hair and shirt.



“Merlin!” 


“Get… back,” he said, gruffly. I heard what sounded
like bones snapping before he shouted in pain. His clothes tore and his body
reshaped into the wolf form I was familiar with. Fur sprout all over his body
and his half-formed paws grew sharp claws. Nimue reached out for him and I
reacted instinctively. At the same time Merlin snapped wildly at her, I grabbed
her arm and pulled her back, causing her to trip. 


Merlin curled in and clawed at his abdomen as if he
could tear away the pain. Nimue kept calling his name desperately. When Merlin
finally opened his eyes, they were glowing red. There was nothing I could do
when he charged her, only to get caught in his shredded clothing and land
beside her. I could see the inner struggle as part of him tried to bite her and
the other part tried to save her. 


Eventually, his wolf body settled down and he opened
his eyes. This time, they were their normal gold. Before Nimue could act,
Merlin scrambled to his feet and backed away. It was weird because I could see
it in his eyes that he was yelling something, but I couldn’t hear anything. As
I expected, Merlin turned and scrambled out the door, flipping and flopping all
over the floor in his effort to figure out how to run on four legs.


Nimue didn’t try to stop him. Instead, she picked up
something shiny on the floor and studied it. It was a gold ring with a large
black stone on it. Clearly in shock, she stood up and went out onto the
balcony. “I suppose you’re wondering what just happened,” Quinn said, suddenly
standing in the bedroom doorway. 


“How did…?”


Quinn smirked. “That potion my master gave you was no
love potion. It made it so that when you kissed Merlin, he would change into a
wolf. Not just any wolf, either. He has no magic, which means he---”


“He can be killed. You made him mortal.”


“No. You made him mortal.”


“Turn him back.”


“There is no turning him back. I was supposed to
catch him for my master, but he slipped through my fingers. We were surprised
he was in control of himself, as we expected him to kill you. It hardly
matters; if he doesn’t give into bloodlust, he’ll come back for you, and we’ll
be ready when he does.”


“Please, no!”


“Continue begging all you want. It won’t change
anything, I just like hearing it.” 


“Just leave me alone.”


“As you wish. Merlin will return for you and we will
be ready. I wonder if he’ll kill you. Perhaps I should let him reach you before
I kill him. My master will be angry, but at least you’ll be out of my way. If
he is in control of himself, I’ll just have to kill you myself and make it look
like he did it before I kill him.”


Before Nimue could say anything, Quinn left and shut
the door behind him.


What makes her betray Merlin? She obviously
loves him right now. 


While I was thinking about what Gmork and Quinn said,
Nimue had gone out on the balcony. Before I even realized what she was doing,
Nimue climbed up on the rail and jumped. I rushed out onto the balcony, shocked
and horrified, but instead of a bloody mess, I saw Nimue standing in a bed of
flowers. Merlin had trained her in magic.


She ran off into a small orchard of trees, so I hid
my bag and staff under her bed, climbed over the ledge, and held up my wand.
“Make it so the fall doesn’t hurt me,” I told the wand, more desperately than I
would admit. I had climbed trees as a child, but I’d never fallen from this
height. 


Knowing I was going to lose track of Nimue if I
didn’t hurry, I let go. For most of the fall, there was no sign of help from my
wand. Then, right before I hit the ground, there was a pulse and I felt myself
collide with something very soft. Of course, that immediately disappeared and I
hit the ground unaided, but it felt like I had only fallen a short ways instead
of the entire distance. 


I tried to shake off the vertigo as I got up and
followed after Nimue. The garden was beautiful and surrounded the castle. Only
the tall, stone wall divided it from the outside world. There were sections of
the garden with different types of flowers, bushes, and trees. I figured Gmork
had the garden designed to make Nimue happy, because it didn’t seem like
something the dark wizard would fancy. 


When I finally caught up to her, she was kneeling
next to a beautiful lake. In the middle of the lake was a fountain with white
lights somewhere under water. Small, colorful lights swarmed over the water. I
thought they were fireflies until one of them flew up to Nimue. Then I felt a
sinking sensation in my stomach. 


They were fairies. 


“Please help me,” Nimue begged. “I accidentally
cursed Merlin and took his immortality and magic away. Gmork is going to kill
him! Please help him.”


“There is nothing we can do. We treasured you as our
own daughter, but he belongs to the dragons. We even told you that loving him
would be your downfall.”


The one who spoke to Nimue was small enough to fit in
my hand. Her hair was glowing white, while a pink glow surrounded her little
frame. Her white dress was more of a slip that seemed to dim and brighten with
the pink glow. Surprisingly, her voice, though very soft, was not as high
pitched as I expected from such a small creature. 


“I don’t care! I will give up magic if I must! Just
tell me how to save him!”


“We cannot, and neither can you.”


“Then tell me who can!”


“He will not live long enough for you to find someone
who can save him.”


“Who?”


“Death.”


“Death? How can death save him?”


“This curse is not as simple as anything you have
encountered. The only one who can break it is the person who created it, and
they must do so because it is what they want most. It will also kill them.”


“It will kill Merlin?”


“It will kill the one who breaks the curse.”


Nimue slumped into the grass. “Gmork would never
sacrifice himself to save Merlin.” She sat up as a thought occurred to her.
“Gmork created the potion, but he used it on me to kiss Merlin. Does that mean
I can save him?”


“No. It must be the creator of the potion.”


“I could never get Gmork to release Merlin from the
curse, but there must be a way to protect Merlin.”


“Not as long as the dark wizard is after him.”


“Then give me a way to send him somewhere else.”


“There is only one way to save him.”


“How?”


Three fairies dived into the water, only to rise up a
moment later with the syrus. “This is called the syrus. It is a very powerful
box that can contain even the strongest magic, but it will also protect
anything inside. Lock Merlin inside this and bring the syrus back to us. We will
send him to another world and make sure someone can release and help him.”


“But he would never fit in this,” she said as the
fairies lowered the box right into her hands. 


“It is magic, Nimue. Using this syrus will be a
betrayal of everything we taught you; it requires blood magic.”


“But blood magic is the darkest of all magics.”


“Yes, it is. First, you must smear your blood on the
latch and offer it some of your magic. Then a passage will appear on the front,
which you must read.”


“What does it say?”


“That will depend on you. It will guide you to what
you need most. Once you read the passage, it will open using your power. The
final component is a genetic sample of the person you are imprisoning.”


“Like what? He will be angry with me, so I doubt
he’ll let me close enough to get some of his fur.”


“You will have to convince him to let you lock him
up.”


“He would never leave me to defeat Gmork by myself.”


“Then you must do whatever it takes if you wish for
him to survive. Once you put the genetic sample inside the syrus, he will be
drawn into it. Bring it back to us, safely closed, and we will make sure he
gets found by someone who can help him. It may take a very long time.”


“How will the person who lets him out know what to
do?”


“People who are pure of heart will be able to sense
him. If they are brave enough to listen, it will tell them how to open it. It
is also much easier to release someone from it than it is to trap someone in
it.”


“Will I succeed?” 


“We are not fortunetellers. He is coming now. He can
smell you.”


At that moment, I saw color in the corner of my eye
and looked down. With horror, I realized I hadn’t maintained my spell. My
clothes were visible! I ducked behind the closest tree as she turned around,
but I knew she would spot me when she reached me. I discreetly waived my wand
over myself. Make my clothes and everything else I touch invisible. I
felt the magic stir for a moment before it stopped, leaving my clothes
completely visible. I don’t care if it’s sorcery, just do it, I demanded
silently.


This time, my magic obeyed. Just as my clothes
vanished, Merlin appeared through the woods. He wasn’t running, but he was in a
hurry. He stopped right out of Nimue’s reach. When she took a step towards him,
he took a step back. I saw Nimue’s expression change as she made a decision. 


“Why did you come back here to save me after what I
did to you?”


Merlin made a soft grumbling sound as he tried to
speak. When that failed, he growled with frustration. Nimue stepped back,
fearfully, which bothered me. Merlin wasn’t about to hurt her, he was just
frustrated. He was trying very hard to speak to her. 


“Merlin, I’m sorry about what happened. Gmork tricked
me.” She knelt and approached him slowly. This time, he let her. “I know you
came to save me, but you can’t. Gmork will kill you.”


Merlin growled. 


“I’m not going to let that happen.” She set the syrus
down in front of her and opened it, revealing only the red velvet lining of an
empty chest. She then took the ring out of her pocket that she had found in the
pile of Merlin’s torn clothes. To my surprise, she twisted the black gem until
it came off, revealing a sharp, small spike on the raw side. She pricked her
finger and wiped the blood off on the latch. 


Merlin growled again, his ears flattening. 


“I know blood magic is wrong, but this is the right
thing to do. You and I cannot be together. Gmork would never let me go.” She
wiped the sharp point off on the hem of her dress and put her hands on the
chest. After a moment, she let go and leaned forward. “What does that mean?” 


I tried to lean over to read the script, but she was
too close to it for me to see more than one small part. The eye is the
window to the soul. I shuddered. How long is Merlin going to have to
wait in there? The villagers I got it from said they had it for
generations. 


“This is called the syrus,” Nimue explained. “It can
contain the greatest magic. It will keep you safe until Gmork is no longer a
threat. The final thing I need to activate it is a genetic sample.” She quickly
ran her hands through his fur before he jerked back. He was too late, though;
several of his hairs were trapped in her fingers. “I know you will never
forgive me for this and I expect you don’t really understand, but this is for
the best.” She dropped the hair into the syrus. 


When the inside of the chest started to glow, a
violent wind began swirling around us. Merlin suddenly pounced on her, causing
them both to roll. I had already raised my wand when Merlin started to move.
Before I could stop him, a massive tree landed right where Nimue had been an
instant before. He saved her life.


And then he dispersed into dust and was absorbed into
the syrus. The lid snapped shut, the lock turned, and it was utterly silent. I
was the one who created the potion, even if it was to prevent a paradox. 


“Merlin? Can you hear me?” I called to
him mentally.


“Yes, Ayden.” 


“Please don’t ever die.”


“Did you find out how the curse was made?”


“Yes.”


“Then we will find a way to reverse it and I will
live just fine.” 


I nodded, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. I
was the one who created the potion, so I was the only one who could break the
curse. For that, I was glad I’d come here and that Asiago destroyed the
original potion. As bad as I was at listening to Merlin’s lessons and as confused
as I was about my own purpose, I wasn’t a complete fool. Somehow, I was meant
to be here. That first moment when Merlin woke as a wolf, his eyes glowed red
and there was nothing of him in them. 


I knew if I hadn’t redone the potion, the real Merlin
would have been lost to that savageness. 


Nimue was lying on the ground, where Merlin had left
her, crying. She was supposed to take the syrus to the fairies, but she wasn’t
doing it. 


“Nimue!” Gmork yelled angrily. From the sound of it,
he wasn’t far away. 


I didn’t know how long it would take him to find her,
but if he found the syrus before the fairies sent it to Caldaca, Merlin would
be in trouble. After a moment, I heard the sound of people searching the
garden. I gave up, grabbed the syrus, and ran back to the lake. This time, the
glowing fairies were gone. 


“Fairies!” I called as loudly as I dared. “I know you
don’t like my kind, but I need your help. Merlin needs your help!”


At first, nothing happened. Then, when I felt panic
clawing its way up my spine, a small, pink, glowing sphere rose out of the
water and flew right up to me. It looked like the same fairy that spoke to
Nimue. 


It felt wrong standing before a creature of light
magic. “I’m---”


“We know who you are, curse breaker.”


“So I can break the curse on Merlin? I thought you
couldn’t see the future.”


“We are ageless and we can be on any world.”


“But I thought fairies hated sorcerers.”


“You were born of dark magic, but that is not who you
are.”


“Really? I tried to be a sorcerer and I failed
completely at that. Now I’m trying to do only light magic, but I’m just as bad.
Merlin said it was because I’m fighting my sorcery.”


“For you to fulfill your destiny, you must be able to
walk in darkness and still bear the light.”


“What does that mean?”


“You have the very rare ability to bring light to the
very darkest hearts of your world, but you need both dark and light magic to do
so.”


“Darkest hearts? You mean my mother? She can’t be
changed.”


“Your destiny is not to change people but to free
them.”


I held out the syrus. “We don’t have much time. I
will try to find a way to be both a sorcerer and wizard. Please make sure he
stays safe and finds me when the time is right.”


She bowed and the syrus lifted out of my hands. “We
will.” She then disappeared with the box into the water.


I would do everything in my power to figure out how
to break the curse without dying, whether it required sorcery or wizardry. Even
if I couldn’t find out how to save myself, I would break the curse.









Chapter 18


“Ayden, we have a problem.”


“Why am I not surprised?” I heard Nimue
shouting and, after glancing down to make sure I was still invisible, I
returned to her. Gmork and Quinn were there. 


“I don’t believe you!” Nimue insisted. 


Gmork smirked. “Oh, it is quite true. Merlin is in
the dungeon.”


“You already used that trick.”


“This time, it is true. Come and see for yourself.”


“Merlin, are you trapped in the dungeon?” 


After a moment, he sheepishly answered, “Yes.”


I didn’t even bother waiting to see if Nimue was
recaptured. Instead, I ran for the castle. Fortunately, when I found the small
side door, no one was around to see it open and close seemingly on its own. “What
happened?”


“Evidently, Gmork summoned me right after the past
me was locked in the syrus, so he accidentally got the present me. He could not
summon me before because my power protected me, but as a wolf, I am defenseless
to his magic.”


I was running down the hall by then. I hadn’t found a
dungeon the day before, but I assumed it was going to be on a lower floor.
Suddenly, I collided with an unseen force and was thrown back. I groaned and
cradled my throbbing head, which had managed to hit both the force and the
floor. 


“That hurt,” Asiago mumbled. 


“Asiago?” I asked quietly. It made sense that it was
him, I was just surprised my spell was still working on his clothes.


“You have no idea how hard it is to find someone
invisible in a castle this size. I’ve been looking for you all night.”


“Why? Did you find something out?” 


“Multiple things. For one, the dragon isn’t in the
tower; he’s in the basement below the kitchens. Second, Merlin was down there.
And third, dragons are not at all fooled by invisibility.”


I sighed and climbed to my feet, trying to ignore the
dizziness. It occurred to me a lot of that was because of my constant magic
use. “Did you find any food in the kitchen?”


After a moment, he grabbed my arm awkwardly. “That’s
you, right?”


“Yes, that’s my arm. Who else is running around
invisible?” He then pressed what felt like a small loaf of bread against my
arm, so I took it. “Lead me to the dungeon.” Obediently, he grabbed the sleeve
of my robe and pulled me through the halls. I quickly devoured the bread
because, although I wasn’t hungry, I knew it would help recover my energy.


The kitchen was big, shiny, and not really any
different than castle kitchens on Caldaca. Most importantly, it was empty, so
Asiago led me to a door and started to open it. I put my hand on it and shut
it. 


“What’s wrong?” 


“I need my staff to face the dragon, and it’s
upstairs.”


“Why do you need the staff?”


“My dragon’s eye is bonded to it. When I fought the
chimera, I somehow conjured a dragon. Maybe I can do that again. I’m going to
try to contact him.” I studied the door as if I could see through it. “Merlin,
are you in immediate danger?”


“At this moment, there is a dragon guarding my
cell, and I am easily within reach of his flames. Because I cannot speak to
him, I cannot convince him to let me go. However, Gmork is not torturing me or
killing me right this second, so no, I suppose not.”


“I’m going to run up to Nimue’s room and grab my
staff. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” I turned back to where I thought
Asiago was standing. “I’m going to go get my staff. Stay here and guard the
door.” I left before he could argue. It didn’t take me too long to reach her
room, which was why the door was open and Gmork was still with her. I was just
in time to hear him tell her that he would let Merlin go if she promised to
love him and never leave. She still didn’t believe he had Merlin, so she said
she wouldn’t. 


Gmork just smirked and left the room, saying that he
would give her until sunset the next day to decide. 


Then I was alone with Nimue, who sat down in the
vanity seat. I went to the bed and grabbed my staff and bag.


“… reflection is the window…” Nimue whispered,
obviously trying to remember something. “The eye is the window to the soul. The
darkness is the window to the unknown. The reflection is the window to the
unseen.”


With sudden clarity, I realized that was what she had
read on the syrus. As she glanced up into the vanity mirror, I approached her
quietly, hesitantly. I didn’t actually expect to see anything, and it didn’t
look like she did, either. But she did see something. 


Her eyes locked on mine and widened with shock. 


I was very visible in the mirror. She stood up,
turned, and knocked her chair over in her rush to get away. “I’m not going to
hurt you!” I said automatically. I glanced down and saw that I was completely
visible. 


“Who are you?” she asked, panicking. 


“I’m a friend of Merlin’s.”


She hesitated. “Prove it.”


“Well, you know him better than I do, probably. He’s
been teaching me sor… I mean magic. He taught me the invisibility potion that I
used to get in here,” I said, pulling out the invisible bottle. When she raised
her eyebrow, I sighed. “Yes, that was silly.” I walked toward the vanity
slowly, trying not to scare her, and tapped the bottle against the table. “I
don’t have a lot of time. Gmork really does have Merlin locked away and I need
to save him.”


“That’s impossible. I… trapped Merlin for his own
safety.”


“It’s a very long story.”


“Please tell me. I want to help Merlin more than
anything.”


I sighed and sat on the bed. When she picked up her
chair and sat, I told her everything, from how I grew up, attained the syrus,
and met Merlin, all the way up to the door in the kitchen. I constantly worried
that Gmork would go back on his promise and attack Merlin before sunset, but
every time I asked Merlin, there was no change. Fortunately, Nimue never once
interrupted me, so the story wasn’t ridiculously long.


When I got to the part with the potion that cursed
Merlin, I pulled out one of the spares and handed it to her. She was still
holding it when I got done. “So, you can use this to cure him?” she asked. 


“I have the recipe, so I can remake it if I need to.
Hopefully, I can just burn these when I get home and use the recipe to create a
way to break it.”


“I’ll go and distract Gmork. You save Merlin and get
him out of here,” she said.


“That wouldn’t work. Merlin won’t leave knowing Gmork
still has you.”


“I do know magic, and defeating Gmork is going to
take ruthlessness. From what you told me, that isn’t your style.”


“We can both go rescue Merlin. Maybe we don’t even
have to face Gmork. There’s no reason to face him if we don’t have to.”


Nimue nodded. “We can try it. Can you… talk to him?
Can you tell him I’m sorry?”


“You can tell him that when you see him again.” 


Nimue told me to go on ahead and that she would catch
up. I didn’t bother asking why. She caught up to me before I made it down the
stairs. Fortunately, we reached the door to the dungeon without encountering
anyone. All the servants Asiago and I saw the previous day must have been
making themselves scarce. It felt way too much like a trap. “Merlin? Any
change?”


“Not at this time.”


“Nimue, Asiago, and I are on our way down. I have
my staff.”


“Nimue is with you?”


“She’s on our side. Just let her explain.”


“She trapped---”


“I know,” I interrupted. “Trust me.”


After a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to answer
me. Then he said, “I trust you, young sorcerer. Do you have a plan for
facing the dragon?”


If I can’t conjure another dragon, maybe I can
conjure my monkey monster to distract him. Can you tell me how to talk him into
letting us go?” 


“I failed to save Nimue; he is not in a forgiving
mood. Furthermore, if you mispronounce something in the dragon’s language, he
will be even more infuriated. This time, the only chance you have of saving me
is to be true to yourself.”


At that point, we reached the kitchen and found
Asiago standing by the door, completely visible. “I guess the potion wore off.”


“Yes it did, before you dropped the invisibility on
my clothes.”


“So you were…”


“I looked like I was. Can we just get this over
with?”


He opened the door and we went down. It was very
dark, very dry, and very hot. The steps felt like they were carved straight out
of the edge of a rock cliff and they weren’t all equal size. I had to turn my
foot to step on some of them. To my right was a rock wall, but when I reached
out to my left, there was nothing. 


“I’m not trying to complain or anything, but… can’t
you create light?” Asiago asked.


“Oh! I forgot about that.” I pulled my wand out of my
pocket. Give us light. Warm energy flowed through me into the wand and a
gentle white glow emanated from the tip. As I had figured out, there was a wall
on one side and a drop on the other. What I hadn’t realized was that the
stairwell lined the wall of the dungeon, so the dragon had been watching us the
entire time we were making our way down the stairs. 


The light wasn’t bright enough to make out the
features of the dragon, only that he was huge. As if he knew we spotted him, he
moved. When light spilled in, I realized the dragon had been blocking a cave
entrance. With this new light, I could see the dragon much better. 


He was dark brown with long spikes down his back and
tail. He was also much leaner than the dragon I had conjured. Overall, he was
massive and covered in spikes, so I was impressed and said the first thing that
came to mind. “Wow. He’s beautiful! I wonder if my father trained dragons this
big.”


“If you are done ogling the dragon, young sorcerer,
I would like to be rescued now.”


“Right. Sorry.”


“I expected nothing less.”


“Okay. What do I tell him to make him let you go?”
Before he could respond, the dragon roared. “No!” I yelled back. “I said I
wouldn’t fight a dragon, so you’re just going to have to sit down and listen!”
I stomped my staff for good measure and gaped at the deep blue pulse of light
that erupted from the crystal. “Oops.”


The dragon roared again… then sat on his butt and
fell silent. 


“What did you do?” Nimue asked.


“You broke it,” Asiago said. 


“I did not.” I climbed the rest of the way down the
stairs and very slowly approached the dragon. When he growled, I stopped and
pointed my staff at the cage. “Merlin, get back.” I waved my wand at the lock. Blast
it. Just like before, the lock exploded and my staff pulsed with red light.
“Oh, be quiet,” I said to the staff.


That was when the dragon attacked. I was expecting
him to blow fire or maybe eat me, not for his massive tail to swipe my staff
right out of my hand. His right front paw reached out for me, so I dived and
rolled to the right. Before I could get out of the way, he blew fire. I barely
felt the heat before an invisible barrier went up right in front of me. Nimue
was protecting me, and she didn’t even have a wand.


It gave me enough time to stand and grab my wand,
which I had dropped right after I lost my staff. “Go away!” I yelled, hoping
the dragon did as I commanded. He didn’t, and that nearly went down in history
as the worst last words.


As he opened his mouth to blow fire again, I dived
for my staff. Merlin howled and attacked the dragon’s face, moving way too fast
for a normal wolf. Unfortunately, even with Merlin clawing and biting his face,
the dragon had enough sense not to let me reach my staff; he slammed his paw
down on my leg and jerked me back, barely missing my flesh with his sharp
claws. I tried to kick him off, but each of his claws was longer than my foot,
and any maneuvering I did was more likely to get me stabbed. With no other
choice, I pointed my wand at the dragon’s paw. 


I imagined the dragon turning to stone. Attack!
My wand did as I commanded and I felt the magic inside me react, but the burst
of energy that shot into the dragon did not turn him to stone. In fact, it
didn’t do anything. 


With me still trapped firmly by his right paw, the
dragon managed to pull Merlin off his face with his left. He held Merlin upside
down and opened his mouth to eat the wolf. I once again reached out for my
staff, and this time, every part of me called out to it. When it shot towards
me, I didn’t have time to be surprised. I stabbed the base of it into the
dragon’s paw, effortlessly transforming the tip into a blade. 


The dragon jerked his hand away and the weapon
changed right back into a staff. I didn’t let that slow me down. I stood,
suddenly feeling like the magic inside me was building and building,
desperately trying to get out. “Put him down!” I demanded. Once again, deep
blue light pulsed from my staff, and some of that magic was released. I didn’t
know what I’d done until the dragon dropped Merlin and roared at me. 


I was terrified.


But I wasn’t an idiot. 


The dragon took a swipe at me with his massive
talons. I held the staff out in front of me like it could hold him off. “Get
back!” I yelled. The blue light flashed again and hit the dragon, throwing him
back further than I expected. He tried again, but the blue pulse struck for a
second time without me saying anything. Even though the light hit all of us, it
only attacked the dragon, and it obviously affected the dragon quite a bit.
That last blow was all it took to convince him to take off through the cave
entrance. 


For a moment, it was very quiet. Merlin struggled to
his feet, getting Nimue’s attention. When she ran to him and wrapped her arms
around him, he growled in pain. Nimue brought her hands back covered in blood.
“Oh, Merlin, I’m so sorry!” She then put her hands on his side again. “I don’t
have any potions, but I can stop your bleeding.”


I gaped. 


“Is she healing him?” Asiago asked. Asiago and Nimue
couldn’t understand each other without the Siren, so he was probably a little
confused. “I thought she was a witch, not a mage.”


“She is a witch.”


“A witch who can heal wounds? This is a weird world.
I want to go home. I don’t even mind the zombies anymore. In fact, I think I
miss them.”


“I’m starting to think you’re the weird one,” I told
him. I frowned when Merlin growled again and jerked away from Nimue. “Don’t you
need a wand or something?” I asked. 


“A wand? No. The fairies taught me to heal, but the
dark magic I’ve done has tarnished me.”


“Tarnish? I thought wizards here did both light and
dark magic.”


“We can do both, but magic comes at a price. For
Nimue to heal and preserve her purity, she must resist the lure of dark magic.
Using dark magic for us is a slippery slope that will ultimately lead to our
own destruction. Caldaca doesn’t have this problem, so I cannot hope to explain
the concept to you.”


“I’m not an idiot.”


“I never said you were. However, your attention
span is far too short to---” 


“Oh, no! Where’s my wand?!” I asked, looking around
desperately. I saw it by the steps and picked it up with a relieved sigh. “I’m
sorry for interrupting. What were you saying?”


“It’s really creepy when you two talk to each other,”
Asiago said.  


“I’ve been told that before. We should get out of
here while we have the chance and you can heal him at his cabin,” I said.


“He won’t make it that far,” Nimue argued.


Merlin scowled. “This is merely a scratch; I will
be fine. I want to get back to my cabin and start working on breaking the curse.”


“Well, about that… I found out what Dessa meant. We
may have to delay that.”


Merlin had been staring into Nimue’s face until I
spoke, and then he looked at me. His eyes widened and he lurched forward, but
Nimue stopped him. “Get down!” he yelled in my mind. 


Too late. I felt a blade press against my
back. “Seriously? Not again!” I groused. 


“Gmork, let him go!” Nimue said.  


Asiago rushed to get away. Obviously, he hadn’t seen
the dark wizard appear behind me. Gmork laughed. “Why would I do that? Drop the
staff,” he demanded. 


With a sigh, I leaned over to set it down gently. He
didn’t say anything, though he moved the blade to keep it pressed against me.
If it weren’t for my robe, I would have already been bleeding. Once I stood back
up, he returned his attention to Nimue.


“Before, I had to keep Merlin alive to make you mine
forever. I was not expecting more of your friends to come. Now I can kill two
of the three and still have you completely at my mercy. Who should it be?”


Nimue stood up and approached me slowly. “Let them
go. I know you will never let me go. If you let them walk out, I will never
fight you or try to escape.”


After a moment of considering this, I sensed his
movement as he adjusted his stance. “Good. Come over here.” 


When he moved his dagger from my back, around my
shoulder, I reacted instinctively. I wasn’t as strong magically or physically
as my brothers, but I was faster. Mikron and Bevras were always going for my
throat. Since he was reaching around my right shoulder, I stepped into his
side, turning my body so that my right side was against his front. With my left
hand, I grabbed his wrist and twisted it so that the knife was pointed away
from me. With my right elbow, I struck him in the face, then grasped his right
arm and twisted it more. As he started to double over, I leaned forward and
kicked backward, striking the side of his right knee. Finally, I pulled on his
arm until he was tossed over my shoulder. He grunted with pain and I let him
go. “I’m sorry!”


“Why are you apologizing to him?” Merlin
inquired. “And where in Valhalla did you learn to do that?”


“Finish him!” Asiago yelled. 


I reached for my staff to try to turn him to stone,
but Gmork grabbed it and swung it. I had to jump back to keep from getting hit.
Although he was obviously in pain, he climbed to his feet and pointed my staff
at me. “That was a mistake,” he growled. 


Merlin didn’t move, and neither did I, for we both
knew what would happen if Gmork tried to attack me with my staff. The magical
tool was bonded to my magic and wouldn’t hurt me. Nimue didn’t know this and
ran right to him, trying to block me from him. 


“If you hurt him, you’ll never have me.”


As discreetly as I could, I put my foot on the
dagger, which he had dropped, so that he wouldn’t notice it. Gmork missed this,
took Nimue’s arm, and jerked her against him. Asiago was close enough now to
reach over and put his hand on the Siren, probably tired of not being included.


“If I let them go, you will stay here with me and
never try to leave?” Gmork asked. Nimue nodded. “And you will love me?”


She opened her mouth to speak, then hesitated and
kissed him instead. Merlin howled. It was an eerie and heartbreaking sound.
Then, Gmork pulled away from her, a mixture of shock and confusion on his face.



“What did you do?” As soon as the words were out of
his mouth, he clutched his chest in pain. “How…? The sun has already risen.”


“I drank another bottle after sunrise, knowing you
would make me kiss you.”


“There wasn’t another bottle!” He ran for the stairs,
panting. With every few steps he climbed, I heard either a bone breaking or his
shout of pain. Several times, he stopped to try to get his footing, because he
was forming paws. The black fur was sprouting all over his body and the torn
clothes didn’t help. 


By the time he got to the top, I realized he was
going to be much, much bigger than Merlin. I also realized something else.
“There’s a portal! We can’t let him get to another world before he loses his
magic!” I pushed Asiago’s hand away and started running up the stairs after
him, followed closely by Nimue and Asiago. Merlin was a little slower up the
steps. 


Outside the kitchen was a large hallway, where we
found Gmork unconscious. Merlin had fought off the vicious, feral effects of
the potion after a moment. For some reason, I highly doubted Gmork would try.
Even without his magic, he would be deadly.


And then he lifted his head. 


Gmork was now a wolf the size of a bear, blacker than
my mother’s heart, and very, very angry. His eyes were still green, but now
they glowed with bloodlust. He stood, struggling on account of his massive
size, yet adapting quickly. 


“Now, you will all die,” Gmork said, his mouth
contorting oddly to pronounce the words around his very long teeth. 


I think we all gaped, completely shocked. “You can
talk?” I asked. I absentmindedly slipped off the Siren and put my arm through
it, allowing Asiago to do the same. 


Gmork grinned cruelly, though it may have been a
snarl. “I may be under the same curse, but I am much more powerful than
Merlin.” 


That was the moment Merlin caught up to us. “Not
powerful enough to do magic anymore, I bet,” I taunted. 


“I still have my ways. Quinn!” he yelled. He had to
call the little wizard’s name again before Quinn finally appeared, running
towards his master. When he saw Gmork’s new form, he tried desperately to slow
his running and ended up falling flat on his face at Gmork’s paws. “Why did you
run? Why not just appear here?” 


“I’m sorry, Master…” he said, panting. “I can’t… I’ve
lost… my magic.”


“What do you mean you lost your magic?”


“That would be my fault,” Asiago said demurely. He
glanced at me. “Remember when you woke up and asked me what I was making and I
said it was a sensory enhancement potion? I lied.”


“You made a potion that stripped someone’s power?!
How could you?!”


Gmork was just as angry; he turned on Quinn, pounced,
and began devouring the little wizard… who was still alive and screaming during
it. I threw up. 


“How much do you have left?” I asked. 


“I used it all in the soup. I had hoped Gmork would
have eaten it.”


“I could have eaten it!” Nimue said, shaken.


“I didn’t know if you were on Ayden’s side or not,”
he shrugged. “I figured it was worth the risk. If Quinn hadn’t lost his power,
past Merlin would have been killed before you had a chance to put him in the
syrus.”


At this point, Gmork was done with Quinn and charged
Merlin. When I held up my staff and it immediately shifted into a sword, Gmork
stopped a hair’s breadth from impaling himself. “What are we going to do with
him?” I asked. 


Nimue sighed. “I have to stay and protect him.”


Merlin growled. 


Nimue knelt and hugged Merlin. “Please don’t hate me.
I’ve done everything I could out of love for you. I can’t bear for you to hate me.
I have to stay and protect him because I did this to him and I have to atone
for my dark magic. Maybe I can bring back the Gmork who was your friend.”


Merlin growled again. I felt like he was trying very
hard to speak to her privately, but I was still the only one who could hear
him. 


“Merlin, we have to go and save my aunt. As soon as
we break the curse, we can come back here and you can save her for good.” I
didn’t say anything else for a while, because he was only staring into her
eyes. “It didn’t occur to me before, but you can stay with Nimue. I’m sure
Magnus can help me find a way to break the curse and I can return to break it.”


He turned and looked at me for a moment before
responding with a heavy sigh. “No. I will return to Caldaca with you and help
you break the curse. No matter how hard I try, Nimue cannot hear me. Until the
curse is broken, I cannot be the man she loves. I do not want her seeing me
this way for longer than she already has, for I want her to only remember me as
I was. It is time now to return to Caldaca.”


 


*          *          *


 


Since all the servants had lost their magic, Nimue
had no trouble single handedly taking over. Merlin warned me that since Gmork
could still talk, he could still do some forms of magic, and even make bargains
with powerful creatures. I relayed this to Nimue, who said she would find
something to muzzle him with until he stopped fighting her. 


Nimue was a lot tougher when she wasn’t a captive. 


After we were certain that Nimue had control of the
castle, Merlin, Asiago, and I went to the tower so Merlin could see the portal.
When he did, he growled. 


“What’s wrong?” 


“I believe I have figured out what made Gmork
surrender fully to dark magic.”


“You recognize the world?”


“I do, but not the date. It is extremely specific.”


“What world is it?”


“One of the most powerful worlds there is. If he
could reach it at the right moment in time and kill the right person, he could
destroy the world and have unlimited power. That would be enough magic to break
any curse.”


“But he can’t do anything as a wolf, can he?” I
asked. Merlin stared at me dryly. “Sorry. I’ll get to work.” On the way to
Nimue’s room, I explained what had happened when he was outside the castle wall
and in the dungeon. As always, Merlin listened patiently and thoughtfully the
entire time. When I was done, he sighed, but remained silent. “Nimue used dark
magic, but she was trying to protect you.”


He nodded. “I know. I tried to believe that since
I was released from the syrus, but I suppose I stopped at some point. I knew
Nimue was afraid of me, and that poisoned my own memory of what happened.
Either way, I cannot return to her as I am now.”


I decided to talk in his head so that Asiago wouldn’t
overhear us. “We will find a way to break the curse.”


“I appreciate your determination, young sorcerer,
but I will not have you risk your life for me. Again. Even though I would like
to have my power back, I have lived a long life, and if I have to live out what
is left of it as a wolf, so be it. There are worse things to be.”


“Dead?”


“Alone.” He didn’t say anything else until we
reached Nimue’s room and I got to work on making the portal. Merlin asked me a
bunch of questions, like how many days he was gone exactly and how full the
moons were, so that we got there at the right time. If we were too early, I
would run into myself, but if we were too late, Veronica would kill my aunt.


When I was done, Merlin said it looked great and we
didn’t waste any time. We all got inside, careful not to scuff my sigils. As I
felt my magic pour into the portal, imagined the night sky, and aligned the
imaginary stars over the lines, I focused on the magic room in Vactarus’s
mansion.









Chapter 19


I immediately recognized the familiar room. Even
though it wasn’t my room, we were on Caldaca. I was home. 


Almost immediately, Vactarus floated down through the
ceiling. “That was quick. I see you found your wolf,” he said sourly. “I hope
you gave him a flea bath before you returned.”


Merlin snarled. “Keep talking, poser, and you will
wake up with your precious silk curtains torn up in the mud.”


I cleared my throat. “Merlin said he doesn’t have
fleas and you should be nicer to him.” Merlin rolled his eyes and Vactarus
scoffed, but neither of them said anything else. “How long were we gone?”


“Just a day.”


“Good. We have time then. I think I’ve figured out
how to find the object with Sonya’s memories and power. Or at least, what I was
doing wrong before.”


“What is it?” 


“Veronica said she tried every spell, but that would
only include sorcery. She also said that Sonya should have given her mother a
clue. I think the spell that Sonya used to hide her power insured that it could
only be found using wizardry. It probably requires that the person who finds it
means her no harm.”


“Then why couldn’t you find it before?” Asiago asked.



“Because I wanted to use it to trade for Livia.”


“Then you still shouldn’t be able to find it,”
Vactarus said. 


“After meeting Gmork, the last thing I want to do is
give Veronica more power. I don’t know why she wants Sonya’s magic, since she
can’t use wizardry, but she obviously has something in mind. We should help
Sonya get her memories back and then save Livia when we know what Veronica
really wants.”


“Is this more of you trying to be a wizard?” Asiago
asked. 


“No.” 


Sonya appeared beside me, causing me to shriek. The
ghost ignored it. “So if you find this object, I will get both my powers and
memories back? What would stop Veronica from coming after me again?”


“For one thing, you’re a ghost, so it’s not like she
can kill you. For another, I don’t plan on telling her you’re still here or
that you’re getting your magic back.” I pulled out my wand and leaned my staff
against the bookshelf. Sonya doesn’t know who she is or that anyone loves
her. I have to return her memories so that she can have a mother again.


I pointed my wand at Sonya and imagined finding
something. This was difficult to imagine because I didn’t know what the object
I was looking for looked like. Find the object that holds Sonya’s memories.


Pink bubbles plopped out of the wand and surrounded
Sonya. 


I glared at the wand. “This is why I use the staff.”
In answer, the bubbles all popped. “It didn’t work.”


“It did,” Sonya corrected, right before she vanished.


“Okay, now we can go find her,” I said, grabbing my
staff. It didn’t take long. We found her standing in the main greeting room,
staring upward. There was a three-tiered candle chandelier with a silver locket
hanging on one of the candles. “How did we miss that?”


“I lit those candles too many times to count; that
wasn’t there before,” Vactarus said. 


Sonya was just staring at it. “What’s wrong?” I
asked. “You want to remember everything, don’t you?”


She nodded. “I do right now, but what if I don’t like
what I remember? My own sister killed me. What if I’m not what everyone says I
am?”


“Well, if you’re not you, then we’ll just have to
keep looking. Do you want to be Sonya Dracre?”


“Ayden, if she regrets remembering her life, I can
teach you a curse that will make her forget it again. It will not remove her
powers, but it will otherwise be as if this day never happened for her. That
is, if you are willing to do sorcery.”


I nodded. “Merlin said that we can take back the
memories if you change your mind after you remember them.”


“Really? I guess there’s nothing to lose then.”
Still, she didn’t immediately reach for it. When it looked like she wasn’t
going to, Vactarus floated up to it, grabbed it, and floated back down. It must
have been less frightening to her when she was so close, because she reached
for it without hesitation. 


Nothing happened. 


“I still don’t remember anything.”


“Open the locket,” Merlin said, patiently.


“Merlin said to open it.”


She did, and gasped. There was no flash of light or
burst of magic that I could sense, she just seemed to freeze. 


“Are you okay?” I asked. She didn’t seem to even hear
me at first, but then she blinked, glanced at me, and then stared at the locket
in her hand. “Do you remember everything? Are you Sonya Dracre?” She nodded.
“And do you regret it?”


“I don’t know. I kind of feel like I’m not the same
person anymore. I’ve been Kisha for longer than I was Sonya Dracre. What is
that sound?”


“What sound?” Vactarus asked. 


“I hear… something between a whispering and a
hissing.”


“You’re hearing the syrus,” I said. I decided not to
explain that the fairies said only those pure of heart could hear it, because
that made me wonder why Merlin couldn’t. 


“Have you heard the whispering recently?”
Merlin asked.


“It hasn’t stopped in a long time. I hear it more
often than not.”


“The chimera may be getting desperate. He might be
able to sense all the magic around him.” 


I really didn’t want to think of that. Chimeras were
impervious to magic, so I was very worried it would be able to break out of the
syrus. I would have left it with Vactarus, but I didn’t want Sonya to be
tempted to open it. “Veronica can control animals, and she said you also have a
special power. Do you know why she wants it?”


For a moment, her expression was blank, but then her
eyes widened with worry. “Because she can reverse it.”


“Reverse what?”


“My power. I can help people attain the one thing
that will make them truly happy. Veronica can’t use that herself, but by
modifying the spell my… my mother used to seal her dark magic, Veronica can
reverse my magic. She can make people face their worst fears.”


“The world would be overrun by rabbits in two days,”
I said. 


“I wouldn’t mind that,” Vactarus said. 


“I would,” Asiago said with a shudder. 


“You have to save my mother,” Sonya said, visibly
torn, “but you can’t give her my magic. There has to be another way.”


There is.” I studied the blue crystal on my staff.
“In the cave, I controlled the dragon with this.”


“What cave? What dragon?” Sonya asked.


“Asiago, remember the sign in the forest that said
there were dragons?”


“Yes.”


“What sign? What dragons?” Merlin
asked. 


“So, does everyone understand the plan?” I asked. 


“Not even a little bit,” Sonya answered. 


“I’m lost,” Asiago answered.


“Did I just black out for a second where you
explained this plan of yours?” Merlin asked. 


“Can I have my Siren back now?” Vactarus asked. 


 


*          *          *


 


We ate a quick meal as I discussed the plan and as
soon as we were done, Merlin explained a new spell to me. It was from his
world, but if it worked, it could dramatically increase our chances of
survival. Unfortunately, we couldn’t afford to try it out ahead of time in case
Veronica had an animal spying on us. 


So, we were about to set out on another quest… or
to finish the one we were already on… I couldn’t remember. The plan was to
ask the dragons to help us free Livia. I would conjure my monkey monster as
well and with them, I would distract Veronica while Asiago, Merlin, and Sam
snuck in and broke out Livia. I took the locket as a decoy, since it had no
power remaining in it. 


Fortunately, Sam and Kirin were still at the castle
after our absence. 


We were outside, on the front porch with Kirin and
Sam, and I had packed my stuff into Kirin’s saddlebag, when it occurred to me
that I had no idea where the Endless Forest was, since we had been transported
to and from there. When I told Merlin and Asiago this, Asiago just shrugged. 


“You can just transport us like Magnus did. You’ve
done it before.”


“I’m not as powerful as Magnus. I can probably
transport us… but if it’s very far, something might go wrong.” 


“It would also exhaust you to the point where you
would be useless against Veronica,” Merlin pointed out. “Magic like that
takes a lot of practice.”


“I can do it,” Sonya said. We turned to her as she
suddenly appeared next to us. “It might exhaust me, but I’m safe here and it
will be easy enough for me to recover. It’s not like I can die again. Besides,
you don’t have time to get there otherwise.”


“You haven’t seen the endless forest.”


“No, but I’ve seen my mother, so I can transport you
to her. I can get you as close as Veronica’s defenses would allow.” She then
frowned. “Only… I don’t have a wand. I don’t remember what I did with it.”


“You can make another one.” I held out mine. “For
now, try to use mine. Make sure you send it with us, though, because I’m going
to need it.”


She took it hesitantly. “I don’t know if I can.
You’ve used it for dark magic.”


“I’ve used it a lot more for light magic. We’re
cousins, so that should be enough to make it trust you. Are you sure you
remember how to do it?”


She nodded. She waved the wand and bright rainbow
colors burst out of it. The colorful light changed to glitter and we were
suddenly standing at the entrance of the Endless Forest. Merlin, Asiago, Kirin,
Sam, and myself all seemed to have made it perfectly fine. My wand hit the
ground, but it wasn’t damaged. I picked it up and slipped it into my pocket. 


Asiago sneezed. 


 


*          *          *


 


We wandered into the forest wearily. Sam and Merlin
made for excellent guards. If any random creature wandered too close, the
griffin and wolf would growl until the animal ran away. I focused on finding
Veronica. I knew we had to find the dragons first, but since the dragons were
near Veronica’s cabin, I focused as hard as I could on finding her.


“Can you sense Veronica’s power?” I asked Merlin.


“I can sense that there is someone of great power
nearby. Unfortunately, I cannot tell where it is in relation to us. If we go in
one direction, I feel like we are getting closer to it, and then suddenly it is
further away. Either she is moving, or we are in a place the dragons call
Eykann.”


“What does that mean?”


“You are not going to like the answer.”


“I highly doubt I’ll understand the answer, but tell
me anyway.”


“Eykann is a place where there is no near or far;
you can only be here or there. This also explains why there is no way out. To
find Veronica, you must want to be there more than you want to be here. The
reason we have not yet found her is because you are afraid.”


“How did I find her the first time?”


“You said you felt serenity. Were you afraid?”


“No. But I didn’t appear before her, I just walked.
If fact, my wand led me.”


“In some of Eykann, you have to walk, whereas you
only appear there in others. I know how confusing this type of magic is; I have
seen it on several worlds.”


“How do I not be afraid?”


“You cannot rid yourself of fear completely, and
that is how it should be. Fear keeps you alert and is the enemy of arrogance.”


“That’s not what my mother said. How am I supposed to
find Veronica if I’m afraid?”


“Courage, young sorcerer. That is something I
cannot teach you. All the courage you need is already inside you,
waiting to be brought out.”


“You know, it is really creepy when you talk to each
other,” Asiago said.


We lapsed into silence as I pondered what Merlin
said. It was also very close to night, but I hoped it might work to our
advantage. I didn’t think Veronica would expect us back this quickly. 


After a while, the silence bothered me. “About my
deal with Magnus to take away my sorcery… I decided to drop it,” I said. “I’m
starting to think I need my sorcery as much as my wizardry.”


Merlin sighed with approval. It occurred to me it was
weird that I could distinguish between his different sighs. “I am relieved
you reached this conclusion before we faced Veronica. I was very worried this
was about to go down in history as the silliest quest that has ever been
attempted.”


I was about to ask Asiago what his opinion was, since
he insisted on giving it to me when I didn’t ask for it, when Merlin froze. At
the same time, Sam started flexing his wings, Kirin tossed his head, and they
both stamped their feet nervously. Don’t say we’re surrounded. Don’t say
we’re surrounded. Please don’t say we’re surrounded.


“We are surrounded,” Merlin said. 


“What’s happening?” Asiago asked. 


I opened myself to the magic around me and groaned. Don’t
be zombies. Don’t be zombies. Please don’t be zombies.


“I smell death.”


“Asiago, where is your bracelet?” I asked. 


His face paled as he looked down at his wrist. The
strap was clearly missing. “I don’t know. It must have come off some time when
I was invisible.”


“What do we do?” I asked Merlin.


“Why are you asking me? You did very well when I
was gone.”


It was then that the zombies stumbled into view. Most
of them were dried out from age, many of the newer ones had bugs crawling in
them, and all of them reeked. I pulled out my staff. Turn into a sword,
I thought. Predictably, it did nothing. 


“How do you kill zombies on this world?”
Merlin asked.


“How do we… kill the dead?” I asked. “You can’t kill
zombies; you have to send them back to their coffins with magic. Asiago doesn’t
have their names, though, so he can’t do it. We’ll have to outrun them.”
Fortunately, the zombies were slow. Of course, there were a few dozen of them,
so I didn’t have many options. I aimed my staff at the majority of them.
“Attack!” I demanded of the staff. 


A violent blast of fire burst from my staff and
struck them, causing five of them to catch on fire. The rest scattered and
Kirin started galloping towards the opening so suddenly that I was nearly
thrown off. Merlin, Sam, and Asiago were not far behind, and soon, we were far
from the zombies. 


 


*          *          *


 


The first familiar landmark we came to was Nightmare
Valley, which Merlin was not keen on entering, so we turned and went in another
direction. If places are as close or far as we want them to be, then we
should have found the dragons. I want to meet the dragons. After a while,
Merlin veered off the path and we followed. To my astonishment, we arrived at
the mouth of the dragons’ cave almost immediately. 


Merlin studied the werewolf statue. “I see you
have been practicing your sorcery.”


“Yes, well, he attacked us first.”


“Under Veronica’s control?”


“I had to do something.”


“I know, Ayden. I am glad that you defended
yourself. Now, before trying to threaten them, appeal to the dragons for their
assistance. You alone will approach the cave mouth, while the rest of us stay
back behind the statue. This tells them that you are not here for battle.
Change your staff into a sword.”


“But you said---”


“Just do it.” 


With plenty of confusion, I told the staff, “Change
into a sword.” For once, the staff obeyed perfectly, so I approached the cave. 


“That is far enough. Now sink the sword into the
dirt as far as you can, take two steps back, and kneel.”


“Stick it in the dirt?”


“You have no sheath for it, so this is necessary.
If there was a large boulder, I would teach you a very extravagant trick. As it
is, that will have to wait.” Once I did as he said and kneeled, he
continued. “Loudly state your name and why you are here.”


“But I don’t know the dragons’ language.”


“They know many languages. I cannot give
you the words to say because dragons know when your words are not your own.”


I considered this carefully. I was pretty sure that
meant I couldn’t lie or say something I didn’t mean. “Good evening, dragons…” I
began quietly.


“Louder, young sorcerer. They are likely deep in
their cave. You do not want to sound like a slow and defenseless snack.”


I sighed and tried again. “Good evening, dragons!” I
shouted at the top of my lungs. “My name is Ayden Dracre! I know it’s a
sorcerer name, but I’m not really a sorcerer! Well, I am, but I’m also a
wizard! It’s very confusing, I know! I’m not really sure what I am anymore!” 


Merlin groaned and put his paw over his eyes. 


“Oh, right. Anyway, I’m here to ask for your help!
Well, not in the forest, I mean I’m in front of your cave to ask for your help!
I’m actually in the Endless Forest to defeat my cousin, who is a sorceress, and
save my aunt, who is like me…! Except she had her sorcery removed, so she’s not
really like me anymore! I was going to have mine removed, too, but I changed my
mind! I need your help to save my aunt!” By then, I had to stop to catch my
breath.


“Are you an idiot?” Asiago asked. 


“I was just nervous. I didn’t want to embarrass
myself in front of a dragon.”


“You failed.”


“Did I at least get my point across?”


“I think you have successfully proven that you
need a therapist,” Merlin agreed. 


“Great! What’s a therapist?” He just sighed. “Maybe
the dragons aren’t home,” I said when there was no movement or sound from the
cave. I really hoped they weren’t extinct as my mother had said. 


“You probably scared them away,” Asiago said. 


“Perhaps the cave has been empty for some time
now. I wonder how often they update their signs.”


“Oh, wait.” I turned back to the cave. “Sorry, I
forgot to say one thing! My father is Kille Rynorm!” With no warning or sound,
a massive plume of black smoke flowed out of the cave and surrounded me. I
sensed Merlin about to run to me. “Merlin, stay back.”


He growled, but didn’t say anything. 


“Why should we help you, little sorcerer?” a voice asked.
It was as deep and loud as I thought a dragon’s voice would be. 


Even though I couldn’t see him, I was amazed. “I knew
dragons weren’t extinct!”


A soft snort was all I heard in response. 


“Oh, right. You asked me a question.” I thought about
it for a moment, only to realize I didn’t have an answer. “I don’t know. Is
there something you want that I can help you with? I know you have your own
magic, but I can do other stuff.” It was difficult to speak to a dragon I
couldn’t see. Actually, the smoke made it a little difficult to speak as well. 


“We knew your father when he was a very small boy.”


“Really?” The only thing I knew about my father’s
past was that his family trained dragons. He never even told me what they
trained the dragons to do.


“We were not impressed.”


“Oh…”


“He was always skipping out on his lessons and
daydreaming. He was a very smart boy, but he could not pay attention to save
his life.”


“His lessons? I thought he just trained dragons.”


The dragon laughed. “We had a mutually beneficial arrangement.
We protected them and taught them ancient magic in exchange for the easy
lifestyle they provided. As long as we were considered ‘tamed,’ no one was
allowed to hunt us. At least, that was the bargain until Ilvera Dracre stole
the youngest Rynorm son and tried to control us.”


“Why were you hunted?”


“A long time ago, we were worshiped and feared by the
mortals. We lived in every mountain, guarded the skies, and ruled over the
seas. There were thousands of us strong and numerous different types. We had a
hierarchy, a language, and all the food we could want.”


“What happened?”


“Mortals developed magic. It came like a storm; first
it brewed in very few, who were confused and startled when strange things began
to happen. Before we realized what it was, it swept across the world. In two
days, almost every mortal had magic in one form or another. They no longer
served us.”


“There wasn’t a sign it was coming? Or some prophesy
or---”


“Only the white star,” the dragon interrupted. 


“White star? I’ve heard of something like that.” 


“We sensed a change in the air on the day the first
person developed magic. When we woke that morning, there was a white star
blazing so brightly it was like a second sun. Once most of the population of
mortals had magic, the star died. It burned out right before our eyes. Magic
was not the only thing this star brought to Caldaca. Soon, people began to find
very special stones that could control dragons.”


“The dragon’s eye?”


“Yes, although we call it the galaxy stone.”


“Does anyone know what the white star was?”


“We believe it was another world exploding, and that
the other world had magic, which spread to Caldaca, because magic cannot be
destroyed, only transferred.”


“So the galaxy dragon stone can control dragons?”


“All galaxy stones are different. It depends on the
person it bonds with.”


“Can you tell what mine does?”


“At this time, yours can stop us from attacking you
or call to us for help. However, it has not fully bonded with you, so those
powers may fade and others may arise.”


“A few months ago, I fought a chimera and I
accidentally conjured a dragon. It wasn’t a real dragon, though. How did I do
it?”


“We do not know.”


“Ayden, Veronica knows we are here,” Merlin
said. As if it knew it was found out, I heard a familiar shriek from one of
Veronica’s bat spies.


“You must go now,” the dragon said. 


“Wait! I still have more questions!”


“We have told you all that you need to know.”


“You won’t help me fight Veronica?”


“We no longer meddle in the affairs of mortals. We
have helped you enough. We will only tell you one more thing. Beware the
raven’s blood.”


The smoke cleared and the dragon was nowhere to be
seen. Merlin, Asiago, Kirin, and Sam were all in the same place I had last seen
them, except they were being attacked by Veronica’s bat creatures. 


I stood up, grabbed my sword/staff, and faced the
creatures. That was when I realized I was being watched. Perched leisurely on
the werewolf statue was the same raven I had seen the last time I was there. He
was staring at me, completely unconcerned with the fight going on behind him. I
realized, as I stared back at the raven, that there were two ways to win this
fight; my way or the sorcerer’s way. 


With no guarantee that I was making the right
decision, I pointed my sword at the statue. My sword instantly changed back
into a staff. “Let him go,” I said. Red magic shot from my staff into the
statue, causing the raven to take flight. Stone turned back into flesh and the
werewolf was moving his arms before his legs were even mobile. His claws slashed,
his teeth flashed, and he grabbed one of the bat creatures right out of the
air. He’d torn it in half and was going after a second one before I realized he
was on our side. 


In what felt like a blink of an eye, he had killed
all four bats and was starting to shrink. His black fur receded, his paws
turned to hands, and his face morphed into that of a man’s. He was panting and
covered in sweat, but he didn’t seem to be hurt. “Thank you for freeing me,” he
said, turning to me. 


“You’re welcome. Thank you for not eating me… even
though you did try to.”


“I was under the sorceress’s spell; I had no choice.
There is even a psychotic little girl after me.”


“Well, we’re going to fight the sorceress, but we
can’t help you with the little girl.”


The werewolf nodded. “I understand. Little girls are
terrifying. Good luck with the sorceress,” he said before disappearing into the
woods.


“He should have shown us the way to the sorceress,”
Asiago said. 


“According to Merlin, we have to find her by wanting
to find her.” 


“Really? That seems horribly inconvenient. How are we
going to do it?”


I put my staff back into the saddle and withdrew my
wand. “I am worried, because I know Veronica could kill me. I also know that if
I kill her, I will never forgive myself. But that isn’t most important right
now. I will face Veronica. Show me the way.”


“I thought you had to have something that connects
you to her,” Asiago said.


“I do. She is a Dracre.” I felt my magic pulsing
through my wand right before dim, pink light lit the tip and narrowed into a
beam pointing east.









Chapter 20


Before following the wand’s direction, I had another
plan. Asiago and I had two bottles of the invisibility potion left, which
Asiago and Merlin drank. We would have given some to Sam, but we didn’t know if
a griffon could handle it. We probably looked a bit silly, since Asiago’s
clothes were unaffected by the potion. 


When Merlin said we were very close, I made Asiago’s
clothes and Sam turn invisible. It would drain my magic, but we needed them to
at least get inside. Finally, we reached Veronica’s cabin. As I had done
several times before, I focused on the presence of my monster and pulled on
that sensation until he felt me calling him. My staff created blue magic that
flowed upward into the air. Out of that, my monkey monster formed. 


The creature had the general body of a monkey about
the size of Merlin, with two arms and two legs. He was dark brown, furry, and
fairly thin, although he had much more strength than any man. He also had two
large, black, bat wings suspending him in the air and a row of four black
tentacles down each of its sides. He glanced around before landing in front of
me, seemingly curious as to why I called him. 


Once again, the whispering got louder, and once
again, I ignored it. “Do you want to fight my cousin and help me save my aunt?”
I asked. 


In answer, the creature flexed his wings. 


“Wow, that is a somewhat scary monster that leaves me
both confused and a little worried,” Asiago said. 


“Your necromancer friend sure knows how to put
things in perspective.” 


“Don’t judge him. You three go around and see if you
can find another way in. Otherwise, it’ll be difficult for you to sneak in.”
Without hesitation, Merlin, Asiago, and Sam walked into the forest to do a wide
sweep. Kirin and I approached the cabin. Before we could get close enough for
me to knock on the door, one of the bat creatures appeared. I pulled the locket
out of my pocket. “I got what your master wants. Tell her to come out here.”
The bat rushed forth to steal it, but I had expected that; I was already
pulling my dagger out of my boot. “Stop, or I’ll destroy it.” I said, pointing
the dagger at the locket. The bat didn’t know what a locket was, and he wasn’t
willing to risk inciting his master’s wrath. 


After another moment of hesitation, the creature
dived through the door like a ghost. I refused to let that bother me. Then the
door opened and Veronica stepped out. She didn’t look particularly pleased or
angry. “You made it back quicker than I expected. You have the object?”


I held up the locket. “Is Livia safe?”


She pursed her lips, staring straight into my eyes.
Then she reached into the pocket of her robe and I pulled out my wand. “Calm
down,” she said quickly, holding her hands flat to show me she was unarmed.
“I’m just reaching for the crystal.”


“Why?” I asked. Very slowly, she reached into her
pocket, pulled out the crystal, and tossed it to me. It was still glowing red.
“Why didn’t you use it? I thought you wanted the dark magic out of it?”


“You really don’t know?”


“If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking.”


She frowned. “It appears we were both lied to. This
is not the real crystal. It looks authentic, but there is no magic in it.”


I gaped. “You’re lying.” If that were the case, then
the crystal couldn’t have been what made me feel so calm when I faced her the
first time. “Magnus would have known. He wouldn’t have sent me here with a fake
because you would have had no reason not to kill me. Wizards don’t put people’s
lives in danger like that.” 


“Who told you that?”


“That’s just common sense.”


“You yourself prove that people can change.”


“I’m the seventh son of the seventh son. That’s
different.” 


She laughed. “You look like a regular wizard to me.
Let’s make a deal. Give me the locket, I’ll let my mother go, and we can work
together to get what we both want. Magnus sent you to your death, do you really
want to return to him?”


“I’m at least going to ask him why.”


“I can teach you much more powerful magic.”


“Magnus isn’t my teacher. My teacher is hundreds of
years old, wiser than any man on Caldaca, and is patient enough to put up with
me on an almost daily basis.” Privately, I asked Merlin if he had made it in
yet.


“We have, but this place is much larger on the
inside than we anticipated. We need you to distract her for a while longer.”


“Can I drop the invisibility?”


“For now, yes.” 


I did, thankfully, and felt a huge strain lift away.
Although Asiago’s clothes hadn’t been a problem, I had underestimated how much
magic it would take to make Sam invisible. 


“Are you going to give me the locket or am I going to
have to take it from your dead body?”


“Are you going to release my aunt?”


“If you give me the locket.” I tossed it to her and
she caught it easily. It only took an instant before she sneered at it.
“Another fake?!”


“Not a fake, just empty.” 


Infuriated, Veronica raised her hand and her wand
appeared. I would definitely have to get Merlin to show me how to do that. My
monkey monster immediately attacked her. Unfortunately, he had never fought a
real sorceress before. She shot curses at him and all he could do was claw her
and try to wrap his tentacles around her throat. 


“Fire,” I said, pointing my staff at her. 


I successfully blew fire at her, which she easily
blocked using a shield of magic. In the blink of an eye, magic in the form of
black lightning struck me. My monkey didn’t even have a chance to help me. The
pain was instant and I was tossed backwards into Kirin. I knew immediately that
Veronica wasn’t being merciful as my vision grew black. Furthermore, all I
could feel was pain, so much so that I couldn’t stand to touch anything. Even
my clothes hurt. Being blind and unable to feel my way around, I was completely
defenseless. Over the whispers of the chimera, I heard my monkey fighting and
Kirin making sounds of distress. 


I sat as still as I could and closed my mind to the
pain. It wasn’t easy, but I had done this before, as Zeustrum loved using pain
curses on me. I had to force my mind to focus on my inner self, even deeper
than my body, where the pain couldn’t reach. My magic was there, ready to fight
back. 


Veronica’s weakness was obvious; she hadn’t thought
the curse through. I formed a protective ward, but I created it inside me.
Then, I pushed outward very slowly, causing it to swell like a growing bubble.
As it did, I also tore away at the curse from the outside by mentally
unraveling the mistakes. I knew how to find the weak points of a curse. 


The world around me slowly returned as Veronica’s
curse became weaker and weaker. When I could see again, I was surprised to find
Kirin licking my face. I would have said something about it being gross, but he
was helping to get rid of the pain. A moment later, Kirin knelt and I struggled
to reach into the saddlebag. 


We both knew I didn’t have the strength to break many
more curses without rest. I decided to try the spell Merlin told me about. I
couldn’t afford to lose. It had to work. I pulled out a mirror, a
candle, a very small knife, and the incantation Merlin had made me write on a
piece of paper. My staff was out of reach, but I didn’t need it for this.


I learned a lot of curses over the years from my
family, which I always failed because I couldn’t do sorcery at the time. Then I
met Merlin, accepted my wizardry, and fought alongside Magnus. I learned that
when I accepted both my wizardry and sorcery, I could do both, but that didn’t
change the fact that I didn’t want to hurt people. This time, however, I didn’t
have anyone to hide behind or make my decision for me. I had to fight if I
wanted my monkey to live, and I couldn’t just call him back because I had to
distract Veronica for as long as possible. 


That didn’t mean I had to kill her.


While the monkey dodged her attacks and Kirin blocked
me from her vision, I focused as hard as I could. Most of my magic was spur of
the moment and left up to the judgment of my wand and staff. With serious
magic, it took a lot more skill. 


I carved Veronica’s name into the candle, which was
red on one end, black on the other, and had a double wick. Then I placed the
candle on its side on the mirror and lit both ends using my wand. As I did, I
spoke the incantation. 


 


 


 


All evil and misfortune that you send


Reversed upon yourself shall be its
end.


Until you stop and be undone


Except yourself, you harm none.


Face the mirror, power, and justice


Every day until you meet repentance.


 


 


 


Suddenly, I heard Veronica shout with pain and
climbed to my feet before Kirin moved out from between us. My cousin turned to
me with pure hatred on her face. “What did you do?! You can’t do curses!”


“This isn’t a curse.” Merlin spent quite a long time
explaining it. Although I had been more interested in studying Sonya’s locket
than listening, I did get the idea. “Reversing spells are aimed at reflecting
darkness back on the person who inflicts it. In reality, it’s white magic, like
protection spells. If you did nice magic, it would be reflected back onto you
as well. However, since you can only use dark magic, you can’t use it to your
advantage.”


“I will kill you for this!” The snarl on her face
made her look more crazed than angry, which was further proved when she raised
her wand at me. Black magic burst from her wand to strike me, only to stop
halfway and rebound onto her. She screamed as she was tossed back into the air.



I waited patiently for her to recover. I was shocked
my spell worked and excited to tell Merlin, but I kept my expression blank.
Unfortunately, it wouldn’t last very long, and a sorceress as powerful as
Veronica could wear it down even faster. However, she didn’t know that. 


My monkey monster began to harass her again as soon
as she climbed to her feet. There were other curses I could use, but I didn’t
want to use them if I didn’t have to. I wasn’t supposed to be defeating her,
only distracting her. “Merlin, are you almost done?”


“We have your aunt, though it did take some
convincing before she would go with a half invisible necromancer, a griffin,
and an invisible wolf. It should not be long now.”


I knew I needed another plan, because once she broke
the curse, there was nothing to stop her from coming after us. I reached into
the saddlebag and pulled out the syrus. The sinister whispering increased
tenfold, but this time, I gave into it. I felt my magic flowing from me
straight into it without any prompting, and a passage suddenly appeared on the
front. 


 


 


 


That is not dead, which can eternal
lie.


And in strange eons, even death may
die. 


 


 


 


As soon as I was done reading it, the lid popped open
and a bright, ominous light poured out. “Come out, chimera, and speak to me.”
I didn’t know how, but I was able to speak to it in its mind just like I could
with Merlin. If anything, it was easier than it had been when I first met
Merlin because I’d been hearing the chimera’s calls for several days straight.


Unfortunately, that was when Veronica shot my monkey
with a burst of magic. My monkey went down hard. She turned back to me. “Now,
you will pay for that.”


My spell had already been vanquished. “I thought you
wanted to join forces.”


“You no longer have any use to me.” She raised her
wand, only to lower it when it was clear that something was forming out of the
syrus. Something massive. “What did you do?”


“Hopefully, I made a new friend.” When the chimera
was completely formed and the light of the syrus died, I half expected the
creature to attack me. It didn’t. 


A chimera was actually perfect for the plan I had in
mind because they were magical creatures, so Veronica couldn’t control it, and
they were invulnerable to magic. They were also strong, fast, and intelligent.
It had the head and body of a lion with large tan-colored, feather wings and a
goat’s head protruding from its back, and a serpent for a tail. 


“Can you understand me?”


There wasn’t a comprehensible word so much as a
hissing sound that seemed affirmative. 


“I want you to keep this woman here like you kept
Magnus trapped in his castle. If you do this, I won’t put you back in the syrus.”
Although I didn’t know if I actually could put him back in the syrus or not,
the chimera probably didn’t either. “Will you do it?” I asked when the
beast didn’t respond.


Finally, I heard that whispering hissing again. This
time, I was certain the chimera was agreeing. Veronica shot a bolt of lightning
at me, but just as fast, the serpent shot out and swallowed it like it was a
slow-moving bug. 


“We are out of the cabin and heading away from
Veronica to get Livia to safety. I will be with you momentarily to help you.”


“I have it covered here,” I argued. I didn’t
want him to leave Livia at risk right after he saved her, and I didn’t really
trust Asiago and Sam to protect her. “He won’t hurt you if you don’t try to
escape,” I said, putting the syrus and my staff in the saddlebag and my wand
back in my pocket.


She scoffed. “You have no idea what I’m going to do
to you.”


“And if I were a proper sorcerer, I would kill you
just in case. Does it bother you that I’m not going to do it?” She just glared
at me. Obviously it did, maybe because she thought I didn’t feel threatened or
maybe she just didn’t know how to respond to someone like me. Either way, she
didn’t try to stop me when I turned and walked away. Kirin, of course, followed
me.


It didn’t take long before we came to a clearing,
where I saw Sam, Asiago’s clothes, and Livia. It was going to be a little
awkward until the invisibility wore off. To my surprise, Livia hugged me. I
wasn’t used to that much physical contact that wasn’t from my brothers trying
to hurt me. 


“Asiago said you found Sonya as a ghost, and that you
helped her get her memories back,” she said when she pulled away. 


I nodded. “Once we get you back to your castle,
Asiago will summon her to you. Now that she has her memories and powers back,
she should be free of the house’s pull.”


“Thank you.” She then hugged her unicorn and showered
affection on him. 


“Can you use magic to get us out of here?”


“Yes.


I felt like the air had suddenly changed and become
stuffy. “Merlin?” I asked.


“I sense it as well; a lot of power has just been
unleashed upon this forest.” After a moment, he started growling. “I
hear something. An ambush.”


Please be zombies. We can handle zombies right
now. Please be zombies. 


An instant later, at least two dozen bats flew out of
the trees and attacked at once. Even though bats were not known for being
vicious, these ones scratched and bit every spot of skin they could reach,
especially my face. I heard Livia shouting something about not hurting them
because they were being controlled, and then I heard Asiago having a fit over
it. Unfortunately, the bats seemed to be able to see Merlin and Asiago with no
problem. 


One deep growl was my only warning before I was
attacked from behind. His claws dug deeply into my waist and I knew it was the
werewolf, once again under Veronica’s control. I reached up for my staff,
hoping it would come to me again, only to feel the werewolf’s teeth sink into
my arm. 


Merlin growled and attacked the werewolf, both
dislodging the shifter from me and the bats from himself. The werewolf turned
to face his opponent, then hesitated with confusion. He could probably smell
Merlin, but he couldn’t see him like the bats could. Instead of wasting time, I
struggled to my feet and went after my staff. The bats weren’t dumb, though;
they attacked Kirin. Unable to stand the onslaught, the unicorn took off with
my staff still in his saddle. 


I groaned and pulled out my wand. I aimed it at the
werewolf until the bats started biting my arm and trying to take my wand, so I
aimed it at the majority of the bat horde instead. Attack. And my wand
did. Deep red magic burst out, half lightning, half fire. It engulfed the bats
and turned them to ice. They dropped to the ground harmlessly, although it
still left over a dozen more.


I was shocked and unsure how it happened, but too
busy to dwell on it. Turning the wand back on the werewolf, I realized I
couldn’t risk it. I couldn’t see where Merlin was. I raised my want again
towards a bat… and felt something very hard and very heavy hit me in the back
on the head. 


It hurt and stunned me enough that I nearly dropped
my wand. I need my staff so I can turn it into a sword. “Livia, do
something!”


“I can’t hurt them; they’re not responsible for this.
They can’t control themselves.”


Sam was doing his fair share of fighting. I hated
fighting, but in this case, running wasn’t an option. I pulled my dagger and
advanced on the werewolf, hoping that if I cut his hand or something, it would
distract him from attacking Merlin.


Then everything went quiet. The werewolf and the bats
suddenly stopped attacking. As if they were afraid, the bats all took off into
the trees, while the werewolf just looked very confused as he shifted back into
his person form. 


“I’m very sorry,” he said. “The sorceress took
control of me again.”


“It’s my own fault for not defeating her when I had
the chance. Why did she let you go?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know.”


“That would be my fault,” Asiago said demurely. He
glanced at me guiltily. “Remember when I said I used up all that potion on
Gmork’s servants? I lied.”


I groaned. 


“When Merlin and I were in the sorceress’s cabin, I
saw that she had her dinner set out and thought it was a good opportunity to
make sure she didn’t come after us or Livia ever again. Also, Merlin was in on
it.”


“I was not against it,” Merlin agreed. At that
point, Livia whistled loudly and the unicorn came prancing back. 


I sighed. “I suppose things could have turned out
worse. We’re all alive.”


 


*          *          *


 


Livia easily transported us to her castle, which shed
the last of the invisibility potion over Merlin and Asiago. Instead of being
surprised at their appearance, she only frowned deeply at the disarray of her
castle. “We can help clean up,” I said automatically.


Asiago squeaked, then cleared his throat. “We? Who is
this ‘we’ you speak of? I don’t help or clean up.”


I rolled my eyes. “Asiago, you helped us a lot on
this trip and paid your debt completely, but please summon Sonya before you
go.”


The necromancer shrugged. “I don’t know that I have
to go already… it’s not like I have anywhere to go to. A necromancer’s job is
to wander around and raise the dead for fame or money. It gets old.”


“You can stay here,” Livia offered. “You can use your
powers to guard the castle when you’re here and I can find some trouble for you
to get into.”


He gave the castle an unappreciative stare. “I don’t
know.”


Livia held up her hand and her wand appeared. She
casually waved it at the castle and although it didn’t look like any magic came
out, the castle slowly rebuilt itself. Blocks lifted, walls tilted back into
place, and cracks sealed. 


I really needed Merlin to teach me that “wand
appearing in hand” trick. 


We went inside and Livia turned a massive supply of
transformation clay into a feast of fruits, vegetables, potatoes, and bread.
Merlin decided he wasn’t hungry enough for that, or the tofu I offered to make
him.


Once we had our fill, which took a long time as we
were all very hungry, Asiago repeated his ritual to summon Sonya. Unlike last
time, however, she appeared in the thick smoke and settled lightly on the
ground in front of him. 


Livia and Sonya were both ecstatic to be reunited. 


Then I felt it was time to leave, but Livia and Sonya
asked us to wait. Sonya stared Asiago straight in the eyes, which was very
uncomfortable for the rest of us. Finally, loud a horn outside interrupted the
silence. His eyes widened dramatically. “What was that?”


“Outside, there is a pirate ship. Go with them, and
you will find the one thing that will make you truly happy.”


He didn’t look too sure. “How long do I stay with
them?”


“As long as it takes.”


He nodded. “Thank you.” He gave us very rushed
goodbyes, obviously afraid of missing his chance, and took off. 


Sonya stared into my eyes for a very long time before
looking away. “I’m so sorry. I cannot give you any direction because you’re
already on the path to true happiness. I’m sorry to say that you are also on
the path to great danger and anguish. Which fate you meet is up to you, and I
cannot interfere.”


“That’s okay. I don’t know what I’d do with it right
now, anyway. I’ve still got a lot of magic to learn and answers to find. What
about Merlin? Can you change him back into a wizard?”


She shook her head. “I cannot use my power on animals,
even if they’re cursed. I’m sorry.”


“Don’t feel bad. I appreciate you trying. Merlin and
I will return now with Sam to---” I turned to the griffin, but he was gone.


“He has already returned,” Livia said. “I can
transport you to the nearest town from Magnus’s castle. I do hope you will come
back occasionally to visit.”


I opened my mouth to say I wouldn’t, and instead
asked, “Do you know anything about my father’s family?”


She smiled. “I do. However, now is not the time for
that. I will tell you everything I know when you trust me. Until then, I think
Merlin has more to teach you than I do.”


Instead of arguing, I just got my stuff out of
Kirin’s saddle. In the blink of an eye, Merlin and I were alone again, standing
in a semi-familiar village. We were about half a day’s walk from Magnus’s
castle, so we got started. This time, when we came upon a short cut in the
forest, I didn’t even say a word. 


 


*          *          *


 


“I want to say, before we get back to the castle,
that I thought you handled both Gmork and Veronica very well,” Merlin said,
breaking the silence. 


“If it hadn’t been for Asiago and Nimue, we wouldn’t
have made it.”


“I know. However, you are not a warrior. You grew
up in a home where compassion could get you killed and yet you stayed true to
yourself and learned to adapt. Darkness is much easier to turn to, especially
when no one in all of Caldaca would fault you. Yet you chose to be more than a
sorcerer. Do not get me wrong; you have a lot of learning to do, but that comes
with age and experience.”


“It’s a good thing I have a centuries old wizard to
teach me, then. That is, if you still want to.”


“You went to a completely unknown world because
you felt I was in danger, and then you faced a dragon to save me. You are also
the only one who can hear me and you can do magic. At this point, we need each
other.”


“What happens when we don’t need each other anymore?”
I asked. Of course, maybe it was just wishful thinking that I would still be
alive after I broke the curse. 


“I suppose we will cross that bridge when we come
to it. We still have your mother to deal with.”


“I was kind of hoping she forgot about me.”


“You may have hoped it, but there is no way you
believed it.”


 


*          *          *


 


We were almost at the castle when a large black
jaguar burst out of the forest to stop us. “Curse breaker! Thank goodness I
found you!”


Merlin growled and intercepted the jaguar. “Merlin,
it’s okay. This is Eva, the talking jaguar I mentioned before.”


Merlin stopped growling, but he didn’t relent. “She
still has claws and fangs that can effectively remove your entrails.”


“What do you want, Eva? I said I won’t fight the
sorceress.”


“I know. I misjudged you; I believed you were a
wizard, but seeing you use dark magic, I realized you weren’t. Over the last
few days, I have heard from quite a few people who you saved from curses, from
dwarves to elves. Please forgive me for doubting you before. I beg that you
break the curse, at least on my children, and I will trust whatever method you
choose.”


Merlin gave me an amused stare. “I suppose you are
going to help her.”


I nodded. “I’ll do it. However, I need more than my
wand and staff, or it will be dangerous to all of us. Meet us first thing in
the morning at Magnus’s castle. You know where it is, right?”


She dipped her head in a respectful bow. “I’ve seen
it. It is near the stream my daughter met you at. We will be there. Thank you,
curse breaker.” She turned and disappeared into the forest. 


“Is everything okay?” Merlin asked when I just
stood there.


“Actually, I think everything might be great. There
are no ‘curse breakers,’ because it requires both wizardry and sorcery. If I
can’t be one or the other, and people won’t understand someone who is both,
maybe I can be something new. Then I can openly practice both wizardry and
sorcery, I can help people while going on adventures, and no one can judge me
for not being one or the other. Most importantly, I’ll have an answer when
someone asks me what I am.”


“I thought you wanted to be a librarian.”


“I can do both.”


“Ayden, I do not care what you call yourself, or
how much dark magic versus light magic you use. I will support you for as long
as you are being true to yourself.”


“Then let’s get home and start on breaking that curse
of yours.”









Epilogue


We reached Magnus’s castle without further issues. To
my surprise, the gate didn’t immediately open when we arrived. I knocked on it
gently. “Hello, gate. It’s me and Merlin, so please let us in.”


The gate didn’t. 


“Just push the gate open,” Merlin said. 


I did, although it was heavy, so I didn’t push it
open more than Merlin and I needed. “Maybe Magnus isn’t home,” I suggested when
I realized that something was different. I held up my wand and focused on
light. With little effort, the tip began to glow. “Magnus doesn’t have his
defenses up.” 


“Something must be wrong.”


Halfway across the yard, I saw that the door was
cracked open. “Something is definitely wrong.” I ran for the door, threw
it open, and gaped. Although everything was intact, there were scorch marks
everywhere. I followed the worst damage all the way to the magic room, where I
found Magnus unconscious on the ground. 


“Wait,” Merlin snapped before I could enter
the room. “Make sure there is no trap before---” He cut himself off with
a sigh as I went to Magnus without checking for traps. 


“Magnus! Wake up! What happened?” The old wizard
didn’t wake, but he was breathing. Other than a bruise on his forehead and some
scorches on his clothes, I couldn’t find any injuries. “Go get him some water.”


“With what? I cannot hold a cup with paws.”


“Right. That makes sense.” I set aside my bag and
staff, pulled out my wand, and waved it at Magnus. “Levitate.”


I felt the magic inside me stirring before rosy pink
magic shot out of my wand and engulfed Magnus. Slowly, the wizard lifted into
the air and hovered about waist high. With my wand in one hand to maintain the
spell, I grabbed his robe sleeve and pulled him out of the room, all the way to
his room and into his bed. 


Before I could leave to get him some water, he started
waking. “What happened?” I asked. 


It took him a moment to focus enough to answer me. “I
lied to you. I couldn’t let Veronica get Livia’s magic, so I gave you a fake
crystal, knowing it would take Veronica at least a full day to realize it was
fake. When it took you so long to return, I knew something went wrong.”


“I know it was fake. What happened here? Who attacked
you?”


“Ilvera.”


“My mother attacked you?! How did she get past your
defenses?”


“She is the most powerful sorceress I know. She
somehow knew exactly where the crystal was and she got it. She has Livia’s dark
magic.”









Sneak Peek of The Raven’s Curse (The
Sorcerer’s Saga, book 3)


“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 going to bed at Magnus’s castle.


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, and you taught me never to break a promise. 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. 
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