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Previously, in The Sorcerer’s Saga…
I was the seventh son in a family of infamous sorcerers, known for their ruthlessness and malevolent powers. On my world, wizards only used light magic and sorcerers only used dark magic. To my family’s disdain, no matter how hard I tried to cause chaos and destruction, I could only do light magic. 
When I left home to prove that I could be a powerful sorcerer, I ended up releasing Merlin from a magical prison. Merlin was a powerful wizard from another world who had been cursed. Along with losing his magic and immortality, he was transformed into a wolf. Since I was the one to release him, we could talk in each other’s minds. With his help, I learned to accept that I had both wizardry and sorcery and joined Magnus, one of the most powerful wizards of Caldaca. The three of us banished five of my evil brothers to another world. The youngest of my brothers, Thaddeus, was the least terrible and thus I felt he deserved a chance to live in peace. He later redeemed himself and became a great ally. 
People from Caldaca had limitations on what type of magic they could do. Aside from wizards and sorcerers, there were also mages, who were healers; magicians, who did illusion magic; necromancers, who controlled the dead; seers, who saw the future; and rare elementalists, who could control the elements. 
There was a phenomenon in which the seventh son of the seventh son and the seventh daughter of the seventh daughter had great power. Even on worlds without magic, these people had special abilities. On Caldaca, where almost everyone had magic, they had an even greater advantage. 
They were called Sjau, and they could do any type of magic that didn’t conflict with their personalities. Very few people knew about them, and there were only ever seven male Sjau and seven females. When one died, another was immediately born. I was one of them, which was why I could do both light and dark magic. I used this advantage and became a curse breaker. People traveled great distances to have their curses broken. 
That wasn’t to say I was an expert at it. When I attempted to break Merlin’s curse, I ended up enabling us to switch forms instead, so that I would be a wolf and him a man. I was also able to return his ability to speak out loud. Nevertheless, he was teaching me magic from other worlds, including dragon magic, so I was hopeful that we would find a better solution.
Mason, predominately a wizard/mage, knew more about the Sjau than the rest of us. He and his wizard family were living with Merlin, Thaddeus, and me at Magnus’s castle. My aunt, Livia, was also a Sjau with both wizardry and sorcery, but she had locked her dark power away. It was with great shock that I learned my father had loved her, not my mother. Unfortunately, his mother (Shaerl Rynorm) forbade him to be with Livia and he ended up marrying my mother. It was all because of power. 
My mother, Ilvera Dracre, was the most malevolent sorceress I knew. She manipulated everyone and repeatedly tried to steal the power of the Sjau. We ended up using this to our advantage when we had to defeat an even more powerful opponent. 
Baltezore was an enemy from Merlin’s past who turned out to be an ancient dragon stripped of his true form by other dragons. He was after a very special egg; an egg containing the first female dragon to hatch in over a thousand years. All the magic on Caldaca was produced by a dragon even more ancient than Baltezore, and that dragon was dying. His magic had to be passed to the female so that she could sustain the world. Baltezore wanted that magic, but we needed it. People all over Caldaca started losing their magic, and that was only the beginning. 
When we discovered Baltezore was working with Ilvera, we allowed her to take our power, knowing that she would immediately turn on Baltezore. Convincing all Sjau to work together was difficult, as a few of us were on her side to begin with. Kalyn, a magician and shapeshifter, was a perfect example of how conniving Ilvera could be; she had put a love spell over Kalyn to make Kalyn obedient to Sven. Sven was obedient to Ilvera because she had kidnapped his wife. After a lot of work, we were able to form a united front and pretended to fall into her trap.
Everything went according to plan until it came to taking back our magic. 
Fortunately, I had a galaxy stone, which I learned was a dragon’s heart, infused with the crystal of my staff. All of them had power over dragons, but they each did something different. Mine could make a dragon peaceful, heal them, or call them for help. I could also summon the dragon whose heart my galaxy stone was made from, or I could invoke the dragon’s power. I rarely did either one because it was a dangerous strain on my energy. 
With help from dragons and all fourteen of the Sjau working together, we were able to defeat Ilvera and regain our magic. The black star, a massive hole in the sky that had formed when the ancient dragon died, closed before too much damage was done. Magic was saved. 
At least it was for a time. There was a necromancer named Gmork who could resurrect him. Dragons had two hearts and could live with one. It was part of their culture that two dragons who loved each other would swap one of their hearts, because dragon love was as eternal as they were. When Baltezore’s love, Gadiel, was killed, he combined one of her hearts and one of his to make an artifact of magic. It wasn’t enough to resurrect her, though. Gmork could change that and resurrect them both.
Fortunately, Gmork was under the same curse as Merlin and had no magic. Merlin and Gmork had been friends as children, but when Gmork turned to dark magic, Merlin refused to get involved. 
Then something changed in Gmork and he decided to kill Merlin. Nimue, the woman Merlin and Gmork both loved, cursed Gmork to save Merlin, but then she turned around and agreed to guard him because he couldn’t protect himself without magic. Although Merlin said he understood, I could see the heartbreak in him.
Merlin had been teaching me dragon magic since I first accidentally used it against my mother. The main difference between Merlin’s magic and mine was that I needed a wand or staff to direct my magic, whereas his was directed by the mind. Without a tool of magic like my wand or staff, wizardry or sorcery was likely to explode. 
Although I had to focus and imagine what I wanted, that only assisted my wand or staff in interpreting my command. For example, I could tell my staff to turn my skin impenetrable and it could turn me to stone. Thus, I tried not to insult my staff. From my understanding, Caldaca was the only world where people had to have a tool to focus their magic, and the only world where they were limited on the type of magic they could do.
In order to do magic Merlin’s way, I had to control my magic in a way I never had to before. Dragon magic was different. It was stronger than regular magic, but it required special words, and not everyone could do it. Between Merlin and my galaxy stone, I had managed it several times, yet it was unstable and undependable. 
Dragon magic required the most emotional commitment. Other-world magic was usually the slowest, but most reliable once I figured out how to do it. My magic was the fastest, but I had to rely on my tool to interpret my orders. 



Chapter 1
I woke with a terrible headache. I opened my eyes and took in my surroundings. I was in a rundown cabin with a straw mattress in the northwest corner, a closed window in the west wall, and a closed door to the left of the window. There was a fireplace in the middle with strange red ashes. Except for the bed, the only items in the room were a staff and a bag on the bed. The wood of the staff was twisted, smooth, and dark with gold-painted sigils carved into it. At the top of the staff was a fist-sized, crudely-cut, black crystal with bright blue and silver speckles inside. Across the fireplace from me was a large, unconscious wolf with a mixture of brown, white, grey, and black fur. The place was unfamiliar. 
Then again, everything was unfamiliar. 
I had no idea who or where I was, or who the wolf was.
At the same time I saw the wolf, he opened his eyes. They were glowing red, which was a bad sign. 
Wolves were extremely rare on Caldaca, so I figured this one was either a shifter, cursed, or created of magic. Nevertheless, he could eat me, and judging by the snarl he bared, he was happy to do so. I started to back away slowly, only to be stopped by a sharp pain shooting up my arm. I pulled up my sleeve and took my eyes off the wolf for a split second in order to see what the source of the pain was. 
There was a massive bite mark covering most of my forearm, and the thick punctures were deep. It wasn’t gushing blood, though, so I determined it wasn’t fresh. The wolf stood and growled at me, but instead of attacking, he started pacing along the walls, obviously looking for a way out. After going around the room twice, he stopped at the door and rammed it. 
It shook, but it didn’t break, which was extremely impressive. I stood slowly. “I’ll open it.” He growled at me. “I don’t know why you bit me, but I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to know what happened.” 
He charged me and I blocked my face with my hands. He turned slightly and smashed through the window shutters instead of me. It was a loud and jarring sound. I took a moment to calm down before opening the door. 
It was daytime and warm with a pleasant breeze, but that only made the absence of people stranger. 
The town consisted of a dirt road and ten obscenely colorful cabins, surrounded by forest. The cabin I was in was bright pink, and it was in the best condition. The sky-blue one across from me was missing a roof. Except for the condition and colors, the cabins were strangely similar. All five cabins on the east side of the road were one-story with a window, door, and porch. All five cabins on the west side of the road were two-story with a covered porch, door, and large window.
There were a few drops of blood leading into the forest, so at least the wolf wasn’t causing more damage. Yet. I followed the road across town, not seeing anyone. It was obvious that the damage to the cabins wasn’t caused by natural decay. I was paranoid of any movement, afraid of more wolves. Not knowing how I got into this situation was disturbing. 
“You there,” an urgent whisper called. I turned and spotted a woman from the window of a one-story yellow cabin. “Hide with me. It’s not safe outside.”
I entered the cabin through the hole in the wall and joined her. The cabin walls were lined with crates of farming and cooking equipment and the bed was covered with dust. The woman was pretty with long, dark red, curly hair and eyes the color of honey. She wore a well-fitted, brown leather vest, a black undershirt, a ruffled brown skirt, and boots. For the first time since waking, I felt familiarity. I knew her. “Thank you,” I said. 
“You’re welcome. Who are you?”
“I don’t know. I woke up in the pink cabin with a wolf.”
“Wolves are extinct.”
I pulled up my sleeve to show her the bite. “This one is very much alive. Anyway, I don’t know who I am or how I got here. Who are you?”
She shook her head. “I have no idea. Just like you, I woke with no idea who or where I am. You’re blond with blue eyes, so I bet you’re a wizard.”
“Oh. That doesn’t feel right, but I guess I wouldn’t know. You have dark red hair and sand-gold eyes. What does that make you?”
She pursed her lips. “I don’t know. I don’t have a lineage robe, or I’ve lost it. Maybe I don’t have magic.”
“That’s not likely. How do we remember about magic and not who we are?”
She shrugged. “Do you remember where you were born?”
I shook my head. “I know the world is Caldaca, but I don’t know where I live.” 
I was wearing a tan tunic and dark brown slacks that were thick, which suggested that I was from a cold climate. They were low-quality, but well-cared for. My family robe was brilliant red with gold embroidery, which suggested my family was wealthy. Unfortunately, I didn’t recognize the family emblem. I checked my pocket and found a wand. It was a straight wand made of rosewood with elegant sigils engraved in the handle. 
“Yes, I’m definitely a wizard. It looks like I come from the north. Based on your clothes, I would say you come from the south.”
“Or the cold doesn’t bother me.”
“We should search for more people. Surely someone out there knows where we are, or better yet, who we are.”
“I doubt there is even anyone alive here.”
“We’ll only know if we look.” 
We left the cabin and wandered through the village. The wolf howled, but he didn’t show himself or attack. The two-story cabins were fancier on the inside than the one-story ones, as they had kitchens, bedrooms, and nice furniture. 
We found four people in the two-story green cabin, which was undamaged but dusty. One was a tall, thin man with dark brown hair and gray eyes. He wore, black clothes, a leather vest, a robe, and a hat. The other man was not as tall, but he was much more muscular, with light brown hair and medium brown eyes. He wore a dark red shirt and black pants with leather arm straps. At his waist was a sword. There was also a slender seventeen-year-old with short black hair and blue/green eyes. His white shirt and clean black trousers were conservative and high-quality. The last person was a short woman in her early thirties with blond hair and green eyes. She wore a gold lineage robe with white clothes. 
“Do either of you know who you are or what happened here?” the tall man asked. 
I shook my head. “I was hoping you could tell us. I take it none of you remember anything?”
The man nodded. “Well, you’re clearly a wizard, so we’ll call you Wizard. He looked at my companion. “What are you?”
She rolled her eyes. “Do I look like I know that?”
“Your hair is red, so we’ll call you Red. I have a hat, so we think I’m a magician.” Unlike wizards or sorcerers, magicians needed hats to focus their magic, not wands or staffs.
“I had a letter on me,” the teenager said, holding it up. “Assuming it’s addressed to me, my name is Jevwen. I don’t think I’m a magic user.”
“I have a bunch of potions in my pockets,” the woman said. “I might be a mage.”
“I don’t have a wand on me, but I’m clearly a warrior,” the last man said, gesturing to his sword. Although most warriors had magic, they usually weren’t taught to use their magic. Thus, warriors rarely had wands or called themselves magic users. Children could be sold to a warrior guild, but the majority of warriors came from warrior families, because their culture was very different from others. 
“Isn’t it a little strange that in a destroyed village, there would be one wizard, one mage, one magician, one warrior, and two people who are different? Why don’t any of us have families here?”
“Maybe we don’t live here,” Warrior suggested. “It could be that we are all on a quest and joined forces.”
“That makes a lot of sense,” Red said. “However, it means that Jevwen and I are either not part of the quest, or we have some abilities we just don’t know about yet.”
I nodded. “Something obviously happened to us to make us lose our memory, so there has to be a way to reverse it. We need to find out who did it and why. Warrior, Jevwen, and Mage, you three search the town for more people. There is a wolf in the forest, so be careful. Magician, come with Red and me. We’re going to follow the road out of town and see how far this curse reaches.”
The others agreed and we split up. Red, Magician, and I headed north on the dirt path. A few times, I saw the glowing eyes of the wolf watching us, but he didn’t attack. The sun was getting low in the sky, bringing an evening chill. Magician shivered in his thin black robe, yet Red, who wore no robe, wasn’t cold at all. 
At the northern edge of town, we found a well with thorny vines covering the base of it. “A sorceress well,” I said. 
“What’s that?” Red asked. 
“It’s a warning to other sorcerers to stay away. It means that a sorceress lived here and she didn’t want dark-magic visitors.”
“Like how a fairy ring is a warning against harm?” Magician asked. 
“Yes. All kinds of people can live here, but sorcerers and sorceresses are trespassing. Even necromancers should avoid it.” 
“How do you know this?” Magician asked.
I shook my head. “Maybe it’s wizard knowledge.”
“Or you could be an avid reader,” Red said. 
“That seems more likely. Wizards are unlikely to know much about sorcerers. Avoidance is their favorite way of dealing with enemies.”
They both frowned at me and we continued walking. “Do you know any magic that take our memories like this?” Red asked.
I considered it. Unfortunately, not a single spell came to mind. I couldn’t even remember how to light a fire. “I can’t remember how to do magic.”
“That’s horrible.” 
“I thought magic came naturally for wizards,” Magician said.
“Magic comes naturally to us, but we still have to learn to use it. How well we do it depends on our natural skill and our wands, but it also takes practice. Interesting. I remember that.” 
“That just confirms that you’re a wizard,” Red said. “I still have no idea what I am or how to use magic.”
“Magicians have to learn magic, too,” Magician said. “I feel like I can still do something, though.”
When the village was out of sight, the walk became creepier. The wolf followed behind the tree line as if waiting for one of us to trip. Then, suddenly, the wolf was gone, yet my feeling of dread grew. We kept walking. 
Unfortunately, when we saw a village ahead, my heart sank even further. Red stopped. “What…?”
I walked the rest of the way just to be sure of what I was seeing and they followed. It was the same village. 
“That’s impossible,” Magician said. “The road was straight.”
“Either we’re in Eykann, or there is a---”
“What is Eykann?” Red asked. 
I hesitated. “I don’t know. Nevertheless, this must be part of the same curse that took away our memories.”
“We should go a different direction,” Red suggested.
I nodded. “We can try.” The wolf wasn’t in sight, so we headed east. Unfortunately, as soon as we crossed the tree line, we saw the wolf in the distance ahead of us, and he saw us. He growled. “Maybe we shouldn’t.”
“Don’t be afraid, Wizard,” Magician said, taking off his hat. He made a gesture of pulling something out of it, but nothing happened. “Oh, no.”
We started running for the road. The wolf had incredible speed, though, and easily overcame us. He crashed into Magician and bit Magician’s leg. He started pulling the man further into the forest, ignoring Magician’s struggles. I grabbed Magician by the robe to pull him away, but the wolf was relentless and stronger than he looked. Magician screamed. 
Red picked up a rock and bashed it against the wolf’s shoulder. The wolf yelped and let go. “Next time, it’s your head,” Red threatened. She and I helped Magician back to the path quickly while the wolf growled. Every time we turned our backs on him, he nipped us. Once we got out of the forest, he stopped. He wasn’t willing to cross the tree line. 
We returned to the town. “I really hope Mage can somehow do her magic,” Magician said as we returned to the green cabin. He couldn’t stand on his own, so we got a chair from the kitchen and helped him into it. In the kitchen, there was also a stew sitting on the fire, some fresh bread, and water.
Mage arrived. “We found another person.” 
“Can he remember anything?” 
“No, but we believe he’s a sorcerer. Come see for yourself.”
Red and I helped Magician up and we followed her out. I could hear the sorcerer yelling before we entered the one-story orange cabin. While it wasn’t any fancier than the other one-story cabins, this one was full of crates of frilly silk dresses. There were four mirrors on the wall, a desk covered in paints and candles, and a bathtub. It was clearly a woman’s cabin, but it wasn’t a woman tied to the chair. 
The man was tall and fit with shoulder-length, oily black hair and maroon eyes. His clothes were black, while his lineage robe was dark red. “He’s definitely a sorcerer,” I said. 
“Let me go! I didn’t do anything to you.”
“You can’t know that,” Magician argued. Red and I helped him sit on the bed.
“Where am I?” the sorcerer asked. 
He sounded panicked rather than angry. Sorcerers weren’t supposed to show fear. “Do you know that you’re a sorcerer?” I asked. 
He nodded towards the largest mirror. “I saw myself in the mirror, but that doesn’t mean I’m behind this. I don’t know who I am.”
“Neither do we,” I said, going to the mirror. I saw my blond hair and blue eyes. Looks wise, I was a wizard, yet that thought didn’t fit comfortably with me. I wondered if I was actually a sorcerer who was pretending to be a wizard, but I rejected that idea immediately. 
“We were cursed, and you’re the only one here who could have done it,” Magician accused. 
“Don’t you think that if I cast a curse, I would leave myself out of it?”
“You could be faking,” Red said. 
Warrior studied the sorcerer closely for a moment before declaring, “He’s telling the truth.”
“Seeing as how I don’t know you, I’m not going to take your word for it,” Magician said. “He stays tied up until we know more.”
“That isn’t very fair,” I said. 
“Of course you’d say that, Wizard. Your people are known for being walked all over.”
I didn’t let his snipe bother me, since I wasn’t completely convinced I was a wizard. “He might actually be the best person to help us. If this was a curse, he might be able to break it or find the person who put it on us.”
“Or he’s lying, and as soon as we let him go, he leaves and we’ll never be able to break the curse.”
“Without a wand or staff, he’s not going anywhere.” Warrior checked the sorcerer’s pockets and found a wand. Unlike mine, it looked sinister. It was crooked and made of black wood with silver-painted sigils.
“He can just walk out of here,” Jevwen said.
“No, he can’t,” I argued. “We tried to walk out and we just ended up on the other side of the village. We can’t go into the forest without getting attacked by the wolf.” 
“If we all go in together, we can fight him off,” Mage said. 
“Let’s go to bed for now. I don’t want to end up stranded in the forest at night.”
“I need to be healed first,” Magician said, gesturing to his leg. 
Mage pulled out a potion. “This might be a healing potion.” 
“Can’t you tell?” 
She shook her head. “No. We’ll know if you drink it.” 
Instead of waiting to see whether the potion healed Magician or not, I left them and got some bread and stew from the kitchen of the green cabin. Afterward, I found the coziest room left in the village to sleep in. It was in the two-story dark blue cabin, on the second floor. It had a window, but was in good shape. 
I took off my boots and was surprised to find a leather slot with a dagger hidden in it. I didn’t think it was normal for wizards to keep daggers hidden on them. It wasn’t like they hunted animals. 
I slipped it back into the boot when I heard a knock on the door. “Come in.”
Red opened the door. She had taken off her vest and shoes and was carrying a mattress. “Do you mind if I sleep in here with you? I won’t bother you. The hole in the wall of the other room makes it uncomfortable.”
“Sure,” I said. 
She set the mattress on the floor far enough from mine that it wasn’t invasive, yet close enough that it wasn’t unfriendly. Soon, we both fell asleep.



Chapter 2
I woke to shouts and the sound of cabins collapsing. Red went to the window to see out. I was slower, because my head still hurt and the noise wasn’t helping. We hadn’t been asleep for long. When I reached the window, everything outside was still, but I saw three more cabins destroyed. “What happened?” I asked. 
“I missed it, but it sounds like we were attacked.” 
We went out onto the road, as did Mage and Warrior. “Do you know what happened?” I asked them.
They both shook their heads. Before we could investigate, Magician emerged from the decimated orange cabin, carrying the bleeding, dust-covered, and unconscious sorcerer. He dropped Sorcerer at his feet. “Sorcerer isn’t behind this. We were attacked by a massive wolf. It was too dark to see him clearly, but I’m certain it was the wolf.” 
I groaned. “Then he’s not staying in the forest. We’ll have to deal with him.” 
“We’ll kill him,” Warrior said. 
“With what?” Red asked. “I haven’t seen a single weapon since I woke.” 
“We can set a trap for him,” Magician suggested. 
“Isn’t our time better spent trying to break this curse?” Mage asked. 
“Where is Jevwen?” I asked. Warrior and Magician both turned to look at a one-story purple cabin that was completely destroyed. 
“He was in there,” Warrior said.
 
*          *          *
 
We searched the debris and eventually found him unconscious and bleeding, but alive. We took him to the green cabin and Mage gave him what we hoped was a healing potion. Just because the potion she’d given Magician was one didn’t mean they all were. 
While she was tending to him, the rest of us discussed the plan. “We need to break the curse,” I said. “However, we have no idea who did it, how, or why, so breaking it is going to be extremely difficult.”
“We also have to get out of here,” Red said.
“The curse that is keeping us here and the curse that took our memories are probably the same one.” 
“We also have to kill the wolf,” Warrior added. 
“I think that’s secondary. If we break it before he attacks again, we don’t have to worry about him.”
“Could he have cursed us?” Magician asked. 
“No. Wolves can’t do magic.”
“They’re supposed to be extinct,” Red said. “We don’t know what he can do. He might be a werewolf.”
“Yes, but werewolves can’t do magic, either,” I pointed out. 
Magician and Warrior got to work building a cage made of scrap wood and metal. I thought a pit trap would have been more successful, but I didn’t share my idea. 
“What do we use as bait?” Magician asked. 
“Wolves always go after defenseless, innocent children,” Warrior said. 
“That’s just stories,” I argued. “They were intelligent, wise creatures.”
“How would you know?”
“I’ve read a lot of books. I can’t remember what I’ve read, but I think I like reading.” 
“Well, unless you know what wolves do eat, then we’ll assume he wants the most innocent of us, and that would be a wizard.” 
“What?” 
Warrior grabbed my arms and pushed me towards the cage. “We’ll try to kill him before he can kill you.” 
“Be reasonable!” Red insisted, stepping in front of me. “You can’t let the wolf have him. He’s a person.” 
“If it’s the wizard or all of us, I say we let the wolf eat him.”
“I don’t want to be eaten!” I said, struggling. Unfortunately, the warrior was a lot bigger than me and they were literally born with a talent for fighting.
Magician grabbed Red and pulled her out of the way. “Wizards are always willing to be a sacrifice for the greater good.”
“That’s not true!” 
“Well, we don’t have anything else to use, so unless you---”
“Rabbits! Wolves eat rabbits!” I yelled.
Everyone froze. “That can’t be right,” Magician said. 
“Wizards don’t lie,” I lied. 
“He’s got a point,” Mage said. 
“Okay,” Warrior agreed, releasing me. “Magician, you and Sorcerer will hunt a rabbit. The rest of us will prepare the trap.”
Magician nodded. Sorcerer would argue, but magicians weren’t afraid of rabbits like everyone else. 
I returned to my room to figure out a way to break the curse. I didn’t know how to do magic, so I meditated. When Red found me, she asked what I was doing. “I think I’ve done this a lot. I know I can break this curse if I could remember something.”
She sat across from me. “I think we’re friends.”
“Why is that?” 
“I feel like I know you. Maybe if you can remember something about me, it will help you remember something about yourself.” 
I studied her face for a while. “You’re very pretty.”
She smiled. “Looks mean nothing, but thank you.”
“You’re a magician.”
Her eyes widened. “You remember something?”
“I remember that magicians are taught that looks mean nothing.” 
“Then where’s my hat?” 
“I don’t know.” 
At that point, Magician entered. “I caught a rabbit and he’s waiting in the cage for the wolf to find. We’re going to watch from the window.” He left us alone. 
Red and I sat in silence for a while, watching the cage. The rabbit was sitting quietly in a nest of clothes. The door was open so that the wolf could enter while Sorcerer and Magician were waiting in the distance with a rope to close the door after he entered. I didn’t think the wolf was dumb enough to fall for such a trick. 
“Poor rabbit,” I said. “He doesn’t even know he’s in danger.” 
“It’s better him than you.” 
That was when the wolf emerged. Most of his fur glowed softly in the light of the moons, making him seem more like a creature of magic and wisdom than flesh. With slow, deliberate steps, he circled the cage, sniffing at the rabbit. I wondered if he had eaten the previous night. Hunger could make anyone irrational. Instead of entering the cage, however, the wolf suddenly rammed into the back of it. The terrified rabbit bolted out and the wolf gave chase. 
“That is a smart wolf,” Red said.
“Yes, but now they’re going to use me as bait again. We might as well try to get some sleep.”
“I’m going to look for a hat.” 
“Do you want help?” 
She shook her head. “You should get some sleep.” She left and I managed to fall asleep. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to a shout and reluctantly went outside. The sun was barely peeking over the horizon. Everyone was gathered around the two-story red cabin, except for Warrior, who was missing. The two cabins to the left of it were destroyed, but the red one was only mildly damaged. “What’s going on?” I asked. 
“The wolf is in there with Warrior,” Jevwin said.
“Are you sure?” 
“I saw it pass by the hole in the wall,” Magician said. 
I looked at Red, who shrugged. “I just arrived a moment before you. It’s been quiet.”
“No one was in those two cabins, right?” I asked, pointing to the debris.
“Right,” Mage confirmed.
“It seems like maybe he was looking for something.” Without waiting for a response, I approached the cabin.
“What are you doing?” Red asked. 
“Helping, I guess.” I went inside. Although the cabin was laid out like the green one, everything inside was destroyed, from the furniture to the walls themselves.
Warrior was on the floor in the corner with a dagger at his side. There was blood on his hands and the dagger, but I couldn’t tell if it was his or the wolf’s. Bloody paw prints led upstairs. 
If the wolf wanted to kill him, why would it go upstairs instead of outside after the job was done?
I started to follow the tracks until Warrior stirred. Knowing it was more important to get him out, I grabbed his arm to pull him up. He was heavy, but he didn’t fight me. “What happened?” he asked. 
“You were attacked.” 
“By the wolf,” he said. 
“It would appear so.” 
“I stabbed him in the chest. He should be dead.” 
“I’ll get you outside and then look for him.” I got him out and went back inside, ignoring the protests of the others. With my wand aimed ahead, I followed the tracks up the stairs into one of the rooms, where they ended abruptly. I touched the blood and found it warm. 
When I went outside, the others were waiting. “What did you find?” Red asked. 
“Nothing. The wolf was gone.”
 
*          *          *
 
Magician, Warrior, and Sorcerer discussed the next plan to capture the wolf, either using a pit or a snap trap. Deciding not to wait for them to volunteer me as a sacrifice again, I snuck out of town and into the forest. Fortunately, the wolf didn’t immediately attack, but I suspected he wouldn’t if he was injured. 
I walked cautiously for a while until I came across a rudimentary shelter. There was a hollow in the base of the tree and the ground around it had recently been dug out. Sticks and logs were built up around it to hold up a thatch roof over the small den. It wouldn’t protect against much, but it was better than anything I had thought a wolf could create. I wondered where he got the roof, which appeared to be from a shack.
However, the roof had been torn off, many of the sticks and logs were broken, and there were huge claw marks in the tree. If the wolf was using this, why is it destroyed? I wondered if there wasn’t something more going on. Why isn’t the wolf attacking? Where is he?
I headed back to the village and found everyone gathered around the cage, which the wolf was in. “We captured him,” Warrior said. 
The wolf was bleeding and lying on his side, barely conscious. “What did you do to him?”
“Nothing,” Red said. She didn’t look happy like the others. “He limped out here, covered in blood, and walked into the cage.” 
“I told you I stabbed him,” Warrior said. 
The wolf’s paws weren’t covered in blood, though. Instead, it was his neck and shoulders that were wounded. “Maybe we should get him some water,” I said. “Mage, can you---”
“No,” Mage interrupted. “I won’t help him after he attacked us.”
“Are you sure it was him who attacked us?”
“Yes,” Magician said. 
“He doesn’t look well enough to have done the damage he did. I found a den that was destroyed, too. That might be where he got the wounds from.”
“It doesn’t matter. He’s just a wolf.”
“He’s still a living creature. What if there’s a reason he attacked? Maybe he was only after the person responsible for the curse.”
“That would make sense if it was one of us, and only the sorcerer could have done so.”
 
*          *          *
 
We decided to leave the wolf caged and let him die on his own rather than kill him. I wanted to bring him water, but ultimately decided it would only prolong his suffering. I returned to my room and tried to tune out my conscience. Unfortunately, the wolf’s cage was right outside my window. 
Wolves once roamed Caldaca freely. There were different types that lived in different areas. The northern wolves were known to be the fiercest. Wolves were wise, intelligent, and powerful. They ruled over animals and shaped the lands like dragons. They used to guide warriors through battles and guard people in exchange for food and housing. Unfortunately, their blood, teeth, and bones were used in many potions, and they were considered a plentiful source of meat. They were hunted to near extinction, and most people believed they were completely extinct. This caused the extinction of many prey animals that people ate.
I had no idea how I remembered the fate of wolves when I couldn’t remember my own name. I wondered if I had parents or siblings who were concerned about me. 
The wolf howled mournfully and my heart ached. That sound conveyed so much misery. I went back outside and stood in front of the cage to watch him. He was helpless. I knelt to be at eye level with him and he opened his eyes. They weren’t glowing as brightly as before. When I reached out tentatively, he reached through the bar to touch my hand. 
I felt… familiarity. I felt like I knew him. I didn’t remember him, but I knew him. We were friends. I couldn’t stand it any longer; I pointed my wand at the lock and said, “Open.” I focused my mind and magic on saving the wolf. Power formed in me, shot out the wand, and struck the lock. It popped open. 
Unfortunately, when I opened the cage, he didn’t move. 
“Okay. I’ll carry you, but I’m pretty sure you weigh more than I do. Please don’t bite me.”
He whimpered as I pulled his front legs up and over my shoulders. With great difficulty, I picked him up. He yelped. 
“I know it hurts, but if you don’t be quiet, the others will come out and put you back in the cage.” 
He stifled his pain. 
I made it a whole five steps before I had to set him down. I waved my wand at him. “Levitate.” Just like when I unlocked the cage, the magic came instinctively. The wolf floated into the air slowly. I sighed with relief. Although it was a mental strain rather than a physical one, it was an improvement. I easily pushed him into the woods, and all the way to his den. Once I set him down, I started fixing the structure. “I’m going to leave you here alone for a while so that I can get you some water and a healing potion. Do healing potions work on wolves?” I asked. 
He didn’t answer, of course. 
I returned to the village. Fortunately, no one had discovered what I had done yet. I found Mage in her room, alone. “Do you need something?” she asked. 
“Do you happen to have another healing potion?” 
“Sure. Did you get hurt?” 
“I’m just trying to plan ahead for whatever Magician and Warrior have in mind.” 
She gave it to me and I went to the well to get some water. Once I found a spare bucket and filled it, I entered the woods. By the time I finally reached the wolf, he was unconscious. Blood pooled on the ground around him. “I don’t know why you bit me, but I hope you get better. I think this is a healing potion.” 
Cautiously, I opened it, pulled open his mouth, and poured the potion in his mouth. Fortunately, he didn’t snap his jaws shut. Nothing happened, which I figured was okay, because sleeping potions usually had a sedative effect and weren’t obvious at first because they healed from the inside out. Of course, there were more specialized potions, such as ones that cured open wounds or poisons, but most of them healed anything wrong. 
 
*          *          *
 
He woke a while later and seemed to be in less pain, so I gave him water. Throughout the day and night, he woke a few times and I comforted him as best as I could. I fell asleep for a while. In the morning, I went back to the village and groaned at what I saw. Two more cabins were destroyed.
Red was inspecting the cage. No one else was around. “Did you let him out?” she asked. 
“Yes.”
“Do you need help?” 
“You’re not mad?” 
“Why would I be? Obviously, you thought he wasn’t a threat to us. Judging by your questions yesterday, you don’t think he’s the same wolf that attacked us. We were attacked again last night.”
“Then it definitely wasn’t this wolf. I was with him all night.” 
“I figured. Are you willing to alienate yourself from the others to save him?”
I hesitated. “I don’t know why, but yes.” 
“Is it because you’re a wizard and you feel you have to protect defenseless animals?” 
“That must be it,” I lied. 
“Everyone could see that he was set free instead of breaking out and they know you did it. You should go. I’ll bring food and water to the edge of the forest when no one is looking. I’ll also let you know if we make any progress in breaking the curse.”
“Thank you.” She nodded and I returned to the forest. 
When I reached the wolf, he was awake. I sat beside him, rubbed his ears, and told him he would be okay. The last of the red glow faded from his gold eyes. 
“Someone is going to bring some water and food into the forest for us. The village was attacked again last night. I wonder if you’ve lost your memories, too.”
He fell asleep. After a while, I went to the village and found the food and water Red had left. For the rest of the day, it was quiet. None of the others risked coming into the forest because they didn’t know how bad the wolf’s condition was. I used some water and a clean tunic to wash his wounds. As I did, I realized his jaw wasn’t big enough to cause the wound on my arm.
Night fell and I got a little sleep.
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to a furious growl and sat up. The wolf was asleep, but we weren’t alone. A stick snapped. Dried leaves crunched. Something was right outside the den. If only I was a sorcerer, I could fight.
The roof was suddenly torn off and there was a bear-sized black wolf with glowing green eyes. I pointed my wand at him. “Freeze.” Nothing happened. He swiped the wand out of my hand with his huge paw. 
I ran after my wand, but the wolf lunged at me, so I had to dodge him. He bit into my leg and started to drag me away from the den. I felt foreign energy fill me and thought for a moment that I was being cursed, but instead, my magic responded to it with familiarity. Before I could figure out what it was, the power burst from me as lightning. The lightning struck the black wolf and threw him back. 
In shock over what had just happened, I didn’t run. Somehow, I knew it was the smaller wolf that had saved me. “Did you just do magic through me?” I asked. 
“Apparently,” he answered. 
I gaped. “You can talk?!”
“Apparently,” he repeated. 
“Do you know what’s going on?” 
“I have no clue. Like you, I have lost my memory.”
“Are you a wizard or shifter?”
Before he could answer, the black wolf attacked again. I ran back to the den and stood next to the small wolf. I wanted to grab my wand, but I didn’t think it would do any good. The wolf clearly knew more magic than I did. 
The black wolf stopped snapping at us, as if he was expecting another attack, and asked, “Did you really think you could get rid of me that easily?” 
“You can talk, too? Can all wolves talk?” 
“I am not a wolf!” the black wolf declared. “Now, Merlin, how do I open the jar?”
The good wolf and I looked at each other. “Which one of us is Merlin?” I asked.
The black wolf scowled. “What game are you playing?”
“None. We don’t remember who we are.”
“You are lying.”
“Why would we lie?” 
“To hide the key from me!” 
“What key?” 
He growled. “The key to the jar! Stop playing around!”
“We’re not!” I insisted. “We honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Who are you?” the good wolf asked. 
“You know who I am! I am Gmork!” 
“Are we related somehow?” the good wolf asked.
For a moment, Gmork looked confused, and I wondered if wolves were supposed to have such clear facial expressions. “You are serious? You do not know how to open the jar?” 
The good wolf shook his head. “We lost our memories.”
“Well, Merlin, you had better remember by this time tomorrow, or Nimue will die.” Gmork started to disappear into the dark. 
“Wait! Do you know my name or who I am?” I asked.
He narrowed his eyes. “You are Ayden, Merlin’s apprentice in magic and a pest.” Then he melted into the darkness and was gone. 
“You teach me magic?”
“I suppose so. I must be a wizard.” 
“Do I not have a family to teach me?” Obviously, he didn’t know. 
“We either did this to ourselves or someone else did this to us to protect the key that Gmork is after,” Merlin said. 
“Should we look for a key?”
“No. For one thing, I doubt it is a physical key so much as a magic one. For another, we need to retain our memories. Obviously, fighting him without our memories is a terrible disadvantage. I also imagine Nimue is someone important to me. There must be a way to reverse this curse.”



Chapter 3
“Are you sure there’s a way to reverse the curse?” I asked as Merlin and I walked to the village. 
“I would be a fool not to have a backup plan.”
The plan was to hide Merlin at the edge of the forest, sneak in, and talk to Red. I had to convince them that Merlin wasn’t the attacker, and since I was the one to let him out, Red’s word would be stronger than mine. 
She was in the same room I had found her in and listened patiently until I was done explaining what happened. 
“What should we do?” she asked. “There has to be a way to reverse the curse.”
“Merlin is working it out, but without his memories, it’s not easy. He doesn’t remember how to do magic any more than we do.”
“Maybe he can’t do magic,” Red suggested. “Maybe he was only able to do magic through you.”
“Then why would he be my teacher of magic?”
She shrugged. “If this curse was placed to stop Merlin from telling Gmork how to open the jar, are you sure we should be trying to break it? What if the jar contains something powerful and dangerous?”
“It probably does, but we can’t fight him without our memories.”
Merlin howled and we went outside, where Sorcerer and Magician had ropes tied around his neck while Warrior pointed a sword at him. “What are you doing?” I asked. 
“We found him in the forest, spying on us,” Magician said. 
“I have gotten a few of my memories back,” Merlin said. 
Mage and Jevwen gasped. “He can talk!”
“I can.”
“Can all wolves talk?” Mage asked. 
“No, I am a wizard, not a wolf. I was cursed.”
This made everyone pause. “Then why did you attack us?” Magician asked. 
“I never attacked you.”
“I saw you.”
“You are mistaken. It was another wolf.”
“No way is that true!” Warrior said. “Wolves may not be extinct, but they aren’t that common.”
“Gmork came here to fight me. You just got in his way.” 
“Then when we kill you, he won’t attack us again.” 
“Maybe we shouldn’t kill him in case he really is a wizard,” Mage suggested. 
“We are safer not taking the chance,” Warrior said. 
When he raised his sword to strike Merlin in the neck, I reacted without thinking; I ran up to block him and pointed my wand at Warrior. “No! Leave him alone!” 
“You’re defending him?” 
“He’s the one who released the wolf,” Sorcerer said. “The wolf must have entranced him.” 
Warrior grabbed my arm forcefully. “Break your curse, wolf.”
“He didn’t do anything to me,” I insisted. “Where is your honor?” Warriors had to be honorable. 
“Don’t insult my honor!” 
“It’s not his fault; he’s just a wizard,” Mage said. “The wolf must be making him say that.”
“I’m not being controlled,” I argued. 
“You would say that if you were being controlled,” Magician said. 
“I’m not!”
“Can you prove it?”
“We can prove it by killing the wolf,” Warrior insisted. 
“No!” 
“Why are you defending him so frantically if he’s not controlling you?” 
“Because he’s innocent!” 
“Ayden, it is no good hanging with wolves when you are hanging from a rope,” Merlin cautioned. 
“I stand by my friends.” At least, I hoped I did. Wizards were supposed to, but I still wasn’t entirely sure I was one. If Merlin was my mentor in magic and was disguised as a wolf, there was no reason to assume I wasn’t disguised as a wizard. 
“Even if we kill the wolf, that might not break his curse,” Sorcerer said. “Lock the wizard and wolf up separately. We can torture the wolf until he breaks his curse on the wizard and us.” 
“He can help us,” I insisted. 
“Magician, take him to a room and tie him up until we’re done,” Warrior said, pulling my wand out of my pocket. 
“No!” I said, smacking Magician’s hand away as he tried to grab me.
Magician scowled at me. “Wizards cannot fight. Settle down and let us help you. Once the wolf’s curse is broken, you will realize that we know best.” He grabbed my arms and started pulling me away. 
“Go peacefully unless they try to hurt you,” Merlin said.
I didn’t like it, but I relented and let Magician pull me away. My last glimpse of Merlin was of Warrior and Sorcerer tying him up. 
 
*          *          *
 
“Wake up, young sorcerer.”
I woke with a start. “Merlin?” I asked. I heard his voice clearly, but I was alone in the pink cabin. “Are you hiding somewhere?”
After a moment, I heard him again. “I have regained more of my memories. I know you do not remember me or why we can do this, but we can speak in each other’s mind.” 
His words weren’t coming from somewhere in the room but from inside my head. I was tied up and without my wand, but I had to do something. “Can you hear me?” I asked. 
“I remember you well enough to guess at what you are saying aloud. No, I cannot hear you. I do not remember what happened to us to cause this curse. I do, however, remember that you are not a regular Caldaca wizard.”
“Not a regular wizard? What does that mean? I’m not a warlock.” 
“No, you are not a fake. You are a Sjau.” 
“I don’t know what that is.”
“Neither do I,” he said, still predicting my words perfectly. “I am still missing many of my memories, but I remember that you have light and dark magic.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“Be that as it may, it is true.” 
“Are you sure you can’t hear me?”
No answer. Instead, I sensed foreign energy fill me once again, but instead of magic surging through me, my vision changed. 
I saw myself through another’s eyes in the forest. I looked a little younger and a lot more naïve. I heard the wolf’s thoughts, too, and he saw loneliness. 
“I have traveled to many worlds, and only Caldaca is so divided in magic to differentiate between wizards and sorcerers.” Although Merlin’s voice was exactly the same as it was a moment before, I knew he was talking to the younger version of me in front of him. “I was under the impression that sorcerers did not have blond hair on this world.” 
My younger self touched his hair with shame. “Yes, I know. I’m really weird. That’s why I’m out here; I’m determined to prove that I’m a powerful and malevolent sorcerer.” 
“You want to be malicious? Do you like hurting people or are you seeking riches?”
“I don’t want to hurt anyone. It’s just that everyone in my family has powerful sorcery and they’re ashamed of me. I’m going to defeat the great wizard, Magnus. The problem is that I’m lousy at being ruthless. Whenever I try to cause trouble, my spell goes wrong.” 
“Your magic reflects who you are inside.” Merlin paused, devising a plan. He knew that my magic was light because my heart was good, and that I could only accept that when I learned what the alternative was. He knew that if he took me out of the environment of hatred and ruthlessness, I would choose to be myself. 
He also knew that he needed my help to reach the wizard that could save him. 
“Nevertheless, I think we can help each other. In this cursed form, I cannot do magic. It occurs to me that if Magnus is so great, he can break the curse, but getting to him alone will be difficult and communicating my needs will be even more challenging. I propose a deal.” 
“I don’t work with wizards.” That wasn’t arrogance in my young eyes; that was fear. I was afraid that working with a wizard would be too good and prove that I wasn’t a sorcerer after all. 
“On my world, there is no distinction between wizards and sorcerers, for I have never met a wizard who is entirely and inherently good. I have, however, met many vicious villains on my travels. If you assist me in finding Magnus and convincing him to turn me back into a man, I will teach you how to be the most malevolent, successful sorcerer in all of the lands.” 
He wasn’t lying. He knew I wasn’t cut out to be a sorcerer, but it was my choice to make all along. 
 
*          *          *
 
I was back in the pink cabin. I still didn’t remember anything, but I knew Merlin was my friend, and I knew I wasn’t a wizard. I also wasn’t a sorcerer.
And that realization felt better than any since I had woken. 
Fortunately, since wizards were peaceful, they hadn’t checked me for weapons or taken my dagger. I pulled it out, cut myself free, and searched the room for anything that I could use to free Merlin. I didn’t want to hurt anyone else. Of course, the room was still empty except for the sorcerer’s staff and bag on the bed. 
I searched the bag and found several sets of clothes, for my size and someone larger. There was also a clump of transformation clay and bread. I ate some of the bread, but it tasted worse than the clay. I also found a lock pick, a standard quill pen, several scrolls, a silver pen with black metal on the top and bottom, and rope. Lastly, there were three bottles of ink (red, green, and black). 
If this is my bag, then I’m a very strange person. What do I need colored ink for?
When I touched the staff, I felt energy flow into me. It was my staff; it was bonded to me. I liked that I wasn’t a wizard, even though the idea of being a sorcerer felt just as wrong. Maybe I was a freak, but it was better than being something I wasn’t. I was different, which didn’t mean inferior. I could do things wizards and sorcerers couldn’t. I cared about the wolf like a wizard, and I could do something about it like a sorcerer.
I left the room and heard Merlin yelp in pain. “Merlin?” I didn’t say it aloud; I willed him to hear my thought in his mind. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” Even though his voice was only in my mind, I heard pain in his tone. 
“I escaped. I’m going to sneak up and free you. Which cabin are you in? Can you describe it?” 
Instead of answering, he howled.
I followed the sound to the one-story orange cabin. As soon as I reached the window, Merlin’s howl was cut off and he yelped in pain. I looked through the window. Sorcerer had a dagger and Warrior had a sword. Merlin’s four paws were bound and he was covered in new wounds. It looked like they had been hitting him with something. 
I felt no remorse when I aimed my staff at Warrior. In fact, I focused on my disgust that they would attack Merlin, who was completely helpless. Stop them, I thought. 
My magic flowed from me into the staff and out as blue energy. It crashed into both Warrior and Sorcerer. They froze. 
I didn’t waste time; I entered through the front door and cut Merlin free. He whimpered when I tried to help him up, so I levitated him instead. Before leaving, I scowled at Warrior. “I get Sorcerer being cruel, but you should know better. There is no honor in hurting a defenseless person or animal.” 
He couldn’t answer and I didn’t want to hear his excuses anyway, so we left. It didn’t take long to get to Merlin’s den. There, I settled him on the grass as gently as I could. 
“Thank you, young sorcerer,” Merlin said aloud. 
“I stick up for my friends.”
“Yes, I know you do. I cannot remember everything, but I do remember that I care about you.”
“Whether I’m a sorcerer, a wizard, or a Sjau, I don’t know. Am I a good friend?” 
“You are a great friend.” 
“How did you get your memories back?”
“I said Nimue’s name. For some reason, that caused the spell to unravel. Again, I do not remember how we did the spell, but we must have done it to keep Gmork from opening the jar.”
“Then we shouldn’t break the spell?” 
“We will have to. He knows me, so he has a huge advantage.”
“Do you remember enough to break the spell?” 
“No. Furthermore, without knowing what was done, there is no way to break it. Instead, we have to create a new spell to regain our memories.” 
 
*          *          *
 
“We need a mirror,” Merlin said.
“The only mirrors we’ve found are in the orange cabin, and I’m not going to have the element of surprise anymore.”
“If we knew what spell we used, the solution would be simple, but this is what we have to work with. A quill pen is necessary as well.”
“And ink?”
“Unfortunately not.”
“Then what are we going to use with the… oh.”
“Fear not, young sorcerer. This will not require all of your blood. You have plenty to spare.”
“Just how many spells are you planning to do with my blood?”
He grinned, displaying his sharp fangs. 
 
*          *          *
 
I snuck back into the village with my staff ready. It seemed to be much more powerful than my wand. I waited behind the orange cabin and listened for what was going on. 
Magician, Sorcerer, and Warrior were arguing about me. Magician didn’t believe I was capable of sorcery, but the other two were trying to convince him that I wasn’t a wizard. “He must be a sorcerer in disguise,” Warrior insisted.
At least they weren’t in the orange cabin. Unfortunately, they weren’t far from it, though. I pointed my staff to the south. “Distract them,” I said, letting my magic choose the distraction. I was curious what my staff would do.
I felt my magic flow through it and leave invisibly. It reached the other side of the village before it exploded with colorful flames and sparkles. The instant they started running to see what the commotion was, I entered the cabin and grabbed the first two mirrors I could. Then I had to find a pen. Unfortunately, by the time I searched everything, I found no pen and heard the others returning from the distraction. 
I grabbed my staff. “Impress me. I need to get across the village without being seen. What can you do?” Although I wasn’t giving it specific directions, I focused my mind on my desire to be unseen. I was definitely impressed when my magic engulfed me, my skin tingled, and I became invisible. 
Just then, the door opened and Sorcerer entered. I ducked behind him carefully and darted out the door. It was strange and disorienting to be invisible because I couldn’t see my eyelids or feet. 
I hurried across the road and into the pink cabin, where I found the bag exactly as I’d left it. When I touched the bag, the invisibility covered it, too. I returned to Merlin and dropped my spell. 
“Will these mirrors work?” 
“Yes.”
I pulled out the quill pen. “Now, what do we do?” 
“You must prick your finger and draw on the mirror.” An image came to mind of a seven-pointed star in a circle with seven strange symbols between the points. “You will do the same with my blood on the other mirror, since I cannot draw.”
“I don’t know what those symbols mean.” 
“They are sigils— words of magic. You need not know what they say since you are following my directions.”
I used blood from his open wounds to draw the spell. When I was done and he was satisfied, I started on my own. “What if this goes wrong?”
“It will only go wrong if you expect it to. Trust me.”
I nodded. I did, even though I knew nothing about him except that we were friends. “What do we do now?”
“Look into your eyes in the mirror and ask it who you are.”
“Seriously? That’s all? What about using magic?”
“The magic is in your blood, and the spell you drew will direct it in the same fashion as your wand or staff.”
“Oh. That makes sense.”
“Really? You understand?” 
“Of course. You explained it perfectly clearly. Why?”
“I seem to remember it being more difficult to explain this kind of thing to you.”
“Let’s find out, then.” I faced the mirror, looked into my eyes, and asked, “Who am I?”



Chapter 4
Six days ago… 
 
Mason checked his scroll and grimaced. “This is going to be a fun one. I’ll open the doors. All of the doors, and windows.” 
“What is it?” I asked. We were in the throne room of Magnus’s castle. Although I didn’t like sitting in the throne chair, Merlin insisted it was best for the curse breaker to appear professional. Since I kept getting kidnapped outside of the castle, I agreed to it. 
Mason Minof was a Sjau, like me. Although he has done necromancy, his strongest abilities were wizardry and healing. His family members were wizards, but he didn’t look like them. He wasn’t scrawny like me, but since his father and brothers were warriors, he wasn’t as muscular or tall as them. He also wasn’t blond with blue eyes like them. Instead, he had dark red hair and dark green eyes. 
Since the Minof family moved into Magnus’s castle after his death, they were slowly getting rid of the stark white and silver décor and replacing it with wood and colorful art. It made the castle much more pleasant and the throne much less intimidating. 
Before Mason could answer, the door opened and a middle-aged man stormed in. He was quite average in appearance with brown hair and green eyes. I figured he was a mage, which was odd, because mages usually weren’t this brash. I wasn’t able to ask him what the problem was, though, because he stopped in front of me and started making demands. 
“My wife’s jealous sister put a curse on me, and I want you to break it!” 
The stench that wafted from his mouth was enough to gag a goat. It somewhat smelled like rotting fish and burnt garlic, only much worse. I opened my mouth to speak and immediately regretted that decision. 
The air tasted worse than it smelled. 
“He was cursed with dragon’s breath,” Mason explained, covering his mouth with his robe. 
I scrambled out of the chair and across the room, but the odor was hard to escape. “I’ve never smelled a dragon that bad. Go outside!” 
“I’m not leaving until you help me,” he said. 
“We’ll help you! Go outside!” He did, and with a wave of his wand, Mason opened all the windows and doors in the castle. 
He and his family took care of many of the easier curses, but I was pretty sure this one would be all on me. 
“Merlin, can you help with this one?” I asked in Merlin’s mind. 
“You need help with a curse?” 
“A man was cursed with terrible breath and I can’t get close enough to him to break it.” 
“What do you want me to do about it?”
“Switch with me and then you can say I was kidnapped by assassins again and I won’t be back for a month.”
“You can deal with a little stench, young sorcerer,” he said. 
With a miserable groan, I stepped outside. There was a line of people waiting on the other side of the gate. Usually, they crowded the door, but they must have been avoiding the putrid-smelling man. 
“I can break your curse, but I’ll need a bit more information. Breathe in the other direction. Why did your wife’s sister curse you?”
“Like I said, it was out of jealousy.”
“You couldn’t have gotten her to break the curse?”
“She’s not speaking to me.”
“What about your wife?” 
“She’s not speaking to me, either.”
“Are you sure you didn’t do anything to anger her?”
“I’m certain! I only kissed her.”
“Your wife?”
“Her sister. I knew she always liked me, so I decided to let her have a---”
“Yes, I get it. This will cost you, and if you try to kiss her again, she’ll probably curse you again. You might want to apologize to her and make nice with her instead.” 
“I don’t need advice. Just break the curse.” 
I heard that a lot from people who deserved the curse they were inflicted with. I was used to Merlin giving me advice and often wanted to help people not get cursed again. Most of the time, it was unappreciated. 
“I’ll be back in a moment.” I went inside and found Mason. “Please bring me a bottle and some rose petals.” 
“We have dried petals, but you and Merlin used the last of the fresh ones on that secret project of yours.” 
It wasn’t a secret, just embarrassing. Transformation was one of my strongest talents as long as I had my wand or staff, but Merlin was convinced that I needed to learn magic without them. Thus, he was teaching me alchemy. I was pretty bad at it without a tool to focus my magic.
When Mason returned with what I needed, I crumbled the rose petals and put them in the bottle. Afterward, I went to the foul-breathed man. “I have to touch you to do this, so try very hard not to breathe.”
“Because it will mess up the spell?”
“Yes.” It would mess up the spell if I vomited. 
I put my hand on his arm and focused my magic on him. I had been able to break curses since I could remember, but when Merlin taught me to detect magic around me, I learned to use it to make breaking a curse over someone safer. My magic quickly flowed into him and encountered sorcery, which I had expected. I also sensed his mage magic, although I was surprised how bad he was at it. He had never had training and it appeared that he never cared to practice it. I let go of him and pulled my wand out of my pocket. 
Although almost everyone on Caldaca had magic, breaking curses over people who had magic was tricky. If they never used their magic, it usually faded to a miniscule amount, which made the risks less. However, even if their magic was nearly undetectable, it could have dire consequences to break a curse if it bonded to their magic. 
Fortunately, it was clear that this wasn’t the case in the mage. It seemed that certain curses bonded to certain types of magic better than others. I ordered my magic to separate the sorcery from the healing magic. Sparkly gold magic flowed from my wand into the mage, embarrassing me as it usually did. The sorcery resisted, but my magic was well-trained to do this. 
The weakness in this curse was in the details, which was pretty common. The strength was that it was created with anger and disgust, so I tried to soothe it with more light magic. The magic changed from gold to white. 
I focused on the details. She had cursed him with “dragon’s breath” because she thought dragons had bad breath. The reason it smelled as it did was because she thought that was the way dragons smelled. It wasn’t true, however. I had known dragons and they never smelled bad. Actually, they smelled like smoky reptiles, but not this bad. My magic couldn’t explain this to the curse, though. Instead, it changed the curse so that his breath actually smelled like a dragon. Once this was done, it was easy to draw the sorcery out of him and into the bottle of rose petals. The curse was dampened by the more pleasant odor of roses. 
I put the lid on the bottle and decided to keep it in case I needed the mildly unpleasant breath of a fire-breathing dragon. Merlin’s magic required that kind of thing all the time. “Now, see Mason inside about payment.”
The man sniffed his breath. “Actually, I’ll try it out for a few days to make sure it’s permanent and I like the results.” He started to prance away, confident in his ability to get away unscathed. 
I pointed my wand at him and thought the command. It wasn’t often that I used dark magic, but I was getting better at it each time. The man froze mid-step. “Many people are confused as to how I can do what I do. I’ll tell you the secret; I can do both wizardry and sorcery,” I explained calmly. “That means I can curse you as easily as I can break a curse, and I would charge you for breaking my curse if it comes to that. I suggest you take care of your payment now, because I know quite a few humiliating and painful curses thanks to my curse breaking experience.” With that, I released him. 
Not surprisingly, he ran inside. 
I glanced at the line of people. Some of them looked awed, while others looked afraid. I didn’t know how to feel about either response. I didn’t like hurting people, but I was done being taken advantage of. There were enough people in the world that I could help who weren’t out to hurt me. 
I aimed my wand at myself and focused my power. “I am always happy to help those in need.” My magic amplified my voice so that all of the onlookers could hear me. “If someone wronged another and brought the curse on themselves, I will still help them, but at a price. This gives me the time and energy to help innocent people who were cursed.” 
With that, I turned and went inside. 
 
*          *          *
 
I’d been fascinated by dragons for most of my life, despite their near extinction. Dragon trainers didn’t actually train dragons; they protected each other. Dragons taught them magic and people protected them from hunters, because a “trained” dragon wasn’t allowed to be hunted. 
Since their return, there was a lot of controversy about them. Many people thought they were too dangerous to live, while others wanted to use their hide, claws, teeth, and blood for magic, weapons, and armor. This meant hunting dragons was on the rise as well. 
Yuri Romanus was a great advocate for dragons and made progress in stopping the hunting of dragons. Because many magic users of all types started losing their magic and discovering that they were bonded to certain dragons, all hunting should have come to a halt. Unfortunately, it didn’t, because some people wanted to weaken their enemies by killing dragons. 
It was a mess. Certain lands instigated war with others over the treatment of dragons and dragon guardians. Lands that welcomed dragons were being overrun and invaded. Yuri’s kingdom was the only true safe place for dragons, so it was crowded with dragon hatchlings and their scared, confused guardians. 
Surprisingly, with the return of dragons, several wolves were spotted in the ice lands. 
It was a messy time for everyone, especially Yuri and me. I was mistaken for Yuri all the time, since we were identical, so I usually didn’t bother explaining except when people tried to capture me. Telling them I was a curse breaker rarely resulted in anything better. Disguise spells never stuck because I wasn’t a magician. Thus, I spent a lot of time as a wolf when I was out of the castle. This gave Merlin a chance to regain his stamina and magic. We could stay switched for twice as long as when we first started, but it usually wasn’t long enough.
Being a wolf was a reprieve. We didn’t leave Magnus’s castle much because people seemed to need a curse breaker more than ever. Fortunately, after word got around that I would charge people if they brought the curse on themselves, I stopped getting so many people who deserved their curse. However, I still enjoyed my time as a wolf because no one but my friends knew it was me. 
I also enjoyed learning magic from Merlin. He had even suggested that we start traveling to other worlds. I definitely wanted to, but I kept putting it off because I was worried someone would need me. 
 
*          *          *
 
I wasn’t surprised to see Merlin sitting beside the throne, looking amused. “That was quite an interesting speech,” he said. 
“They need to know I will help those who are wrongfully cursed.”
“That was not the speech I was referring to. You have come a long way from the naïve young sorcerer who could only conjure apples and broccoli to eat. Soon, you will be ready to learn the famous Rynorm glare from your grandmother that can decalcify every spine within a ten mile radius.” 
“Only Rynorm women can do that.” 
“Have more faith in yourself.”
“By the way, where is Goat? She wasn’t chewing my blanket when I woke up this morning and I haven’t heard her cries of…” I trailed off, not liking his expression. “Did you do something to her?” 
“Define ‘something’.” 
I groaned. The goat was the most annoying creature I had ever met, but I’d grown to like her. “I told you not to eat her.”
“I did not eat her. I might have made sure she was on Rita’s wagon when they left last week.” 
“What did Rita ever do to you?” 
“I heard King Flees (which is a terrible name for a royal) was fascinated by goats and had quite a collection. I was hoping she would fall in love.”
“Oh. Well, that was nice of you.”
“And that the king would keep her.”
I sat in the throne and was about to tell Mason to bring in the next curse victim when Nimue appeared. The love of Merlin’s life was young, beautiful, and the essence of innocence. She had deep, sky-blue eyes and golden hair. Her dress was white and lacy, and she wasn’t wearing shoes. She wasn’t injured, but she did look frightened. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
When she answered in another language, I felt Merlin’s worry as his body tensed. 
“What did she say?”
“Gmork has escaped.” 
 
*          *          *
 
Mason wanted to go with us, but he was babysitting his youngest sister, so he couldn’t. Thaddeus, not to my surprise, felt Mason needed him more than me. Neither of them thought we should go alone, though. Mason transported himself to Kalyn and brought her to the castle. As a magician and shapeshifter, she was an impressive person. She was also really beautiful, and the first person I had kissed. 
When she appeared in the castle, she greeted me with a hug. Her red hair was pulled back into a braid, contrasting beautifully with her rich blue robe with silver stitches. It was a lineage robe. “Did you find your family?”
She smiled brightly. “I did, and once I explained why I left all those years ago, my mother forgave me and welcomed me back.”
“That’s great!” 
“And they want to meet you.”
“Oh… why?” 
She looked at Merlin, who nodded and said, “I will explain it to him when the time is right.”
After we explained the situation and introduced her to Nimue, she agreed to help. “Won’t your mother worry about you, though?” I asked. 
“She was there when Mason appeared and said you needed help. She understands that I’ll be back. Does this mean I will get to travel to another world with you and Merlin?”
“It’ll be dangerous.”
She smiled. “It wouldn’t be fun if it wasn’t.” 
“The plan is to go to Gmork’s castle to investigate. Hopefully, we’ll find something that will tell us where he went. Before we go, though, I need to get something.” I looked at Mason. “Do you remember Vactarus’s mansion?”  
Mason nodded. “I can send you there, but why?”
“He has something I need.” Although I could transport myself, I needed to conserve my energy in case I had a sudden battle with Gmork. 
Mason got to work making his magic mirror into a portal. It was easier than transporting blindly, and it was nothing like Merlin’s world-travel portals. 
Vactarus was another one of Merlin’s friends… sort of. They were also enemies. Vactarus was a magician and collector of magical artifacts when he was alive, but I didn’t meet him until he became a ghost. One particular object of his was useful when traveling worlds. 
When the portal was ready, I went to Mason’s room. Mason’s magic mirror was passed to him by another Sjau. It was framed in gold. Considering it was a full-length mirror, that was a lot of gold. 
With the portal open, it looked like the surface of the mirror was a doorway into Vactarus’s dining room. 
Vactarus purposefully made his mansion appear haunted in order to deter bandits. Since it actually was haunted, I didn’t see the point. The ancient table was dusty and set with old dishes, even though there was no actual damage from time or food left out. Behind me, there was a mirror shaped portal displaying Mason’s room. 
Neither the ghost nor his housekeeper was in the dining room, so I went into the living room. 
The room was grand, with a high ceiling and dark colors. Bookshelves lined two of the walls, there were two chairs in front of the fireplace, and a large painting of a black dragon hung over the fireplace. To the left was the door to the front yard. Across from the dining room was a staircase that led to a balcony.
Wind stirred suddenly as if a storm was brewing inside. A chill filled the room, the dining room door slammed shut, and the fireplace lit itself. Vactarus appeared in front of me. “Who dares to trespass on my—” the booming voice cut itself off. In a calm voice, he said, “Oh, it’s you. How are you, Ayden?” 
The ghost was 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. 
“I’m fine. Merlin and I have to deal with another old enemy of his. How are you?”
He glanced around the room. “Everything around here has been quiet since Sonya went to live with her mother.” 
“Except for when Baltezore attacked you and your housekeeper?” 
“Yes, except for that. Where is Merlin?”
“He stayed behind to conserve Mason’s energy.”
His face fell. “I see. What are you here for?” 
“The Siren.” 
He sighed and vanished. 
I went down to the magic room. This wasn’t where he kept his magical artifacts. Instead, it was stocked with tools and ingredients for magic rituals and potions. 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 standard tools of magic, such as candles and chalk. In the middle of the room was the base of a portal painted permanently on the floor. An identical pentagram inside a double circle was painted in the ceiling above it. All around the outer circle was a curtain of crystals hanging from strings, which nearly touched the floor. 
Vactarus, already waiting for me, pointed to a chest on one of the shelves. I opened it and found the Siren. It was a round, silver amulet, the width of my palm, with a black fish and a white fish circling each other. It could translate every word spoken and written for the wearer. 
After I thanked Vactarus, I returned to the dining room and went through the portal. Merlin, Mason, Thaddeus, Kalyn, and Nimue were waiting for me. I put the amulet on. “Can you understand me?” I asked Nimue. 
She nodded. “Can you understand me now?”
“Yes.”
“That’s a pretty powerful object.” 
“What is she saying?” Kalyn asked.
“We’re just establishing that we can understand each other.” 
“Do you have a plan to find out where Gmork went?” 
I looked at Merlin, who sat instead of telling me his plan, although I knew he had one. He didn’t offer it up, though, since he wanted me to use my head. I considered what tools we had. 
“I think so.”
 
*          *          *
 
Kalyn had never met Gmork, but she could follow our description. How hard was it to describe a bear-sized black wolf with glowing green eyes? When she disguised herself flawlessly as Gmork, Nimue and I tied her up. Merlin had some things to say about it, but I ignored him. 
Nimue and I drew a portal to Gmork’s castle. Portals all had the same base design; they were a pentagram inside a circle. Magic sigils in and around the pentagram determined the location and time they transported someone to. 
“Do you want to open it or me?” Nimue asked me.
“I will open it. I want the practice.” I cleared my mind, stared into the portal, and imagined seeing the night sky through it. As I visualized the inky black sky and bright stars, I pulled out my wand and pointed it at the portal. Then I mentally rearranged the stars into the lines of the portal. When I did, my energy vanished into it, like it was a hole. 
Then the portal began pulling on my magic forcefully. It was a heavy strain on my magic, but only practice would make it easier on me. In fact, each time I did it, it was less strenuous, much like when Merlin and I switched. 
Merlin, Kalyn, Nimue, and I stepped into it. Pressure wrapped around me from all sides that squeezed tighter and tighter until I couldn’t breathe, and the world disappeared. 
 
*          *          *
 
As soon as we appeared in the throne room of Gmork’s castle, we were surrounded by a dozen worried servants. The castle was more rustic than Magnus’s castle with lots of metal, stone, and wood. The black and silver velvet throne chair was the only lavish thing in the room. Behind it was a large painting of three horses running on a mountain. “Why are Gmork’s servants still here?” I asked. 
When a couple of the servants wanted to get a closer look at their defeated master, Kalyn pretended to struggle against her bonds and the servants all scrambled away from her. 
“Since Asiago stripped their magic, they have nowhere else to go, so they continue working here,” Nimue said. “Everyone, resume your duties. We have captured Gmork and will be speaking with each of you individually. Wait patiently for your turn.”
“Turn for what?” one of the servants asked. 
“Turn to be interrogated.”
“Gmork already told us which of you were behind his plan,” I lied. “We wanted to give each of you a chance to confess what you know before we punish you.”
 
*          *          *
 
We spent the rest of the day talking to servants. Most of them were frightened, but they didn’t know anything. Then we talked to Nimue’s closest assistant, Halo. He was a thin, brown-haired teenager. He had lost his family and wandered by Gmork’s castle. Gmork took him in, and he stayed out of the way until Gmork was turned into a wolf. After that, he was the only one who would help Nimue with Gmork, because everyone else was terrified of being eaten. 
“He’ll kill me if I tell you anything.” 
“We will do worse to you if you don’t,” Nimue threatened. Kalyn growled, selling her disguise. 
“Switch with me,” Merlin suggested. “I will convince him to tell us.”
“You’re a huge wolf. That’s scary enough.” Behind Halo’s back, I made a gesture to Kalyn. The illusion of the rope around her mouth snapped and she lunged at Merlin. The ropes around her wolf body, however, were not illusions, so she couldn’t reach him. 
As planned, Merlin lunged at her. His eyes glowed red and he suddenly grew to match Gmork’s size. Since Kalyn didn’t need a tool of magic, she easily made it look like Merlin was doing magic. Kalyn pretended to cower away, so Merlin turned his growl on Halo. 
The servant squeaked. “Alright! I’ll tell you!” Merlin retreated a few steps. “I was bringing him his evening meal when I overheard him talking to someone.”
“Who?” 
“A shade.”
“A what?” I asked.  
“It is basically a ghost,” Merlin explained. Out loud, he asked, “What did he ask the shade?”
“He wanted to know the location of an amulet.”
Merlin’s expression conveyed shock. 
“What amulet?” I asked. 
“The Amulet of Srea.” 
“Oh, no.”
“What’s wrong?” I asked Merlin.
“We have to stop him.”
“Do you know where he went?”
“Yes. I hid the amulet myself.” To Halo, he said, “You can go.” 
Halo ran and Kalyn dropped her illusion over Merlin. 
“What should we do?” Nimue asked Merlin. “Do you know what amulet he was talking about?”
“I do. Ayden and I will go after the amulet.”
Kalyn transformed into her normal body and the ropes fell away. “What am I missing?”
“Merlin and I are going after a magic amulet because Gmork found it. I don’t really know anything else, yet.”
“I am going, too.” 
“I will go with you,” Nimue said. 
“No,” Merlin said. “You should go back to Caldaca, where Thaddeus and Mason can protect you. I do not want Gmork capturing you again.” 
“I’m not a child!” she insisted. 
“I’ll make you a portal so you can escape to Caldaca if you need to,” I said. 
“If Gmork escapes through it, then he will be free to terrorize Caldaca,” Merlin said. “Nimue, draw the portal somewhere secret so that you can escape if it comes down to that.”
“I can help you,” Nimue argued. 
While they discussed it, I took off the Siren to give them privacy and told Kalyn what Merlin wanted to do. Unlike Nimue, she didn’t argue. I trusted her to be able to take care of herself, but I also knew that if Nimue was killed, Merlin would be heartbroken. 
“I will stay here in case he returns,” Kalyn volunteered. “If he does, I will protect Nimue. I would tell you to be careful, but you’re smart and stubborn. I know you will risk yourself to help people. Your heart is stronger than steel or stone.” 
Merlin convinced Nimue to stay behind and instructed her to clear the portal behind us. Then he showed me how to make the portal to another world by sending the image to my mind. We went to Gmork’s magic room. 
The castle had two towers, one of which was blocked off with beams of wood and heavy metal chains. The second tower contained a tri-level magic room. Each level had a rough stone floor with a wooden, winding staircase in the center. The first level contained mostly magic books, the second was full of dark ritual instruments and other weird items, and the third was full of potions, chemicals, and potion ingredients. 
I got to work on the portal and gave Kalyn instructions to get rid of it as soon as we were gone. Meanwhile, Merlin gathered magic supplies he said we would need for the next step. “Ayden,” Kalyn said. I looked at her. “Be safe.” 
“You, too.” I finished the portal. “Where are we going?” I asked. 
“To Brynjar’s home world.”
“What does it look like?”
“It has vast seas and harsh winters. In the summers, however, it is quite beautiful. You have to watch out for the mosquitoes, though; they will carry you off.”
“What’s a mosquito?” 
“I will explain when you see one.”
I activated the portal.



Chapter 5
We appeared in a forest, not any different from one on Caldaca. The temperature was mild, but there was a cold wind. It was daylight and I heard birds. Merlin gestured north with his paw. “This way, I believe.” 
“Am I dressed appropriately for this world?”
“Yes.” 
“What’s the story of the amulet?”
“Gmork and I got into many adventures over the years that we were friends. We were always looking for trouble and played pranks on each other and everyone else. When his uncle visited, he gave us a treasure map to a powerful magic object. This object was supposed to grant its owner unlimited power.”
“Is that uncommon to your world?”
“Yes, it was uncommon to mine and Gmork’s world.” 
“Oh. Caldaca has many magical items like that.”
“Obviously, we were skeptical, but the hunt was too enticing for us to care what the treasure was. We spent months following the clues, which were more intellectual puzzles and riddles than following directions. The day we were so close, when we were certain we were finally going to reach the treasure, Gmork’s father came down sick and Gmork had to stay home. I said I was fine with waiting, but he insisted that I go. We argued about it for a while, but eventually, I gave in. I did not want to ruin our friendship over it.”
“And you found it?”
“Yes. However when I touched it, I was thrown into a vision. I learned how much damage it could cause and knew I had to hide it. I put it somewhere I was sure it would never be found and told Gmork it was gone. He believed me. We rarely mentioned it again except to comment on how much fun it had been to look for it.” 
“What was so terrible about it?”
“It did not just give the owner power; it stripped the magic from everyone around him. Of course, it only takes magic from someone when they are in range, but it is enough to give the user a devastating advantage.” 
“That sounds horrible.”
“Throughout the years I was trapped in the crystal cave, it always bugged me. I worried that I had not hidden it well enough. After getting out, I created an unbreakable jar to contain it and then hid it in a better place.”
“Here?” 
“Yes. I taught Gmork most of the portals I learned, but never the one to Brynjar’s home world.”
We reached a valley surrounded by mountains. To the north was a village around a large, beautiful lake.
“This is different,” Merlin said. “We might have a problem.” 
“Why?” 
“A few hundred years ago, this was a forest, and the amulet was hidden in a tree.”
“What do we do?” 
“Ask someone if they know anything about it, I suppose.”
We started walking towards the village. 
 
*          *          *
 
We slowed before we reached the town. “Change your staff into a sword.”
I visualized it transforming and told it, “Change into a sword.” It did, but I was pretty sure it was obeying Merlin over me. “Are they afraid of magic here?” 
“They believe only their gods can do magic. Mortals are not supposed to be able to do magic here, so they believe anyone who can do it is more than a mortal. There are also dragons.”
“Great.” 
“The dragons here are older and less kind than those on yours or my world. I believe this is also Cennuth’s home world, but he has never told me for sure.” 
At that point, we entered the village and saw people going about their business. There was no magic in sight. Some people whispered to each other as they stared at us, but no one approached. Although the small houses were crudely built, they were well-maintained and designed to protect against bad weather. 
The people were dressed in colorful clothes and leather, and everyone had a weapon or two on them. They were also fit and muscular, like warriors, but not particularly tall. In fact, it was hard to spot the women, because except for their lack of beards, they were pretty similar. Most of the people were blond or had light red hair. Surprisingly, they were all fairly clean and even had well-groomed hair. 
There were several large buildings and many shops. Based on the sounds coming from one of them, I figured it was the armory. Another was a barn full of animals. We passed shops selling fresh fish, meat, and vegetables, leather shops that fixed things like boots and harnesses, and many more, but most of the smaller buildings were houses. People were lined up at the well, although they seemed to be more interested in gossiping than filling their pails. 
Merlin stopped. “There it is,” he said in my mind. In the center of town ahead of us was a massive tree. It didn’t have normal leaves, though; the leaves were long and flowing like a mane of green hair. 
“Is that a normal tree here?”
“It is a Weeping Willow. I chose it because it was so special.” 
As we neared the tree, three people in brown robes intercepted us. They were muscular, but not as much as the other members of the village. Two were men and one was a woman. All three of them were similar in appearance with light brown hair and blue eyes. 
“What business have you here, travelers?” one of the men asked. 
I looked at Merlin, who said, “We will play nice until they give us a reason to be hostile.”
“We’re here to see this tree.” 
“This is a sacred tree,” the woman said. 
“How is it sacred?” 
“It cannot be cut or burned. It protects us from dragons and the wrath of the gods. We don’t let just anyone near it. Praying to the gods is allowed, but we are wary of strangers from the south.” 
“We’re not from the south.” 
“You were coming from the south.”
“Only a short distance. Besides, if the tree is indestructible, what do you have to worry about?”
They looked at each other. “He has a good point.”
I glanced up at the branches, looking for an amulet hanging from them. I saw nothing.
“We cannot get the amulet without magic, and we cannot do magic on the tree with these people watching,” Merlin said. 
“I can make us invisible,” I responded in his mind.
“It would divide your attention from the spell. We must sneak out at night when everyone has gone to bed. Ask if they have an inn.” 
I did, and they pointed to a building. It was simple, large, and wooden with heavy beams and a sturdy door. “You can sleep in the dining hall.” 
“Dining hall?” 
“Yes. It is where the entire village eats and discusses village affairs.” 
“That sounds good. Thank you for your help.”
As I turned, one of them said, “I advise you to feed your boy better, Wolf. He’s awfully scrawny. That might be fine where you came from, but runts don’t stand a chance here in the north.” 
Sorcerers believed they gained strength in body from eating strong and powerful beasts. Zeustrum and Bevras, my oldest brothers, had both hunted down their own bears when they were seven and ate the hearts. I was dreadful at hunting because I couldn’t stand to kill an animal, and my brothers never shared their food with me. Furthermore, until I accepted my light magic, I was never able to conjure meat. 
Merlin and I entered the dining hall. It had high ceilings and a stone floor. Beside the door was a lavish rope attached to a bell in the ceiling. Most of the room was taken up by four massive wooden tables that could collectively seat more than a hundred people. On the far side of the room, however, were four small beds. One of them was occupied with a man while two women catered to him. He was only wearing trousers and a bandage wrapped around his torso. There was blood seeping through it. 
“What’s going on?” I asked. 
“He was stabbed and the wound is getting worse because the sword was poisoned. Our healer says he will die. He’s not strong enough for battle.”
I opened my mouth to ask why he would go into battle, but Merlin stopped me. “On this world, they believe a person’s soul will go to a good place if they die in battle, but a bad place if they die any other way.” 
“That seems harsh.”
“Think of them as warriors.” 
“Oh. Can we help him?” 
“If we can get a sample of the poison that he was dosed with, I can create a healing potion for him. It would mean revealing your magic, though.”
“I could give him one of our healing potions. They’re already made. They aren’t specifically for poison, but they have to be better than waiting.”
“It is more likely to work the sooner you give it to him, but you have a limited number of healing potions.” 
“We can get another one later.” I pulled one of the two bottles out of my bag. “But will they attack us for having magic?”
“They do not see healing potions as magic, but be vague about it just in case.” 
“I have some healing herbs,” I said, trying to get around them to the victim.
The women stopped me. “Healing herbs from where?” 
“From my homelands.” 
“How do we know you’re not trying to kill him?”
“What good would killing a dead man do? If I don’t give it to him, he dies. If I do, he could live long enough to go back into battle. What do you have to lose?” After a moment of considering it, they stepped aside. I uncapped the bottle and lifted the man’s head just enough for him to drink it. “This is going to make you sleep, but the longer you do, the better it’s working.” 
“Thank you, travelers,” the woman said. 
“You’re welcome. I’m Ayden. This is Merlin.”
“I am Bodil, and this is my sister, Brenna. He is Colborn,” she said, gesturing to the injured man.
 
*          *          *
 
After a while, the women left and Merlin and I waited until everyone was asleep. Some people convened in the dining hall to chat, but they didn’t stay long since Merlin and I were there. Eventually, everything became quiet. 
Merlin and I snuck out to the tree. There were five candles around it, making it glow eerily. The single moon and numerous stars provided some light, but the moon was small. “How do we do this?” I asked. 
He gestured to my bag. “Get out the paint and do as I explained earlier.”
I pulled out a paintbrush and bottle of white paint. On the flattest part of the tree, I painted a small door as neatly as I could. I made it as tall as the length of my fingertip to my elbow, and half as wide. To my surprise, it started glowing.
“Trespassers!” 
I jumped and turned to see the three tree guards from earlier rushing towards us. I backed up against the tree and grabbed my staff that had been leaning against it. 
“We showed you kindness and you repay it by harming our sacred tree?” one of the men asked when they reached us. 
“We weren’t harming it,” I said. One of them aimed a bow at me. I transformed my sword back into a staff and aimed it as him. “You can shoot me with that arrow, but it won’t hurt me,” I lied. “My magic will hurt you.”
The three suddenly looked nervous. “How can you perform magic?” the woman asked. 
“We are not from here,” Merlin said aloud. 
This earned an even bigger response. The two men bowed and the woman looked too shocked to do so. “You’re not a wolf,” she said. 
“No, I am not.” 
“You’re a…” 
“Yes, we are. Now leave us.” 
They left without another word, none willing to look us in the eye. 
“What do they think we are?” I asked.
“Powerful beings,” Merlin said. “I have learned it is usually better to go with it. Complete the spell.” 
On the miniature door, I painted a sigil Merlin showed me in my mind.
“Sésame, ouvre-toi,” Merlin said.
“What is that?” 
“A phrase I knew no one would ever use. Say it. It is not working for me.” 
Without pointing my wand at the door, I repeated the phrase. I felt my magic stir inside, but instead of it flowing out of me, the lines of the door separated. I gaped as the door opened to reveal a small shelf in the tree with a gold vase on it. 
“I thought we were after an amulet,” I said, pulling the jar out of the hole. The jar was gold with a decorative wave design down its side. Other than being valuable for its gold, I would never have looked twice at it if I saw it in someone’s home. 
“The amulet is inside the vessel for extra protection.” 
I shook it lightly and heard metal inside it. 
A cruel laugh caused chills to crawl down my spine. I spun around. Merlin growled. Gmork was standing there, his fur as black as ink, his eyes like green fire. “It amazes me how easily you fell into my trap. You led me right to it. Now hand the amulet over.” 
“That’s not going to happen,” I said, changing my staff into a sword with a mental command.
“Even cursed, I have more than enough magic to kill you,” he said. 
He attacked, too fast to block. His fangs sunk into my arm, but I swung my sword and struck him across the chest, forcing him to let me go. His right paw swiped me across the side, throwing me to the ground. Merlin lunged at him, sinking his fangs in Gmork’s neck. Unfortunately, Merlin was quite a bit smaller and Gmork was able to smack him away. I transformed my sword back into a staff. 
“Turn Gmork to stone!” I demanded. The staff pulled energy from me and red magic hit the massive black wolf. He fell away from Merlin and his paws started turning to stone. I helped Merlin to his feet before taking a deep breath and aiming the staff at Gmork again. 
“No,” Merlin said, panting. “That will not hold him for long. We need to get out of here.” 
I waved my staff and transported us back to the dining hall. Then I got to work making the portal to Gmork’s castle. Merlin didn’t argue that we needed to go home first; we didn’t want to leave Nimue and Kalyn unaware and in danger. I was only half done when Gmork crashed into the door. Fortunately, it held, although the sound was thunderous and probably woke the entire village. 
“Hurry, young sorcerer,” Merlin urged. 
“I am.” 
Colborn woke from the commotion. “What is happening?” 
“A… monster is attacking.” He climbed out of bed, limped towards the bell, and rung it. Then he collapsed. Merlin went to him and helped him up. “We need your help,” I said. “We have to go through this portal and then we need you to scuff it up. Can you do that?” 
“You’re not going to fight with us?”
“He’ll follow us. He came for this and he’ll leave when he realizes we’re gone.” 
“Are you sure?” 
I hesitated, my resolve fading. “He should, but Gmork does seem to be in a destructive mood,” I said when he slammed into the door again. “Maybe I can turn us invisible and attack,” I suggested.
“He would be able to smell us. We cannot risk that he will incapacitate us before we warn Nimue and Kalyn. The amulet inside this would give him the ability to make them and anyone else powerless. We have to go.”
“You should always listen to a talking wolf,” Colborn said. 
I nodded and finished the spell. Just as I heard the door brake, the world around us vanished.



Chapter 6
We appeared in the magic room of Gmork’s castle. Nimue and Kalyn were there, waiting for us. Nimue was asleep in a reading chair that hadn’t been there before, while Kalyn was looking through the potion ingredients. I wondered what she thought about them. She was extremely powerful even though she couldn’t do wizardry or sorcery. I wondered if she ever got jealous or if she was happy with what she had.
Nimue woke. 
“Gmork is coming,” I said.
“You found him?” Nimue asked. 
“He found us.” I held up the jar. “This is what he was after. He set us up so that we would get it because he couldn’t find it. How did he find us? How did he make a portal to us?” 
Nimue shook her head. “I don’t know.”
I didn’t believe her. “We need to go.”
“I’m staying here.”
“Are you joking?” 
“No. He won’t hurt me. If he comes back here, I can stop him from going after you.”
“You’re not foolish enough to want to stay, right?” I asked Kalyn.
“Of course not. I’m with you, no matter how tough it gets.”
“I can protect myself,” Nimue said. 
Merlin and I didn’t buy that one bit. “What are you really protecting?” Merlin asked with suspicion. I knew it was breaking his heart not to trust her, but he also wasn’t an idiot. 
“Nothing,” she lied. 
Merlin stared at her for a long moment before lowering his head. “Ayden, make the portal back to Caldaca.” 
“Where to? Not the castle.”
“No, that would endanger Thaddeus, Mason, and his family.”
“I know where we can go,” Kalyn said. “It’s a village of magicians called Shimmering Valley. Only magicians can find it, but I can take you there.” 
“What is the closest major city?” 
“There isn’t one. You have to take a boat to get there.”
“Great,” Merlin said sarcastically. 
“Which is closer, Akadema, Mokora, or Ademora?”
“It’s east of Mokora, on an island called…” She trailed off, clearly not wanting to say. 
“Called what?” 
“Nightmare Island.”
“Well, that’s not a friendly name at all.”
“It’s the homeland to the worst thieves’ guild in all of Caldaca.”
“Great.”
 
*          *          *
 
Kalyn disguised the jar as an apple and put it in my bag in case Gmork attacked. I created the portal to Red Rock, the southernmost city of Mokora, and Merlin didn’t say another word to Nimue. Despite having a lot of his own secrets, he didn’t handle being lied to well. Since he could usually smell lies, there wasn’t any point in doing so. 
I had written a book on all the history of Caldaca I knew and gave it to Merlin as a welcoming present for being on Caldaca for a year. It was a wizard tradition I had learned from Mason. Merlin knew as soon as I thought it up that I was keeping something from him. Fortunately, I told him it was a surprise and he let it go. When I gave it to him, he said he was glad he hadn’t insisted and that it was wonderful.
It was early morning in Red Rock, a fair-sized city and the largest market on Mokora. It was the best place on Mokora to buy, sell, or trade, and had the busiest docks. In fact, it seemed a little larger every time we visited it.
We went straight for the docks and spotted a few passenger ships among the merchant and pirate ships. There were new signs in place for locations and prices. None of them went to Nightmare Island, but two of them passed by it, according to Kalyn. We chose the boat that looked the stillest for Merlin’s sake and found the captain collecting money from passengers as they boarded with their luggage. 
He was a tall man with an athletic build, short, black and silver hair that looked like it was freshly cut, and light auburn eyes. I didn’t need magic to know he was a sorcerer. That was a good thing in this case; he wouldn’t be afraid of the island’s reputation.
“Hello, we would like to go to Nightmare Island.”
“Find another boat. I don’t allow guild members on my ship since they stopped taxing the pirates’ guild on stolen goods in Mokora. Because of that, we honest captains have to pay a higher docking fee.”
“We’re not thieves,” I insisted.
“Can’t you see that he’s a wizard?” Kalyn asked. “Wizards don’t steal.”
“With new magic users cropping up, we can’t tell by appearances alone anymore. You could be a new one.” 
“Are you against the new magic users?” 
He scoffed. “Of course not. It’s just confusing. Nevertheless, I’m not stopping at Nightmare Island. I’m not even going close to it. I have passengers to protect.”
“Could you get us close enough that I could see it and transport us there?” Without a perfect image of where I wanted to go in mind or sight, transportation was impossible. Even then, it was extremely dangerous.
“I might be willing to do that. However, it would require sailing closer into more dangerous waters.” 
“Are you saying the price is higher?”
“No, I’m saying that if we get attacked, you’re going to have to help us.” 
“Oh. I can do that. How long will it take?” 
“If we leave on time, we will get close by sunset.” 
“I don’t know that we want to go there at night,” Kalyn said. 
“I can’t wait half a day or speed up time,” the captain said. “My ship is difficult to steer and slow-moving, but it is the strongest ship at sea.” 
“What about sea-sickness?”
“No one has ever gotten it on my ship except during a storm.” 
“That sounds promising,” Merlin said in my mind.
I pulled out the money required to take us one stop past the island (in case we changed our minds) and he let us board. The ship was impressive. It looked like a regular large ship from a distance, but closer up, I could tell that the wood, sales, and even the ropes were better quality than any ship I’d seen before. The deck was wider than usual and the bulwark was curved differently. “What do you think?” I asked. 
“So far, so good. I feel fine. At least he did not say it was unsinkable.”
“This is a beautiful ship,” Kalyn said. 
“Do you like ships?” I asked. 
“Not usually. They tend to smell like sweaty men and vomit, thinly masked by salt water. This one smells of wood varnish and salt water, with a hint of roasted fish. I’m going to find us a room.” She left to go below deck. 
Merlin and I watched the captain and his crew members prepare for departure and then actually start sailing away. It was fun to watch, because I had read many adventure books in my life of people who traveled by ship. It was the destination that drove a hero onward, but it was the adventure that made the story. 
It felt like so long ago that I was sneaking out of my mother’s house, terrified I was going to get caught. It wasn’t about adventure; it was about survival. I could never have imagined the way my life would turn out. I had friends, I could be who I wanted to be without shame, and I could go on adventures whenever I wanted. Most importantly, Merlin was there. Despite his good-natured teasing, his advice was always from his heart. 
And if Kalyn wanted to join us more often, I wasn’t opposed to that at all. 
I glanced at Merlin and was surprised to see the sorrow in his eyes. “It’ll work out,” I said. “Nimue loves you. She won’t stay gone forever.” 
“It is not her I was thinking about.” 
“Then why are you upset?” 
“I have been in this position before, and it always turns out poorly for me.” 
“What position?” 
“The reason I began teaching wizards was not just that I felt I had knowledge to share. I have seen incredible, indescribable, and spectacular things in my long life. I have seen acts of beauty beyond compare. I have seen events that have only happened once and will never occur again. I have seen acts of nature that could humble the strongest man and only afterwards did I recognize its beauty. Things like this changed me forever.” He sighed. “But every time I witness the most wondrous moments that can never be repeated, I turn to see that I am alone. No one would ever understand. Those moments will die with me. I took apprentices to share those moments with, but they all lose interest in the end, or they find what they have always wanted. Either way, I end up in the same place I started.”
“That isn’t going to happen with us. I was just thinking about it. I want to see all of that with you.”
“You will change your mind. That is the way it should be. You will have a family someday.”
“Family isn’t always the people you share blood with. You’re my family. My father might never have tried to kill me, but he wouldn’t shed a tear if I died. The most I could hope from him is mild annoyance, and it would probably be directed at me for dying.”
He smirked and it was quiet for a while. “The saddest part is that I spent my immortal life wishing for something different. Now that I found it… found someone who needs me… I have lost my immortality. Now that there is an end in sight… I am afraid of it.”
“Did you have a vision of you dying?” I asked. He shook his head. “You’re not going to die. I haven’t given up on breaking your curse.” 
He didn’t seem to have anything else to say and we had a long ride ahead of us, so we went below deck to find Kalyn. There was a main hallway with three perpendicular hallways branching off. Each of the hallways had many doors. Merlin sniffed her out easily. She was in the middle hallway, two doors down to the right. 
The room was tiny. It had no window and four beds. Two of the beds were suspended over the others with wooden beams. Between the beds, there was barely enough room to walk, and there was no room at all around them. There was a lamp beside the door. 
“Weren’t there any larger rooms?” I asked. 
“The rooms with windows are larger, but they’re six-person rooms. There is a level below us with nicer chambers, but we’re not supposed to go there because they’re for the crew. Then the bottom level is for cargo, but we have nothing big to store down there.”
We passed the time by talking about Kalyn’s family. She was excited to see how much her older sisters had grown. I had a very hard time focusing on it for long, but her enthusiasm was contagious. 
 
*          *          *
 
There were a few stops that we ignored until shortly before sunset, when we went up to the deck. We could already see a little of the island in the distance. The captain greeted us. “We are about to have dinner, but since I can’t stop the ship this close to the island and wait, I have brought you some for your journey,” he said, holding out a loaf of bread and some roasted meat in a cloth. 
“Thank you,” I said, taking it. 
“Good luck to you three. That is a dangerous path ahead of you.” He left. 
Kalyn and I ate the bread and gave the meat to Merlin as we sailed closer to the island. It kept getting creepier the closer we got. It wasn’t that the island looked unusual, it was just a bad feeling I got. It was primarily forest with some rocky mountains and a small beach lining it. The light of the moons didn’t seem to penetrate the trees of the forest. 
When we were as close as we were going to get, the ship slowed slightly. I waved my staff and willed it to send us to the island. My magic surrounded us and I closed my eyes. When I opened them, we were on the beach before the forest. The trees looked much larger up close.
“We need to be careful,” Merlin said. 
“I will disguise us,” Kalyn said. “What do you want to look like?” 
“How about a troll?”
“That would be suspicious because they don’t live around here.” 
“A bear?” 
“We might be hunted. Rabbits should work.” 
“That would certainly scare everyone away.” 
“I will never understand your people’s fear of rabbits,” Merlin said. “You act like they are venomous snakes.” 
“No, snakes aren’t scary like rabbits,” I argued. Rabbits were vicious pests that attacked farm animals and could be difficult to get rid of. 
Kalyn nodded her agreement. She motioned with her hands and the air became warmer suddenly. “That should do it.” 
“We didn’t change, though.” 
“We can’t see it because I didn’t want it distracting us.”
“So I now look like dinner?” Merlin asked. 
“What?” Kalyn asked. 
“Merlin eats rabbits. On his world, rabbits are vegetarians.” 
“Wow. That’s so strange. They don’t eat people?”
“No, and they don’t sneak into houses at night and take babies,” I said. 
“I am not convinced they do that on Caldaca,” Merlin groused. 
“Maybe wolves are their only natural predator,” Kalyn suggested. 
“People may buy that we are rabbits, but not if we keep talking,” Merlin warned. 
We fell silent. After a while, we stopped outside a village of thieves. There were five small houses and three men gathered around a fire pit in the center. We decided to avoid them. 
“Which way do we go?” I asked. She pointed to the west. Merlin, however, didn’t move. “What’s wrong?” 
“I smell someone familiar.”
“An enemy? It can’t be Gmork.”
“No. A friend, I believe. I do not smell fear, though. Are we friends with any thieves?”
“Not that I know of.” 
We started walking away and he followed. The weather was nice, but I wished we had some water. “How long can you keep up your disguise?” I asked Kalyn. 
“This isn’t very strenuous, so most of the night at least.” 
“Not so fast,” said a man from behind us. We stopped and turned. He was a tall, muscular man with raggedy clothes.
“How can you see through my disguise?” Kalyn asked. 
“I can smell you, magician.”
“Werewolf,” Merlin growled. 
“How come you couldn’t smell him before?” 
“He is downwind from us.”
“Well, you’re one person and we outnumber you,” I said. Kalyn dropped the disguise. 
“What is the mortal enemy of the wolf?” she asked. 
“Man,” Merlin answered. 
“What?” 
“A wolf with a pack is a fierce and powerful force, but a lone wolf is vulnerable to mountain lions, tigers, bears, bison, and other large predators.”
“I make an excellent bear,” Kalyn said. Brown fur sprouted across her arms and her hair shortened. Then her body started to grow and reshape to become an intimidating bear. 
The werewolf didn’t wait idly by, though. He grew dark brown fur and his body reshaped, but not to resemble Merlin or Gmork. His snout was shorter and his fur was sparser than Merlin’s, and his front legs were shorter than his hind legs. Nevertheless, he had the same sharp claws and fangs that Merlin did. 
The werewolf and Kalyn fought, but although Kalyn had an advantage in size, the wolf was better at fighting. He’d obviously had a lot more practice with it. When Merlin lunged at the werewolf and Kalyn got in the way, he barely avoided landing on her. “Stop!” I said. All three of them broke apart. “I’m a Rynorm, Werewolf. You should know better than to challenge a sorcerer.”
Kalyn and the werewolf shifted back. “A blond sorcerer? A warlock is more likely. Warlocks and wizards should stay clear of this land.” 
I aimed my staff at him and the crystal pulsed threateningly with a red glow. He cowered. “I didn’t realize you were still in disguise. Sorcerers are welcome here. Can I help you on your quest?”
“We don’t need any help,” Kalyn said. 
“Clearly. In that case, I will leave you to it.” 
When he left, the silence was awkward. “That was easy. I think I wasted our time fighting him.”
“There are places where being a sorcerer is an advantage, and places where being a wizard is better. You’re not hurt, are you?” 
“I’m fine.”
“Merlin?” 
“I am unharmed.”
Kalyn used a disguise again, but this time, she disguised me as a sorcerer. She kept herself and Merlin undisguised. 
 
*          *          *
 
We eventually came upon an abandoned village that consisted of ten colorful cabins. While it was completely deserted, we found no damage except for age. It was as if everyone just left without packing anything. “This is creepy,” I said. 
“Where is everyone?” Kalyn asked. 
“The last time I encountered such a state, it was because everyone fell victim to the plague,” Merlin said. He sniffed the dirt and air. “I smell no death or sickness, though.” 
“That’s good. Perhaps there weren’t enough resources, so people moved on.” 
“People build villages around their resources. Then again, resources can be depleted.”
“Well, this isn’t Shimmering Valley, so let’s get out of here fast,” I suggested. 
“No argument here,” Kalyn said. When she took my hand, I figured it had more to do with friendship than fear. I hadn’t thought she was very tough when I first met her, but once my mother’s curse over her was broken I learned she was actually pretty brave. 
“Not so fast,” a man said, stepping out from beside one of the cabins. I rolled my eyes. He was hidden in the shadows, but I could tell that he wasn’t a huge man. 
“We don’t have time to deal with this,” I said. 
Merlin turned to growl at something behind us. Kalyn pressed her back against mine. “Do you want me to make us invisible?” she asked. 
“Wait. Save it until we need it. It would make a good distraction.” I aimed my staff upward and focused on creating a protective bubble around us. “Shield.” I felt the shield form around us. 
“This is a very dangerous land for you to be alone, Sorcerer.”
I looked at Kalyn. She shrugged. “You can see that I’m not alone, right?”
“Why are you attacking us?” I asked. 
“I’m a thief; that’s what we do.”
“That makes sense. But I’m a sorcerer, so I can curse you.” 
The man stepped out of the darkness. From his black hair and maroon eyes and the aura of dark power around him, I recognized him for what he was instantly; he was a sorcerer. He aimed a wand at me, but didn’t unleash his magic. I thought he was waiting for my move until he asked, “Are you a Rynorm?” 
I hesitated. “Yes.” 
He lowered his wand. “I’m Hongo Maramonte.” 
I lowered my staff. Being a member of the Rynorm family meant that I had to abide by their alliances and fight their enemies. Maramonte were allies of Rynorm. 
“This place is rather anticlimactic,” Merlin commented. 
“Does that mean we’re not going to steal anything?” a younger man said from behind us. 
I recognized the voice. “Jevwen?” 
After a moment, a teenager stepped out from between two houses. He was the son of the first pirate captain I had ever met. He was a heavy reader, like me, though, and took the opportunity to live a scholarly life when his father gave it to him. His father was happy as long as Jevwen was. 
“Do I know you?” he asked. 
“I’m Ayden.” 
“Oh. You look different.” 
“I’ll explain later. Right now, we need to go. We need to find Shimmering Valley as soon as possible.” 
“Pelo, get Dreah and Methos.” 
A second man stepped out from behind Jevwen. Pelo was a huge man with a sword at his hip, so I figured he was a warrior. “Why are we helping them?” Pelo asked.
“He’s a Rynorm,” Hongo said. “I will not betray them. My fiancée is a Rynorm.”
“That doesn’t mean we have to help them,” Pelo said. 
“Just get them!”
With a sigh, Pelo left. “We don’t need help,” Kalyn said. “We can find our way.”
“It never hurts to have an extra few allies,” Palo said. 
“He’s right,” I agreed. “If we get attacked, having a few sorcerers on our side would be a good idea.” 
“I’m not a sorcerer,” Jevwen reminded me. “Pelo is a warrior, though.”
“That’s even better. What about the other two?” 
“Dreah is a mage. Methos is a magician.”
“Well, we don’t need another magician,” Kalyn said.  
“Maybe not, but we still shouldn’t turn down help.” 
When Pelo, Dreah, and Methos arrived, I explained the situation with Gmork and the magic jar. Of course, I didn’t reveal everything. Ally or not, I didn’t trust them not to be tempted by the power of the amulet. I especially didn’t trust Methos, who wasn’t a Rynorm ally and seemed to be just as dark-natured as Hongo. Magicians weren’t restricted to dark or light magic like sorcerers and wizards were, as their illusion magic could be used to help or hurt people. 
Instead of explaining the fact that I was a Sjau, Kalyn dropped my disguise and said she was disguising me as a wizard to make me appear harmless. “I don’t know how you can stand to look like one of them,” Hongo said with a sneer.
“Wizards aren’t that bad,” I argued. “I live with several of them. It’s nice not having to watch my back every day.” Kalyn kept her mouth closed.
“Watching your back keeps you strong and quick,” Hongo said. “That’s why wizards are lazy and slow.” 
Pelo nodded. “That’s why I refuse to work with them.” 
“Stop being so hard on them,” Methos said. “Wizards are the easiest people to take advantage of; you can betray them and lie to them all you want and they’ll still invite you into their home for a warm meal.” 
Since most of Mason’s family members were both wizards and warriors, I didn’t know if that was true of general wizards or not. Most of my knowledge of them came from books and my mother. Ilvera Dracre believed wizards were the weakest class of people, and wizards rarely went on adventures in the books I read. 
I fell silent. I didn’t want to think negatively about people. No matter what was generally true of wizards, they were still people and deserved respect. 
“We’ll be happy to help you,” Dreah said. 
“Hopefully, we aren’t far from our destination. We’re looking for Shimmering Valley.” 
“It’s not far,” Hongo said, pointing north. Anything out of this colorful, abandoned village sounded good by me, so we started walking. 
We just passed the last house when lightning lit the sky… except it was green. Magic crackled through the air. A glowing shield spread from the center of the sky all around us until it touched the ground and closed us in. The glow quickly faded, but the magic was still there. We were trapped. 
Green fire erupted in front of us and out of it, Gmork emerged. That was really neat and something I would have loved to have learned under different circumstances. “How did you get so much magic?” I asked. Merlin was still struggling to do magic through me and when I was in the wolf form, I couldn’t do it even with my wand or staff. 
“I am all-powerful,” he boasted. 
“How?”
“This is Gmork?” Hongo asked.
“He’s a lot more of a challenge than you made him out to be,” Pelo said. 
“Hand over the amulet,” Gmork demanded. 
“There are a lot more of us than there are of you.” 
“Yet I can easily defeat all of you.”
“How did you get your magic back?” 
“It was easy to overcome your little curse.”
“But you’re still a wolf.”
“The better to rip out your heart.”
I rolled my eyes. “Like you’re the first person to try. My own mother failed and I lived under the same roof.” That made Gmork pause, which was my intention for goading him. Kalyn had made herself invisible while Pelo and Hongo kept up behind him. Hongo drew his sword, and although I couldn’t hear it, Gmork did. 
Gmork snapped at Hongo as quick as lightning, but Pelo blasted him in the face with a curse. Gmork was blinded by black slime that clung to his fur and eyes. “Turn Gmork to stone!” I said to my staff. Once again, red energy flowed out of it and struck him. I knew he could fight it off, but it would give me time to strike with something else. 
His front paws changed to stone and he collapsed. 
Jevwen, Dreah, and Methos wisely stayed out of the way. I aimed my staff and focused on fury. I wasn’t an angry person by nature, but I needed it at this moment. Dragon magic was emotional. I wanted him to hurt because he made Merlin suffer. He betrayed Merlin. As the anger welled inside me, I felt the power of the galaxy stone react to it. I just needed the word to wield it. 
“Ofugr!” Gmork said. 
A blast of energy struck all of us, throwing us far away from him. I landed on the porch of the sky-blue house. Palo actually went through a ceiling. The world spun as I tried to figure out if I was bleeding out or just broken on the inside. I managed to roll over on my side to see Merlin unconscious on the road. He was definitely wounded, judging by the blood pooling on the ground around him, but I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. 
Gmork was running at him. Although he had shed the stone curse, the black slime still covered his eyes. He didn’t need his eyes to find Merlin, though. I reached around for my staff or wand, but they had landed somewhere out of reach. 
Suddenly, Gmork crashed into a massive bear, far larger than Gmork. Kalyn was saving Merlin. She swiped at Gmork, clawing his face and causing blood to spill. Before he could recover, she grabbed him with her bear paws and slammed him to the ground. 
I was impressed, but I knew she wouldn’t have the advantage for long. Gmork had magic and she couldn’t counter with anything. I focused my mind on drawing the staff to me, which was really hard to do with my head full of pain. The more I tried to think, the worse the pain grew.
But Kalyn and Merlin were going to die if I didn’t do something. 
I forced myself to only think about my staff and how much I needed it. When that didn’t work, I focused on why I needed it. I needed it to protect my friends. 
My staff flew into my hands with enough force to break my wrist at the same time I heard Kalyn shout with pain. Gmork had gotten the upper hand and had pinned her to the ground. When she couldn’t escape his hold, she shrunk into her true form, but Gmork was quick and managed to hold on.
“Little girls should know better than to challenge wolves,” he said. Hongo snuck up behind him again, this time with his sword already drawn. When Gmork opened his mouth to bite Kalyn, Hongo stabbed him in the back. 
Gmork howled with pain and released Kalyn to get the sword off. I tried to sit up and only caused the world to spin harder. My brain was trying to space out and my eyes wanted to close. In the background, I was aware that Gmork got the sword out of his back. It wasn’t until he went after Kalyn again did my mind clear up. 
The magic in me combined with the magic in the crystal into a single thought. “Skjoldr!” I shouted. A shield formed around Kalyn and before he could stop himself, Gmork struck it. He was thrown back with blue fire consuming his arm. The shield dissolved as quickly as it had formed and Kalyn ran to me to help me up. Between her and my staff, I was able to stand upright. 
She didn’t ask questions when I gestured to Merlin, she just helped me over to him. He was breathing, but only barely. “We need to help him. Find Dreah.” She nodded and ran off to find the mage. All I could do was make sure Merlin wasn’t further hurt in the meantime. 
There were eight of us against Gmork, yet he defeated us as easily as if we were children. 
Merlin opened his eyes at the same moment as I sensed movement behind me. I turned to see Gmork close enough that he could smell his breath. Fury burned in his eyes, blood covered half his face, and his fangs were stark white against the darkness of his snout. He could get to me before I could curse him, but that didn’t stop me from trying. I aimed my staff at him. 
I opened my mouth, only to feel pressure wrap around my throat. It wasn’t a snarl on Gmork’s face but a grin. I couldn’t speak or get any air. My magic swirled inside me, reacting to my desire to be released. Unlike dragon language, I didn’t need to say anything out loud.
Unfortunately, Gmork had figured that out already, and with a wave of his paw, my staff flew out of my hand. “I will finally break your neck and be done with you once and for all.” There was no kindness or compassion in his voice. There was no reasoning with him. He wasn’t the boy Merlin had been friends with.
“Stop!” Kalyn said, stopping between us.
I wanted to tell her to run, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to be the reason she never returned to her mother. I didn’t want to die, either. 
She held out the jar, still disguised as an apple. “Let him go and I’ll give you what you came for.” 
“I did not come here for food, girl.” The disguise fell away from it and his eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I will not fall for foolish tricks!”
“This isn’t a trick. I had disguised it as an apple to protect it, but I’m sure if you take a better look at it, you’ll find that this is the real jar. Take it and let us go.” 
The jar floated out of her hand and towards Gmork. When it stopped in front of his face, he studied it closely for a moment. My vision started growing dark. Then a portal formed beneath him, glowing red, and he vanished. The pressure relented and I gasped for air.
Kalyn was right beside me, patting my back and trying to help me as best as she could without healing magic. “Please…” It was difficult to speak, since my throat still hurt from nearly being crushed. “Tell me that wasn’t the real jar.”
“Of course it was. I couldn’t risk giving him a fake. He would have killed you for sure. As long as we’re alive, we have a chance. When we start sacrificing each other is when we’ve really lost.”
When I could stand on my own, I helped Merlin to his feet. He was covered in blood, but he stayed on his feet. “He needs a healing potion,” I told Dreah as she finally came out into the open.
“Not yet,” Merlin argued. “There is no time. Gmork could return any minute.”
“Why? He has what he wanted.”
“But he cannot open the jar. It is sealed by magic and only I know how to open it.” 
“That’s good news.”
“He knows who I care about, though. When he finds out he cannot open it, he will first confront me and if I don’t tell him, he will go after you or Nimue. We need to erase my memory of how to open the jar.”
 
*          *          *
 
“This is rather simple to do,” Merlin said. 
“Oh, no. Every time you say that, you precede to teach me one of the hardest spells I’ve ever learned in my life.”
“Get out your grimoire.” 
I blushed. “I left it at home.”
He scowled at me.
“Well, I need it constantly these days, so it wasn’t in my emergency ‘the world is about to end’ bag.” 
We had chosen the pink cabin to do the spell in. Hongo insisted that a sorcerer would never set foot in something so pretty. Dreah healed Merlin and me just enough that we weren’t at risk of passing out or bleeding to death, but not so much that she would be useless when Gmork attacked again. 
Merlin had me pull out black, red, and green ink, as well as a quill pen and a scroll. These weren’t normal magic ingredients, so it was a good thing he had grabbed them from Gmork’s magic room. Of course, it was suspicious, too. “Did you know we were going to have to do this spell?”
“I suspected it. It is better to have and not need than need and not have. Write what must be forgotten in the center of the scroll with black ink, but keep it short.” 
 
 
 
The magic jar
 
 
 
“How is this?” I asked. 
He frowned at it. “While it was not quite what I was thinking, it will work nonetheless. You may have to remind me why we are here, but since I am the only one who knows how to open it, he will never be able to get his paws on the amulet. Next, draw a seven pointed star around the script in red.” 
“Not a pentagram? Is this different magic than usual?”
“It is the same style of magic. It is our intentions that are different.” 
Trusting him to know what he was talking about, I drew it carefully. “How is that?”
“Good. Now, draw seven sigils between the points of the star in green.” A mental image of the sigils appeared in my mind. “Be very careful, young sorcerer. If these sigils are drawn or placed wrong, it could have dire consequences.”
I drew them as carefully as possible. When I was done, he approved them. 
“Finally, fold the scroll three times and drop it in the fire. I must breathe in the smoke.” 
I put away the supplies, set a fire in the middle of the cabin, folded the scroll, and dropped it in the fire. I wasn’t prepared for the fire to suddenly turn red and roar up until it was taller than me. Merlin and I both scrambled away from it. “Was this supposed to happen?” I asked, trying not to panic.
“No! Run!” He was panicking.
Before I could take more than two steps towards the door, the fire died and filled the cabin with smoke. The next thing I knew, I was falling.



Chapter 7
Present…
 
“Wow. That went pretty wrong,” I said. 
“Indeed.” 
“I can’t believe I thought you bit me.”
“I would have had you not been so defenseless. I sensed you were not a threat.”
“How did the others lose their memories? They weren’t in here to breathe the smoke?” 
“There must have been enough smoke to seep out of the cabin. It was probably Gmork’s trapped that stopped it from going further than the village.” 
“So we can help everyone?” 
“Yes. Now that I know how we did the spell, I know how to reverse it, and it will be easier than using mirrors. All they have to do is ingest some of the ashes.”
“I hope they’re still there. After that, should we redo the spell and try to get it right this time?”
“I am afraid that would be inviting worse trouble, since I have no idea what exactly went wrong.”
“We have to go check on Kalyn.” He nodded and we returned to town. When I started to step out onto the road, Merlin caught my robe in his teeth and held me back. “What?”
“They do not remember you. They still think I am the enemy and you fell prey to a curse.”
“Right… I’ll sneak in, then. They won’t want to eat the ashes if we say so. We’ll have to convince Kalyn to give it to them.”
“Do you think Kalyn will trust us enough?”
“Yes.”
“She doesn’t remember you.”
“That doesn’t matter. She knows me anyway. We have to get their memories back before sunset.” 
“Assuming that Gmork does not get impatient and attack early.”
I made myself and Merlin invisible and headed to the dark blue cabin. Unfortunately, halfway there, Gmork appeared in my path. He might not have been able to see me, but he could smell me. Since he wasn’t attacking, I had a chance to notice a scroll hanging from a chain on his neck. 
“I see that you got your memories back,” he said. “Tell me how to open the jar.”
“I do not know,” Merlin lied. 
“You are lying!” Gmork snarled. 
“Why do you want the amulet anyway?” I asked, trying to buy time.
“That is none of your business.” Gmork motioned with his paw and I felt a sharp pain in my left hand. I looked down just in time to see a flash of metal reflecting the moonlight before it was gone. “Now that you are out of my way, things will go according to plan.” 
“This is nothing,” I said. “It didn’t even hurt.” In fact, it was numb. 
Gmork smirked. “It is not supposed to. It is not the blade itself that is dangerous but the sap on it that is now entering your bloodstream.” 
I didn’t have to ask what he meant; the numbness was spreading quickly through my hand and into my arm. Unfortunately, as my heart sped with worry, the numbness spread faster. I had to calm myself.
“What did you do to him?” Merlin demanded. 
“Ayden is about to fall victim to the same sleeping curse my mother had.” 
Merlin’s eyes widened with shock and I could feel the horror filling him. I wanted to tell him I would be fine, but I didn’t want to lie to him. I didn’t have time to be afraid. 
The numbness reached my chest at this point and my heartbeat slowed. Then my breathing slowed. Other than that, I felt no lethargy or fatigue to indicate that it was a sleeping curse.
“I have found the cure, however,” Gmork continued, “and I will give it to you after you tell me how to open the jar. I will know if you are lying.”
The numbness crept into my abdomen. My legs grew weaker with every beat of my heart until they wouldn’t hold me up anymore. When I collapsed, the numbness quickly spread to them. It was also seeping down my right arm, making it impossible to even hold my head up. 
Merlin was by my side in an instant, but as the curse reached my throat, I couldn’t speak. Then it filled my head and everything fogged over. 
 
*          *          *
 
I wasn’t actually unconscious, though. I saw my body asleep on the ground. I was seeing through Merlin’s eyes. This had happened several times through dreams, but never like this. I felt the pain Merlin felt and his worry over me. 
“Merlin?” I called his name in his mind like normal, yet he made no sign of having heard me. “Can you hear me? I’m right here.” 
No response. 
“There is a flaw in this curse, Merlin,” Gmork said. “I found the cure and used it on my mother, but it was too late. Unlike most sleeping curses, this one does not prevent death. You had better decide quick if this secret is worth your apprentice’s life.” 
“How did you become this?” Merlin asked. 
Gmork narrowed his eyes. “If my presence offends you so much, I will leave.”
“No!” Merlin said. “Tell me how to break the curse.”
Gmork smirked. “I am surprised you did not figure it out yourself. How do I open the jar?”
“Paint the four sigils of the elements evenly spaced on the side of the jar and the spirit sigil on the bottom. Then align it with the compass. It will open.” 
“That is all?” Gmork asked, suspicious. 
“I never expected anyone to find the jar, let alone figure out how to paint sigils on it. I thought it was clever. How do I break the curse over Ayden?” 
“Mix the hair of the person who cursed him, the tears of a person who would shed them over his loss, the apology of a person who betrayed him, and the blood of someone he loves into a bowl, along with some standard ingredients. Burn it as you say an incantation. When it becomes a thick paste, rub it over his wound.” With a little difficulty, he tore off the scroll from around his neck and tossed it to Merlin, along with some of his fur. 
I wanted to know how an apology was a potion ingredient, but Merlin wasn’t fazed by that.
Although Merlin couldn’t completely unfurl the scroll with his paws, he could tell that it explained how to break the curse in more detail. “How am I supposed to get these ingredients? I cannot make a portal to get home.” 
“That is your problem.” With that, a portal formed beneath Gmork and he vanished. A moment later, a current ran through the air as Gmork’s trap dissolved. 
“How did he get so powerful?” Merlin asked aloud. Then he sighed and shook his head. “I have to save Ayden.” 
I heard his thought as clearly as if he had said it in my mind. He gently tugged on my robe to turn my unconscious body on its back. It wasn’t so much a thought as an intention, but I could feel it just the same. He thought I was trapped in my body and he wanted me to be as comfortable as possible before running for help. 
I wished I could have told him not to bother. By the time he was satisfied with my sleeping position, it was too late. 
“The wolf!” Methos shouted from the second story window of the green cabin. Merlin groaned. “The wolf killed the wizard!”
Merlin had a choice between running to the woods, running to Kalyn, or staying. The forest would offer protection, but he would never abandon me like that. Kalyn would understand him and try to help. However, he was afraid of what they would do to my body and whether he would be able to get back to me to break the curse. 
He chose to stand guard over me as the others all ran out of their cabins and crowded around him. Kalyn’s expression was shocked and heartbroken. The others were angry. Only Merlin’s teeth and claws prevented them from attacking him, and it wouldn’t last long. Hongo drew his sword.
“He is not dead!” Merlin said. 
Kalyn acted like the only one who heard him. “What happened?” she asked. 
“An enemy attacked and placed a sleeping curse on him.”
“That’s obviously a lie,” Methos said. “We were right! You did this!”
“Calm down,” Pelo said. “He was very concerned about the wizard’s health earlier. Maybe we should give him a chance to explain.”
“I just saw him eating the wizard!” Methos shouted.
“You misinterpreted the situation,” Merlin said. 
“I don’t see any bite marks,” Hongo said.
“Ayden really trusts Merlin,” Kalyn said.
“Who trusts who?” Methos asked.
“Yesterday, the wolf said his name is Merlin and that he got his memories back,” Jevwen explained. “The wizard’s name was Ayden.”
“Ayden and I regained our full memories.”
“Then you will break your curse over us?” Methos asked. 
Merlin didn’t argue, because it actually was our curse that did this. Merlin warred with himself on the right choice to make. If he told them, Methos was liable to destroy the ashes. If he didn’t, he couldn’t get their help to save me. 
“The curse left ash residue. If you consume those ashes, you will gain your memories back.” 
“Where are they?” Pelo asked. 
“In the pink cabin.” 
“How do we know you’re not trying to poison us?” Methos asked. 
“Are all magicians as suspicious as you?” Kalyn asked him. She left to go get the ashes. When Methos turned to go after her, Hongo grabbed his arm to stop him. 
“Red will bring the ashes here.”
“What if she poisons it? She’s in league with them.”
I was really starting to dislike Methos.
Kalyn returned with a clay mug. “How are we supposed to eat ashes?” 
“You can put it on your tongue, but I imagine the least unpleasant way would be to mix it with water.”
“I’ll get some water,” she said, handing the cup to Pelo. Methos tried to kick the cup out of her hand, but Hongo pulled him back.
“I want my memories back so you settle down!” Hongo said.
“Can’t you see that she’s trying to poison us?” 
“She’ll go first,” Jevwen said. 
“I’m not drinking it!” 
“Suit yourself.”
Kalyn returned with a spoon and pail of water, poured some water into the cup, and mixed it with the spoon. Without being told, she took the cup and sipped the contents. After a moment, she wobbled with lightheadedness and Hongo took the cup back.
“Are you okay?” Pelo asked, ignoring Methos’s frantic shouts that it was poisoned. 
After a moment, Kalyn nodded and gained her balance. “Yes. That was just a lot of memories coming back at once. A lot of bad memories. I wish that hadn’t happened.” She gagged. 
“What’s wrong?” Dreah asked. 
“I just remembered someone I never want to see again.” Then she looked at my body, and I saw deeper sadness in her eyes. “We can wake him, right?” she asked Merlin.
“It will be difficult, but I refuse to accept that he is gone.” 
“So this is safe?” Hongo asked. 
She nodded. “It worked, yes. I’m Kalyn, by the way.”
Hongo took a sip, coughed, and handed it to Pelo. Pelo drank some and passed it to Jevwen. Neither the warrior or sorcerer had the same reaction as Kalyn, but they both stared off into space for a moment. Then Hongo shook his head and inhaled. “Wow. I am deeply ashamed for my behavior, Merlin. I thought you were the enemy.”
When Methos started shouting that it was a trick, Hongo clamped his hand over the magician’s mouth. “Be quiet, Methos. You were never this annoying before.” 
“Yes, he was,” Pelo argued. 
Realizing it wasn’t poison, Jevwen drank a sip and passed the cup to Dreah. I felt like I saw his whole life flash before his eyes. Judging by the sadness and shame on his face, Jevwen’s life wasn’t as great as he made it out to be. 
“Are you remembering?” Dreah asked. 
“Yes… I just realized I need to write a letter to my father. We left things on bad terms and I didn’t realize until now how petty I was. I’m his only son.” 
I was happy for him. 
I was also happy for his father.
But I really wanted this curse broken so that I could get back to my body and go after Gmork.
Then I felt a little fear creep in. What if Merlin couldn’t break it? What if he did, but I didn’t go back to my body and he didn’t know why? What if I can never talk to anyone again?
Merlin groaned and rubbed his head with his paws, but I learned from his thoughts that it was habit. In this form, he couldn’t effectively rub his forehead. 
“What’s wrong?” Kalyn asked him. 
“Headache. Probably from the back-to-back battles with Gmork.”
After Dreah drank the ashes, Hongo and Pelo forced Methos to drink it. That calmed Methos down, but not by much. 
Once everyone remembered that we were not the enemy, they focused on my curse. Kalyn unrolled the scroll, but she couldn’t read it and didn’t want to take the Siren from my unconscious body. Fortunately, Merlin could read it. 
Jevwen and Dreah gathered Gmork’s stray furs, while Merlin discussed the requirements with Kalyn. 
Aside from the requirements Gmork had told him about, we also needed rain water, white rose petals, sea salt, pepper, and dust from a window sill. I thought these were strange, but it was another world’s magic, so I wasn’t surprised. 
“I don’t know where to find half of these ingredients.” 
“They are all available at Magnus’s castle. The problem will be getting the apology of someone who betrayed him.” 
“Do we need his mother?” 
“No. Her only betrayal was that she could not feel love. We need an apology from someone who was his friend and then betrayed him.”
She scowled. “Sven.”
“Yes. Ayden saved his wife, but I suspect it will still be difficult convincing him to cooperate.” 
“I doubt he knows how to apologize. I get that the ingredients are all there, but we’re not there and I can’t transport us. Pelo can’t, either, because he’s never seen the castle.”
“Perhaps I can teach you how to activate a portal to my---”
“No,” she interrupted. “I can’t do that kind of magic.”
“You are a Sjau.” 
“And because of that, I’m a powerful magician and I can shift into any animal. I would love to do what he does, but I’m not him.” 
He considered it for a moment until an idea came to him. “I will write a letter to Mason and Thaddeus requesting their assistance. How fast can you fly to the castle as a bird?”
She grinned. “I prefer large land animals, but I’m fast in the sky.” 
“I need help writing it, of course.”
Kalyn grabbed a scroll, quill, and ink from my bag. Then she wrote the letter as Merlin described. 
 
 
 
Mason and Thaddeus


 


Ayden needs help. He was put under a sleeping curse by Gmork. Please send a portal to bring us to the castle for supplies so that we can break it.


 


 


 


“Is that all?” Kalyn asked. 
“I would normally write a long letter, but time is limited. Perhaps we should include a lock of Ayden’s hair to help them find us.” 
“Mason is a Sjau and Thaddeus is his brother, so I’m pretty sure they don’t need it.”
“You are right. They should be connected to Ayden enough to find him with the magic mirror. Go now.”
She looked at my body. “I know you’ll protect him, but I don’t like leaving him with Gmork free.”
“The longer you wait, the more likely we are to have trouble bringing Ayden back.”
She nodded. I wanted so hard to say something in case it was the last time. If Merlin couldn’t wake my body, I didn’t want to live the rest of my life being able to see her and not talk to her. Then again, I wasn’t dead. As long as I wasn’t dead, there was a chance. I wouldn’t give up because they weren’t giving up on me.
Kalyn shifted into a raven, clutched the letter in her talons, and flew away. Merlin approached my body and sat beside it. I wanted to ask him what his plan was. “There are numerous people who would shed tears over your death. Alas, wolves cannot shed tears like people do. I need to know who you love so that we can wake you.” 
Of course I couldn’t tell him. 
I knew it would take a while for Kalyn to get the message. My body was moved to the bed in the pink cabin and Merlin slipped the hair and curing scroll into my robe pocket. I wanted to think it was just for safe keeping, but I knew it was so that if he failed, someone else could wake me. 
Merlin slept on the floor beside the bed. He didn’t rest well, though.



Chapter 8
I was running in a forest. Merlin was dreaming of hunting. When I became aware of my dream, I could control my actions in it. Controlling other people’s dream required dreamwalking. Merlin and I had practiced it a lot so that we could communicate over vast distances if we were ever separated. 
However, to dreamwalk, I had to go into a meditative state that was deeper than a regular dream, and I couldn’t do that with Merlin running. Then, suddenly, he stopped at a stream… except Merlin was already there, sitting at the stream in his person form. 
“I don’t understand.”
“What are you running from?” he asked. 
I looked behind me and saw nothing but the forest. At that point, I realized that I had control over my movement. “What… I thought it was you that was running.” I looked down and saw that my paws were white. I was myself in my wolf form.
I preferred Merlin’s coat color and size to Gmork’s because it made life easier. If he was too big, it would be difficult for him to act the way he did. However, I wasn’t Merlin’s size. I was small and scrawny even as a wolf, and instead of having blond fur to match my hair, my fur was white as snow. I was as unintimidating as a wolf could be. 
“No, young sorcerer. This is your dream.”
“Oh. When my body fell under the sleeping curse, I started seeing through your eyes. I’m still conscious.” 
“I suspected as much. Sleeping curses might be different on your world, but I am familiar with the one that you were inflicted with. I studied it for years without success. This one is the closest to death you can come back from, and I suspect that it would have broken the curse had your consciousness succumbed.”
“Do you think Gmork’s mother’s consciousness went somewhere?”
“Although it would explain her husband’s madness, I doubt it.”
“Madness?” 
“No child turns to darkness if he knows anything better.” The world around us suddenly changed. We were in a castle, but not a fancy one like Magnus’s. This one was rustic with stone walls, richly colored tapestries, exciting paintings, and openings high in the walls for light. I liked it. 
This was one of Merlin’s memories. 
We were in a dining room with a massive table that was overloaded with rich foods, but there were only three people. At the end of the table was a man who exuded pride and joy. He was a little beefy, both muscular and fat, with a trimmed beard and clean, dark brown hair. The woman to his left was slender and tall with silky black hair and luminous green eyes. I knew that Gmork’s parents were magic users, not that they had been royalty, but the crowns on their heads made it pretty obvious. 
Gmork was sitting to his father’s right. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen. 
“It is time you find a wife,” his mother said. 
“Sigrid had wanted him to marry since I met him,” Merlin explained, appearing beside me. “Gmork was shy until I came along. He got it from Geir.”
“Geir is his father?” I asked. Merlin nodded. 
“I will marry when I find a woman I love,” Gmork insisted. 
“You will learn to love the woman you marry,” Sigrid argued. She looked at her husband, who nodded compliantly. 
“You married Mother out of love, didn’t you, Father?” 
Geir looked at Sigrid for the acceptable answer. Sigrid rolled her eyes. “It was different for us.”
“Yes, you fell in love with Father and married him against your mother’s wishes because he wasn’t the rich and powerful king she’d chosen.”
“No, it was different because magic brought us together. Against my mother’s wishes, I did a spell to find my soul mate, and it brought me to Geir. Even my mother had to respect the will of destiny. We’ve had some hard times because every love is tested, but we are complete and happy.” Geir took her hand and smiled at her with pure love. “Why don’t you do the spell yourself?” Sigrid asked her son. 
Gmork scowled. “Never. I want to choose my own destiny.”
“You are too young to understand destiny. As you know, my sister is visiting for a few weeks for your birthday festival. She is bringing her new husband and his daughter from a previous marriage. I want you to show his daughter around the castle and make her feel welcome.”
“Princess Gaya was second-born and did not have the royal title Sigrid did,” Merlin said. “However, in Sigrid’s bloodline, males rarely had magic, so Gaya was expected to have children of her own. She married a man she knew could give children, but she still couldn’t bare them.”
“That’s unfortunate.”
“Actually, she hated children, but her mother pressured her constantly about it.”
“You want me to marry my cousin?” Gmork asked his mother. 
“Only if you like her, and if you respect me as your mother, you will like her very much.” It was a mild warning, not a request. “Besides, she is not really your cousin, now is she? You’ve never even met her and she’s not related by blood.”
Gmork stood with anger. “I will not marry her or show her around. In fact, I’m not even going to show up for my festival.” With that, he stormed off. 
Geir stood to go after him until Sigrid sharply ordered, “Let him go.” 
Geir sat. “He’s upset. We need to explain why we’re doing this.”
Sigrid sighed. “He wouldn’t understand. I don’t want him to marry the first girl to cross his path out of fear. We still have two weeks left until his birthday.”
“We can use a love spell on him.”
She shook her head. “Whatever tragedy will strike on his birthday if he is not married will be nothing compared to being bound to a woman that isn’t right for him. This is our failure, not his, and I won’t trick him into marriage.”
“Maybe we can break the curse,” Geir said.
“The curse is the price we pay for our magic. Ten generations have tried and failed to break it. I want to enjoy the remaining time we have with him while he is ignorant of it. Whatever tragedy befalls us, we will get through it together.”
I didn’t know what to feel, aside from shock. “How do you remember this if you weren’t here?” I asked Merlin.
He pointed to the servant’s door, were a teenaged Merlin was peeking through the small crack in the door. “I was a very nosy youth,” he explained. 
“Did you tell Gmork?”
“Of course I did. I thought he deserved to know.” 
 
*          *          *
 
The world changed again to show the teenaged Merlin and the teenaged Gmork in Gmork’s room. The horror on Gmork’s face told me Merlin had already explained what he saw. “Maybe they were lying to get me married,” Gmork said.
“They didn’t know I was there,” Merlin said. 
Gmork thought about this for a moment before nodding. “I’ll get married.” 
“To who?” 
“It doesn’t matter. Whoever is available.” 
“You said that marriage for your people was an unbreakable bond and that it would destroy your magic if you were unfaithful.”
“I don’t plan to be unfaithful.”
“But you can’t make yourself love someone.” 
“Yes, I can. There are permanent love potions.”
“Your parents can’t ask this of you.”
“They should have explained long ago so that I could have found my soul mate like my mother did. Although I don’t want destiny choosing for me, it would be better than a stranger.”
 
*          *          *
 
Time skipped again, but I felt it wasn’t a long jump. Gmork and Merlin were sitting in a magic room, looking hopeless. There were potion ingredients scattered all over the floor and table. It looked like someone had destroyed the room on purpose. 
“Gmork had attempted the spell, but it didn’t work. We redid it three times with no success. Our only conclusion was that he had no soul mate. The next morning, when Gaya arrived with her step-daughter, Gmork waited on the girl hand and foot.”
The world changed to show Gmork and a young woman in a grand library. She was a beautiful girl with light auburn hair and deep blue eyes with a gold dress. Gmork laughed, told her stories about his adventures, and awed her with demonstrations of magic, but his eyes were full of sadness. He couldn’t love her out of determination, and the pressure of the curse over his head was preventing him from connecting with her. 
Nevertheless, time skipped forward again to show him proposing to her in the library, which was her favorite room in the house. When she agreed to it, it was relief in his eyes, not happiness. 
The world changed again to show Merlin and Gmork in Gmork’s room. Gmork was sitting on his bed with his head between his knees. “It’s three hours until my birthday, my fiancée is missing, and the worst part is that I don’t want her to be found.” 
“It’s just nerves,” Merlin rationed. “Mazelina is a great girl. I’m sure she’s just as nervous as you and she’s taking a moment to prepare herself.” 
Gmork scoffed. “It figures you would like her.”
“We like the same type of girl. That should comfort you because it means once this formality is over, you’ll realize she is perfect for you.”
Gmork straightened, taking a deep breath. “You think so?”
Merlin nodded. “You’re blinded by duty. I wouldn’t steer you wrong. Out of all the women you could have chosen, she is the one I would have picked for you. Give her a chance.” 
The tension melted out of Gmork’s shoulders and he took another deep breath. “Okay. I trust you.” He stood. “I guess I need to go find my fiancée so we can get to the part where we can enjoy it.” He left Merlin and took the hall to the right. 
Despite his confident words, Young Merlin was worried that they wouldn’t find Mazelina in time, so he took the hall to the left. He searched every room until he became desperate. When bells chimed, he felt dread. 
I could feel this through Merlin, even though it was just a memory. “Those were not the church bells,” Older Merlin explained. 
A moment later, Gmork ran up to Merlin, panicking. “She didn’t show! It’s my birthday and I’m not married!” 
“Where are your parents?” 
“Father is leading a search. Mother never showed up, either, so I figured she was looking for Mazelina.” 
Merlin wasn’t so sure, though. He hadn’t seen Sigrid during his search, and the only room he didn’t check was hers. They ran to Sigrid’s room and threw open the door to a scene neither of them could have expected. Gaya and Sigrid looked similar enough to be twins, but there was no confusing them. 
Sigrid was held in a chair by magic while Gaya pressed a dagger to her throat. Gaya ignored Merlin and Gmork, but Sigrid reached out her right hand for help. “You think you can have everything and leave me with nothing just because you were born first?” Gaya asked. “I was always more powerful than you, but I’m nothing because I can’t have a child! You have a boy who can do magic! You have your soul mate! You have all the money and love and respect you could ever want! I have nothing!” 
“Gaya, please,” Sigrid whispered, shaking. “I’ve always offered you anything I have.”
“It should have been mine! Your son should have been mine! Your husband should have been mine!” Gaya pulled back the knife and raised it above her head to stab Sigrid in the heart. Sigrid’s cry of fear was drowned out by Gmork’s shout of protest. His eyes glowed gold for an instant before Gaya went flying across the room. Gmork ran to his mother as she clutched her throat. 
“Did she hurt you?” Gmork asked. He pulled his mother’s hand away and saw that the dagger had nicked her throat. “It’s nothing. This won’t even require healing. Stand up.” 
She tried to stand, but her legs buckled under her. “I don’t…” She gasped as if she couldn’t get air. 
I knew what she was feeling; her throat was growing numb. Gaya’s dagger was laced with the sleeping curse poison. She tried to speak, but nothing came out. 
“What’s wrong?” Gmork asked, confused and afraid. 
Young Merlin was worried it might have been something contagious, so he tried to pull Gmork away, but Gmork held her close and refused to be moved. Sigrid’s eyes closed and her body became limp. 
Gaya dived for the dagger she had dropped, but Young Merlin was faster and slammed his boot down on it. She bolted for the door just as Geir arrived with two guards. When Geir saw his wife, he went to her and let his guards handle Gaya. She didn’t fight them, but I didn’t know if it was because she knew she couldn’t beat them, or because they weren’t a threat at all.
Only then did I see Mazelina on the bed, unconscious with a cut and bruise on her forehead. She hadn’t missed the wedding on purpose. 
The world started to change. “Don’t,” I said quickly. “I don’t want to see anymore.”
“As you wish.” We appeared at the creek again. “Gaya was imprisoned, only to escape a few days later. Gmork told his father he had learned about the tragedy curse and vowed to break the sleeping curse. Geir insisted marriage would not solve the problem, so Gmork might as well avoid the tragedy of being married to someone he did not love. Mazelina refused to marry Gmork after her step-mother nearly killed her. And thus began my friend’s spiral into darker and darker magic. The root of all anger is pain.”
“What about the poison?”
“While I was there, they had never learned the source of the poison. Either Gmork eventually did, or he kept some of the poison from the dagger. It stands to reason that he would keep it until he could discover the antidote. I just cannot believe his heart has become so dark that he would poison you with it.”
“To get the amulet. He’s going to kill Gaya.”
“That would be impossible, since this was hundreds of years ago.”
“He’ll find a way. That has to be the reason he wanted the amulet so badly.”
“Nevertheless, I did not bring you here to discuss Gmork. We have Gmork’s fur and can get the tears and apology. I need to know who you love so we can use their blood. Your brother? Kalyn? Your father?”
“That depends on what kind of love.”
“Any kind of love should do. A good indication is someone you would not want to be without them in your life.”
“Then I guess the person I love most is---”
 
*          *          *
 
Suddenly, I was on the floor of the pink cabin. Merlin groaned. I was back in the real world, able to see through his eyes but not communicate. “You have horrible timing,” he said as a loud knock shook the door again. It was what had woken him. He checked my body over to make sure I was still safe before telling the visitor to enter. 
It was Hongo. “A glowing thing just appeared in the middle of the road and a sorcerer stepped out, demanding to know where his brother is.”
“That was quick.” Merlin stepped through the door, forcing Hongo out of the way so that Hongo couldn’t get inside. Thaddeus was standing in front of Mason’s mirror portal. “He is in here!” Merlin called. 
Thad joined Merlin on the porch, went inside, and carefully picked up my body. Then he carried me outside and through the portal. I watched through Merlin’s eyes as he followed. We appeared in the magic room of Magnus’s castle, where Mason and Kalyn were waiting. Kalyn looked exhausted. 
This was Merlin’s favorite of Magnus’s three magic rooms because it was the best stocked. The floor and wall were stone. 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 from hooks on the walls, and dangled from the chandelier above the table. In the south-west corner of the room was a small tree, where a black snake usually slumbered on the branches. The south wall was dominated by a large fireplace, a tall window spanned most of the northern wall, a bookshelf took up the entire east wall, and the heavy wooden door was on the west wall.
“What do we need?” Mason asked. Thaddeus pushed aside some of the clutter on the table and laid my body on the cleared spot. 
They even had rainwater for potions, but when Merlin said we needed white rose petals, Mason blanched. “We are out of any rose petals.”
“Can’t you transform something into them?” Thad asked. 
Mason rolled his eyes. “You are brilliant at many things, but making potions isn’t one of them. When burned, all things revert to the pure form. The rose petals would turn back into whatever I used.” 
Thad blushed. “Oh. I forgot about that. What things am I brilliant at?”
Merlin sighed. “Focus, children. Mason and Kalyn, go in search of rose petals. Thaddeus, go find Sven and convince him to come here to apologize to Ayden.”
“Why did I get the hard job?”
“Because you and he are sorcerers; you will understand what it takes to convince him.”
“Mason should go with me.”
“First of all, Mason is a wizard, so Sven is less likely to agree to help if Mason is there. Second, I rather doubt anything would get done if you two go anywhere alone together.” Mason and Thaddeus both blushed, and Merlin muttered something I didn’t think I was supposed to hear. “And before you ask, Kalyn cannot go to Sven because he will not be able to apologize if all of his teeth have been knocked out.”
Kalyn blushed. When they left to complete their assignments, Merlin gathered the remaining ingredients. As carefully as he could with paws, he found bottles of sea salt and pepper and set them next to the jar of rainwater on the table. There was plenty of window sill dust, but gathering it was difficult. He ended up tearing a strip from one of Thaddeus’s shirts to wipe up the dust. By then, Mason and Kalyn had returned with a dozen white roses. 
Mason poured a little of the rainwater in a bowl, along with the salt, pepper, dust, and rose petals. Next, he added some of Gmork’s hairs. “Now we need the tears of a person who would shed them over his loss and the blood of someone he loves,” Merlin said. 
“Blood is easy, but I can’t cry on command,” Mason said. 
“I can’t, either,” Kalyn said. 
“They do not have to be tears of sadness as long as you would cry if he died.”
“I would, but he’s not dead,” Kalyn said. 
“Then picture Ayden dead, because if someone does not do this, he will be!” With that, Merlin stormed off. 
I was shocked. I had seen him upset and angry before, but not like this. He hated that he couldn’t create tears. He wanted to try anyway, but he knew he couldn’t afford to make mistakes. Wolf tears were not shed in sadness, only when something was irritating their eyes, and it wasn’t as liquid as a person’s tear. 
Before Merlin got far, he sensed the presence of a sorcerer, so he rushed back to the magic room, where Thaddeus had appeared with Sven. Sven was a slender man with white-blond hair and gold eyes. The white hair was odd for a sorcerer, but he was also an elementalist, one of the rarest of magic users. He could control the elements. 
And he hated me.
“How did Thaddeus convince you to come here?” Merlin asked. 
“I was against it, but he is quite persuasive. I’ll just say that he owes me a favor someday.” 
Mason narrowed his eyes in warning. “What kind of favor?” He was very protective of his friends. 
I wasn’t surprised. My brother had a knack for persuading people to do things. It even worked on our older brothers, which was something I could never do. 
“What do I have to do?” Sven asked. 
“Apologize to Ayden.” 
Sven narrowed his eyes. “I was hoping Thaddeus was joking about that.”
“Ayden is unconscious. He won’t even hear you,” Thad said. 
A small, tiny part of me was excited that I would hear it. 
“I hate him, and if I don’t do this, he will never wake.”
“He saved your wife,” Kalyn said. “Anyone else would have used her against you.” 
After a moment, Sven nodded. “Ayden, I’m sorry I pretended to be your friend while I was working for Ilvera to thwart you.” The contents of the bowl suddenly glowed blue for a moment. Without another word, Sven disappeared. 
“Now we have to get someone to cry,” Merlin said. 
Thad shook his head. “I can’t. Sorcerers are taught not to cry.”
Merlin rolled his eyes. 
“Kalyn, how sympathetic are you?” Thad asked, picking up and empty bottle.
She shrugged. “More than a sorceress, less than a witch. Why?” 
“And you care for Ayden?” When she nodded, he took her arm. “I can make you cry.” Then he led her out of the room. Before the door shut behind him, I heard, “When Ayden was three, he accidentally wandered into Bevras’s room.”
He was telling her about the horrible moments of my childhood. 
“While he is doing that, we need the blood of someone he loves.” 
“That depends on what you mean by love,” Mason said. “He loves a lot of people. He has friends all over the place.” 
“The stronger the love, the better the cure will work.”
“You know him better than anyone.”
“Thaddeus has spent---”
“Thad might have known him longer, but you are closer to him,” Mason said. “They shared a traumatic childhood during which they both did what they had to in order to survive. I know Ayden loves his brother, but I think he most loves his best friend, and that’s you.”
I felt Merlin’s doubt. For someone who pushed me to see the value in myself, he was really bad at taking his own advice. 
Fortunately, Mason didn’t give Merlin time to argue. Mason grabbed a dagger off the shelf. “Now, do you want me to do it, or Thad? I can’t say it’ll hurt any less if I do it, but I bet I’ll enjoy it less.”
By the time Mason added some of Merlin’s blood to the mixture, Thaddeus and Kalyn returned. Kalyn’s cheeks and eyes were slightly puffy and pink. Even though it was for my sake, I wanted to scold Thad for upsetting her.
He poured the vial of Kalyn’s tears into the mixture and stirred it with a stirring stick. Mason pulled out his wand and set fire to it. As the liquid burned and Thad continued stirring it, Merlin recited the incantation. “In the names of my ancestors, gods, and myself, I call upon thee, oh creatures of Earth and Water. Come forth, cleanse Ayden of all dark and foreign magicks, and restore him to balance, health, and awareness. As I will, so be it.”
When the liquid was reduced to a thick paste, the flames died. They gave it a little time to cool before Mason slathered it on my cut. Everyone held their breath. 
I suddenly felt pain fill my head and body. It was agonizing, like when my mother placed the raven’s curse on me. Fortunately, it was over quickly. 
I was back in my body… but I couldn’t open my eyes. I wasn’t asleep; I was aware of my slow breath and my beating heart. I felt Merlin’s paw on my hand. I just couldn’t open my eyes, and when I tried to speak, I couldn’t move my mouth. Even my fingers and toes ignored my command. 
“How long is it supposed to take?” Kalyn asked. 
“It should be instantaneous,” Merlin said, worry on the edge of his voice. 
“I’m here, Merlin. I can’t move, though,” I said in his mind. 
There was no response. 
“Merlin, answer me! I’m here!” 
Kalyn grabbed my other hand and squeezed it. “Ayden, if you can hear me, wake up.” 
I tried with everything in my power to call her name. I couldn’t even budge my lips. This was worse than being able to see them and not communicate. I was trapped. I had to figure out a way to dreamwalk. I had to do something. Merlin, please hear me. You have to hear me. Somebody hear me! 
“Something must have gone wrong,” Mason said. “Maybe it wasn’t enough. Maybe we just have to give it time.” 
“Maybe Sven’s apology wasn’t sincere,” Thad said. 
“Ayden, wake up!” Kalyn ordered. 
I wished I could, but I wasn’t asleep. What went wrong? Merlin couldn’t have made a mistake. Am I not strong enough? I should have fought this curse harder. I still can. Someone give me my wand. If only I knew what went wrong. 
“Gmork’s fur…” Merlin said. The others fell silent. “That was what went wrong. Fur is hair, but Gmork and the wolf are two different beings. It was not the wolf who cursed him, so the wolf’s fur is not enough to bring Ayden back.”
“No!” Kalyn shouted. Sadness overcame the worry in her tone. She realized what that meant. “There has to be another way to save him!”
“The only way would be to break the curse over Gmork. Ayden created the curse, but Nimue intentionally inflicted it on Gmork. It is possible that her death will cause him to become a man again.” 
“I’ll do it,” Kalyn volunteered immediately. 
“I’ll help,” Thad agreed. 
“You can’t kill an innocent woman because it might break a curse,” Mason argued. 
I couldn’t feel Merlin’s thoughts. It was lonely in my head without his constant presence and voice. “I know you can’t hear me, but I’m sorry you even had to say that.” I wondered if this was what Sigrid had to suffer through. I wondered how long I would be trapped this way before they ended it so that Merlin could be free. 
I couldn’t think that way. Kalyn would hate me if she knew. As long as I was alive, there was a chance… assuming I didn’t go mad before I was freed. I made my magic fight the curse. While it did respond, it was sluggish and weak. At this rate, it would take months to do what normally took a moment. Nevertheless, I had to try. 
“Mason and Thaddeus, you two search the library for information on sleeping curses,” Merlin said. 
“I can’t read that well,” Thad said. “Mason has been teaching me, but it’s a slow process.” 
“That is why I am sending both of you. Kalyn, fly to the Kalika islands, in the Moaning Mountains. You will find the Rynorm family. Explain the situation to them, to the dragons, to anyone that will listen. If you cannot get their help, go to Ademora and find the Romanus kingdom. Yuri Romanus will definitely help. If he cannot… go somewhere else. Ayden has allies all over the world. Find someone.”
“I will. Ayden, please hold on until then.” I felt her lips on mine and my magic flared inside me to meet hers. It was like my energy recognized something in hers that I didn’t understand. The curse broke on contact with her magic.
I suddenly sat up, drawing a deep, gasping breath, and my eyes snapped open. 
Mason screamed and grabbed onto Thaddeus’s arms. Kalyn instantly hugged me tight enough that I couldn’t breathe, but I didn’t want to stop her. Thad and Merlin just gaped at me in shock. 
When Kalyn let me go, I needed a few moments to catch my breath. 
“Did the cure work? Was it just slow?” Thad asked. 
I shook my head. “I was trapped in my body without being able to move or speak. I don’t understand what broke the curse exactly, unless Kalyn is a much better curse breaker than me.” I looked at Merlin, who shook his head. 
“I think we just saw an example of your world’s magic against my world’s magic, and mine lost. It was not Kalyn’s magic or our cure that woke you but Kalyn herself.”
Kalyn smiled. “You must really like me if you woke just because I asked you to.”
“That was not my point, but never mind,” Merlin said. “Seriously. The naivety in this house… it could be a monastery.” 
Thad cleared his throat. “Those two are the only naïve ones here.”
“Are you sure?” Mason asked Thad. “I think you need a reading lesson.”
“Now that you mention it, I really do.”
“Why would you need to read right now?” I asked. “This was really hard on me.”
“It was really hard on all of us. Reading is very… stress-relieving,” Mason said.
“Well, I agree with that,” I said. They left quickly. “I just don’t see why they would be so concerned about reading when I almost died.” 
“People deal with stress in different ways. I think it is more about their relief that you are safe and sound again,” Merlin said. “Since there is nothing here to drink that reduces stress, I will retire to my room for a while.” He left.
“I thought it was a good thing that I’m awake, but no one wants to be in the same room as me now,” I said. 
Kalyn sat beside me on the table. “I do. I think they don’t want you to see how much the curse scared them. They just need some time to tell themselves that everything is okay. You’ve nearly lost Merlin before, so you should understand.”
I nodded. “I hated that feeling. I could hear what you were saying, but I couldn’t tell you I was alive.”
She leaned her head against my shoulder. “Just don’t let it happen again. You’re supposed to be my hero, remember?”
“You believed me when you didn’t even remember me,” I said. 
“I am a good judge of character. I will always trust you.” 
 
*          *          *
 
Despite all the sleeping my body did, I was exhausted. However, every time I closed my eyes longer than to blink, I was afraid I would never be able to open them again. This caused me to stay up all day. I read books standing up to keep myself awake. When that stopped working, I asked Kalyn to spar with me. She was a master at the sword, enough to face a seasoned warrior, but I was almost too tired to swing a sword. She humored me for a while until I gave up. 
We sat in the grass, eating fruit and bread, while I told her what was wrong. She told me not to worry and that she would wake me up if I couldn’t wake myself. That night, she slept next to me. We talked about the most interesting places she traveled to and where she wanted to go now that she knew her family was safe. 
Shortly after she fell asleep, I followed. 
 
*          *          *
 
The next morning, we all ate breakfast together. The mood was better and I had woken just fine. “We should go after Gmork,” I said. Kalyn nodded. 
“Not so fast,” Merlin argued. “I should go alone. I should try to talk some sense into him.” 
“I’m not sending you there alone.”
“Your magic will be useless against Gmork, young sorcerer. It would crush me if I let you get hurt by an enemy of my past… again. He has already cursed you once. Although people on my world usually become immune to a curse after they are cured of it, that is not always the case.”
“How do you think I would feel if you got killed because I sent you there alone?”
“I haven’t known you two for long, but it is obvious to me that you can do anything together,” Kalyn said. 
“Gmork may not know all of my tricks, but he knows me. If you will not send me there to speak to him alone, your alternative magic might be our best defense. He does not know your magic like I do.” 
“At least he won’t come after us now that he has what he wants,” Thad said. “It gives us time to prepare.”
The words were barely out of his mouth before Gmork appeared in the dining room. I expected him to attack or accuse Merlin of something. I did not expect what he actually said. 
“I need your help.”



Chapter 9
When Thaddeus pointed his wand at the wolf threateningly, I pulled his arm back. “Wait. Let him explain himself.”
“Thank you,” Gmork said. 
“I didn’t say we wouldn’t attack at all,” I said, grabbing my staff, which was always next to me at the table. With a thought, I transformed my staff into a sword. 
Gmork’s eyes narrowed. “Hear me out. I destroyed the woman who cursed my mother.”
“How?” Merlin asked. “That was centuries ago.”
“I am a necromancer, Merlin. Use your imagination. That was the only reason I wanted the amulet. Before I could decide on who else to use on, a witch appeared and stole it.” 
“What do you mean?” Thad asked. “Witches don’t steal.”
“He’s from a world where witches can be as dark as a sorceress,” I said. 
Thad huffed. “Other worlds are so strange. Next, you’re going to tell me they only have one moon. Or that wounds can be healed without magic.” 
“None of that matters. The witch stole the amulet and took my mother.” 
“What do you mean she took your mother?” I asked. 
“You told me you were too late to save her,” Merlin said. 
“I lied in order to rush you. Now I need your help to get her back.”
“Why would we help you after what you did to Ayden?” Kalyn asked. 
“I gave you the instructions for the cure.”
“They didn’t work!” 
“Obviously, they did,” he said, gesturing to me with his paw.
“What did the sorceress want with the amulet?” I asked, more interested in figuring out what was going on than worrying about the past.
“She wanted me to get something else for her. That was also why she took my mother.” 
“How did she even know you had the amulet?”
“I do not know. She sprang quickly, though, like she knew ahead of time where I would be and how to manipulate me. I suspect she could see the future.” 
“Why should we help you?” Mason asked. 
“It is not your help I want,” Gmork snarled at him. “I need Merlin.” He turned to face Merlin. “Many years ago, you promised to help my mother. You failed to break the curse, but you can help now.” 
Merlin stared at him for a moment before nodding. “I will help, but for her sake, not yours, and you will give up the amulet willingly to me.”
“Deal.” 
“And if you ever hurt Ayden again, I will tear out your throat.”
A shiver was shared by all in the dining room.
 
*          *          *
 
We appeared on a crossroads. A flower-lined path led east into a pleasant-looking forest, where birds sang happily in the trees. Everything else was open plains and grain fields. There was a sign explaining where we were.
 
Endless Forest 
Dead End
Do Not Enter!
Turn Back!
 
There was another sign with arrows. 
 
To the north: Food
To the south: Comfortable Lodgings
To the west: City of Branson
To the east: Certain Death
 
“We are not going in there,” Gmork said. 
“Yes, we are.” 
“Why?”
“We’re about to face someone who can take our magic, but can still use her own. Thus, we need a creature that is impervious to magic and can fight without magic,” I explained. 
After Merlin and I replenished our supply of magical tools, we had come up with a plan out of Gmork’s earshot. It was harder for him to betray us that way. Of course, it would have been easier if we knew who we were up against. All we knew was that we couldn’t let the amulet remain in enemy hands, and Sigrid didn’t deserve to suffer. 
“I am losing faith in your ability to help me,” Gmork said.
“We’re not doing this to help you; we’re doing this to stop the sorceress and save your mother.”
“I thought wizards from your world were selfless and endlessly forgiving.”
“I’m not a wizard. I am a curse breaker. I trust Merlin, not you. Now that you’ve gotten all of us into this mess, we need help. We need help that doesn’t rely on magic. Now go.” 
“I see a lot of Merlin in you.”
I looked at Merlin, who shook his head. “You are much better a man than I was at your age.” 
Gmork entered the forest and we followed. “Which way do we go?” Gmork asked. 
“It doesn’t matter. We can go any direction. We find the beast by wanting to find him. I’ll do it, so just follow me.” I focused my mind on the chimera as we walked. Soon, we came upon a sorceress’s cabin. It was made of gray stone and enclosed in blood-red ivy. Fortunately, I wasn’t afraid of the sorceress because I knew she was powerless. She was also my cousin. “Come out, chimera.”
Instead of emerging like a civilized beast, it soared over the roof of the cabin and landed in front of me. Gmork scrambled back, but I didn’t. It was no different than the posturing my brothers did. Sure, it could kill me easily, as could they, but if I showed fear, it would have already killed me. Instead, by standing my ground, I made it curious. 
As I predicted, it studied me rather than eating me in an instant. 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. While the description sounded ridiculous, it was perfectly designed to fight a magical opponent. It was terrifying in appearance, strong, fast, and most importantly, it was invulnerable to magic. Its only natural predator was a dragon.
Hopefully, there wasn’t also a dragon waiting for us at Gmork’s castle.
“I know you can understand me. We need your help.” 
I felt his thoughts in my mind. Although they weren’t actual words I could understand, I knew he wasn’t willing. 
“We’re facing a sorceress and our powers are useless against her. You can’t be hurt by her magic. Help us.” 
“What do chimeras eat?” Merlin asked me.
“I don’t know.” 
“If we did, we could bribe it.”
“You can convince him better than me.” 
“No. You defeated him, trapped him, and then freed him. He is more likely to respect and obey you than anyone else.” 
I took a moment to consider what I knew about chimera from my books. “They like guarding things and people. I know. Chimera, the sorceress we need to defeat has an amulet. This is a terribly powerful amulet that must be kept safe from any magic user. If you stop her, you can have the amulet.”
I looked at Merlin and he nodded, assuring me that the plan was good with him. 
After a moment, the chimera bowed his head. 
“Create the portal,” Merlin said aloud. “We will go first, because sending the chimera in first could escalate the situation and lose us the element of surprise.”
“I can’t create the portal here,” I said. “All I have to make it with is paint. Gmork, you will have to do it.” 
“I…” he trailed off, his eyes full of shame. “I cannot.”
“Why not?” 
“I took a potion that amplified my power for several days because I thought you were going to be more of a threat. The drawback is that during the following several days, I am severely limited.”
“That’s why you were so hard to fight?” I asked. He nodded. “And now when we need you to fight someone else, you’re useless?”
He scowled. “I am not useless. I am still a powerful wolf with centuries of knowledge. I can still do magic, I just cannot form portals. Nimue had to send me to you.”
“She’s helping you?” 
“She was protecting my mother while I was gone, so she sent me to you for my mother’s sake. We can just go in there,” Gmork said, gesturing to the cabin. 
“No, not unless we want to be killed. That’s my cousin’s house, and she’s a sorceress. We’ll need to find somewhere else.” We started searching. Soon, we came upon a house made of candy, which I had seen before. We decided not to bother with it. Second, we came upon a castle that was built of ice. “That can’t be comfortable,” I said. 
“It must belong to someone who is not bothered by the cold,” Gmork said. 
“I like snow, but not that much.” 
We moved on. Then we found a log cabin with the door wide open. From the porch, I could see only one person inside. There was a table with three chairs and three bowls of porridge across from the door. To the left was a fireplace. To the right were three beds, two being large and one was small. A girl was sleeping in the small bed. 
“That’s the girl who was hunting the werewolf,” I said. 
“What?” Merlin asked. 
“Never mind.” I painted the portal on the porch. “I really hope the owners don’t mind us doing this.” 
“I think they will mind the intruder worse,” Merlin said. 
“You don’t think the girl lives here?” 
“Considering the scent I am detecting, no, I do not think she does.”
When the portal was complete, I activated it.
We appeared in Gmork’s throne room, which was exactly how I remember it. However, instead of servants gathered around, there was only a woman sitting in the chair. From the dark magic emanating from her, I knew this was the sorceress who had overthrown Gmork so easily. 
It was still odd to see a sorceress without black hair. Her long, golden brown hair and light green eyes would have been pretty if I couldn’t see the hate in her eyes. She was slender with a long black dress that didn’t flatter her. Her black shoes were small and had dangerously sharp heels. Her dark red nails were long and sharpened like claws, and the rings on her fingers looked just as threatening. 
She reminded me of my mother and Baltezore together. 
When I felt Merlin’s shock, I looked at him. “I take it you know her?”
“How are you here?” he asked her. 
She laughed. “Oh, you mean because my father said he killed me? He tried. I knew he would, which is why I made a decoy.”
“I do not understand. He sacrificed you to allow the female egg to be hatched.”
She smirked. “That was his mistake. His power could rival any dragon’s, but I was smarter. Although he created the curse, I knew how to bend it to my will.” 
“Wait, wait,” I said. “You’re Erica Baltezore?”
She smiled pleasantly. “The one and only.”
“Are you okay?” I asked in Merlin’s mind. 
“I believed she killed my mother only by order of her father, but she is more ruthless than he was.”
“Look at the great and powerful Merlin, now no more than a puppy. Tell me, puppy, did you enjoy killing my father?” She sounded excited about her father’s death, not angry.
“Of course not,” Merlin said. “He killed my mother, stole my childhood, and ripped me away from my family. However, I could have stopped him were I wiser. Revenge is only a curse upon its seeker. It was not me who killed him, but rather than Ayden and his friends baring the weight of his death, it is his own fault.” 
“Does that mean you hold no grudge against me?”
Merlin hesitated before lying. “Yes.”
She laughed. “That’s so sweet. I’d hate for there to be any bad blood between us because of my father. When I crush you like the little bug you are, I want you to know that it’s all me.”
“Why do you hate me?” 
“As long as you’re alive, you are competition. I hate competition.” 
I whistled as Merlin had taught me to do. Erica didn’t get another word out before the chimera appeared. “It’s her!” I said, pointing to Erica. The chimera attacked. 
It didn’t get very far, unfortunately, as a sword flew down from a decorative mount on the wall and chopped off the serpent’s head in an instant. I gasped in shock and horror as the lion head roared in pain. The goat’s head tried to ram her, but the lion wasn’t cooperating. The serpent would grow back, but it was still a miserable sight. 
When the chimera could stand its pain, it rushed her again. This time, it hit an invisible ward and they both went flying back, but Erica got to her feet quickly. The chimera was losing a lot of blood. 
Magic wasn’t supposed to work on a chimera, but dragons were different, and Erica was half dragon. 
Erica formed a sphere of glowing, gold, crackling energy between her hands and flung it at the chimera. It didn’t kill him, as I suspected it would have any other creature, but he roared again with pain and collapsed. The sword flew to her hands and she advanced on the poor beast. 
“Stop!” I shouted, jumping between them with my staff aimed at her. 
“Ayden!” Merlin shouted. “Get out of the way!”
“I brought him here; I’m not letting anyone kill him.” 
Erica grinned and lowered the sword. “You either have a death wish or you are a complete idiot.” 
“I don’t have a death wish,” I said. She waved her hand at me my body froze. 
“I will let the chimera live and keep him as my pet. You three… well, I don’t need a couple of puppies and a boy as pets.”
I had enough control to move my eyes and mouth, but I couldn’t lower my staff. I considered telling her how wrong she was. However, Merlin had taught me to think before I spoke, and this was not the time for taunting the enemy. 
The sword vanished and she raised her hand at Merlin before hesitating. “I’m not going to kill you yet. You three will get the heart that my father hid and bring it to me.”
“Why would we do that?” I asked. 
She made a gesture with her hand and Sigrid appeared, bound with glowing bands around her wrists and ankles. She was barely recognizable, though. Her once silky, inky black hair was now thin, dry, and gray. Her loving eyes were now full of pain and misery. Her smooth and fair skin now had a grayish tone and hung loosely as if it was tired, suggesting she was ancient. She had lost so much weight that she was like a skeleton with skin. 
It was heartbreaking to see. This wasn’t what Erica had done to her; life had caused this. 
“Mother!” Gmork couldn’t go to her, because he was as frozen as we were.
“Let me go,” she said, tears streaming from her eyes. Her voice was as dry and weak as an old woman’s.
“I’ll let you go when they return with what I want,” Erica said. 
“I will save you, Mother,” Gmork said. 
“Where are we supposed to find the heart?” Merlin asked. 
She scowled at him. “You should know.”
“How would I?” 
“You were the one my father wanted to follow in his footsteps. You were the one he believed in. I was born to be sacrificed.”
“I am sorry that your father was a horrible person,” Merlin said. “I had nothing to do with it.”
“You’re getting that heart for me or Gmork will lose his mother all over again. You wouldn’t want that, now would you?”
Merlin looked at Gmork. Gmork snarled, trying desperately to break Erica’s spell and save his mother. 
“We’ll find it,” I said, surprising Merlin. 
Erica considered me for a moment before nodding. “Then get to it. Don’t be gone too long, though, or I might just kill her out of boredom.” 
She motioned with her hand and Sigrid vanished. Her spell released us, too, and we left without another word. The chimera followed us, but as soon as we got outside, he took flight and disappeared into the sky. I hoped he would recover quickly and live a good life. It wasn’t his home world, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy it. 
When we reached the gates, Merlin turned on Gmork with anger. “You lied to me!” 
“Which time?” Gmork asked. 
“Sigrid is dead.” 
I gaped. Gmork snarled. 
“She is not dead! She did… die. I was too late in administering the cure for the sleeping curse. I had to hunt down Gaya and… it was a messy matter. The point is, I had everything right, but I was too late. However, by then, I had mastered necromancy, so I brought her back.”
“At what cost? Have you seen her?”
“What does that matter? She is alive.”
“You and I have a very different definition of alive,” Merlin said. His tone changed from angry to sad. 
“Who taught you the cure?” I asked. 
“No one. I read it in a book.” 
He was lying. 
After taking a calming breath, Merlin asked, “What is your plan, young sorcerer?”
“It’s not to go after the amulet. I think we should sneak in and free her. If you two can draw Erica away, I can probably transport myself to Sigrid.”
“Transport? Like a portal?” Gmork asked. 
“No, it’s my world’s magic.” 
“There’s no need for that,” Gmork said. “I know my castle. It has numerous secret passages. We can sneak in and save her.” 
“You do that,” Merlin said. “Ayden and I will wait out here.”
“What? Why wouldn’t we go in?” I asked. 
“I do not trust Gmork or Erica. This could be a trap.” 
“But why would Erica release me if Gmork is working with her to capture me?”
“Because you are more important to Merlin than my mother,” Gmork said. “If she captured you, Merlin would do anything to save you. However, I know Merlin cannot do this without you; he does not have magic.” 
“How did you gain your magic back?” Merlin asked.
“I released it. You taught me many spells when we were friends. Help me save my mother and I will teach you how to release your magic. Now, why are we not going after the heart she wants instead?”
“A dragon’s heart is a terrible weapon, and Baltezore’s is more dangerous than others. We cannot allow her to get her hands on it. We will sneak in as Gmork suggested, so that Ayden does not have to save her alone.” 
“You will help me, then?”
“I want my magic back,” Merlin said. 
I knew Merlin well; he wasn’t agreeing to help Gmork because of magic. Merlin still cared about his childhood friend.
 
*          *          *
 
We went to Merlin’s old cabin to use the potion ingredients. 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. 
Inside, the cabin was dark and warm. There was a bed in the northwest corner and a reading chair in the northeast corner. 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 devoid of cobwebs.
Gmork could barely fit in the cabin. Merlin mentally sent me the floor plan of Gmork’s castle, which I drew out on paper. Then Gmork explained where to find the secret passageways. Sigrid had been kept in the second tower of Gmork’s castle, needing constant care to remain in her… not dead state.
Assuming Erica kept her in the tower, he knew how to sneak in. 
“I’m supposed to stick the what in the where?” 
Gmork rolled his wolf eyes. “The candle has a metal plate in the bottom with key pins. Stick it into the underside of the second shelf from the bottom.” 
“Where was the candle again?”
Gmork sighed. “Is this what he’s like when you teach him?” he asked Merlin. 
“He is paying attention to you, which is better than normal.”
“Why are we assuming Erica is keeping your mother in her own tower? Wouldn’t she be in a dungeon somewhere else?”
“Erica has taken over the castle and she would not want Sigrid far from her,” Merlin said. “The further your assets are, the easier they are for your opponents to take them.” 
“Kalyn would have been really useful here.”
“All of us are powerless around Erica and that amulet,” Merlin reminded me. 
“I know. It’s not just her magic that is helpful, though.”
Gmork whispered, “His first crush?” to Merlin, and Merlin nodded. 
I considered correcting them, but decided against it. I did like Kalyn. It didn’t even deter me that if my grandmother found out, she would kill Kalyn and me.
 
*          *          *
 
Sneaking in was a lot easier than I had expected. With Erica out of range, I levitated us over the wall and turned us invisible. It was a little more strenuous than usual, but Merlin believed that was due to the sleeping curse and it would wear off soon. We took a servant’s door through the side that was rarely used and it led to the kitchen. I held onto a scruff of Merlin’s neck so that we couldn’t get separated.
If Gmork got separated, it wouldn’t break my heart. 
From there, we had to ascend the service steps into the study. For Merlin and me, it was no big deal. For Gmork, however, it was a tight squeeze. Merlin said something about a diet that enraged Gmork enough to claw his way through, and then I had to stand between them while Gmork gathered his composure. 
The study was quaint, and something I wished I had time to examine further, but we were in a hurry. It had wall-to-wall bookshelves, a huge writing desk, and a door out into the hallway. “The candle,” Gmork said, pointing to a fat candle on the desk that had never been burned. 
“If you were going for a secret key, you may want to rethink this. It’s really suspicious.” I picked it up and saw the pattern on the metal base. 
“Underside of the second shelf from the bottom,” Gmork said. 
I looked at all the bookshelves. “What?” 
He rolled his eyes. “I told you. The bookshelf behind the desk.” 
“Oh, right.” I went to the shelf, knelt, and saw a metal plate that looked nothing like a keyhole. Nevertheless, when I pressed the candle base on it and twisted a little, it locked into place. I turned it until a latch released and the bookshelf swung free like a door. I stood and pulled the door all the way open to reveal a secret entrance to the second tower. 
It was designed the same as the magic room with three floors and a winding staircase. However, it was furnished as a bedroom. On the first floor was a bookshelf built into the wall, a table to eat or write at, and a comfortable chair to read in. On the second floor were potion ingredients, spell books, and magical tools. Clearly, Sigrid still enjoyed doing magic. On the top floor, there was a bed, wardrobe, and bathtub. The circular wall had a dozen large, evenly spaced windows. 
On the bed, Sigrid was crying. Gmork grasped her shoulder with his massive paw gently. “You do not have to weep, Mother. We are here to save you.”
“Save me from what? From my prison or my bedroom?” 
“I do not understand,” Gmork said. “Erica captured you.”
“And she decided my own room was enough of a prison. She did capture me… after I finally escaped.” 
“Escaped?”
“I’ve waited so long until you were gone so that I could escape. Nimue helped me.” 
Gmork growled. “You ran from me? You know if you left the castle, you would die as the sun set. Have I treated you so badly that you would rather die than live here with me?” 
“You have never mistreated me, but I can’t stand this anymore.” She grasped his paw. “Please let me go.”
“What am I not giving you?” 
“You can’t give me my husband. You can’t give me the freedom to swim in the lake, travel to kingdoms for festivals, or ride a horse. You and Nimue are the only people I’m even allowed to talk to.” 
“Nobody else would understand,” Gmork said. 
“It’s you who doesn’t understand. Can you remember what I looked like? What I sounded like? My smile?”
Gmork hesitated. “Not well.”
“The longer I live like this, the more you will forget who I was. Please let me go.” 
“How can I?”
“I want to see the sunset from the lake where I met your father.” 
After a moment he nodded. “So be it. We will have to sneak you out of here, because Erica would just kill you.”
“Can we make it to the lake by sunset?” 
“I can run that fast. You will have to ride on my back.” 
“Wait, we came here to save her, and now we’re not going to save her?” I asked.
“To free her is to save her,” Merlin said. 
I helped her up and guided her downstairs. I felt like it was too easy. Then again, whether Erica won or lost, Gmork was the one who got hurt. Gmork was confident in his stealth skills. Merlin was apprehensive. Before we could make it out the side door, we heard arguing from elsewhere in the castle. We all recognized the voice immediately. 
“That is why getting this far was so easy,” Merlin said. “Nimue is distracting Erica.” 
“We will get Sigrid out and come back for Nimue,” I promised. Merlin ignored me until I tugged on his fur. Then I made us invisible and we snuck out the same way we had snuck in. It was just as easy, thanks to Nimue. 
Once outside the wall, I helped Sigrid onto Gmork’s back. “I cannot leave Nimue to---” 
“We’ll save her,” I interrupted. “You do what you have to for your mother.” 
“Meet us at my cabin afterwards,” Merlin said. 
Gmork took off running. “Does that amulet work on a dragon?” I asked once Gmork was gone. 
“Are you referring to Veðrgramr, or a living dragon? Veðrgramr is merely the soul of the dragon your galaxy stone came from, so the amulet probably would make him useless if you could conjure him at all. Living dragons are creatures of magic, but even without using it, their claws and fangs are quite fearsome. The difficult part is getting the help of a dragon.”
“Veðrgramr said that I could still call to nearby dragons for help.” 
“But they are not required to help. We went in guns blazing the first time and it blew up in our---”
“We did what?” 
He sighed. “It is an expression. We tried attacking. If we do it again, Nimue could get killed.” 
“Erica isn’t going to kill us because she wants the heart. Can we use our magic on her without her knowledge? Can we sneak up on her while she sleeps?” 
“I highly doubt it. We need someone on the inside.” 
Using my invisibility and levitation, we snuck back into the kitchen. There, my invisibility faded, telling me that Erica was close. We waited until a servant entered, and fortunately, it was Halo. He was carrying way to many dishes, which made it nearly impossible for him to see where he was going. 
“Where is Nimue?” I asked. 
He squeaked and jumped, dumping dishes all over the floor. “Why does everyone have to keep sneaking up on me? Erica found out you had freed Gmork’s mother. She decided that Nimue helped you and locked her up. Now she’s going to kill Nimue if you don’t bring her the heart.” 
“Where is Nimue locked up?” 
“In her room.” 
Merlin and I looked at each other. “Erica isn’t very good at this.”
“There are guards at the door. Plus, no one can use magic. How much more powerful does she need to be?”
“If she gets the heart, she’ll be more powerful. We have to stop her. Can you help?” 
He shook his head. “I like Nimue, really, but I don’t want to die for her. I never cared for heroism. I’m going to keep my mouth shut and my head down and pray for a gentle death in the far distant future.”
I couldn’t fault him. Merlin and I kept getting ourselves up against terrible odds. Nevertheless, we snuck to Nimue’s room. It wasn’t easy and took so long I was wondering why everyone wasn’t in bed already. When we reached the hallway, we glanced over the corner to see two guards in front of Nimue’s door. 
“We can handle this. We have no magic, I can’t transform my staff into a sword, and I’m not even half their size… we can absolutely handle this. Right, Merlin?” 
“I am going to be the distraction,” he said instead of answering me. “When you see your moment, run for it.”
“I don’t like this plan.” 
“Neither do I.”
Then he ran out in front of them and started nipping at them. He could have actually hurt them, but he wasn’t trying to. As soon as they were turned away, I crept up behind them. The sorcerer in me wanted to knock them over the head with my crystal. The wizard in me couldn’t do it, and Merlin knew that, so he wasn’t expecting me to. Instead, I went for the doorknob, which opened easily. 
Unfortunately, it wasn’t Nimue inside. Erica was sitting on Nimue’s bed, clearly waiting for us. “Did you really think it was going to be that easy?” 
“I was hoping.” One of the guards shoved me in the room and Merlin charged in after me, but he was too smart to attack Erica. 
She made a gesture and Merlin slid closer to her against his will, like she was pulling him by a rope. I reacted instinctively by focusing my mind on wanting Erica to be peaceful. Just as I felt the stone react, the staff was ripped from my hand and flew across the room. 
Merlin yelped as her sharp fingernails dug into his skin and she laughed cruelly. “Really? You tried to use a galaxy stone on me? You really are a foolish child. Try again and see what I do.” She gripped Merlin’s ear as if she was going to tear it off. I didn’t try anything.
“If you knew we were coming back for Nimue, why did you let us in?” 
“I like to see horror and despair on your faces. It’s my favorite part about what I do. I let you free Sigrid. I never wanted the old crone and knew Nimue would make a better prisoner. This way, Gmork is emotionally scarred for the rest of his life and you, Merlin, are going to be blamed.”
“How could I be blamed?”
“Because it’s you that I will make suffer. Anything that happens to everyone else will be because of you. Anyway, you won’t be saving Nimue without giving me the heart.”
“Where are you keeping her?” 
She smiled. “Somewhere warm. Very warm, in fact. What is the temperature of lava?” 
“If you kill her, you will never get the---”
“Oh, don’t bother. I’ll send you a couple of warnings before killing her. Would you prefer a hand or foot first?”
Merlin growled. “How long do we have?”
“I’m not going to tell you, because then you might think you have spare time. I could kill her if I think you’re wasting time. I suggest you stop playing around and testing my power. If you waste anymore of my time, I might just kill Nimue and take Ayden as my prisoner.” He growled. “Guards, show them out.” One of the guards grabbed me and the other pulled Merlin by the scruff of the neck. “I need my staff,” I said. 
Erica waved her hand and it hovered behind me, just out of reach. Neither of us fought back, since it wasn’t the guards’ fault. Erica was just too powerful. 
For now. 
Everyone had a weakness, though, and we would find out Erica’s before it was too late. We had to.



Chapter 10
Merlin and I returned to Merlin’s cabin to rest and recover. He was quiet, which worried me. I rested as best as I could, but worry kept me awake. I wasn’t afraid Erica would suddenly attack, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to open my eyes again. Kalyn wasn’t there to help. I didn’t want to be unable to sleep alone again. 
Sorcerers weren’t afraid of the dark, and I refused to let this haunt me. I had to sleep. 
Unfortunately, every time I started to drift off, I felt my breathing slow and it would jolt me awake. My heart would pound as if I was in the middle of battle. Several times, it woke Merlin, but he pretended it didn’t because he knew I wasn’t ready to admit that I had a problem. 
 
*          *          *
 
Gmork returned the next morning and I explained what had happened. He fell silent as well, but I couldn’t read his emotions. While Merlin blamed himself, I suspected Gmork blamed us. It was Erica’s fault, though, not ours.
“What’s your next plan?” Gmork asked. 
Assuming he was talking to Merlin, I didn’t speak. 
“Ayden?”
“What?” 
“I asked you what your plan was.”
“Ask Merlin.” 
“Neither of us is emotionally neutral to the situation,” Merlin said. “Our judgment is not trustworthy.” 
“You’ve always said to trust my heart.” 
“However, emotions will blind you. Your heart is pure and selfless. Both Gmork and I want to save Nimue for ourselves. Your heart will lead us true.”
Instead of arguing, I considered our options. “Erica is the daughter of Baltezore, who is a dragon. Galaxy stones should work on her. She separated me from my staff as if she was afraid I could use it against her.”
“If you are powerful enough to wield Baltezore’s, and if it is a galaxy stone, there is a chance.”
Not all dragon hearts were galaxy stones. A special ritual had to be done on a dragon’s heart to make it a galaxy stone. “Why would she be after it if it weren’t one?”
“Because it could be made into one.”
“If we don’t get it, she’ll kill Nimue for sure. If we give it to her, I bet she’ll kill more people with it. We need to get it, but not give it to her.” 
“You propose a trick?” Gmork asked. 
“I don’t know yet. We can decide on the way.”
“Great. Where do we go?”
“Merlin?” I asked. His expression was regretful. “Do you think he kept the heart with him? Or hide it on his home world?”
“If I had something as important as the heart of my true love, I would never let it far from my sight.”
“Do we have to go to his cave?” 
“No. I scoured that cave from top to bottom. I read every word written in it. He never mentioned the heart.”
“But you haven’t been there in years. Maybe he went back there. If Erica was right that he wanted you to find it, maybe he left you clues.” 
“I am not convinced he wanted me to find it. Why would he?”
“I wouldn’t know. We should find out.”
“I can show you the portal to the cave.”
“What about the portal in Gmork’s magic room?”
“Forget that portal,” Gmork said. “You do not want to go there.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
“It does not open to anything you want.” 
“If it leads to Baltezore’s home world, isn’t that where the heart would be?”
“I doubt it,” Merlin said. “Baltezore was shamed when he was stripped of his superior form, so I highly doubt he would ever show his face there, if he even could.”
 
*          *          *
 
Merlin switched with me so that he could make some potions. I didn’t mind at all because I liked the wolf. I liked the freedom I had as a wolf. Fortunately, because Merlin knew this, he had modified the strap of my bag so that I could carry it in my wolf form. 
The problem was Gmork. Although the black wolf was ten times my size, my wolf wanted to attack him. Unlike me, the wolf wasn’t hesitant of attacking an enemy. He wasn’t modest or forgiving. I felt my fur rise and growled at him.
“How are you able to regain your mortal body?” Gmork asked, ignoring me.
“Ayden is a true friend who attempted to break the curse.” 
“Can he give me back my body?” 
“No.”
I stepped between them. Ancient wizard or not, Merlin didn’t have sharp teeth, and my wolf took that to mean he needed to be protected. Unconcerned, Merlin grabbed my right ear and tugged gently but firmly. My wolf’s attention was instantly redirected. 
Merlin started making potions and explained every step so that I could learn. Somehow, it was much easier to pay attention than usual. When I told him this, Merlin said that my wolf didn’t have an attention problem. 
He also gathered a collection of rings and pendants. I figured they were magical, like my mother’s rings, but he said they would only work for him, and only while he had magic. I didn’t have a lot of confidence in them. 
 
*          *          *
 
Merlin created the portal to the crystal cave. The portal was pretty normal. The cave we appeared in was extraordinary, but I had actually seen it in my dreams before. 
The interior walls were covered in crystals, most of them clear or white. The cave was set 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. 
“What are we looking for?” I asked. 
“Anything he might have left since my entrapment.” He picked up a book. “Like this.”
I didn’t ask if he was sure it was new; he spent more than a hundred years in the cave. I let him skim through it for a while before asking what it was.
“A grimoire, similar to the one I had you make, except it also contains information on his travels and ramblings. Most of it is in the dragon’s language.”
“Which you can read.”
“It is the most difficult language I had ever learned, and I am not fluent in dragon literacy. This, though…” He set the book down and gestured to the open page. There was a drawing of a creepy mansion, surrounded by foreign writing. 
“What does it say?”
Instead of answering, he studied the floor. “Stand back.” 
Gmork had to back most of the way out of the cave while I just got on the bed. Merlin grabbed a dagger off the table and sliced his arm. In all the lessons my mentor taught me, he never asked me to spill blood except to trap the chimera in the syrus. I knew Merlin did blood magic, but he had kept me out of it for my own good. 
The scent of blood was strong and I expected the wolf to feel hunger. After all, wolves were carnivores. Surprisingly, the wolf felt as much sympathy as I did. The wolf thought of Merlin as family and wanted to protect him from harm. If it was an enemy that shed blood, however, I had no doubt the wolf would become uncontrollable. 
The blood hit the floor and spread. As it did, it thinned out to create the lines of a portal. It took most of the space, including under Merlin. “Maybe you should move,” I said, worried. 
He took a step back, but before he could get out of it, the blood started glowing. “This might have been---”
The rest of his words were lost as he disappeared. 
“Merlin!” There was no answer. I didn’t hesitate. With my wolf-inherited agility, I leapt off the bed and landed on the portal. The world disappeared around me. When it reappeared, I was in a dark room. 
The floor was wood and the walls were dark wood and red brick. It was a living room with a couch in front of the fireplace, a bookshelf, a low table, and two comfortable reading chairs. Above the fireplace was a painting of a study, which I thought was odd. There were also two doors and a staircase. 
Fortunately, Merlin was there. “I think this is what we’re looking for,” he said, showing me another drawing in the book. It was a wooden chest with metal straps. The only thing abnormal about it was the silver sigils all over it. “We need to switch back now.”
I nodded. He knelt in front of me and looked me in the eye. As long as we voluntarily switched, it wasn’t a terrible experience. The first time, it was agonizing as my bones, muscles, and organs transformed. Even worse was the mind-numbing itch as fur grew. However, with each switch, it was easier, because my mind separated from the experience, like I was dreaming it or remembering something that happened long ago. I could feel and hear my bones snapping and reforming, stretching, shrinking, and growing, but it wasn’t at the front of my mind. 
As it usually did, it took a while before my brain reconnected with my body and I found myself on the floor, draped in my robe. The most unfortunate thing about switching the curse wasn’t that Merlin and I had to be close to do it. Unlike with shapeshifters, our clothes didn’t disappear and reappear. 
I got dressed quickly. Merlin had found a tunic among Magnus’s things that had metal snaps instead of ties, so that it wouldn’t tear when he shifted into a wolf. Unfortunately, it was way too large for me.
By the time the change was finished, Gmork had appeared. “Maybe we should call Baltezore’s shade,” he suggested. 
“No,” Merlin responded instantly.
“What is a shade?” I asked.
“His ghost, basically.”
“Then I agree with Merlin. That’s too dangerous.”
“I can control him,” Gmork argued. “That’s what I do.”
“I’m sure you’re a good necromancer, but you betrayed Merlin. I will never trust you. Plus, you’re on baby-bat level of magic right now, aren’t you?” 
He didn’t have a clever answer, so he stayed quiet. We started searching the house for the chest depicted in the book or anything else that could be or could contain the heart. Even though it was the home of a villainous dragon, I liked the style. It wasn’t glamorous like Magnus’s castle or spooky for the sake of it like my mother’s cabin. 
One of the first rooms I checked was a magic room. It had three bookshelves in the middle of the room that formed a triangle. Inside that triangle was an extremely elaborate magic circle with a pentagram. Somehow, the perfectly-drawn pentagram had a square center, which I had never seen before. When I stepped in it, it started glowing red. Then the floor, ceiling, and walls lit up with sigils.
I wasn’t an idiot, so I stepped out of it, and everything stopped glowing. I spotted the chest from Baltezore’s drawing. “I found the magic room!” I said. A moment later, Merlin and Gmork joined me. “There’s the chest,” I said grabbing it off the shelf hesitantly. “It kind of looks like a small syrus.”
“It appears that this requires something different to open it, though,” he studied the metal latch that held the box closed.
“What’s wrong?” I asked when he frowned.
“This has been broken into. This is clearly a blood lock, though, so how that is possible is… Erica. Erica must have broken into it.”
“If the heart is in there, and she has opened it, then why did she send us after it?”
He shook his head. “Perhaps this is a trap… unless Baltezore had other relatives. The blood would have to be very close to Baltezore’s.” 
“Should we take this back to Erica?” I asked. “We can’t use it like this.”
“No. We will have to open it. Switch with me.” 
“Do you have the energy for that again so soon?” 
“I will make due.” 
I knelt and let him change us. This time, even I felt tired. He wasted no time, though. After slipping on my robe, he took the dagger out of my boot and cut his palm, since his arm wound had healed during the shifting. I winced. 
His blood dripped onto the box and it popped open. “What does that mean?” I asked. 
“It means this was meant for me.”
The room filled with bright light and the last thing I saw was Gmork bolting out the door. When the light faded, Merlin and I were standing on a grassy field with a black dragon. Behind the dragon was a cliff. “Where are we?” I asked. 
“This is where I thought I ended the war on magic,” Merlin answered, as confused as I was. He gestured to a boulder. “That is the stone containing dragon magic that transforms any wizard killed into a dragon.” 
The black dragon was impossibly still. His eyes were cold blue, his body and wings were smoky gray and black with dark gray on his talons, and two long, curved horns adorned his head. He was one of the largest dragons I had ever seen, which was due to his age. Everything about him suggested danger. 
After a moment, the wolf’s attention drew mine to the fact that there was no wind. Even the grass was still, as if this were a dream rather than reality. 
“Cennuth, why are we here?” Merlin asked. 
At the sound of his name, the dragon began moving and his chest swelled with a breath. “You are here because you are looking for the heart of Baltezore.” 
“Do you have it?”
“No.”
“Are you even here?”
“No.”
“How are you talking to me, then?”
“I have taught you great magic, but there is still much you have to learn, young wizard.”
“Are you trying to stop me from getting the heart?”
“I am here to make sure you are the only one who can get it. When Baltezore died, I knew my only chance to protect the heart had come to pass. It is the most dangerous weapon against dragons and magic itself that has ever existed. I knew Erica would be after it, so I risked everything to reach it first.”
“So you hid it?”
“No. It was already hidden somewhere that no one could get to without a specific scroll that Baltezore had. Erica could get to the scroll, though.” 
“So you hid the scroll?” 
“I had to do more than that. Baltezore’s daughter is a ruthless and intelligent enemy. I tore the scroll into five pieces and hid each piece so that only you and Ayden can find them. I did this instead of simply destroying it because you are the only one I trust to defeat Erica. You are the only one I trust not to fall for her tricks. She must never get her hands on the heart. If you need the heart, then we are all in more danger than we know.” 
“How do I find the pieces?” 
“I will only give you the first clue. The answer you seek is as close as the painting on the wall, but to find it you must shine the truest light of all. I trust that you will protect this most dangerous of weapons, young wizard. Remember the primary law of magic.” 
“What law?” 
“Magic comes at a price.”
With that, the world faded to darkness. 
 
*          *          *
 
Light returned a moment later and we were back in the magic room.
“Painting on the wall…” Merlin said, thinking. 
“In the living room, there was a painting.”
Before I could leave, Merlin knelt on the floor. “I do not have the energy at the moment to maintain this form.” 
I let him switch us back. Although I liked the ability to hold things, I would miss the wolf’s confidence and agility. I opened the door and saw Gmork in the hallway. “Your bravery astounds me,” I said. 
He snarled. “I never said I would risk my life to find the heart. Merlin even said it was probably a trap. If you both die, then at least I will still be alive to save Nimue.” 
I went to the living room and stopped in front of the painting on the wall to examine it more closely. It depicted a study with a wooden desk. On the desk was a scrap of paper. “That’s it? That’s too easy. We just have to find that room.” 
“I already have,” Gmork said. “Follow me.” We did, and soon came upon the same study. It had wall-to-wall bookshelves, a writing desk, a world map, and a reading chair. 
However, the scroll wasn’t on the desk. Instead, there was a flat, round, crystal. “Maybe this is supposed to be part of the scroll,” I said. “Or maybe we have to move it somewhere.” 
Merlin pulled open the drawers of the desk with his paw. “I cannot imagine that being a mistake.”
“But why would there be the scroll in the painting? Or for that matter, why is there a painting of this room?” 
He hesitated. “Cennuth said it was as close as the painting. This room is further from the magic room than the painting. Perhaps he was being more literal. Bring the crystal.” He ran out of the room before I could ask him what he meant. I pocketed the crystal and we followed him back to the living room. “Get the painting down carefully.”
I pointed my wand at it. “Levitate.” Not surprisingly, my wand decided to show off in the most embarrassing way possible by shooting a stream of pink glitter at the painting. Fortunately, the actual spell worked and the painting floated off the wall. I focused on the art gently drifting down towards us and it did so. I grabbed it, since I was the only one with thumbs at the moment, and propped it against the wall for Merlin to study. 
After a moment, he said, “Turn it over so I can see the back.” I did, but there was nothing on it. 
I touched the painted scroll gently to see if I could detect magic. It felt like regular paint, though; there wasn’t any energy that reacted to mine.
“Cennuth said we needed the truest light.”
“Fire?” Gmork asked. 
“Sunlight,” I said. They both looked at me. “What?”
“How do you know that?” Merlin asked. 
“Fire and glowing energy is made from magic. Sunlight just exists.”
“Fire is not made from magic, but other than that, your point is valid. Take it outside.”
I did. The large home was on a mountaintop, and there was no village or unnatural structure in sight. Mostly, it was hills, mountains, and grass. For a dragon, it was probably wonderful. For a dragon who couldn’t fly, it seemed like torture to me. I wondered why he chose to live there. 
Sunlight didn’t reveal anything on the back of the painting, so I leaned it against the porch and sat in the grass with frustration. “Maybe we have to burn it.”
“Let us exhaust our other options before we possibly destroy it.” 
“Maybe we need to hold it up against the sun so that we can see through it.” I reached for it and missed the frame because I was looking at Merlin. Instead of tearing the painting, however, my hand touched nothing at all. I gaped at it; my hand was sticking through the painting as if it was a hole into the room. 
“I think it is safe to say this was what he was talking about,” Merlin said. “I will enter the painting and get the scroll.” 
“Maybe I should go,” I said. 
“Why?” 
“I have hands,” I pointed out as politely as I could. 
He frowned. 
“The great and powerful Merlin cannot even complete his own quest?” Gmork mocked. 
Merlin growled at him. 
“You went to him for help when Erica got the amulet from you,” I pointed out. 
“Yet Merlin lost it to me, so he’s no better,” Gmork argued. 
“Merlin is a thousand times a better man than you. No one is perfect at everything and everyone needs help. I’m not judging you for needing our help. I’m judging you for the horrible things you’ve done. Even my mother wouldn’t have betrayed a friend the way you betrayed Merlin.”
“You said sorcerers do not have friends,” Merlin said. 
“But if they did, she would have more class than that. She has allies.” Without any more arguing, I put my feet through the painting until I was sitting on the frame like a window ledge. I was high enough off the floor of the room that it would hurt to fall, but not so far that I would break anything. I twisted so that I could hold on and lower myself as much as possible. Then I let go and managed to stay on my feet. However, I was suddenly in the study again with no window to get out. “Merlin?” 
“I still see you, young sorcerer.”
“I can’t say the same.” I went to the desk, where the scroll piece was, just like in the painting. The paper was yellowed and thick, about the size of my hand, with three neat rows of symbols. As I touched it, my magic reacted, sensing very powerful, dark magic in it. I put it in my pocket and went to the door. Unfortunately, when I opened the door, there was only a wall. Panic surged through me. Being in a room with no windows or doors was going to haunt my sleep, assuming I ever got out of there. The only thing worse would have been being trapped in my own body.
“Come back to the painting.” 
“I don’t know where it is.” 
A moment later, a wolf paw appeared, sticking out of the wall. I lined up under it and pointed my wand at myself. “Levitate.” I did, but although I could touch his paw, the wall was as solid as brick. Panic grew and my power started wavering. Before I risked crashing, I lowered myself to the ground. “Please do something.” 
“Stay calm. I promise I will get you out of there.” 
There was a moment of silence, so I asked, “What’s going on?”
“Just brainstorming. Gmork thinks we should take the painting back inside, out of the sunlight.” 
“Would that work?” 
“I do not know. I am afraid it might cut off the magic completely and trap you in there permanently.”
“Maybe I can make a portal. Toss my bag in here.” He did, and I got to work painting the portal home. However, I couldn’t bring myself to activate it. “If I do this, how will you get back to me?”
“I will not be able to. I cannot do magic myself. Not that kind, at least. Furthermore, I doubt you would be able to recreate the portal to reach me. We would be separated.” 
“No!”
“It is better than you being trapped in this room forever. I should have gone instead.” 
“You being trapped here instead wouldn’t do either of us any good. And neither would joining me, which I know you’re considering. You need to save Nimue.” 
“I will not sacrifice your life to save her. It is possible that because this test was designed for me, I must be in the room.”
“But if you’re wrong, you’ll be trapped with me.”
“I remember the portal back here. We can go home to Caldaca and then return here to finish our quest.”
I didn’t miss the fact that he called it “our” quest instead of his. “What if the portal doesn’t work?” 
“Then at least we will be trapped in a room full of books rather than a cave of fortune-telling crystals.” He didn’t argue anymore; he just leapt through the painting and appeared in the study. With perfect ease, he landed on his feet. 
“I hope this works,” I said. I opened the door, but it was still blocked. I also levitated myself to check the invisible entrance. Nothing. We were both trapped. “Should we use the portal?” Merlin nodded. I tried to activate the portal. Unfortunately, when my energy spilled into it, nothing happened. “What did I do wrong?”
He sighed. “Nothing, young sorcerer. You did a good job on the portal. The problem lies in the laws of magic. On your world, rules are engraved in you since birth. For the rest of us, magic is a complex system of tricks, traps, and balances.”
“I don’t understand.” 
“For a wizard of Caldaca, the only rule is that he can only do wizardry. The rest of us are not limited by that rule, but we are limited by many others. The primary rule is that magic must be balanced. All others are secondary, yet they must be followed nonetheless.”
“I still don’t understand.”
“Well, I have several days to teach it to you.”
“Several days?” 
“Before we die of dehydration.”
“You’ll figure something out before then. Maybe the scroll will tell us something.” I pulled the piece of paper out of my pocket and showed it to him. “Can you read it?” 
“No. It is the dragon’s language, but that is not complete enough to decipher.” 
“Maybe we have to figure out what comes next. Maybe that is how we get out of here.” 
“Did you grab that crystal?” 
“Yes,” I said, pulling it out. We both looked through it, but saw nothing odd. “Can you have a vision with it like you could in the crystal caves?”
“In my true body, yes. That does not require an object of magic, but crystals, gems, and mirrors are exceptional conductors of magic.”
He paused, waiting for me to tell him I didn’t understand. I did, though. He had explained it multiple times and I wrote it in my grimoire. 
“I sense no magic in this, however. It appears to be nothing more than a paperweight.” He frowned at it for a moment. It was his idea frown, which was confusing the first few times I saw it. “I do sense magic in the scroll, though. Perhaps the crystal is not meant to wield magic but to perceive it.”
“What?” 
“Hold the crystal over the scroll and look at the scroll through it.” I laid the scroll on the table and did as he said. To my shock, words appeared across the scroll that weren’t there before. Unlike with the dragon’s language, the Siren translated it. 
 
 
 
Whatever possession we gain by our sword cannot be sure or lasting, 


but the love gained by kindness and moderation is certain and durable.


 
 
 
“Does that mean anything to you?” 
“Yes. I know where to go. Now we just have to get out of here.”
 
*          *          *
 
We were glancing through some of the books, making the most of our time, when I suddenly felt very heavy. “What’s going on?” I asked, trying hard not to collapse to my knees. 
“I believe Gmork is moving the painting,” he answered, his voice strained. 
“Do you trust him not to kill us?” I asked. 
He didn’t respond for a moment, but when he did, he simply said, “Yes.”
Although the sensation stopped, a window didn’t appear in the wall. However, I tried the door again, and this time, it opened. Relieved, we returned to the living room, where Gmork was standing in front of the painting. 
“You disappeared the instant I took the painting out of the sunlight.”
“That must have broken the connection between the painting and the room,” Merlin said. 
The scroll piece wasn’t in the image anymore. “I’m glad you didn’t kill us,” I said. 
“I could have,” Gmork said. “I was not sure that taking the painting inside would save you.”
“But you didn’t toss the painting into the river or bury it.”
“I still need your help to save Nimue.” 
I was expecting a little more emotion. He seemed cold, like he would have killed us if it wasn’t more of a bother than saving us. Or I just couldn’t read his emotion like I could Merlin’s. “We know where to go. Or, at least Merlin does.” 
“Where?” 
“You can come with us, but I do not trust you enough to give you that information,” Merlin told him. “I am on the verge of leaving you here until we get all pieces of the scroll. In fact, we could leave you here until we get the heart.”
“Absolutely not,” Gmork growled. “You are considering leaving me here and saving Nimue yourself.”
“Unlike you, I am not vindictive. Saving Nimue is most important.”
“I thought keeping the heart out of Erica’s hands was,” I said. 
“That’s why we have to come up with a plan to stop her from getting it once we save Nimue,” Gmork said. 
“As long as he loves Nimue more than he hates you, I think Gmork should go with us,” I suggested. 
Merlin considered me for a moment before nodding. “We need to go back in time to visit my childhood home.”
We returned to the magic room and I drew a portal from Merlin’s mind.



Chapter 11
We appeared in a village. The small houses were not fancy, but they were well-maintained. There was a wide dirt road leading west and east, a field to the south, and a forest to the north. Although it looked no different than any village on Caldaca, it was special because it was where Merlin was born. “Can we visit your mountain?” I asked. 
Merlin shook his head. “We have discussed this, young sorcerer. In the mountain, there is a young version of myself. I have to avoid seeing my younger self at all costs.”
“Your mother is alive? Here?” Gmork asked. “We can save her.”
“Under no circumstance,” Merlin argued. “I would love nothing more, but I saw her death. If we save her or even warn her, we could cause a paradox.”
“Theoretically,” Gmork said. 
We were drawing a bit of a crowd. The villagers were all wearing worn, thin dirty clothes in shades of brown and tan. It was still a little strange to me that none of them had magic. “Should we leave?” 
“No. We have to find the piece of scroll.” 
“Should I make us invisible?” 
At that point, three men approached us on horses. Unlike the villagers, they were wearing fancy uniforms of leather and dark green silk. The horses stomped their hooves with nervousness over Merlin and Gmork. They were smart to be afraid. 
“I might have been a little too specific,” Merlin said. “We appear to have arrived immediately after Dantur took me to Cennuth… when the soldiers were looking for wizards. We need to run.”
“They are not going to attack us,” Gmork said. “I could easily tear them in half.”
Merlin stepped in front of one of the guards and growled. The guard, in turn, aimed a sword at Merlin. “Hand over your wolves, wizard, and we will not have to kill them. They will be useful in battle.” 
“How would I hand a wolf to you?” I asked. “I can’t even pick up Mer… the little one. Gmork here is bigger than a bear and I bet he weighs more than a ship.” 
“Excuse me?” Gmork asked indignantly.
“The wolf can talk?” one of the soldiers shouted. His horse reared up, but he held on and soothed it with a few pats to the neck. 
“It’s witchcraft,” another accused. 
“Start running,” Merlin said in my mind. “I will hold them back.” 
“I can handle them.” 
“These are not like the honor-bound warriors of your world, young sorcerer. They will kill you without hesitation.” 
“No, they’re not from my world, but that means they don’t know what I’m capable of.” I aimed my staff at the soldier. Instead of firing, however, I waited for Merlin’s advice. 
After a moment, he said, “Defensive spells only for the moment.”
Make us invisible, I thought to the staff. As I imagined it, magic flowed out of the staff and into Merlin, Gmork, and me. We turned invisible. The soldiers were shocked and had to fight their horses to stop them from bolting. In fact, one threw his riders and took off. The others clearly wanted to follow.  
“While they are distracted, we need to go south,” Merlin said.
“I thought we needed the scroll.”
“Safety is most important.”
“Since when were you concerned about safety?” Gmork asked. 
“Since I was trapped in a cave for more than a hundred years.”
“Maybe we should go,” I said, both to stop the argument and because the soldiers had their horses mostly under control. 
“Drop the invisibility over me. You two go south. I’ll draw them east and lose them,” Gmork said quietly.
“Are you sure you can do that?” 
“I know I can.”
I dropped the spell and Merlin and I got out of the way as Gmork took off running east. The soldiers raced after him. “Now we can find the scroll,” Merlin said. 
“I thought we were going to hide.” 
“Gmork provided a distraction, which we should take advantage of.” 
I didn’t like the idea of leaving Gmork to deal with the soldiers, but I figured Merlin would have done something if he didn’t think Gmork was capable. I followed Merlin to a particular house. It didn’t look any different than the others. Merlin didn’t enter. His expression was unusually blank, which felt cold. I could always tell what he was feeling. 
“This is Dantur’s house?” 
He nodded. 
I opened the door for him. “Do you want me to look for the scroll on my own?” 
He shook his head, but still hesitated before slowly stepping inside.
“No. It has been so many years since I have been here, yet everything is…” He studied the unmade bed. “Dantur cared about me more than my mother did. He took me to Cennuth to save me. That was the last time I ever saw him. I wish I had told him what he meant to me. I wish I had thanked him for his lessons and kindness.”
“I’m sure he knew,” I said. 
“I never told Caedmon or Brynjar, either. I made many mistakes before I was trapped in the cave.” 
“But that’s what childhood is for. Everyone makes mistakes and does things they’ll regret for the rest of their lives. You’re wise because you’ve learned from your mistakes. You teach others not to make the same mistakes as you did.” 
He finally entered the rest of the way, I dropped the invisibility spell, and we got to work searching for the scroll. It wasn’t that large of a house and it didn’t take long before I was convinced there was no scroll. Although I found a journal, Merlin refused to let me read it, saying that it was a breach of privacy. I argued that finding the scroll was more important, but he wouldn’t budge on the matter. 
A loud commotion drew our attention outside. Assuming it was Gmork, I replaced the invisibility spell and we went outside. Merlin froze the instant he saw what was happening. The soldiers were surrounding four men. One of the men had a sword and was doing his best to defend the other three. 
“That is Dantur,” Merlin said. “This must be when he returned from the mountain.”
“Are we going to save him?”
“I wish we could.” Merlin went back inside Dantur’s house, unable to watch as they defeated the blacksmith. 
Although Merlin was a wizard and wolf, I imagined Dantur would have taught Merlin swordsmanship. I imagined Merlin would fight just as valiantly. However, there were seven against one because only Dantur was fighting, so he didn’t stand a chance. He didn’t have magic. They soon dragged the four of them away, leaving the remaining town members distraught and hopeless. 
The next day, young Merlin would return to find that Dantur was gone and his mother wasn’t willing to leave with him. Merlin would sacrifice his own happiness so that he didn’t hurt others with a paradox. I knew how far he was willing to go because we had done this kind of thing before.
I was willing to go quite far to protect Merlin, though, and I knew this would tear him apart inside. He was my friend; I wouldn’t let this happen to him. I went inside and dropped my spell. “Merlin, I created the potion that changed you and that’s why you didn’t turn into a mindless monster as Gmork had planned, right?” 
“Yes.”
“So I was supposed to go back in time. But if I hadn’t, something else would have happened to cause it.”
“Theoretically. Why?”
“I know Young Merlin returns here to find out Dantur was taken. Well, Dantur was just taken, so that’s going to happen. Young Merlin never found out what happened to Dantur afterwards, right?” 
“Right.” There was hope in his voice because he knew where I was going. 
“Theoretically (whatever that means) if Dantur was meant to die here, we couldn’t save him even if we tried. However, it could be that we were meant to be here and save him.”
“We would have to warn him never to return to this village or see me again. That would be imperative. If I ever run into him before this point…”
“Yes, I know. A paradox will kill everyone. We have to try.”
“If we do, we must take precautions. First of all, I will stay in wolf form so he will not recognize me. Second, we have to wait until Young Merlin finds him missing. Even in wolf form, I cannot risk running into my younger self, and we cannot let Dantur return here before I returned to Cennuth.”
“Fine. We’ll do whatever we have to do to be safe, but how will we find him if we don’t follow him now?” 
“I can find him. In the meantime, we will stay in his home and wait.”
“Shouldn’t we help Gmork?”
“No, I am sure he is fine. Running is good for his cardiovascular health.” 
“His what?”
“His empty, shriveled, blackened hunk of dead tissue that he once called a heart.”
“You’re not bitter at all.”
Without responding, he got on the bed and pretended to nap. Trying to see things from his perspective, I imagined if I had a girlfriend I loved as much as Merlin loved Nimue. For some reason, only Kalyn came to mind. Then I imagined Gmork trying to steal her away, but that didn’t bother me, because I knew Kalyn would have no problem fending him off. 
However, she had been under a love spell when I first met her, and the idea of her being around Sven still bothered me. It helped that she hated him more than I did. Merlin was betrayed by his friend, though, and that was much worse. 
Fortunately, Dantur had some bread in his house, because I needed to eat to replenish my energy. It was a creepy and depressing night, but I was hopeful that the next day would help Merlin forgive himself for something that was never his fault in the first place. The soldiers took three more groups of villagers throughout the day.
 
*          *          *
 
I was absolutely exhausted, but I still couldn’t sleep. My head hurt from it. I tried to think of other things to no avail. Finally, well into the night, Merlin climbed up onto the bed to sleep next to me. Next to Gmork, he looked small, but he was actually a huge wolf. 
“Fear is not something to be ashamed of. Everyone feels it. To conquer it makes you wise and strong. Once you face your fear, it will no longer have control over you. That is not to say you will never feel it, but you will survive it. Now, close your eyes and I will tell you about the time I accidentally turned Caedmon’s hair pink.”
I closed my eyes but ran my hand through Merlin’s fur. As long as I could move my hand, I wasn’t afraid. Finally, I fell asleep.
 
*          *          *
 
The next day, Young Merlin arrived and Now Merlin was vigilant to stay out of sight. He wouldn’t even look at his younger self. It was a surprisingly quick visit before Young Merlin rushed out of his mother’s house with determination. I knew that look in his eyes. 
He was the same as me when I ran away from home to prove myself. Our situations were so different, but we weren’t. 
Once Young Merlin was gone, Now Merlin grabbed a simple brown hat from the hook. “Take out the potion from your bag with the blue bottle and red lid.” 
Once I found the right one, he instructed me to pour it over the hat. I did, and frowned when nothing happened. “Are you sure this is right?”
“I have done this spell many times.” 
I was starting to lose hope when the hat suddenly tried to fly out of my hand. Fortunately, I managed to hold on. I didn’t bother making us invisible this time. We left and followed the hat on the path in the direction Dantur had been taken. 
 
*          *          *
 
We travelled for most of the day with only a few breaks. Although we did cross fields and small villages, the majority of the trip was through the forest. I had to sit on the hat every time we rested. When we finally stopped to eat, Merlin hunted dinner for us. He also brought some berries for me. “What if we don’t catch up to them in time?”
“We will. The king’s soldiers are not like warriors; they move slowly and cannot resist pleasures along the way, such as hot meals, warm beds, and full taverns. They will get into fights they know they can win and throw their weight around for a laugh. They will stop at night, and that is when we can catch up to them.” 
“Is it safe to travel at night here?”
“With me as a wolf, yes. My sense of smell and hearing are better than a man’s.” I ate quickly, but when I was ready to go, he hesitated. “Do you need sleep?”
“No. I’m fine. Let’s save Dantur.”  
He nodded and we headed off again. 
 
*          *          *
 
It was almost morning when we arrived at a large town. “Do you know where we are?” I asked. 
“Dantur and I sold weapons here. I cannot remember much, though, as it was not a particularly interesting community.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to lead this one?”
“We have been calling it a curse all along, but perhaps that is my fault. It might be that the greatest downfall of me becoming a wolf is my failure to use it to my advantage.”
We entered the town. People ignored us, which was better than being suspicious of us.
“Wolves are common here, right?” 
“They are more common here than on Caldaca. Some respect them while some find them to be nuisances. They are intelligent, fast, and powerful predators that compete for food and kill livestock. They are also wonderful companions and protectors of man. I will not be the issue here. While wolves are perfectly common here, magic is still outlawed except for the wizards who belong to kings.”
“Right, I remember. You haven’t done your dragon curse yet. I’ll do the talking, then. You pretend to be a wolf and I’ll pretend to have a neat walking stick.” The hat continued trying to fly, so I shoved it in my pocket and stopped in front of a woman carrying a basket of cabbages. “Hello, do you know Dantur?” 
The woman set down the basket and pointed down the road. “They took him that way. They accused him of harboring a wizard.” 
I looked at Merlin. “Tell her it must be a misunderstanding.” I did, and we hurried down the road in the direction the woman had indicated. Soon, we came across a covered wagon outside a tavern. Merlin’s ears perked and he sniffed the air. “He is there.”
I nodded and started to pull my wand out of my pocket before a man emerged from the tavern. I could do this without magic. Keeping my magic to myself, I raised my staff to lift the cover of the wagon, revealing a cage containing five men. “I thought there were more people taken from the village than this,” I said. 
“They used multiple wagons. We only followed this one because of Dantur. Do not attempt magic on the lock; it was designed to contain wizards.”
I set my bag down and got out my lock pick. “That won’t work,” Dantur said. “I already tried it. Who are you and why are you trying to help?” 
“My name is Ayden. I’m a friend of… a friend.” I tried the lock, but it seemed to be magically protected. “I can break the curse.” 
“No. Like I said; the cage is meant to contain wizards. If you perform any magic on it, either an alarm, a trap, or both will activate.” 
“The only way to open the cage is with the key,” Dantur said. “Forget about us. If they catch you with magic, you will be enslaved by the king.” 
“How do you know I’m a---”
“Magic wafts from you like smoke from a red-hot blade in water.” 
“Maybe you could get the key,” another man said. 
“Quiet, Yona.” 
Yona pushed his way to the gate and reached out for me as if I could help him. “Please try. Benson is in the tavern. He has the key on him.”
“You can’t risk your life for us,” Dantur said. 
“I’m not risking my life; I can help. You don’t know me, but I am stubborn and I help my friends. How will I know Benson when I see him?” I asked. 
“He has a scar on the left side of his face,” one of the men said. 
“He’s wearing a black cape and red vest,” Yona said. “He either has the key in his vest pocket or around his neck.” 
“What is his weakness?” Merlin asked. 
I relayed the question. 
“He’s a lightweight,” Dantur said. “I heard a couple of his lackeys joking about it.” 
“What does that mean? He’s scrawny?” 
“No. Well, yes, it can mean that. In this case, I mean he can’t hold his rum. He’ll pass out if he drinks too much.” 
If he knew that, he wouldn’t drink too much. However, I could figure out a way. For Merlin’s sake, I would. “We’ll be back with the key.” As I walked away from the cage, Dantur studied Merlin with a strange look on his face. Merlin hesitated for a moment as if he wanted to say something, but then he followed me. 
The tavern was crowded with people and tables, and it smelled of sweat. It was dimly lit, but not dimly enough. The only women I saw were scantily clothed and working at the tavern. Benson was easy to spot by his scar and vest, fortunately. He was a burly man. His long brown hair had probably never seen a brush and his beard had more food in it than was left on his plate. 
“This is going to be fun.” He was sitting at a table with four other men, laughing way too loudly at something. “Should I use my wand?” 
“No. Find a seat and order something to eat. I will see if there is a back room you can disappear into. Watch him for habits or other weaknesses we can exploit.”
That sounded a little cruel to me, but this was Merlin’s world, not mine. I trusted him. He wouldn’t ask me to hurt anyone. 
I sat at a table to watch Benson. I couldn’t cast a spell without being obvious. The key wasn’t on his neck, so I figured I would have to get it out of his pocket. I could freeze him long enough to get it, but I couldn’t freeze everyone in the room. Even if I set off a distraction and went invisible, I couldn’t search his pockets. 
He stopped a woman as she passed and ordered another drink. “Are you sure?” the man next to him asked after she left. 
“Don’t question me,” Benson snapped. 
“Come back here, through the door to the right of the bar,” Merlin said in my mind. “I have an idea.”
I got up and found the back room he was waiting in. The room was small with crates of supplies. “Should we be here?” 
“No, but never mind that. In your bag is a brown bottle with a red cap. Get it out and make yourself invisible. Before the wench provides his drink, you must spike it with three to five drops. I would do it, but I cannot make myself invisible quickly like you.” 
“Don’t worry; I can do it.”
“I know. I will be standing by to create a diversion if something happens.” 
I got the bottle out of the bag. “This isn’t going to hurt him, right? I’m still not okay with taking someone’s magic away.” 
“It will make him believe anything he is told. I trust you can take it from there. Do not overdose him, though. Five drops maximum or he will become a permanent pushover. Now hurry.”
I waved my staff at myself. “Make me and everything I’m holding invisible.” Magic flowed out of me, through the staff, and back into me. I left my bag and returned to the main room. By then, the woman was halfway to Benson with his drink. I raced across the room as stealthily as I could, but people kept stepping in front of me. I caused four people to spill their drinks, although I managed to avoid getting drenched. By the time I reached her, she was at the table. She set the mug down and Benson reached for it, so I bumped into the woman. With a startled gasp, she fell into Benson’s lap. 
Benson laughed. “I told you that you would fall for me before the night was over.” 
She laughed nervously to hide the revulsion as some of the food from his beard flew onto her dress. I gagged in sympathy and used the opportunity to slip four drops into the drink. I ran to the back room and shed my invisibility. “I did it.”
“Good. Now we just have to wait until he drinks it.”
I watched through the crack in the door as the woman extracted herself from his lap and got back to work. “Should I go sit near him?” I asked. 
“No. We need to be subtle.”
We watched for a long while until the tavern started to empty, but Benson didn’t touch his drink. “This isn’t working.”
“It looks like we are going to have to trick him into drinking it.” 
“How am I supposed to do that?” 
“Leave that up to me. We will need to switch.” 
“You can’t just tell me what to do?” 
“You know my magic works differently than yours.” 
After I got his clothes out of the bag, he met my eyes and switched us. Then he got dressed, grabbed several coins from my coin purse, put on one of his rings, and left. I put my wolf hearing to good use and spied on the interaction, hoping to learn something. The room smelled so much worse through my wolf nose.
Merlin grabbed a cup with some colored rocks off a table. “I need to borrow these, thank you.” I couldn’t see the rocks from the distance, but he put them in the cup. Then he boldly sat across Benson and loudly set the cup on the table. “I heard you could play.” 
“Oh, I’m the best at…” Benson looked in the cup and frowned. “… that game. Just… refresh me on the rules in this town.”
Merlin scoffed. “Rules are for servants. Roll two dice. You want the highest sum possible. If you are unhappy with it, you can roll once more, but you have to roll both. Then I go. Whoever has the higher sum wins.” 
“And what do I win?” 
Merlin tossed a silver coin on the table. When Benson pulled out a coin and grabbed the cup, Merlin made a gesture to a woman, who quickly brought him a drink. Merlin didn’t drink it, though. Benson rolled two dice and his men cheered. Merlin deliberately tapped his mug with his ring. 
“I’m sticking with this roll. You can’t beat two fives.”
Merlin pursed his lips. “That will be difficult.” Merlin rolled and Benson’s men cheered again. Once again, Merlin tapped the mug with his ring, making a noticeable clinking sound. He scooped up the dice and rolled again. 
Benson jeered. “A three and a four! That was the easiest game I ever one!” 
Merlin tapped the mug for a third time. “Beginner’s luck. How about we do another round?” He pulled out another coin and Benson agreed immediately. This time, Merlin won, but he didn’t celebrate. He did, however, take a drink.
“That’s not fair!” Benson roared. “Best two out of three!” 
Merlin remained perfectly calm. “Very well.” This time, Benson one, and Merlin tapped the mug. Merlin won the next round. No tapping. A small sip of his drink. 
“Best out of ten!” Benson demanded. He really didn’t want to give up that silver.
“As you wish.” 
Benson rolled two sixes and Merlin tapped his mug. The more they played, the more desperate Benson got to win. Oddly, they took turns winning so they were neck and neck until the end. Benson was one up on the ninth round, so Merlin had to win to tie. Benson rolled the dice and got two fives. Assured of his victory, his body tensed up with excitement. Right before Merlin rolled his dice, he tapped his mug and Benson drank his potion-laced drink down in a single gulp. 
Merlin smirked and rolled his dice. He lost the round, but won the game. He gave up his second coin. “How about we up the stakes?” 
Benson looked a bit woozy. “How so?” 
Merlin leaned in slightly. “I am a collector of keys.”
Benson scoffed. “Really?”
“Yes. I love all kinds of keys.” 
“Why? Are you a thief?” 
“No, no. In fact, I can open any lock I want without a key— even magic locks.”
Benson considered him for a moment before asking, “How?” 
Merlin gestured to his ring. “This will unlock anything.”
“Then why do you want keys?” 
“I just collect them. It is a useless hobby, I know, but it was either that or watches.” 
“Watches?” 
“Never mind that. Anyway, if only you had a key to bargain, I would be willing to wager my most priceless possession.” 
“That ring?” Benson asked, pointing to the one Merlin had been tapping. 
“Indeed.”
“Is it gold?”
“Of course it is.” 
“And that stone?” 
“It is one of the most powerful stones known to man— a black star sapphire.”
“I’ve never heard of that.” 
“That is because they are rarer than any other magic stone. All wizards who see it will recognize it and surrender immediately.” 
“I… I do have this.” Benson pulled a key out of his vest and put it on the table. 
“That is a lovely key. What does it go to, if you do not mind my asking?” 
“A cage. A magically sealed cage that not even wizards can break into.” 
“My ring can do it.” Because Benson drank the potion, he believed everything Merlin told him. “It sounds to me like my ring is more valuable. Oh well, a deal is a deal.” Merlin removed the ring and set it on the table. 
Benson rolled the dice and came up with a three and a five. He paled slightly and rolled the dice again. This time, he came out with a one and a two. “I have a better idea!” he said quickly, before Merlin could take the dice. 
“Oh?” 
“You want the key, right? And I want the ring. Why bother with this silly game? We should just trade.”
Merlin tapped his mug with his fingernail and sat back. “That sounds fair. Besides, I had a rather long day, so I would like to retire to my room now.” Benson grabbed the ring before Merlin could change his mind and Merlin took the key confidently. Then Merlin stood. “I enjoyed the game and hope to play you again someday.” He didn’t take more than five steps before the ring disappeared from Benson’s hand and appeared on Merlin’s finger.
“Hey, where did it go?” Benson asked angrily. 
“You already put it in your pocket.”
“Oh, right,” Benson said with relief. 
Benson’s men were confused. They were all focused on Benson as Merlin returned to me. We switched quickly and I dressed. “That was brilliant,” I said. 
“I do sometimes miss the joy of exploiting feeble minds.”
With the key in my pocket, we headed out. Benson was right back to having a good time with his men. I really thought it would be easy to escape which, considering our history, was foolish.
Across the room, a man was propositioning a woman, and when she refused, he shoved her away. She slipped on a spilt drink (which had been my fault) and fell backwards, about to hit her head. Dumb luck like this probably happened to women in this tavern all the time. Nevertheless, I reacted instinctively. “Protect her,” I said to my staff. 
Green energy shot out of my staff and wrapped around her, stopping her in midair. After a moment, it righted her, released her, and returned to me. The tavern was dead silent. 
“Run,” Merlin said in my head. 
A man stood from his seat and pointed at me. “Wizard!” 
I tried to get to the door, but the mob surrounded me, so I transformed my staff into a sword. This had the opposite effect of what I was expecting, since they were more afraid of magic than a blade. Thus, I let it revert to a staff and did the next thing that came to mind. I held up my staff and demanded, “Distraction!” 
And the trousers of every man in the tavern fell. Several of them screamed like girls.
Merlin groaned. “Please stop doing that.” We ran. 
As soon as we were outside, I slammed the door closed and pointed my staff at it. “Lock.” This time, I focused my mind on what I wanted, so it worked. “I hope there’s not a back door,” I said, going to the cage. The prisoners cheered as I stuck the key in and turned it. “The rest of you, go. Dantur, I need to talk to you so that you don’t cause a paradox.” It popped open easily and all the men except Dantur ran. 
“What is going on in there?” Dantur asked. 
“You don’t want to know.” 
He studied me for a moment before nodding. The others were long gone already as Dantur followed Merlin and me into the forest. As soon as we were out of town, Dantur stopped. “Now, explain. No one here knows about paradoxes except for dragons.” 
“I said I was a friend of a friend. That’s all I can tell you.”
“That’s not enough. It has been a long and stressful day.” 
“I know.”
“You can’t know that.”
“Just don’t go back to your village.”
“I have to. There’s someone I need to help.”
“You can’t go back to Cennuth, either.” 
His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What do you know about him?”
“I know you can’t see him or it’ll cause a paradox to kill everything.” 
“Why?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“You have to tell me! Why can’t I go home or see Cennuth?”
“Because you were supposed to die.” 
He froze. “What? Were you sent by…?” He looked at Merlin. “Are you…? No, that’s not possible. Merlin is a child.”
I was prepared to walk away on Merlin’s signal, but he just studied Dantur in silence. Finally, he nodded. “I was, yes,” he said aloud. 
“You’re… Merlin?”
“Yes.”
“But adult.”
“I have been alive for several hundred years now. I never forgot you, though.”
“You came back in time to save me?”
“Actually, we came here for something. Saving you was opportunistic.”
Dantur’s expression fell for a split second before he controlled it. “I see. You’re here for the scroll.”
“You know about it?” 
“Cennuth gave it to me to give to you when you came looking for it. I believed he was mistaken, but I guess dragons never are.”
“What do you mean he gave it to you?” Merlin asked. “When was this?”
“About a year and a half ago.”
Merlin’s eyes held suspicion. Knowing how much he cared for Dantur, that was difficult for him. “You knew Cennuth before you met me.” He didn’t phrase it as a question, but Dantur answered it anyway.
“Yes.” 
“When I told you about my dreams, you were not surprised because you already knew what was happening to me.”
“Yes.” 
“How do you know Cennuth?”
“The same way you do; he taught me magic.”
“Did he tell you about your destiny as well? Was I just a replacement?” 
Dantur sighed and sat on a raised tree root. “You were my destiny, according to Cennuth. He taught me magic to protect you, but I wasn’t as good as he had predicted. It turns out that dragons can be wrong every once in a while. Because of that, he ordered me to bring you to him. I didn’t want to; I thought he would be too hard on you. I wanted you to have a better childhood than I had. Then he told me who was after you, and I knew I had no choice.”
“You knew Baltezore was after me?” 
“Of course. Otherwise, I would have taken you and your mother somewhere else. Cennuth was the only one Baltezore couldn’t get near enough to hurt you. I had no choice, so I’m---”
“What does Baltezore have to do with Cennuth?” I asked. 
Dantur paled slightly as shock flashed across his face. “He never told you?” 
“Told me what?” 
“Baltezore is Cennuth’s brother.”



Chapter 12
The silence was long and tense as Merlin and I digested that bit of shocking news. Both of us felt betrayed by Cennuth, although Merlin had more right to be. As Baltezore’s brother, it was Cennuth’s responsibility to defeat Baltezore, not Merlin’s. Merlin’s mother died because Cennuth didn’t stop Baltezore. 
Dantur pulled a small stone out of his pocket and with a flash of golden light, it transformed into a piece of the scroll. I took it from him. “Cennuth ordered me to protect you, but I really care about you,” Dantur told Merlin. 
With an emotionless tone, Merlin said, “I hardly even know you.” Then he walked away. 
Dantur grabbed my arm as I started to follow my friend. “Tell him that if he wants to talk, I’ll be in the village we first sold a sword to.”
I considered trying to convince Merlin to do it because I knew Merlin would regret it otherwise. Dantur might not have deserved forgiveness, but Merlin deserved to not hold a grudge. On the other hand, Merlin had a lot of regrets. Dantur was alive, so Merlin could move on. I nodded that I would tell Merlin and walked away.
I caught up to Merlin as he drank from a brook. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Nothing has changed except that I know the truth. I wonder if anyone from my past ever told me the truth.” 
I sat next to him. “We could talk about that, I guess. I was born so that my mother could kill me and steal my magic. I’m sorry Cennuth trained another wizard to protect you so that you could fight his brother.” 
Merlin laughed. “If anyone else in the universe said that, it would be with sarcasm, yet you are entirely sincere. Hold the crystal over the scroll. Hopefully, it will tell us where to find the next piece.”
I did. Instead of words, as I was expecting, an image appeared of a pearl ring with a child-sized band. “That isn’t what I was expecting.” I looked at Merlin, who was staring at the ring. “You recognize it?”
“I made it. When I learned that Madelyn was ill, I made it for her, but she died before I could give it to her.” 
Madelyn was a girl in a neighboring village he had been friends with as a young child. They used to go diving and search underwater caves. She didn’t tell him that she was sick until it was too late, but at least her last days were fun for her. It made me appreciate mages of my world more. 
“She can’t give you the scroll, though,” I said.
“No, but perhaps it is hidden there.”
“Sounds good. Let’s go.”
“Unfortunately, we cannot go just yet.” 
“Why not?” 
“We need to return to our time. The damage we could do now is inconceivable. Furthermore, your magic can get you killed here. We might have a more difficult time finding it in our time, but I trust Cennuth to have made it possible. Alas, we cannot return to our time yet.”
“We have to find Gmork.”
“Yes.” 
“Shouldn’t he have found us by now?” 
“I assumed he ran into trouble.”
I sighed. “Great. We’ll go find him instead of getting the scroll. We shouldn’t have brought him.” 
“He has already served as a distraction.”
“Exactly. I’m going to be upset if he gets hurt. If you don’t care enough about him to help him, we need to send him back so that he’ll be safe. What he did was horrible, but his death won’t make anything better.” 
“You are right, young sorcerer. If I knew why he betrayed me, maybe I could forgive him.” 
“Do you have a potion to make him tell you?”
“I do not want him telling me under duress. He should have more honor than that.”
We wandered back to Merlin’s mother’s village, figuring that Gmork probably returned there if he got away from the soldiers uninjured. Eventually, we stopped for the night. “It sure is nice not to have to worry about vampires, werewolves, or ghosts attacking us in our sleep like we do on Caldaca.”
“Yes, we only have to worry about bears, snakes, and bandits here.”
 
*          *          *
 
When we reached Merlin’s childhood village the next day, Gmork still hadn’t returned. Merlin could, however, follow his trail by smell. “He has not been back here, so his scent is faded, but not multidirectional.” 
I followed him into the forest in the direction Gmork had gone. As the day wore on, Merlin had a harder time tracking because Gmork had backtracked several times. 
We finally found him as the sun was setting. His foot was trapped in a bear trap and he was limp on the ground, barely conscious. He also had a gruesome wound in his side. 
I waved my wand at his foot. “Free him.” Glittery white magic spilled out of the wand into the trap and the trap disappeared. Gmork whimpered quietly. “Merlin, will healing potions from my world work on him?”
“I made one that will. Although healing potions from this world are less effective, it should be safer for someone from this world. If it does not work, we can try one that Mason made. Gmork is tough; he should be fine.” 
“What happened to your side?” I asked, getting the potion bottle Merlin described out of my bag. 
“I was running from the soldiers and doing an exceptional job of keeping them distracted, when I saw a boy in the forest. I recognized him as a much younger Merlin and directed them away from him. Then, some silly girl started shouting from the direction Boy Merlin was in, and I had to face the soldiers to keep them from finding him.” 
I was a little shocked. It was possible that if Gmork hadn’t been there, Merlin would have been caught as a kid.
“Did you kill anyone?” Merlin asked aloud.
Gmork glared at him. “No. A few of them lost arms, but I did not kill any of them.”
“Good. We need to return to our time. I know where we must go to get the next piece of the scroll.”
“And I suppose you do not trust me,” Gmork said.
Merlin took a moment before answering. “Not yet.”
I levitated Gmork all the way back to the village, and since it was dark and everyone was asleep, I used it to get him into Dantur’s house. We decided to rest for the night. I was dreading this, but I knew I needed sleep. 
Once again, Merlin told a story to distract me and I fell asleep much faster and easier than the previous night. 
 
*          *          *
 
The next morning, Merlin sent me the mental image of the portal I needed to draw. Gmork wasn’t fully healed, as he still limped heavily, but he wasn’t bleeding. When we stepped through the portal, we appeared in the middle of a town. It wasn’t like the villages or cities of my world. 
There were four-story-tall buildings made of brick and wood on both sides of the narrow, stone road. The road was covered in gross water and muck. Everything was dirty. Almost every single building had a chimney that was pumping smoke into the air. People were everywhere, and most were shouting at each other. The only thing I could smell was muck and rotten food.
“Move!” a man shouted. He was riding in a covered carriage that was pulled by two horses. We moved out of his way, but it was a tight squeeze. 
Merlin shuttered as one of the wheels almost splashed him with a puddle. “This is the era I avoid over any other. Do not touch anything; the diseases of this age are brutal.” 
“Where are we?” I asked. 
“Exactly the same place, but more than three hundred years later. We will have to walk to Madelyn’s village.”
“How will you know it? So much has changed.” 
“I know the direction to go in, and I will recognize it by the river carved into the mountain that Madelyn and I used to dive and swim in.”
 
*          *          *
 
It took a long time to get out of the city, but the smaller villages we passed were more like I was used to. There were even travelers on the way. Children were surprisingly fascinated by Gmork. It was only adults who were afraid of him. 
We finally reached a village at the base of a mountain, which Merlin said was familiar. I got a bad feeling as soon as we saw it, though. The citizens were going about their chores quietly and quickly. They were thin and wore nothing colorful. No one looked at us. I didn’t need my wolf senses to know they were afraid. 
“Is this normal for the era, too?” I asked.
“No,” Merlin said. “Such oppression as this does not become popular for some years yet.”
At that point, I intercepted a woman carrying a pail of water. “Excuse me, can you tell me---” I cut myself off as she looked at me. She had a huge scar on the left side of her face. It consisted of two lines crossing each other. It was intentional. “What happened?” I asked. 
Instead of answering, she turned away and pulled the hood of her gray cloak up to hide as much of her face as possible. 
“She may not be able to speak,” Merlin said. 
“I’m sorry,” I said to her before continuing on the path. There were not many women outside, but of those who were, they all covered their faces. In fact, they all had cloaks and cloth face masks. The men glared with suspicion. There weren’t any children that I could see. “I don’t like this.” 
“Neither do I,” Merlin agreed. 
Gmork didn’t say anything. 
At that point, a man and woman emerged from the nicest house I had seen so far and approached us, smiling. He was a thin, older man with slightly less dingy clothes as the other villages. The woman with him was thin as well and had a hood over her hair. I saw a crossed scar on her cheek and the back of both hands. 
“Welcome to our village,” the man said. “I am Lionus, the chief, and this is my wife, Merry. The exits are that way and back the way you came. Please enjoy the scenery on your way out.”
“Is that how you tell people they’re not welcome?” 
His smile faltered. “No. No one wants to spend more time than they have to here, though. We assumed you would want to run as fast as you could.”
“Actually, we’re looking for something. It’s a child’s pearl ring, hundreds of years old.” 
His smile fell completely. “I’m afraid you’re in the wrong village. None of us have any jewelry.”
“Then maybe you know about a piece of a scroll?”
“None of us can read. Now, if you will excuse me, there is much to be done. I suggest not being here after dark.”
I really didn’t like hearing that. The last person who told me that was a vampire. 
We continued on the path towards the exit. At the end of the town, however, a large boulder was in the middle of the road with a sword sticking out of it. It wasn’t very impressive; the blade could have been sharper and the wooden handle looked cheap. Although it had colorful jewels in the handle, they looked fake and ugly. Above it was a sign.
 
 
 
The Sword of the One True Hero
 
 
 
“What is a sword like you doing in a stone like this?”
“Pull it out,” Merlin said.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Nothing good ever came from inside a stone. Besides, someone left it here for a reason.” 
“Humor me, young sorcerer.” 
I reached for the handle and the sword popped out of the boulder, practically throwing itself at me, and landed at my feet. 
“He did it!” Lionus said, suddenly behind me. 
“No, wait! I didn’t touch it. It fell!”
“You are the hero we’ve been waiting for!” The rest of the villagers quickly surrounded us, actually looking excited and hopeful rather than afraid.
“I’m not!” 
“You will go on a heroic quest to---”
“I’m already on a quest! Merlin, tell them!”
“Woof,” Merlin said with a smirk.
I gave him my best scowl and turned to Lionus. “What is this quest?” 
“As you can tell, all of our young women are hideous.” All the women covered their faces simultaneously in shame. 
“That’s not nice at all.” 
“Actually, it’s intentional. For fifty years, a monster has lived in that mountain.” He pointed to the mountain. “He used to attack us all the time, so we sent our strongest fighters. They struck a deal with the mountain monster. Every year, if we give him our prettiest girl, he will leave the rest of us alone. That was why mothers started disfiguring their daughters.” 
“That’s horrible!” 
“It’s horrible to give them a scar so that they won’t die?”
“It’s horrible that you were put in that position in the first place.”
“They’re not all scarred as babies. Girls also dye their hair weird colors or paint blemishes on their faces. The problem is that he rejected our girl last year and destroyed the village and our crops. Now, we have no girls left that are pretty enough for the monster. We need someone to protect us.” 
“When is he supposed to take his sacrifice?” 
“Before the sun rises on the night of the full moon.”
“When is that?” 
“Tonight.”
“Of course it is.” I looked at Merlin and Gmork. “Do we have time to go monster hunting?”
“You can’t face the monster,” Merry said. “He’s far too dangerous.”
“He was the only hero strong enough to pull the sword from the stone. It has to be him,” Lionus argued. 
“Again, that’s not how it happened.”
“What kind of monster are we talking about?” Merlin asked. Many of the villages scrambled away from him in shock.
“It doesn’t matter,” Gmork said. “We can take any beast.”
“It is a hideous creature with a thousand sharp teeth and terrible claws,” Merry warned.
“I don’t like the idea of the monster killing helpless girls,” I said. 
“We must be quick,” Merlin said. “And more importantly, you must be careful.” 
“Do you always treat him like a delicate little flower?” Gmork asked. 
Merlin scowled at him. “Only when he is near enemies.” 
Merlin teased people he liked, including me. It was clear to me that although they were best friends as children, Merlin didn’t feel that friendship anymore. Or perhaps the problem was that he didn’t want to. 
“I’m a curse breaker, not a warrior, but this is an adventure, and I can do things other magic users can’t do here. Let’s do this.”
 
*          *          *
 
We headed towards the mountain, where we found a cave much like Cennuth’s. The path led to it and ended with a large stone pole on either side of the path, each twice as tall as me. I aimed my staff inside the cave and the crystal lit up. The cavern inside led to three small tunnels. “This will be easy,” Gmork said. “I can barely fit in those tunnels, so anything that lives here would have to be smaller than me.” 
“Unless it is full of giant spiders,” Merlin pointed out. “Remember how small their burrows could be?” 
Gmork shuddered. “I remember. I will never forget a dog-sized spider shooting out of a rat-sized hole at my face.”
I noticed that the ground in and around the cave was dirt, not grass, and there were numerous hand-length-wide holes in it. “What do you think those are?” I asked Merlin, pointing them out. He approached one of them, sniffed it, and growled. 
“They are nothing I have to worry about,” Gmork said, marching past him. The instant he stepped onto the dirt, thick snakes shot out and flew at his throat and face. I tried to stop them with magic, but their scales reflected magic, so it did nothing. Thanks to Gmork’s incredible speed and thick fur, he was able to shake them and make it back onto the grass unharmed. They stopped attacking then. 
“You really showed them,” Merlin said. Gmork snarled at him, but he was clearly bothered. 
“Maybe I can go invisible.” 
“I suspect these creatures hunt by smell or body heat,” Merlin argued. “Certain species of hive or swarming insects release a sound or scent to cause the rest to attack. This does not appear to be the case because more would have attacked.”
“Unless there are only ten and they made multiple holes,” Gmork said. 
“Body heat alone would not likely spark that many to attack at once.”
“What about invisibility and levitation?” I asked. 
“There is only one way to find out.” Merlin gestured to Gmork. “Ladies first.” 
“Age before beauty,” Gmork retorted.
“Oh, but my soft downy fur cannot withstand their fangs like your coarse, straw-like fur. And you are much better at running away from danger than I am.”
Gmork growled, and Merlin growled back. “I’ll go.” 
“No,” Merlin said. 
“I will go, but you had better not let me fall,” Gmork grumbled. 
I made him invisible, levitated him into the air, and carefully directed him towards the cave. Once again, snakes shot out of the holes, and they weren’t confused by my curse at all; they did everything they could to latch onto him. I pulled him back and dropped him in the grass. The snakes instantly released him and slithered back to their holes. 
Gmork panted without getting up. “Are you hurt?” 
“I am fine.” 
“We are only wasting time and risking our lives at this rate,” Merlin said. “We will return to the village to learn more information about the monster.”
 
*          *          *
 
“I told you it was impossible,” Merry said. 
As soon as we rejoined the village, everyone gathered around us again. This made it harder to give them the bad news.
“It’s not impossible. We will just have to figure out another way.” 
“We can’t ask that you risk your life again. We have to somehow make one of our girls pretty so that the monster will take her.” 
I studied the girls as the hope in their eyes was crushed. They spent their lives hiding their beauty and now the village depended on them. “Okay,” I said. “That is the plan, then.”
Merlin frowned at me, but it was Gmork who spoke. “After all that, you want to give up and leave them to the beast’s mercy?”
“No. The monster will choose the most beautiful girl and take her back to his cave. We’ll just have to make sure that’s me.”
“But you are not a girl… are you? If you are, I am very confused.”
“I’m not a girl, no, but I can dress up as one.”
“It would not even be the first dress you have worn,” Merlin mused.
Gmork gaped. “Maybe I am not the one confused.”
“The monster will take me into his den, and that’s when I will defeat him. I’ll transport myself here afterwards.”
“You want to face the monster alone?” 
“I’ll summon my dragon if I have to. If I can’t handle it, I’ll just magic myself out.” 
Merry and three other women immediately agreed to the plan and prepared a bath for me. Merlin reluctantly agreed on the condition that I save myself if anything went wrong. After my bath, Merry put a wig and makeup on me while the others dressed me in a brilliant blue silk dress with silver ribbons. 
A male sorcerer would never wear something like this to help people. Of course, he would never help people, either. I was a curse breaker; I could make my own rules. It wasn’t like anyone from my world would see me like this anyway.
When I went outside and Merlin saw me, he didn’t look surprised. Gmork gaped. “You need to tone it down or the mountain monster will have to fight other monsters for you.”
“That’s disturbing. You make it sound like I’m a piece of meat.” I did my best to tug the hem of the dress down. My wand was strapped to my inner thigh, so I had to be very careful about how I sat.
Merlin sighed. “That is a pitfall of being a beautiful girl; monsters just want you for your body. Now zombies, they have scruples; they are only interested in your brains.”
“Maybe this was a bad idea,” I suggested.
“Only for the poor sap that volunteered to play the damsel,” Gmork said. 
 
*          *          *
 
Half of the men in the village accompanied me to the mountain, along with Merlin and Gmork. I thought being the bait would be a matter of sitting on a boulder and waiting until the monster emerged. Unfortunately, my part required a lot more active participation. I was instead bound to the two stone pillars. 
“The monster likes a performance rather than just taking the sacrifice.” 
“You’re joking, right?” 
“No, I wouldn’t joke about this. He prefers it if they beg and scream a little, too.”
“What kind of perverted monster is this?” I shouted. 
“Are you changing your mind?” 
I wanted to, but they still needed help and I knew I could do it. I sighed. “No. How will I take my staff?”
“You will have to leave it behind.” 
I really didn’t want to do that. I couldn’t summon my dragon without it.
I waited as night fell and the single moon glowed brightly in the sky among strange stars. Even on the cusp of danger, on a foreign world, with an enemy at my side, I realized this was what I wanted. 
I was born a sorcerer with light magic in a family that could never accept me. On Caldaca, I made a place for myself as a curse breaker. Off of Caldaca, however, I was free to be anything I wanted. 
My arms were hurting, though, and while I could kneel, I couldn’t relax. When the villagers started beating the drums, I knew it was time to pretend to be a helpless girl. I didn’t want to go through all this trouble and then not be able to coax a monster from his cave. 
I had a very strange life.
“Help,” I called halfheartedly. “Don’t sacrifice me to the monster. I want to live. Please, someone help me.”
I glanced at Lionus and he smiled widely. “You’re doing good.” 
I looked at Merlin. “Kalyn had better never hear about this.”
Merlin smirked. “I will not tell a soul. That would make it much harder to tease you.”
With as much enthusiasm as I could muster, I continued calling for help. When the monster finally emerged, I fell silent. It resembled a beetle that was as tall as me with slimy gray skin. It walked on six legs, but from its underbelly were a few dozen tentacles that writhed and squirmed. 
I really, really wished it had been a giant spider.
“Keep shouting,” Lionus insisted. 
“Not a chance.” They continued beating the drums. The monster’s eyes roamed over everyone until they locked on me. I didn’t scream. 
But that’s because I was holding my breath too hard. 
One of the tentacles wrapped itself around the rope holding my right wrist. I shuddered as its slimy skin brushed my hand. The rope snapped, but the creature held onto the rope. When it broke the other rope, a third tentacle wrapped around my waist and picked me up above its head. I was afraid it would drop me, but it was so much nicer than being pressed against it. 
Merlin lunged at it, but one of the tentacles lashed out and hit him. He was thrown back with a yelp. Gmork, not surprisingly, did nothing. The monster took me into the cave and through the center tunnel. He must have squeezed through, but as it was completely dark, I couldn’t see how. 
Soon, the space opened up and I was set down. It felt like I was on a pile of clothes. I heard clatter a little ways away and it sounded like the creature was leaving. It fell silent, but it still took a while before I felt safe enough to pull out my wand. Light. My magic responded easily and the tip lit dimly. 
The creature was still there, but it was facing away and didn’t react to the light. The cavern was full of junk. I was on a pile of beautiful dresses. All around me were jewels, trinkets, gold, silver, and colorful fabrics. Stolen goods. 
“I’m alive and he’s not eating me for now,” I said in Merlin’s mind. I felt a wave of relief from him.
An idea struck me and I started scouring the clutter for the scroll piece. I wanted to use magic to make it easier, but I was afraid of angering the monster. In the pocket of a brilliant blue blouse, I found the pearl ring. The scroll wasn’t there, though. Disheartened, I slipped the ring in my boot to give to Merlin. 
I could have escaped then, but that would have meant I wasted my time. Instead, I aimed my wand at the monster, focused my mind, and said, “Turn it to stone.” My magic shot out, struck it, and… bounced off. Like the snakes, its skin was impervious to magic. 
The monster turned on me. I headed for one of the tunnels, but I heard hissing from inside it before I reached it. I would rather take my chances on one huge target than a dozen tiny ones. I could have transported myself out. That was the smart thing to do. I wasn’t a hero. 
But that didn’t mean I couldn’t help people, and the people who lived in this village didn’t deserve to be tormented. I aimed my wand at it. A tentacle flew out to strike me, but my magic reacted by ripping the shirt I was standing out from under me, causing me to fall and dodge the appendage. Before I could get back up, I spotted a shiny shield that I had ignored earlier. I rolled to get it, but a tentacle wrapped around my ankle and pulled me away. 
My first thought was to summon the shield, but I acted on instinct instead. I twisted onto my back as the monster pulled me close. It opened its mouth surprisingly wide and I pointed my wand to the back of its mouth. “Turn it to stone!” 
Magic shot into its mouth. The inside of its mouth instantly turned to stone. Its thick skin was impervious, but the inside of it wasn’t. 
The creature thrashed and screeched, its tentacles flailing wildly. When the thrashing caused dirt to fall, I covered my face and hoped that I wouldn’t be buried alive. I stayed down and out of the way until it was calm and quiet. Unfortunately, I had lost my wand in the commotion, which meant the magic had faded and it was completely dark. 
Panic tried to push its way into my mind. It was too much like being trapped, which was worse than being about to be eaten by a monster. “Merlin?” 
“I am here, young sorcerer. The snakes are no longer a threat. Which tunnel are you in?”
“Don’t come in. There could be more tunnels and you could get lost.” Disappointing Merlin by dying in this cave after destroying the monster was not an option. This gave me the strength to push aside the fear and feel around for my wand.
I found it just as I heard the nearly silent footsteps of a wolf. I lit the wand again and saw that the monster was stone and Merlin had found me. 
“I told you to wait outside.”
“Oh, did you? What I heard was ‘Please, someone help me!’ and ‘I want to live!’. What kind of wizard would I be to ignore a damsel in distress?” 
I rolled my eyes and we made our way out. The snake holes were all gone. When we reached the villagers, I told them their monster wouldn’t be attacking them again. They cheered and rushed back to the village to tell the women, leaving Gmork, Merlin, and me alone at the cave. “It’s a good thing I’m not interested in fame,” I said after a long moment of awkward silence. 
“You achieve fame when you please others. It is only yourself you have to face in the mirror. You can look back on today and know that you made the world better.”
“I didn’t know if you wanted it, but I thought you should have it over the monster.” I pulled out the ring. Then it suddenly transformed into a piece of the scroll, very similar to the other one. “I didn’t do that.”
“I know, young sorcerer. I am sure the ring is long gone, destroyed by time as Madelyn was. It is the way of nature. The only things that are meant to last are memories.” 
I held the crystal over the scroll. Surprisingly, I saw the syrus. “So we have to go back to Gmork’s castle?”
Merlin considered it for a moment before shaking his head. “The significance of the syrus is not that I was trapped in it but that I was released from it. The fairies made sure you got the syrus because they knew you could help me.” 
“We need to go back to the beginning, where I got the syrus?”
“Or the spot where you released me. We will start in the village and go from there.”



Chapter 13
We arrived on Caldaca, in my homeland, as the sun peeked over the horizon. The small, peaceful Akadema village was barely recognizable without raiders running around. I took off my robe and turned it inside out. The only Rynorm on Akadema was my father, but that didn’t mean they’d never heard the family name. 
“Minof,” I whispered to the robe. The interior cloth instantly changed color and texture to mimic the Minof lineage robe. It was ivory-colored cotton with pearlescent threads and family crest. It didn’t look right on me, but even with my mother gone, I didn’t want to be recognized. 
There wasn’t an inn to sleep in or tavern to get information at, as the village was too small. We approached a man as he was organizing his vegetables to sell. “Hello. We’re looking for a powerful object of magic.”
He frowned at me. “You must be lost and confused. Major quests like that take place in large villages.”
“What is he saying?” Gmork asked. I slipped the Siren off and put it around his neck. 
“But this one is personally relevant,” I told the man.
“Oh, then that makes sense. Were you born here?” 
“No, I was given a magic chest here.”
“I see. Then you need to find the person who gave you the chest. I can offer you a side quest, but it will not be worth your time.”
“Is he serious?” Gmork asked. “Is that how things are done here?”
“Welcome to Caldaca, where every magic, myth, and monster cliché is legitimate.” 
“Have you spoken to a mage about your quest?” the man continued, ignoring the talking wolves. 
“I haven’t, no.”
“Well, if you happen upon one, I suggest doing so.” 
“I will, thank you.” Mages always knew the best way to complete a quest. 
“You’re welcome. Be careful now, it’s not safe after sunset.”
“It’s morning. And what’s wrong with sunset?”
“Ilvera Dracre, the most powerful sorceress of Akadema, has disappeared.”
“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” 
“No way. Now that she’s gone, many sorcerers have moved here and are causing problems trying to prove themselves to be the strongest.”
I nodded. “I definitely don’t want to get caught up in that. Thank you for the warning. Just out of curiosity, what is the side quest?” 
The man straightened and turned away from his vegetables, giving me his full attention for the first time. “The prince of a nearby kingdom had a ball recently to choose a wife. Unfortunately, the woman he chose disappeared before he could announce it and he can’t remember what she looked like.”
“How could he not remember what she looked like?” 
The man shrugged. “The prince isn’t very bright. He is, however, very rich and wants to marry the woman right away. He can’t find her because he doesn’t know her name, where she lives, or what she looks like. He has flyers out looking for her, but there have been no true leads yet.”
“She is a servant,” Merlin said with a bored tone. 
“Why a servant?” I asked. 
“If she were royalty, she would refuse him to his face, not flee. Since she has not responded to his search, she either did not receive the news, was embarrassed to reveal herself, or she was prevented from announcing herself. All three possibilities indicate she is of low status.”
“The prince would never fall for a servant,” the merchant said. 
“Did she leave anything behind that he could track her with?” I asked. 
As if he had been waiting for me to ask, he pulled a scroll out of his vest pocket and unrolled it to show me a drawing of a boot. “She lost one of her shoes as she left. The prince is going to have every pretty woman in Akadema try it on until he finds the owner of the boot.”
“So if the shoe fits…”
“He’ll marry her.”
“Don’t you think there might be more than one woman on Akadema with that shoe size?” 
He opened his mouth to speak before hesitating. “That’s a good point.”
I turned to Merlin. “Should we help---”
“No.” 
 
*          *          *
 
We searched the village until we found the man who had given me the syrus. He was, unfortunately, a plain and forgettable man, so I wasn’t sure it was him until he recognized me, set his bucket of apples down, and smiled. “You’re the Dracre who saved our village from raiders!” 
“Yes, but I’m not a Dracre anymore. In fact, I gave up being a sorcerer and now I’m a curse breaker.”
“You stopped being a sorcerer? Is that possible?”
“It was for me. I’m Ayden Rynorm now. This is Merlin, the monster who was trapped in the syrus, and Gmork.”
“I am Maro Hiyo,” he said politely to Merlin and Gmork. Then he leaned towards me and whispered, “I thought wolves were extinct.” 
“Merlin is a wizard and Gmork is a necromancer.” 
Now he looked very confused. 
“I’m looking for a magical item, and since you gave me the syrus, we think you might have this other item.”
“Actually, I do have a mysterious object. What is it you are looking for?”
“A piece of a scroll.”
“Oh. I have a jar that appeared a month ago.”
“The scroll could be inside,” Merlin suggested.
“That’s a good point. I didn’t look inside.”
“Why not?” 
“It wasn’t my quest.”
“Well, if you give us the jar, we can look inside,” I suggested.
“I’m afraid I can’t just give it to you,” Maro said. “You will have to prove your wisdom.”
“Seriously?” Gmork asked. 
“That’s normal for Caldaca,” I said. 
“Then travel west to Silver Stone Mountain,” Maro said. “Be careful not to get it confused with Beige Boulder Mountain; that’s a very different quest.” 
“Thank you.” We left and took the road going west. “I wonder what quest it will be.”
“Probably something that will take all day, and it may not even be the scroll,” Merlin said.
We traveled until the sun was setting, when we arrived at a split in the road. There were two signs on the ground, one of them for Silver Stone Mountain and one for Beige Boulder Mountain. Unfortunately, they had been knocked over so that we couldn’t tell which one had pointed in which direction.
I sighed. “Why can’t this be easy for once? Any idea which one to take?”
“The Silver Stone sign is slightly to the left of the other sign, so we will try the left path. With luck, there will be another sign shortly to tell us if we are on the right path or not.” 
 
*          *          *
 
We walked well into the night and I wanted to stop for food. Just as I opened my mouth to suggest it, Merlin and Gmork froze. 
“We are surrounded,” Merlin said.
“How?” 
“They stayed downwind until the last second,” Gmork explained. 
I transformed my staff into a sword and pulled out my wand, ready to fight. Then I felt a strange current through the air and groaned. “They’re professionals. They put up an anti-magic ward,” I said, putting my wand away. I was surprised and relieved that my staff didn’t change back. 
Five men emerged from the forest to surround us, all dressed in black metal armor with swords and axes. “Halt,” one of the men said. “This is the end of your journey.”
At least if I couldn’t use magic, they couldn’t, either. Fortunately, I had my sword. “How foolish do you have to be to challenge me?” Gmork asked. 
“Can you call Veðrgramr?” Merlin asked in my mind.
“Maybe. If dragon magic is stronger than the anti-magic ward. Do you think we need him, though?” I was afraid asking him to fight five bandits would insult him.
“Perhaps not, but be prepared in case we do.” 
Gmork attacked two of the bandits, which was a bad move on his part because he wasn’t impervious to blades. I would never be great at sword fighting, but thanks to extensive training from experienced warriors, I was better than people expected me to be. Working together, Merlin and I fought off three of the bandits while Gmork fought another two. 
Unfortunately, they were much stronger than average bandits. When Gmork smashed one of the men’s heads into a tree, that man got up and shook it off immediately. Even with my training and Merlin’s speed, I got a few cuts. 
I was just glad the blade wasn’t poisoned. 
“You will never make it to Beige Boulder Mountain alive!” the bandit I was fighting insisted.
“We’re not going to Beige Boulder Mountain!”
“Wait! Stop! Everyone, wait!” Everyone stopped fighting and looked at him. “Oh, gosh, this is embarrassing. You’re not trying to save the princess who’s being guarded by a dragon?”
“No. I mean, that sounds interesting and all…” I looked at Merlin, who shook his head.
“We have enough on our plate at the moment, young sorcerer.”
“We’re after a scroll on Silver Stone Mountain.”
“I’m sorry to tell you this, but you’re on the wrong road. This road leads to Beige Boulder.”
I groaned. “We have to go all the way back?” 
“I’m afraid so.”
The anti-magic ward crackled and disbursed, so I transformed my sword back into a staff. “Well, thank you for telling us. I guess it’s better to turn back now than to get to the mountain and find out it’s the wrong one.”
“Yes, there are also three more challenges in the way, so you would have wasted a lot of time and energy. You have a good night.”
“You, too.”
“Oh, if you do decide to do this quest at a later date, I suggest going during the daytime. The dayshift challengers are much easier to defeat than the nightshift.”
“That’s great to know. Thank you.”
“No problem. If you need a band of guards or assassins, send a bat. We have a wide opening in the winter.”
“Oh, do you expect someone to beat this quest?” 
“No, but the dragon doesn’t work in the winter, so there’s nothing for us to guard.”
“I see. I probably won’t need your services, but I’ll definitely put in a good word for you if I hear from anyone who does.”
Merlin, Gmork, and I walked away in silence. After a while, Merlin told Gmork, “You will get used to it.” 
 
*          *          *
 
We traveled for most of the night before stopping so that we could get a little sleep. Merlin and Gmork hunted their own food while I transformed some edible clay into bread. I had bought it at the village, much to Gmork’s disgust. It was better than eating raw rabbit. 
I was mostly asleep when Merlin said, “This reminds me of that time we searched for the Stone of Astan.” 
Gmork laughed. “We went treasure hunting for immortality and all we got was the flu.”
“And a rather nasty parasite from contaminated water.”
“You were the one who wanted to swim in the lake.” 
“I thought that was what the clue required. Your father was furious.”
“Until you came along, I was a perfectly boring child who never ran off and never disobeyed him. That was also why my mother loved you.”
“How did it feel to get your revenge on Princess Gaya at last?”
Gmork hesitated before answering. “Not as good as I anticipated. I had been longing for it for so long that when I finally had her at my mercy… it could not measure up.”
“But now you can finally let it go.” When Gmork didn’t answer, he continued. “Or do you not know how?”
“I do not know what I would be if I did.”
“You would be free.”
“I do not know that I want to be. I had a goal. I had a purpose… and now I do not. When I tried letting go before, I hurt Nimue.”
“How so? Is that why you took her from me?”
“You would not understand. I took Nimue because I was tired of losing everything. I will not lose her.”
“You do not have her.”
“You are wrong.” 
 
*          *          *
 
In the morning, we resumed our journey to the mountain. When we arrived, I was disappointed, because it was only about twice as tall as I was. “What is this?” Gmork asked. “He said ‘mountain,’ not ‘hill.’ What sort of quest takes place on a hill?”
There was a sign in front of it, so I ignored him and read it. 
 
 
 
Welcome to Silver Stone Mountain


 


This mountain was created by Rumos Silver, who was vying for the heart of the same woman as his twin brother, Romuras. To settle their dispute, they competed to see who could build a better mountain. Romuras built Beige Boulder Mountain. Unfortunately, the woman they loved did not like mountains and married another man instead, so the brothers gave up the quest to build the best mountain. 


 
 
 
“Well, that’s interesting,” I said.
Merlin nodded. 
“Let us get this over with,” Gmork said, looking disturbed. We climbed the mountain. It was the easiest mountain I had ever climbed. At the top was another sign.
 
 
 
To complete this quest, you must answer these three riddles.
 
 
 
Behind the sign were three gray boulders in a row with writing on each of them. 









The poor have it.


The rich need it.


If you eat it, you will die.


 


The cost of making, only the maker knows.


Valueless if bought, but sometimes traded.


A poor man may give one as easily as a king.


When one is broken, pain and deceit are assured.


 


I have rivers without water,


Forests without trees,


Mountains without rocks,


Towns without people.











“The answer to the first riddle is nothing,” I said. The stone disintegrated into dust, making me afraid I had given the wrong answer. “Was that wrong?” I asked Merlin.
Merlin shook his head. “No, young sorcerer. You had the correct answer. The answer to the second one is a promise.”
The second stone dissolved into dust. 
“The third one is---” Gmork started. 
“Wait,” Merlin interrupted. “We do not know what will happen if you guess wrong.”
“I am not guessing. Trust me on this. We used to do a lot of treasure hunting in our day.”
“A map.”
“Yes.” Gmork turned back to the stone. “The answer to the third riddle is a map.”
It crumbled into dust. 
A scroll appeared floating in midair. I took it. “That wasn’t so hard!” I said excitedly.
“That is not like the others,” Merlin said. 
I unrolled it and groaned. 









Certificate of Completion


 


Congratulations! You have completed the quest of Silver Stone Mountain. Please take this certificate to your accountable quest-giver for the prize you were promised. Some exclusions may apply.


 


Certificate is not for sale.


 


If you enjoyed this quest, please leave a review on your local news board.











We traveled throughout the day to reach the village at night. I was tired and my feet were sore, so I wasn’t in a good mood. Maro was satisfied with the certificate and gave us the jar. The jar itself was as basic as it could be; it was red pottery. Without any hesitation, I popped it open to find a piece of the scroll inside. It was similar to the others except for the symbols, which were different on each of them. 
“We’ve got it. Only one piece left.”
“Well, where do we find it?” Gmork asked. 
I pulled the crystal out of my pocket and held it over the scroll. It revealed a familiar face. “The king of the Dark Forest elves.”
“Great,” Merlin said. “He owes you, so if he has it, he should give it to you freely.”
“Yes, if things were ever that easy, that’s exactly what would happen. The problem is that it’s troll season.”
 
*          *          *
 
Maro also offered us a hut to sleep in for the night, which had two beds and nothing else. A mage healed our wounds without the use of healing potions as Merlin and I described what trolls were to Gmork. “Basically, they’re huge, smelly people with tough skin and very little intelligence.” 
“That should make them easy to outsmart,” Gmork said. 
“It’s best to avoid them altogether. They’re very strong and eat anything alive that they can catch. Except for that one vegetarian troll I met.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m sure Yavo is the only vegetarian troll in existence, though.”
“Are you sure he did not just find you inedible because of how scrawny you are?” 
“I asked that and he assured me that he was a vegetarian.”
When the mage left, Merlin asked, “How did you regain your magic?”
Gmork studied him for a moment before saying, “I found an old spell to access my core magic. I am not as powerful as I once was, but I can do magic that is true to my sole, like necromancy.”
“How did you access it?” 
“If I told you, you would no longer need my help to save Nimue.”
“Without my magic, we could fail to save her.”
Gmork considered this for a while, but he knew Merlin was right. “There is a series of sigils you paint on yourself. Nimue painted them on me as I described them. You must enter your alpha state, where you will face the enemy.”
“What enemy?”
“The curse and the wolf itself. He will try to stop you. You must defeat him.”
“That sounds incredibly difficult without magic,” Merlin said. “What weapons will I have?”
“None. That is only the beginning. Once you defeat him, you will enter the realm of your magic. There, you have to face your own weaknesses to free your magic.”
“You were able to do this?”
“Yes.”
“What are the sigils?”
“I will not tell you until I am at full power and can fight if you decide to kill me.”
“Why would I ever kill you?”
“I know what kind of man you really are.”
“We were kids together. You know better than most people who I am.”
“That was all a lie. You left me for power. You no longer wanted to share your power or knowledge with me. You discovered immortality and left me to die. You could have saved my mother!”
“That is not what happened! Who put such lies in your head? The Gmork I knew was smarter than that!” 
“You are the one who lied!”
“Baltezore,” I said. They both fell silent. “You told Nimue that you met an old enemy of Merlin’s. It was Baltezore, wasn’t it? He went to you because Merlin cared about you, for the same reason he targeted Merlin’s mother.”
“The point is the same; everything is Merlin’s fault,” Gmork said. “I would never have lost Nimue or been turned into this if it were not for Merlin’s greed.”
“I told her to follow her heart,” Merlin said. 
“It was not your heart to tell her what to do with it!”
“Stop arguing,” I said. “Right now, Erica is the enemy. Focus your anger on her, because defeating her will save Nimue. Arguing with each other will accomplish nothing.” They both agreed, but they couldn’t admit it, so they said nothing for the rest of the night. 
When I closed my eyes, I accepted that I was afraid. I wouldn’t always have Merlin or Kalyn, but if something went wrong, they would do everything to help me. The sleeping curse was gone; I didn’t have to fight it anymore. Every time I started to panic and wanted to open my eyes, I forcefully kept them closed, took a deep breath, tapped my finger on my chest, and thought of something else. I imagined I was sitting by the creek near Magnus’s castle, practicing my wards with Merlin.
I soon fell into a peaceful sleep.



Chapter 14
Despite it being daytime, I noticed a few differences in Akadema that suggested things had changed for the worse. There were fewer small villages and many that were abandoned altogether or taken over by sorcerer families. Aside from my family, Akadema was once a safe place to live. Sure, it had the Dark Forest, pirates, and some bandits, but children were free to roam the numerous open fields and swim in the calm lakes without their parents even knowing where they were. 
Or maybe that was just my brothers and me.
Now, a lot of the fields that once grew grain or vegetables were burned down and the villages nearby were decimated. This could have been the doing of dragons or sorcerers. I didn’t want to run into either one. 
Ilvera had told us Akadema would be worse off without her, but I had never believed it before. When Merlin suggested we stop for the night, I was reluctant. Large cities in Akadema were few and far between and a small village wasn’t going to take us in for the night. The ones that were seemingly unoccupied were the most dangerous. “Let’s sleep at Vactarus’s mansion.” 
“That would require traveling throughout the night.” 
“It’s got to be better than sleeping in the woods or on the side of the road. I could transport us.” 
“Save your energy in case we have to face trolls. We will deal with whatever we come across on the way.”
“Nothing is going to get us,” Gmork said. 
“Wolves were frightening a year ago. You were silent hunters, legendary creatures of the night. Now that dragons have returned, you’re colorful sheep with fangs.” 
“Excuse me?” Merlin asked. 
“To dragons,” I amended. “Not to me, obviously. I think wolves are amazing.”
Gmork grumbled, not believing me. 
“Your galaxy stone should protect us against dragons. Gmork and I should be able to handle bandits.”
“And I trust you completely on that, but I would still rather sleep in a bed with a roof over my head until we get off Akadema.”
“As you wish.”
“I’m surprised the scroll isn’t in Vactarus’s mansion, my aunt’s home, or Magnus’s castle. What happened in the Dark Forest?” 
“You came back for me,” Merlin said. “That was when I realized that I could trust you. You got your staff at Vactarus’s mansion, but the magic was already inside you. You learned that you were not alone at Livia’s castle, but you did not understand what that meant. You first started to accept that you are not a sorcerer at Magnus’s castle, but you proved what was in your heart long before.” 
 
*          *          *
 
We traveled throughout the night and most of the next day, only stopping for food and water. To pass the time, Merlin and Gmork told me about the adventures they used to get into as boys. It was fun and took my mind off the fact that I was exhausted. When the sun was high in the sky, a traveller passed with a cart of vegetables. “Stick out your thumb,” Merlin suggested. 
“Why?” 
“So we can get a ride.”
“Do not teach him to hitchhike,” Gmork said. “You know that it is dangerous.” 
“Only for pretty boys. Oh, right,” Merlin said. 
Gmork laughed, startling the merchant. He looked like he was considering passing us without offering any food, so I pulled out my coin purse. Monstrous wolves or not, he wanted to sell as much of his crop as possible while it was still at its best. 
He stopped and greeted me politely. 
I returned the greeting and glanced over his stock. I figured I would eat anything except broccoli or apples. He had many fruits and vegetables that were common on Akadema, but it was a box of fruit in particular that caught my interest. “You have topa?” I asked. 
The merchant smiled. “Yes, and they’re the freshest topa you will ever see in Akadema.”
“I’ll take three of those.” 
“Purple apples?” Merlin asked as I picked out the three I wanted and gave the merchant several coins. 
“Topa look like apples, but they don’t taste the same. I’ve had them at seer tournaments. Children call them sticky potatoes, but they’re actually a type of fruit. They’re not native to Akadema.”
Merlin looked doubtful, but I stuffed two in my pockets and bit into the third. While topa wasn’t my favorite food, it was preferable to hunting. 
“Anything for your wolves?” the merchant asked. 
“No, thank you. They hunt rabbits.”
The merchant shuttered and went on his way. 
“That is not all we eat,” Gmork said. 
“I know. Merlin has hunted all kinds of wildlife around the castle. I just said that to make sure the merchant left. They have been known to take advantage of wizards by dramatizing their life stories. A merchant once tried to make me buy his entire stock of cabbages so that his kids could afford clothes. First, he had three kids, but by the time I got out of there, he had ten.”
“It sounds like he needed a veterinarian, not money,” Gmork said. 
“What do you mean?” 
“You do not want to know,” Merlin said, looking slightly ill.
We finally arrived at Vactarus’s mansion. Although being a ghost dampened his magician powers, Vactarus was able to maintain an illusionary ward over the mansion so that it could only be seen once someone got right up to it. Like the inside, the outside intentionally looked rundown.
The gate was old and didn’t have a lock. Thorny vines bit into my boots as we followed the cracked stone walkway, overcome with weeds, to the grand porch. I used the brass knocker on the huge wooden door and the sound echoed loudly before the door slowly opened on its own. Merlin and I entered without hesitation. Gmork was more cautious. 
I figured Gmork wouldn’t be afraid of a ghost, but I decided to let his imagination run wild thinking about what type of monster lived here. I hoped Vactarus did one of his elaborate displays that would cause any sane man to run. 
Vactarus didn’t disappoint. 
The lights flickered out and the fireplace roared to life. The mansion creaked with wind and there was even a woman’s scream somewhere on the second floor. The fire suddenly flowed out of the fireplace and swirled around the room before stopping in the middle to create a giant version of Vactarus’s head. 
The head glared down on us. “Who dares to intrude on my lair?” Vactarus’s voice was loud enough to vibrate through the floor. The head opened his mouth to speak again and then realized who we were. He sighed with frustration. “Oh, it’s you again.”
The fire vanished, the lights lit, and the normal-sized, full-bodied Vactarus appeared in place of the head. “That was a nice trick.”
“Enough to frighten off a sorcerer?”
“No, probably not.”
Then he noticed Gmork, who was hard to see in the dark room. “Another wolf?” Vactarus asked. “Did you curse this one, too?”
“Actually, I didn’t, but yes. Gmork was cursed with the same potion as Merlin.”
“Wizards should really be warned not to cross you. If I didn’t know any better, I would think you were starting a collection.” 
“I can still turn you into a bat, you know. Gmork, this is Vactarus Firesword.”
“You’re a ghost…” Gmork said, shocked. 
“I am a magician,” Vactarus said, crossing his arm.
“We are on a quest and we would like to sleep without the threat of bandits or worse hanging over us. Can we rest here?”
“As long as Gmork isn’t friends with Merlin.” Vactarus scowled at Merlin, who smirked. 
“Gmork and I are no more friends than you and I.”
I rolled my eyes. 
 
*          *          *
 
We slept and rested for the rest of the day and night. Knowing that I was getting to sleep easier was a relief. The next morning, however, I was awoken by Merlin and Gmork arguing… from outside the mansion. I opened the window and saw them in the yard. They weren’t physically fighting, at least.
“You will have to figure it out on your own, just like I did,” Gmork said. “Just like I had to figure out immortality on my own.”
“I was trapped in a cave!” 
“Where you could learn all the magic you wanted.”
“Can you hear yourself? I had no choice.” 
“You did have a choice. You chose to stop visiting me, and you chose revenge. If you get your magic back, you will kill me and rescue Nimue so that you can have her to yourself.” 
Merlin growled and bared his fangs. “I am not the one who wanted to kill anyone!” Merlin was angrier over the fact that Gmork was calling him untrustworthy than that Gmork had betrayed him in the first place. 
I closed the window and went to the library. Merlin was the wisest person I knew, and if he needed to talk or rant to me, he knew I would be there. Of course, he had kept things from me, but he was more likely to lie if I asked him about it rather than letting him come to me. I knew it would take time before he was willing to share his problems. 
Besides, Gmork wasn’t going to be around after this and Merlin would get the closure he needed. It was good for him. 
 
*          *          *
 
Merlin found me soon after and we set out for the Dark Forest. It didn’t take us long to reach, but I had a difficult time forcing myself to enter. Except for being a little darker, the forest itself wasn’t all that different than the average forest. As a child, I’d spent a lot of my time exploring forests, but I knew better than to enter troll territory when they were actively hunting. 
“It cannot be that bad,” Gmork said. 
“How many trolls have you fought?” I asked. 
“None.” 
“Then you don’t know what you’re up against. They’re big, mean, and tough. They’re not going to be afraid of us.” 
“If the only way to get the heart and save Nimue is in there, I am going,” Gmork said, marching inside. 
“He’ll get killed in there alone,” I said. “We can do this.” I looked at Merlin for reassurance and he nodded. 
We caught up to Gmork quickly. Unlike me, Merlin knew which way to go to find the place where we had first met the elves. I hoped they hadn’t moved, or it could take a long time to find them. When we came upon a river, I thought Merlin had gotten us lost.
“This must have been formed when magic was dying and Caldaca was facing natural disasters,” he said. 
“I can float us over it,” I offered.
“Not here. We will find a narrower passage to minimize the risk.”
We followed it north for a while before we came to a stone bridge. In front of the bridge was a sign. 
 
 
 
Troll Bridge
 
Quest-seekers: one gold coin
Revenge-seekers: one silver coin
Monster-hunters: one copper coin
Runaways: one act of sacrifice
Maximum of four people or creatures permitted per party.
No vegetables are allowed past this point.
 
 
 
“That’s new,” I said, getting out a coin. “Should we try to go around it?”
“For that price? Normally, I would say yes, but we have more money than time at this point.” 
We approached the bridge, and as soon as I set foot on the stone, an invisibility spell fell away from the troll. He was huge, but not as fat as I had expected. I wondered if that was due to Ilvera’s absence as well. I suspected the sorcerers hunted too much of the trolls’ prey. Other than that, he wore trousers that were too short and thin for him, only reaching his knees. His head was smaller and flatter than mine, which looked ridiculous on his massive body. His blue hair was thin and straw-like, and his black eyes were small. 
“One act of sacrifice,” the troll said. His words were slow and dull, suggesting he wasn’t highly intelligent.
“But we aren’t runaways.”
The troll considered this for a very long time without speaking. 
“We’re on a quest,” I said, hoping to speed it along.
Finally, he said, “One gold coin.”
I pulled out a gold coin. He held his hand out flat and I dropped the coin on this palm cautiously. “Thank you for using the troll bridge. Come again.” And then he disappeared. 
“That went so much easier than I was expecting. I’ve never had to pay to cross a bridge before, though.”
“The trolls maintain the bridge, so that is why it costs,” Merlin said.
“Oh. That makes sense. It’s nice to see trolls being productive. Usually, they just eat people and stink.”
We traveled for a while before Merlin suddenly stopped. “What is it?” Gmork asked. 
“They are here.” 
A tree vine suddenly snapped and an instant later, Gmork was suspended by his left hind leg. Gmork growled and tried to bite through the vine, but he couldn’t bend that well. 
Merlin smirked at Gmork’s struggle. “They must not like you, either. If only I had magic, I could get you down. Oh, well.”
“Elves, we need your help,” I called. I knew the trees were full of them in hiding, but only one dropped down to reveal himself. He was slender and barely reached my chest in height, with long, braided, dark brown hair, brown and green eyes, and pointed ears. He only wore leaves and vines, which helped to camouflage him in the trees. I hoped he was the king, as it was difficult for me to tell them apart.
“We said that your passage would be safe, not that your companions’ would be.”
“We’re here to see you,” I said. “We think you might have gotten part of a scroll that we need.”
The elven king narrowed his eyes. “I have, but such magic is valuable, and I will not hand it over for free.”
“I suspected as much. What do you want for it?”
“My daughter was kidnapped by the troll king, Lindow.”
“The same daughter Gibus had transformed into an apple tree?”
“Yes. Save her and return her to me, and I will give you the scroll.” 
“I’ll do it, but my friends get to go with me this time,” I said. The elf king nodded and Gmork was released. Merlin groaned.
“We really have to go somewhere else when he has the scroll here?” Gmork snarled, ignoring Merlin. “I could eat this elf in a heartbeat and still have room for more.” 
Several dozen hisses erupted in the trees. 
“We’ll do the quest,” I said. 
“I thought you did not want to face trolls.”
“I would rather face a troll than cross the elves.” I turned to the elf king. “How do we find the troll king?”
“Lindow lives in the heart of a cave directly west of here.” 
We headed west.
 
*          *          *
 
Gmork and Merlin talked in another language for a while, and I was pretty sure they were arguing about Nimue. Since I couldn’t understand anyway, I worked on a plan to defeat the trolls when we reached them. 
The easiest plan would have been to make myself invisible and slip them Merlin’s gullibility potion, but trolls could smell me and I wasn’t sure the gullibility potion would work on them anyway. 
We reached the trolls’ lair before I could come up with a plan. The mouth of the cave was set in the side of a mountain. Outside, three trolls paced around, guarding the lair. Two of them were eating the leg of a large mammal while the other dragged a spiked club. They were all huge with muscle as well as fat. We stayed downwind (which wasn’t pleasant) and out of sight. 
Unlike the northern trolls that cook their food, southern trolls fear fire, so we can use torches to keep them at bay… except we didn’t have torches. I could set a fire with my wand, but I would need something that could burn.
Merlin must have been thinking the same as me. “Trolls of Caldaca fear fire, right?” 
“Most of them do.” 
“Are they intelligent enough to run from smoke?” 
“They should be.”
“Then I am going to teach you a new spell.”
“Right now?” 
“Of course. You will be extra motivated to succeed. Take out a pen, paper, a black feather, the blue candle, and the bottle of sap.”
I sat on a log and did as he said. When Gmork asked what I was doing, I told him that Merlin was teaching me something. Merlin instructed me to fold edges and sides in certain, intricate ways. It took a while before I realized it was starting to resemble a bird. 
“Oh!” Gmork said, also seeing the shape. “He is teaching you the Smoking Crane. I taught him that, but he was better than me at it. Later, I should teach you the Smoke Signal.”
“I am his teacher,” Merlin groused. Gmork rolled his eyes. “When are you going to get your magic back already so that you can help?”
“I am more eager to get it back than you could possibly know.”
“I need to concentrate here,” I said. They both reluctantly fell silent. 
Once I was done with the detailed folding, I had to flatten it to write an incantation across the bird’s wings.
 
 
 
By dark feather and smoke of rings,
I chase the wind and do these things.
Fire and Air give life to my wings.
 
 
 
“Adjust the folds.” I did. “Good. Next, use the sap to attach the feather to the underside of the crane.” 
I used a stick instead of my finger both because the sap was extremely sticky and also because I never wanted to touch sap again after the sleeping curse.
“Raise the crane to your face and whisper what you want it to do.”
“Drive the trolls out of their cave and away from it,” I whispered to the paper bird.
“Now give it the energy to obey your will through fire and magic. Light the candle and dip the very tip of the wings through the flame. You must blow the tips out instantly, though; do not let fire consume it or it will be unable to fly. As you do this, focus your magic on your intention and let your energy flow into it.”
I did, although it was difficult to fill it with my magic and not let the wing light on fire. However, it soon started smoking, and when I did the same to the other wing, the smoke spread. Suddenly, the entire bird was smoking without burning. 
“Now release it.”
I did. Instead of falling to the ground, the paper wings started flapping and it hovered in midair before flying away, towards the cave. The crane easily evaded the trolls’ detection and fluttered into the cave. 
“Now we wait,” Merlin said. 
We didn’t have to wait long, though. Soon, the ground rumbled. The guard trolls stopped pacing out of confusion. A moment later, thirty trolls rushed out, shouting in fear. “Fire!” one of them shouted. That was all the information the guard trolls needed to join the stampede. I felt sorry for the poor animals that got in their way. After another few dozen fled the cave, the smoke crane emerged and flew to me, only stopping when it was hovering in front of my face. 
“Tell it that it did well.” 
I did, and then the crane burst into ash. Before I could ask what happened, my magic returned to me. “Did it feel pain?”
“No. It has simply fulfilled its purpose. Are you ready?” 
I shook my head. “This is going to end terribly, but we’re going to do it anyway.” 
“For Nimue,” Gmork said.
“I think if we put this much effort into stopping Erica, we would already have saved Nimue.”
Without any further complaining or arguing, we entered the cave. Fortunately, it wasn’t completely dark; there were glowing crystals in the wall. We followed as the wide tunnel grew narrower and narrower. 
“I feel like I am growing,” Gmork said. 
“That is what you get for chasing rabbits,” Merlin responded. 
The cave split into five tunnels. “Which way should we go?” I asked.
“We will split up,” Gmork said. 
“Right; that makes sense. You take the four on the right and Merlin and I will take the one on the left.” When he rolled his eyes and took the bridge to the far right, Merlin took the center path and I took the one on the far left. I encountered a metal gate blocking off a room of treasure. Based on the piles of bones in front of it, I figured it was usually guarded. It didn’t matter to me, so I backtracked and took the tunnel next to it. 
This one led to a wide-open cavern. A river cut through it with three separate bridges. Aside from that, there were three treasure chest, a set of armor, a sword, and a bunch of rats. I checked the chests out of curiosity and mostly just found dead rats. I got a few coins out of it, though. I stayed away from the armor and sword, figuring they were all that remained of the last man who had snuck in. 
I crossed the middle bridge and found another tunnel hidden behind a natural column. There, I found three massive straw mattresses on the ground. Obviously, it was a bedroom. As I turned to leave, I spotted a small barrel with writing on it and picked it up.
 
 
 
Dragon Oil
 
Made from the highest quality dragon hide, 


Dragon Oil makes any substance fire and magic repellent. 


Perfect for armor, treasure chests, and locks!


 
 
 
I sighed. “I’m sure this isn’t going to cause problems later.” 
“I believe I have found the tunnel we need,” Merlin said in my mind. “And there is a problem.”
I joined Merlin in the middle tunnel, which led to an open cavern. However, the cavern was blocked by a metal gate. Of course, it was locked. The cavern was littered with bones, jewels, and fancy clothes, as well as a number of treasure chests. To the far side of the cavern was a cliff drop, probably from the quakes caused by the black star. The same narrow river as in the previous room ran through the center of this room, along with three identical bridges. 
Off to the right side of the gate, I could just make out a lever. “That must be the way to open it.” I reached my wand through the bars and focused my magic. “Pull the lever.” My magic shot out and sparked off the lever. I groaned. “Dragon oil.” 
“What?” Merlin asked. 
“I found a barrel of oil in another room that makes things fire and magic repellant. They’re not as dumb as I thought.” 
“Perhaps there is another way in.”
I studied the river for a moment and how it ran under the wall into the following room. “I may have an idea if Gmork hasn’t found another way.” The words were barely out of my mouth before Gmork joined us. “The other tunnels only lead to bedrooms, treasure, and rubbish piles.”
I set my bag and staff down, then stripped off my robe. 
“What are you doing?” Merlin asked.
“Going swimming, apparently. Stay here.” 
As quickly as I could, I ran back to the other large cavern. There was nothing separating the two rooms underwater, but the stream was pretty fast. Then again, I had done worse. I took a deep breath and jumped in. It was cold and loud, but I swam against the stream with all my strength and speed. There were tree roots and rocks lining the bottom and sides of the river, so this helped tremendously. 
Only when I absolutely had to breathe did I surface. To my great relief, I had made it, and climbed out surprisingly easily. 
“Good thinking,” Merlin praised as I approached. 
Surprised by how cold it was underground in Akadema, I wrung the water out of my clothes. As I reached for the lever, Gmork growled. “Watch out!” 
I turned to see the danger just in time to duck out of the way of a club. The troll who had swung it as me was the largest of any troll I had seen, both in height and body mass. He had short, blood-red hair and matching eyes, and was only wearing a fur skirt. I did not need to see the grease and bits of meat stuck to his massive gut. 
He swung the club again and I retreated. 
“I guess you’re Lindow?” 
“Yes.” His voice, though as deep and loud as any other troll, sounded more intelligent than the average troll. Not by much, though.
“I’m here to rescue the elf princess. Hand her over and we won’t cause any problems,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I was. 
“You can’t have her!” 
I didn’t have my staff on me, but I could summon it to me through the gates. However, a sword would do little good and my best defense was to conjure my dragon, which would take too long. Nevertheless, cowering was the worst thing to do when facing a troll. 
Instead, I aimed my wand at him threateningly. “I am Ayden Rynorm, of one of the most powerful sorcerer families on Caldaca! I could call a thousand dragons out of the sky to destroy you and your cave! I could turn you into a harmless bat in an instant!” 
Lindow hesitated, confused and worried by my bravado. I highly doubted anyone had ever threatened him back. To my astonishment, this worked; he turned and ran into an adjoining room. Instead of chasing after him, I returned to the gate and pulled the lever. The gate raised into the ceiling and allowed Merlin and Gmork into the room. I grabbed my robe and put it on. It was protective against weapons as well as cold. 
At that point, the troll emerged with the elf princess over his shoulder. She didn’t scream or shout for help, but her entire body was clenched in fear. 
Lindow didn’t try to go through the gates but through another tunnel. Gmork and Merlin raced to block his escape and he turned towards me. I aimed my wand at him, only to lower it when he took a step backward toward the cliff drop. “Don’t let him go over the edge!”
They herded him away from the cliff and I advanced so that we could surround him. His eyes darted frantically from one exit to another. I could see the panic growing in him. Before I could back off, his composure snapped and he rushed me, since I was the smallest and in the way of his original path. His massive arm slapped me out of the way. I barely stopped myself from going over the edge of the cliff. 
Merlin was torn between helping me and stopping him. I sat up, clutching my stinging chest. “I’m fine.” Then the ground crumbled beneath me. I grabbed for anything and only managed to cut my left palm on a particularly sharp rock. 
Merlin shouted my name. Instead of falling to my death, my foot caught a narrow ledge. I held onto the side of the cliff as best as I could, ignoring the pain in my hand. 
Gmork stuck his head over the ledge. “I see him! You go! I will save him.” Gmork reached his paw down and I could almost reach him. 
Merlin hesitated. “Go, Merlin! Hurry!” He took off after the troll. “Maybe I can climb up,” I said, testing my footing on any rock in the wall. They all crumbled. When I looked back at Gmork, he had withdrawn his paw. “I’ll try throwing my robe up. Can you catch it in your teeth?”
He looked me in the eyes without saying a word, and then he walked away. I mentally berated myself for trusting him, but that wasn’t going to get me out of danger. I moved slightly to the left to reach more rocks sticking out of the dirt. They crumbled just as easily. Just when I decided to take a moment to breathe and calm myself, the ledge under my feet crumbled. I started falling at the same time a rope dropped in front of me. 
I grabbed it on instinct and found myself being pulled up rather than falling. In a moment, I was on solid ground, but it was a few more moments before I could make myself let go of the rope. Gmork was there, and he had saved me by getting the rope out of my bag.
“You could have let me die. Merlin wouldn’t have known.” 
“I lost my best friend. I do not want him to lose his.”
We followed after them and found Merlin and the troll king at a stalemate. The cavern was a bedroom with tunnel beyond, except that the tunnel had been caved in, possibly from the fleeing trolls. Lindow had left his club behind and has some pretty nasty cuts on his face and arms. Merlin was limping on his right front leg. The princess was safe on a mattress, huddled in the corner to be as small as possible. She was small and thin even for an elf, so that wasn’t hard for her to do.
When I tried to approach the elven princess, Lindow growled and she shivered. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said softly. “We’re here to help you.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“Your father sent us to rescue you.” 
“I don’t need to be rescued! I wasn’t kidnapped! I ran away!”
I stopped. “Did your father hurt you?” 
“No.” 
“Are you being forced to say this?”
“No! I ran away because I love Lindow and my father would never understand.” In response to the princess’s distress, Lindow went to her, picked her up, and hugged her. There was no fear in her eyes as she wrapped her small arms around his massive one. 
“Oh. Your father has a piece of a scroll that we need and he said we had to bring you back to him to get it. If you go with us, we’ll explain that this was a misunderstanding. I’m sure your father would want you to be happy.”
“Would you let your daughter marry a troll?” she asked. 
“If I had a daughter, I would want her to be happy… as long as she was safe.” 
“My father wouldn’t believe me that Lindow makes me happy. He hates trolls. He would kill Lindow on sight.” 
“Maybe you should come with us without him and let us explain.” 
“No! He would lock me up to keep me from Lindow!” She was nearly in tears. Lindow stroked her hair softly to comfort her. He was easily four times her size, but he was gentle with her as if she was a newborn. If she was separated from him, he wouldn’t understand. He would attack the elves to get her back. 
“This is nonsense,” Gmork said. “She can tell her father what she wants herself. Knock her out and let’s go.” 
“We can’t do that,” I said. “She knows her father better than we do. I don’t want to be the reason someone dies or gets separated from the one they love.” 
“We have to take her back or we cannot save Nimue! Nimue is more important than some little elf!”
I shook my head. “To you and Merlin, she is. To the elf king and troll king, Nimue is no one. We have no right to separate them. We’ll return to the elf king and explain the problem. He can decide to attack or let her be happy. We will get the scroll another way.”
“Merlin, tell him he is being an idiot!” Gmork insisted. 
Merlin watched the elven princess as she held onto Lindow. She knew she couldn’t stop us if we insisted on taking her from him. She didn’t want Lindow to get hurt fighting us.
“We will get the scroll another way,” Merlin said. He wasn’t certain we could, but he also wouldn’t separate her from the troll she loved. I wondered if he was doing it because of the troll, though. Gmork had taken Nimue from him. 
The princess gasped with relief. 
 
*          *          *
 
Empty-handed, we left the troll caves and made our trek back to the elf king. He was sitting on a low tree branch, waiting for us, and didn’t look happy to see us return without his daughter. “Where is she? You have failed?”
In response to his anger, ten elves dropped down from the trees and surrounded us with sharpened spears. Gmork sneered, not worried in the least.
“No,” I said. “We fought the trolls and found her, but she didn’t want to come back with us. She wasn’t kidnapped; she ran away to be with Lindow.”
“Preposterous! You struck a deal with Lindow to deceive me!”
“We didn’t.”
“My daughter would never fall in love with a troll.”
“Those with the purest of hearts always see the man behind the beast,” Merlin said. “Whether that man is a true monster or a diamond in the rough, her heart will lead her to someone worthy of her love. To deny your own daughter that, you have to be the cruelest monster of them all.”
The king sat back as if struck, his eyes wide with shock. His tribe members took a few steps closer with their weapons raised to attack, but he didn’t give the order. After a long moment, the king cleared his throat. “I see. I did not realize her love was this serious.”
“Then you won’t separate them?” I asked. 
“I will visit her and make sure he is treating her as the princess that she is. As long as he is, I will let her stay with him.” 
“Then send us on another quest so we can get the scroll,” Gmork said, not impressed with the king’s mercy.
“There is no need for that,” the elf king said. “For putting my daughter’s happiness over your own needs, you have proven yourselves.” He held out his hand and the scroll piece appeared. 
I grabbed it before he could change his mind. “We did it! We have the whole scroll.”
“Before you celebrate, I suggest you leave this forest,” the elven king said. “It is troll season and many of them would sooner cook you than ask if you are allied with anyone.”



Chapter 15
We decided to take the scroll back to Vactarus’s mansion to figure out the next step. When we reached the troll bridge, the troll appeared. I wasn’t worried this time and didn’t even slow down. 
“One copper coin,” he said. 
“We’re not hunting monsters,” I responded, handing him the gold coin. He vanished. “If he doesn’t magically know, he should ask us instead of guessing.” 
“You gave him a gold coin instead of copper?” Gmork asked. “Who corrects a mistake made in their own favor?”
“I can get more gold. I’m not selfless like a wizard, but I’m honest.”
By the time we made it out of the forest, it was night. I made the crystal of my staff glow like a torch because the large moon was dark and the small moon was only half full. I was excited about having the entire scroll, so I wasn’t thinking about the villager’s warning…
Until a bandit appeared in front of us with a staff aimed at me. From his long black hair and crimson eyes, I knew he was a sorcerer. His robe was deep purple velvet, but I didn’t recognize the family crest. He did recognize mine, though.
“Well now. It has been a long time since I’ve seen a Rynorm. I didn’t know they had any wizards.”
Merlin braced himself to attack. Gmork didn’t bother. “I’m a curse breaker, not a wizard,” I corrected him.”
The man scoffed. “That’s even worse. I’m a Stesfen.”
I’d heard of them only by reputation. “I thought your family lived in the ice lands.”
“I am venturing out. There isn’t enough prey there. So, hand over your money, and no one has to get hurt.” 
I opened my mouth to point out that we outnumbered him, when Merlin yelped. Before I could draw my wand, Merlin was slammed onto his side and another sorcerer appeared with a dagger pressed to his throat. 
“Oh, were you about to say that you outnumber us? I must have forgotten to introduce myself. My name is Cho. I worked my way up in the ranks of my assassin’s guild from newcomer to master in less than a month, so I’m very hopeful that you’ll resist. I am going for a record.”
As Cho was talking, Stesfen shot magic at my staff, which flew out of my hand. 
When Gmork tensed to attack, I held out my hand to stop him. “Don’t hurt him.” 
“Clearly, you haven’t spent enough time with real sorcerers. If you even reach for your wand, he’ll die.”
“Take my money and go.”
“If you insist,” a third sorcerer said, appearing right beside me. He looked identical to Cho. With a cruel smirk, he reached into my robe pocket and pulled out my coin purse. Fortunately, he didn’t get my wand. After all, most sorcerers and wizards only had one.
“Chan, grab his bag and staff, too,” Cho said.
“No!” 
Merlin whimpered as Cho pierced his skin in warning. Chan grabbed my bag, but when he reached for my staff, it zapped him with the last remaining energy it had. 
“The staff is bonded to him. It’s worthless,” Chan said. 
Cho sneered. “I can see that.” 
“We’ll be off then,” Stesfen said. “And you may want to get a healing potion for the wolf; our blades are poisoned.” With that, he and his companions disappeared into the woods. 
Gmork started chasing after them, but I stayed with Merlin. “Save the scroll,” he said. 
“Gmork will get it. You’re more important. Can you stand?” 
With obvious pain, he climbed to his feet. Every slow step caused him to shake and his knees nearly buckled. We were almost to Vactarus’s mansion when Merlin did collapse, so I levitated him the rest of the way. 
When Vactarus saw that Merlin was hurt, he immediately became concerned. Of course, he couldn’t do anything himself, but there were some healing potions in the magic room he had stocked up on. Merlin passed out as soon as I gave him one, so I settled him in a room. 
Once I was certain the potion was helping him, I left, trusting Vactarus to watch over him. I knew he would be upset when he found out I’d left, but I couldn’t risk waiting. We had to get the scroll back, or Merlin couldn’t save Nimue. I was more interested in using the heart to stop Erica. 
 
*          *          *
 
I stopped in the first village I came to and approached a woman tending to some frightened goats. “Excuse me. Did you see three sorcerer bandits being followed by a massive black wolf?”
“I did. Those fiends stole my necklace.” 
“Where did they go?”
She pointed down the road into the heart of the town. I heard a commotion at that point and followed it. There were five warriors surrounding the sorcerers. The sorcerers were bound by invisible ropes, but so was Gmork. In front of them was a pile of their stolen goods, including my bag and a bunch of jewelry. “Release the wolf. He’s not part of their group,” I said. 
The closest warrior gave me a momentary glance. “Go home, wizard. Your stolen property will be returned if we find it.” 
“I’m not a wizard, I’m a curse breaker.”
“We don’t need a curse breaker.” 
“You will if you don’t release my friend.” Two of the warriors looked at each other with confusion. “The wolf. The black wolf was chasing after them because they stole my bag.” 
“We will release the wolf if we decide he’s innocent.” 
As anger filled me, my staff pulsed with a blue glow. I was prepared to summon my dragon. “Ayden,” Gmork said, startling everyone. “Merlin might forgive me for taking Nimue from him, but he would never forgive me if you got hurt trying to save me.” 
“You must not know him as well as I thought.”
“I know him better than you. He might tell someone he forgives them, but he never forgets. I can handle these silly excuses for wizards. You get the scroll and leave this to me. People like this are worse than the bandits; if you let them take the bag away, you will never see it again.” 
The warriors all snarled at him. I pointed my staff at my bag on the ground and it shot into my hands. Two warriors aimed their swords at me and one aimed a sorcerer’s wand. I didn’t need to check how many of them had magic; they outnumbered me and they were trained to fight. I could do enough to get away, but not enough to actually beat them. 
“Merlin and I will come back for you,” I said. 
“I do not expect to ever see either of you again, let alone another sunrise. Just save Nimue. You have to save her.”
“You really love her?” 
“More than anything else in the world. Take the scroll back to Merlin so that you two can save her. Do not worry about me.”
I studied the warriors for a moment. They had easily subdued the thieves that had beat Merlin, Gmork, and me. If I fought them alone, I could lose the scroll and Gmork, not to mention my life. “When the scroll is safe, Merlin and I will come back for you.” I left and practically ran back to Vactarus’s mansion. 
Of course, that meant I was completely out of breath when I arrived and it took a while before I could tell Vactarus what happened. All five pieces of the scroll were safe. Merlin woke soon after, his wound mostly healed and the poison completely out of his system. He was pleased that I had gotten the scroll, but he couldn’t hide his concern for Gmork. 
For the rest of the night, we discussed the plan and he rested. I knew the warriors wouldn’t let Gmork go free, nor did they think he was one of the thieves. Wolves were valuable, and Gmork was massive, so he was worth twice what a normal wolf was. He could be sold as a guard or laborer, or if he refused to do that, he could be sold for parts. 
 
*          *          *
 
We left early the next morning and arrived at the small town before the sun had fully risen. For the same reason my magic gave me an advantage on Merlin’s world, he had an advantage here. Thus, we switched. I felt a lot more confident as a wolf. When I was a child, I was known to bite. I rather enjoyed having the fangs to go with it. 
Merlin didn’t need the wolf’s courage to be intimidating; he walked as proudly as any sorcerer with the determination of a hero and the wit I was used to. He carried my staff as if it would work for him with enough mettle that I was sure it would. 
We stopped in front of the same woman from the previous day who was now tending to some freshly-baked pies. I noticed she wasn’t wearing a necklace. “Excuse me,” Merlin said. “There was a commotion here last night, right?”
“Yes. Some thieves were caught. One of them got away with everything, unfortunately.”
“I’m really glad I got the scroll,” I said.
Merlin responded in my mind. “Most likely, you are the one who ‘got away.’ That is a common scam in this type of situation. The warriors wanted to keep the stolen goods for themselves, so they said someone got away with the goods. Citizens probably saw you escape with your bag, so the warriors used you as a scapegoat.”
“That’s low. Warriors are the face of honor, yet the more we meet, the less I trust them.” 
“Your world is going through many changes in class.” Out loud, he asked, “Do you know what happened to the wolf?”
“They have him and the thieves locked up in the tavern.” She pointed to a large wooden building at the end of the road. 
Merlin and I paused outside of it. “Do you want me to go in first to look around?” I asked. 
He shook his head. “Your invisibility spell is quite impressive, but people here expect that. They should not be able to detect my magic so easily.” He pulled a ring out of his pocket. 
“Where did you get that? I thought all of the rings were in my bag?” His clothes had been in my bag, too, so he was wearing a black shirt and black pants that belonged to Vactarus.
“This one Vac had gotten from me long ago.” He slipped it on…
And nothing happened. 
“Are you sure that worked?”
He smirked. “Not on you, young sorcerer.”
“Why not?” 
“I am not invisible, but this magic makes people overlook me. It does not work on you because your eyes are currently wolf eyes. This is the closest thing to invisibility that wizards of my world can do. If I speak directly to someone or bump into them, it will seem to them like I suddenly appeared out of thin air.”
I was impressed, but I shouldn’t have been. Merlin was the most powerful wizard I had ever met. He could teach me my entire life and I wouldn’t know half of what he did. That thought made me sad. I was certain he would eventually grow tired of teaching me and go live with Nimue.
“It is the nature of the mentor-apprentice relationship that you will eventually no longer need me,” Merlin said, reminding me that he sometimes heard my thoughts even when I wasn’t trying to speak to him. “However, the next step is friendship, which I assure you will not be a demotion. I will never grow tired of you. If nothing else, you can find trouble in an empty room with no windows or doors.” 
It struck me as odd that on the ship ride to Nightmare Island, he was the one expecting me to leave. That felt like months ago.
We entered the tavern. It was a pretty standard tavern with wooden tables in the middle of the room, a set of steps leading upstairs, a set of steps leading down, and a bar to the right. The tavern keeper was meticulously wiping down the bar, obviously in a foul mood. I wasn’t surprised; his only customers were the warriors, who were unnecessarily loud and making a terrible mess.
“Those are the warriors,” I said, pointing to them with my paw. 
Merlin nodded. “Can you smell Gmork?”
I sniffed the air and smelled him easily. “Yes.”
“Lead me to him. Stay low, though. We do not want them trying to add you to their payload.” 
I lead him downstairs to the basement. The north, west, and south walls were lined with heavy metal cells, three on each. Beside the door on the east wall were ten stacked crates. I ignored the crates. 
Two of the cells on the north wall contained Cho and Chan, while Stesfen was in a cell on the south wall. On the east wall, Gmork was in the center cell and another man was in the cell to his right. 
“The tavern must double as a jailhouse for lawbreakers around here,” Merlin said, slipping off his ring and approaching Gmork’s cell. He waved his hand over the lock and the lock released. “They did not even bother to ward it?”
“Not for a wolf,” Gmork said. 
“And the sorcerers couldn’t do anything without their wands,” Merlin added. 
The man in the cell to the right of Gmork’s stood. “Please release me, too.” He was in his late twenties, tall, and slim with dark brown hair and medium brown eyes. His clothes were thin and cheaply made. He didn’t look or smell harmful.
“We are really only here for him,” Merlin said. 
“Please! I shouldn’t be in here. It wouldn’t take you any extra work at all. I’ll make it up to you.” 
“He will turn on us and help the guards find us,” Gmork said. 
“I wouldn’t!”
“Ask him what his magic is,” I said.
Merlin did, and the man blushed. “I was a magician, but I was in an accident. I should have died. I was certain I wouldn’t live… but I did. I lost my magic, though.”
Merlin didn’t hesitate; he reached out and magically unlocked the cell. “Then you are in luck, because we have answers for you.”
“Merlin, you are too trusting,” Gmork admonished.
“I know why he lost his magic and I will explain when we are at a safe distance from here.”
“How do we get out of here?” I asked. 
“One of us will have to create a diversion,” Merlin said. Gmork put his paw on his nose. “That does not count,” Merlin said, putting his finger on his nose.
“It does,” Gmork argued. 
“What is it?” I asked. 
“When Gmork and I were children and someone had to do something we did not want to, the last one to touch their nose had to do it.” 
The stranger instantly put his finger on his nose. “That’s not fair!” I insisted. “I can barely walk on four paws.”
“As I said, we are not children, so it does not count.” 
“Then why are you still touching your nose?” I asked. 
Merlin lowered his hand with a sigh. “Habit. As I am the only one here currently with magic, I will cause the distraction.” 
“Wait, I can’t leave yet,” the stranger said, lowering his hand. “The warriors stole something from me that I have to get back. I also owe you for releasing me. I’ll cause the distraction and use the opportunity to get it.”
“Do you have any skills?” Merlin asked. 
“I have had to steal to eat before, and I happen to be pretty good at it.” 
“Where is your item?” 
“One of the warriors, Razoul, has it on him in a satchel.” 
“If you don’t free us, we’ll---” Stesfen’s threat was cut off as Merlin made a gesture to him and he was slammed against the back wall. He didn’t get back up.
“Did you want to say something, too?” Merlin asked the other two sorcerers, who shook their head. “Good. Here is the plan. Ayden, you will be the distraction because I think you are the only one who can do it without getting hurt. You go out to the warriors and pretend to be a defenseless pup begging for food.”
I growled. “I do not beg.”
“Distract them away from the back rooms. Meanwhile, I will get the satchel off the warrior.”
I stopped growling. Sure, my job was embarrassing, but it wasn’t very dangerous. If anything, I was the closest to the exit.
“While you have their attention, the thief will sneak upstairs to the second floor and set a diversion. Make the warriors run upstairs. Then you will climb out the window. Can you do that?” 
“Yes. I’m good with heights. My name is Arrow, by the way.”
“I am Merlin, and this is Ayden.”
“I am Gmork,” Gmork informed him, since Merlin didn’t.
“Gmork will escape the basement while they are on the second floor. Does everyone understand the plan?”
We all nodded. Merlin slipped his ring on and pulled my dagger out of his boot. Once upstairs, I stealthily walked around the warriors so that they would face away from the steps. I had assumed my presence would be attention-getting enough, but none of them looked at me. 
“Whine,” Merlin instructed in my head. 
“This is worse than dressing as a girl.” I whimpered quietly and this got their attention immediately. 
“Oh, look! It’s a wolf pup!”
“Don’t touch it or its mother won’t take it back.”
“It’s clearly too old to be with its mother still.” 
Fortunately, their tones were friendly, because they didn’t see me as a threat. 
“Whimper some more and glance at their plates,” Merlin said. He was right next to Razoul, who I identified as the only one with a satchel at his side. I did as Merlin suggested. 
“Don’t give her any food, or she’ll follow you home,” Razoul said. It was all I could do not to growl. 
“I wouldn’t mind having a wolf around,” another warrior said. “She could hunt food for us or sniff out criminals.” He reached out to pet my head and I let him. “Her fur is way softer than I expected.” 
As embarrassing as it was, I liked the compliment. He let me go and tossed a piece of meat at me. The wolf instincts enabled me to catch it in midair and scarf it down without tasting. The warriors cheered and awed over this, and took turns tossing food at me. Even I was impressed with my speed. 
“Wait, wait,” the guy who pet me said, making the others stop. “We should see how smart she is before I decide to keep her.”
“You?” 
“Yes, me. I fed her first, so she’ll be my wolf.”
“That’s not how it works. I outrank you, so she’s mine.” 
They were acting a little childish, which further lessened my respect for warriors as a people. This broke into an argument, which caused Merlin to have to stop cutting the strap of the satchel or risk getting caught. 
“Favor one of your front paws.”
With an internal sigh, I lifted my right paw off the floor a little and whimpered again. This drew their attention to me again. “She hurt her paw,” one of the warriors said. 
“Then she won’t be of much help to us,” Razoul said. “Sit,” he ordered. 
Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I sat, which caused the warriors to cheer and clap. “Lie down,” another said. 
Again, I did, and they acted like I had just done the smartest thing they had ever seen. “Speak.” 
I wish I could. I made a halfhearted grumbling sound, which made them all laugh.
“Anyone could have taught her that,” Razoul said. “Wolf, walk backwards in a circle.” 
In the corner of my eye, I saw Arrow disappear upstairs. “You get to be the she-pup next time,” I said to Merlin as I did what Razoul wanted. 
The warriors were very impressed and fed me more. That wasn’t so bad, since I hadn’t eaten breakfast. Finally, Merlin had cut the strap of the satchel and backed away with it in hand. A moment later, Arrow appeared on the steps. “Look at me, I’ve escaped!” Then he ran back upstairs. The warriors scrambled out of their chairs to chase after him. I was forgotten. 
As soon as they were upstairs, Gmork crept up the basement steps. He walked carefully, because his steps were easily heard. 
Of course, the tavern keeper was watching us closely, but he didn’t say a word. Apparently, he didn’t like the warriors any more than we did. 
Gmork was almost out the door when three warriors ran down the stairs, yelling for him to stop. Gmork reacted faster than Merlin or me. He turned to them, growling, and shouted, “Kala!” Ice blasted over them like magic and threw them back. 
We ran outside, where Arrow was waiting impatiently. The four of us ran from the tavern and village and didn’t stop until we were on the open road to Vactarus’s mansion. After we caught our breath, Merlin handed Arrow the satchel. “You all did well.” 
“Thank you so much,” Arrow said, pulling a silver teapot out of the satchel and hugging it to his chest. 
“A teapot? That was what was so important?” Gmork asked. 
“Yes. This is the most precious item I own.”
“That is unfortunate for you. I cannot believe you two came back for me. You should have saved Nimue.” 
“I cannot believe you did not tell us your magic was back,” Merlin said. 
“I did not know. It just happened.” 
“A likely story.”
“I am not lying.”
“Every word out of your mouth is a lie!” 
“You are the one who lied!”
“I take it they’re not friends?” Arrow asked me quietly.
“No, not really. They both love the same woman.”
“Oh. I know how that is. My love’s fiancé had me put to death.”
“Where is she now?” 
He gave the teapot a sad smile and stroked it gently. “She’s safe.”
“I feel like we’re going to learn a lot more about you at a later time.”
Meanwhile, Merlin and Gmork had stopped walking to argue. Merlin could go on and on about things, he teased people he liked, and he played pranks on people and animals, but he was also the wisest man I knew, endlessly patient, and calm in the face of danger. I wasn’t used to this argumentative side of him. 
I wasn’t used to this turmoil in him. No matter what Gmork did, he had been Merlin’s best friend as a child, and a part of Merlin wanted that back. 
“What did Baltezore do to you that drove you to this? This anger is not coming from something I did. When you gave Nimue up for her own happiness, you still had a heart. What did Baltezore do to you? Did he torture you? Did he banish you somewhere? Did he---”
“It wasn’t Baltezore! I never met him!”
Merlin froze. “Then how…”
“It was Erica.” Without another word, Gmork ran back to the castle. 
Merlin couldn’t catch him as a man, and he knew better than to try. Gmork probably couldn’t leave Caldaca on his own, anyway.
When Merlin and I switched back, Arrow was shocked, so we had to give him some background information, which we finished just as we reached the mansion. 
“A magician lives here?” Arrow asked, able to detect the illusion magic. He rushed inside and enjoyed Vactarus’s full display until Arrow admitted he was a magician without magic. They immediately went off alone to share stories of their magician days. 
We found Gmork in the library. “You should have told me about Erica,” Merlin said. 
“Go away,” Gmork said. 
“Tell me what happened between you and Erica and I will.” 
Gmork was stubborn, though. “It is impossible for me to tell you.” Then he stood and pushed Merlin out of the way, leaving without another word.
“What do we do?” I asked. 
“Saving Nimue is more important than petty squabbling, but unless we can trust him, he is a liability. We need to know what happened. For all we know, Erica could have control over him the way Ilvera controlled Magnus.”
“But he would never admit it.”
“No. We will have to see what happened for ourselves.” He left and I followed him to the magic room. “In your bag, there is a potion in a dark yellow bottle with a cork lid.” I got out the potion he was talking about. He gestured to some of Gmork’s leftover fur from the sleeping curse cure. “Add several hairs to it.”
“What is this?”
“Basically, it is a prescription-strength dreamwalking potion.”
“What is that?”
“It is a powerful potion that will allow us to see what Gmork is hiding from us.”
“That sounds dishonest and invasive.”
“I will not make you take it, but I must know.”
I considered it for a moment. “I suppose it’s not hurting him, and if Erica did something to him, we can’t help him unless we know.” I put the hairs in the bottle, closed it, and shook it. 
“Sit before taking it, because you will feel its affects immediately,” he warned. I helped him drink half of it and he passed out quickly. 
I hesitated, worried that it was a trick by Erica or Gmork. I was afraid of never waking up. However, trusting Merlin, I finally made myself drink it.



Chapter 16
It was just like the previous dreamwalking Merlin and I had done. We were there and we could move freely, but everything else was a memory. The reason I knew it wasn’t real was because Merlin was a man and I wasn’t a wolf. Gmork was also a man, but he couldn’t see us. He didn’t have the anger I was used to in his eyes. I watched as he did a spell in the magic room of his castle. 
“What is he doing?” I asked Merlin. 
“I am not sure.” Merlin peered over Gmork’s shoulder to read the page of the book. “That is interesting. He is doing the spell to find his soul mate.” 
I got a bad feeling about it. “I don’t want to see that he finds happiness only for her to die.”
“He never told me he found a soul mate. We tried this spell when we were teenagers and it failed.” 
The details of the spell were glossed over, and the next thing I knew, a fairy flew in through the window. She was small enough to fit in my hand. Her hair was long and black with a soft blue glow around her. Her dress was black and sparkly, while her iridescent wings were dark purple or blue depending on the light. I had never even heard of one with black hair.
Fairies on Caldaca despised dark magic users and protected the innocent. They were created of light magic, but they could be the most vindictive creatures on Caldaca when someone angered them. Every sorcerer knew better than to cross them.
“Good evening, Gmork.” Her voice, though soft, was not high pitched. 
“I hope it will be, Illya.”
“I am glad you are taking my advice.”
“I’m tired of being alone.” 
The fairy smiled warmly. “Then go to the sunflower meadows at midday tomorrow and you will find your soul mate sitting under the Weeping Willow.” 
“Thank you.”
“I wish you well, Gmork. Remember that love is not a prize to be won. It requires sacrifice, time, and nurturing, just like the Willow tree. Give it this, and you will be richly rewarded with happiness.”
Gmork nodded. Time passed in a blink of an eye, and suddenly, Gmork was standing under a Willow tree in a field of sunflowers. To my shock, it was Nimue sitting on the ground. The reason for Gmork’s shock, however, was that she was no more than six years old. 
I looked at Merlin, whose eyes were wide. Obviously, he hadn’t known anything about it. “You didn’t know Gmork knew Nimue as a child?”
Merlin shook his head. “She said she had never met him before.”
“Maybe it wasn’t a lie, maybe she just didn’t remember him.”
A moment later, Gmork was in his tower with the fairy again. “How could you not tell me?” 
“I told you it would take time.” 
“I wanted a woman to love me, not a little sister.”
“There are many kinds of love. In time, she will love you as you wish.”
“I shouldn’t have done the spell. This torture isn’t worth it. I don’t want to wait fourteen years for her to love me! For you, that may be nothing, but those are years for me to dread, knowing that I can’t be with the person I want to be with because she’s a child.”
“She does not need a husband now, but she does need you.”
“I can’t see her again.”
“If you reject her now, when she needs you, you will never find her again when you need her.”
Gmork turned to her. “What do you mean? She’s in danger?” 
“Her life will be threatened many times before she will be ready to leave her parents and marry you.” 
“She needs me? No one has ever needed me before.” He seemed shocked by the concept. He turned away from the window and leaned against the table. “Maybe I should watch over her. I may never have a wife, but she’s an innocent child. If she needs someone, I can be there for her.” 
 
*          *          *
 
I saw years pass in moments as he saved her from all kinds of danger, from monsters to quakes. She was extremely unlucky, as if something wanted her to die. It wasn’t always about danger, though. Whenever she needed someone to talk to or play with her Gmork was there for her. Watching this was painful, because I knew it was devastating for Merlin. 
Gmork grew close to her parents as well and they trusted him to protect Nimue. When times were hard, they would send her to stay with him for her own good. He taught her light magic, such as spells to heal plants and communicate with animals. The fairies that protected her never feared Gmork, because the darkness of his necromancy was always kept far away from her. 
 
*          *          *
 
Their love for each other was platonic, but very deep. Unfortunately, as she became an adult, his love for her changed, while her love for him didn’t. 
When he was ready, he went to her father and asked to marry her. Nimue’s father knew Gmork would cherish and protect her, so he agreed readily. Gmork met her under the Willow tree, which was their favorite place to meet. She smiled brightly when she saw him. 
“What did you want to talk to me about? You sounded so excited in your letter.”
He ran his hands through her golden hair. “The years I have known you have been the best of my life. You are the most important person in the world to me. Your smile brightens my day more than the sun. I don’t want to live a day without you.”
Her smile slowly faded. “You’re not leaving me, are you?” 
“No, of course not. It’s just the opposite, in fact. I’ve spoken to your father and he has agreed to give me your hand in marriage.” 
Her expression fell with confusion. “I don’t understand. You want to marry me?” 
“Yes. Don’t you want that, too?”
She stepped away from her, something like disgust crossing her face. “No. You’re like a second father to me. You were here since I can remember.” 
“I’m not your father. I love you. You’re my soul mate. Just give me a chance and you’ll see that we’re perfect for each other.”
“You didn’t even ask me.” 
“I just got excited. I’ll be patient and wait as long as you need.” He reached for her arm, but she smacked his hand away. 
“No! I won’t marry you! Never! It would be too weird.”
The heartbreak on Gmork’s face crushed me. I couldn’t imagine how Nimue could stand it. I looked at Merlin, whose expression matched Gmork almost exactly. 
A moment later, we were in Gmork’s magic room again, but there was a different fairy with him. She had white hair and a blue dress, and she looked sad.
“I have to do this. Her disgust nearly killed me. I can’t stand to see that again, but I also don’t want to live without her. Make her forget she ever met me. Do the same to her parents. Keep our engagement, though. I can make her love me the right way.”
“Be warned, necromancer. If we do this, it will leave a hole in her heart that another man will try to fill.” 
“I am her soul mate. No one else will hold her heart.” 
 
*          *          *
 
Time skipped forward again to show her being led into the castle by Quinn. She wore a lacy white gown and her hair was decorated with glittering jewels. The worry on her face was as clear as day and only her obligation kept her moving forth. She looked like a sacrifice. 
Quinn led her out of the sunlight and into the throne room, where Gmork was waiting. She glanced around the massive room with awe, having forgotten visiting the castle as a child. When she looked into his eyes for what she thought was the first time, she blushed. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Nimue.” 
He reached for her hand and she let him take it easily. “I am Gmork,” he said. 
“That’s an interesting name.” 
“It’s a very old name.” 
She shivered.
Gmork frowned. Although I knew it was worry, it looked like he was scowling at her. “Are you frightened?”
“No, I’m just cold.” 
Gmork took off his cloak and draped it over her. Then he made an offhanded gesture to the fireplace and it roared to life. “I will have Quinn open more windows to allow in the summer warmth.”  
She smiled. “Thank you. Aren’t you cold?”
“I keep better in the cold.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
He smirked. “You will someday, but for now, allow me to show you to your room.” 
“My father said we would be sharing a room… and a…” 
“You will have your own room and bed until you choose otherwise.”
He showed her around the castle, treating her just like he had before. She was fascinated by the history of the castle, but when she asked why he wasn’t living in his parents’ castle, he just said that there were too many bad memories. 
After a few days, Gmork showed her his mother, who was still under the curse. He kept her in a glass coffin, on a satin bed with fresh red roses. She looked just as youthful as the day she had fallen under the curse. “Never open this no matter what, or my spell will fail and she will die.” 
“How long has she been like this?”
“For hundreds of years.”
Nimue gaped at him. “You can’t be that old.”
He scoffed. “How rude.”
She blushed. “Sorry. Who did this to her?”
“Her sister. I have her imprisoned, but you need not worry about that.”
“What are the roses for? Did she like them?”
“No, she didn’t. The roses will warn me if my spell is starting to fail. As long as they don’t wilt, I know I still have time. They were cut on the same day as she was cursed.”
“Are you close to knowing how to cure it?”
“I tracked down the tree and bottled its sap to find the answer, but you…” She frowned at him when he stopped himself. “A little girl once wandered in and found my ritual room. She was a very accident-prone child who didn’t like to wear shoes. When she dropped the bottle, I barely pulled her away in time.”
“I can imagine myself as that girl,” Nimue said. “If there’s anything dangerous in the castle, I’ll find it. Please hide the sap from me.”
“Do not fear; after that incident, I destroyed the sap. All but a drop on a dagger that I keep locked up.” 
She frowned. “Why did you destroy it? Doesn’t that make it harder to save your mother?”
“It does, but the risk wasn’t worth someone getting hurt.”
“She must have been a special little girl.”
“She was.”
Two weeks passed quickly since her arrival. I saw the important moments as they grew closer. Gmork was gentle and kind while she slowly figured out that she wasn’t a prisoner. He wasn’t making her do anything she didn’t want to. She had even told him that she wanted to wait for marriage until she was in love, and he promised to wait as long as she needed.
He entertained her with stories of adventure and history, most taken from his childhood with Merlin. He described the places they could travel to and the things they could see there. He wowed her with displays of magic that were all new to her. 
When she asked if she could plant a simple rosebush, he created a lavish garden, and to celebrate her, he filled the sky with exploding, colorful lights. They sat in the garden watching with Gmork’s arm around her. She said she didn’t need a cloak or blanket when he was holding her. 
Yet, since she arrived, she never seemed truly happy. Gmork knew her better than anyone and could see that something was holding her back. He was willing to do anything to make her happy. “What troubles you?” he finally asked. His colorful display faded.
“Nothing,” she lied, lowering her face.
He touched her chin and gently forced her to look at him. “I know something is.”
She licked her lip as she considered how to tell him. Finally, she said, “A few days before we met, I was thrown from my horse and ran from what I think was a wolf. I fell into a pit.”
Gmork wasn’t surprised. 
“As I called for help, I somehow felt like I had always been a victim. I realized I didn’t want to be saved; I wanted to be found. I know that doesn’t make sense.”
Gmork obviously knew what she meant, but he stayed silent.
“A wizard saved me. He was very kind.” 
Gmork narrowed his eyes. “Did he touch you?”
“No, no. It was completely innocent. He just wanted to help me.”
“Right. He wanted to win your heart slowly.”
Nimue blushed. “I asked him to let me stay. It was before I met you. I told him that I was engaged to a wizard I had never met before. He said to give you a chance.”
“How long a chance?” 
“A week.” 
Gmork’s eyes softened slightly. “It has been more than a week. Does that mean you chose me?”
“I agreed to marry you and someday I will, but… I can’t forget about Merlin.”
I saw it in his eyes that he knew she was talking about his childhood friend. Fate was cruel. “Then go to him.”
Her eyes widened with shock. “What?”
“I do not want you here under duress. You know what life is like here and how much I would cherish and protect you as my wife. I’m afraid you will never be happy until you know what life would be like with him instead. If he can make you happy and I cannot, then stay with him. If you find that it is not all that you hoped, return here and be with me without regrets.”
She kissed him and stood. “Thank you.” And then she left him.
 
*          *          *
 
Gmork woke to Illya sitting on his pillow. “Why did you send her away?” she asked. 
“She will find her way back to me. I love her enough to wait for her. I’ve waited so long already.”
“Taking away her memory of you was cruel.”
“It was necessary.”
“If you do not make things right between you, you are ruining her life as well as your own.”
“She will come back to me. If I have to wait another fourteen years, so be it. She will do it because she wants to, not because I’ll make her.” 
 
*          *          *
 
The next two months were miserable for Gmork, as he threw himself into his work. He rarely ate. He couldn’t look at the garden. When he made advancements on his necromancy, he felt nothing. It didn’t mean anything if he couldn’t share it with someone.
For the first time since the morning after Nimue left, he called Illya and asked her for her advice. “I thought I was doing what was right for her, but maybe she doesn’t know what that is.”
“Merlin did not steal her away. He most likely does not know you are the same Gmork from his childhood. If you do everything right, you could get Nimue and Merlin back.”
“I can’t believe Merlin is still alive. All these years…”
“Do you want him in your life again?”
“Yes.” 
“Then take it slow and tell him the truth.” 
Gmork shook his head. “He left all those years because he couldn’t handle what I was becoming. If he is willing to accept me as I am, we can be friends. He can help me save my mother. Neither of us would have to lose anyone ever again.” 
“You are talking about using him,” Illya said. 
 
*          *          *
 
Time skipped forward. His ill-conceived attempt to reach out to Merlin failed. The following two months were even worse than the previous. He went days without eating until he would pass out. The servants of the castle did their best to take care of him, but he would fight them and lock them out. 
Then the roses in Sigrid’s coffin began to wilt. He knew it was his broken heart that was weakening his magic. The servants sent word for anyone skilled in magic (particularly necromancy) to come to the castle if they wanted to be his assistant. Many came, but between his high standards and horrible temperament, none stayed…
Until a woman showed up on the castle doorstep with the flyer in one hand and a bag of dark magic tools in the other. When Quinn opened the door, she smiled. He shuddered. She was beautiful, but dark magic emanated from her in a way he hadn’t before seen.
“Hello. My name is Erica Baltezore, and I’m here to help your necromancer master.” 
Quinn tried to scare her off by telling her how terrible Gmork was, how dismal the pay was, and how strenuous and disgusting the labor would be, but she wasn’t put off in the least. Quinn didn’t want his master to be disappointed again. “You will have to dissect animals.”
“Live ones?”
“Well, no.”
“Pity. Will I get to dissect people?”
“I guess you can, but you won’t get paid for it.”
“Great. Where is this mother I’m to cure? I’d like to finish the assignment quickly and I expect tea and a proper meal afterwards.” 
“That’s not the interview,” Quinn explained. “My master has been trying to save her for hundreds of years. If you can help him, that is all that is asked of you.”
She scoffed. “Life and death is easy. I need a woman of identical stature. How old was she? How many children did she have? Did she have a husband, and if so, how long had they been married? Bring me a woman identical in value.” 
“Why?” Quinn asked. By this time, a dozen servants had been drawn to the commotion. 
“Are you paid to ask questions? Do you want your master’s mother awoken or not?”
“Yes, I do, but… how did you even know about her? It wasn’t on the flyer.”
“I like to know who I am working for.” 
“And I like to know who is working for me,” Gmork said, descending the steps. He looked horrible. 
Erica smacked her hand to her chest dramatically. “Oh, you poor, ghastly thing. Are you all blind? Someone get him food and a bath immediately.” 
“Who are you?” Gmork asked, ignoring as his servants rushed off to obey her orders.
She grinned. “My name is Erica. I’m here to help you with your mother and any other problems that arise.” 
“You know about my mother’s curse?”
“Of course. The Inewar tree is native to my world. I have known the cure since I could walk.”
Relief nearly caused him to collapse due to his weakened state. 
He showed her to the body and she said there was plenty of time. However, Quinn was unsuccessful even after several days of searching for a woman similar to Sigrid. “Why do we need another woman?” Gmork asked. 
“You know the price of life, Gmork.”
“Death, but she’s not dead.”
“No, she’s not. Nevertheless, the price is the same. We must sacrifice someone of the same---”
“No,” Gmork said. “There has to be another way.” 
“Isn’t your mother’s life worth more than the life of someone else?”
He swallowed. “There must be a way to do it without killing.”
She shrugged. “We can do it, but you will not like the consequences.”
“What are they?”
“She is what? Two hundred? Three hundred? If you sacrifice a woman of the same cosmic value, she will retain her youth. Without the sacrifice, I can wake her, but she will rapidly age until her body reflects her true age. You can keep her alive, but it will not be pretty.”
“I can deal with that. There are spells to keep someone beautiful. How long would it take to reach her age?”
“The greater the difference, the faster the aging, but I would say about ten years. Faster if she is exposed to heat. Furthermore, she could never leave the castle after a few years, because she would need your magic to sustain her.” 
“We will do it.”
Using the same cure as Gmork had taught Merlin, they woke her. At first, she was happy. She was beautiful and healthy as the day she had fallen victim to Gaya. Gmork was thrilled, even though he sensed something off about Sigrid. 
Erica was also an enthusiastic assistant. She taught him magic far more powerful than anything he had dealt with before. Every time he did well, she praised him and told him how wonderful a student he was. When they weren’t doing magic, they were talking about their pasts. Erica insisted she wanted to know everything about Gmork. Eventually, he felt comfortable enough with her to tell her about his adventures with Merlin.
When he told her how Merlin left, she was sympathetic. “It sounds like he thought he was better than you because he didn’t use dark magic. He was afraid of actually working for what he wanted, and so he took it out on you. He was jealous of your bravery.” 
Gmork considered this. Over the next four years, everything good he told her about Merlin was twisted around so that Merlin was made out to be a greedy manipulator. Eventually, he grew to believe it.
Erica wasn’t just turning him against Merlin, though. Over the years, her compliments and apparent adoration turned to subtle touches. She listened to him talk about his past or ideas with enthusiasm. He felt respected and important. Instead of him constantly trying to protect Nimue and make her happy, someone else cared about him. Unlike with Nimue, he didn’t have to hide his darkness from her. In fact, Erica encouraged him to embrace the darkness and take what he wanted by force. She convinced him that he didn’t have to let others take what belonged to him. 
Despite the fact that she wasn’t his soul mate, he grew to love her.
 
*          *          *
 
Sigrid knew that she had very little time to live outside the castle, so she explored the world and only returned to the castle for a few days twice in the first three years. Although Gmork missed her terribly, he was happy that she was happy. Plus, he had Erica to distract him.
When Sigrid did return for good, it was because she was too embarrassed to show her face to the public. No matter what Gmork tried, it failed to give her back her youth. “How could you bring me back knowing I would suffer like this?” 
Gmork had never heard the accusatory and cruel tone from his mother. Before the sleeping curse, both of his parents were loving and kind, albeit strict. After the curse, his father went mad with loneliness. It appeared his mother was going the same way. He knew it was because of her magic. His bloodline was very powerful and a bond in marriage was weaved into their magic. 
Sigrid grew crueler every day until no one in the castle could stand her except Gmork. Erica put the idea into his head that someone would hurt her, so he locked her in the tower where she was safe. 
 
*          *          *
 
Erica had a bag packed and was rushing out the door to the carriage that was waiting for her outside. Gmork was right behind her, trying to convince her to stay. “We are so close to a breakthrough. Why do you have to leave now?”
She stopped long enough to kiss him. “I have to go help my father. I will only be gone a month.” 
I looked at Merlin, who shook his head. “I do not like where this is going.”
“I’ll go with you,” Gmork said. “I want to meet him.”
She took his hands, “I look forward to the day you will, but now isn’t a good time. His work is dangerous and secret. Soon, though, he will be done and I’ll be all yours. Until then, will you wait for me?” 
“Of course.” 
She started to leave, then paused and pulled out a handkerchief. “Kiss this so that I can keep your love with me.”
“No,” Merlin said quietly. 
I didn’t know what he was objecting to, but Gmork didn’t hear him. He kissed the cream-colored silk and then she was gone. 
A few days passed. Gmork was sitting at the dinner table when the door burst open and Nimue entered. She was furious. “I know what you did,” she said. When she stopped in front of him, he stood and opened his mouth to speak. She slapped him. “You took my memories.”
That wasn’t the Nimue I knew. 
“I did it for your own good.”
She slapped him again. “You did it for yourself! You thought you could make me love you!” 
“I wanted to give you the---”
“Never! I will never love you! No matter what you do, you’re not enough. I deserve someone better, like Merlin!”
“That’s why I---”
“I hate you!” 
I could practically hear Gmork’s heart shattering. My wand appeared in my hand, but when I tried to make Nimue stop, my magic didn’t respond.
“This is a memory, young sorcerer,” Merlin said, sounding no happier about this than I was. 
“How could she say that to him?” 
He shook his head, which I took to mean either he didn’t know, or the possibilities were too horrible to speak.
Gmork reached out to brush her hair back, as he had done a thousand times before, but she smacked his hands away and pushed him. Unresisting, he fell back and tripped over his chair, hitting his head on the side of the table. “Don’t ever touch me again!” Nimue demanded. 
When she pulled a dagger out of a harness on her waist, Merlin grabbed my arm and pulled me away, instinctively protecting me. Gmork’s instinct was to protect himself; he held his hand out as if to push her back and said, “Létta!” 
Bright light flashed and Nimue shouted with pain. When the magic faded, it was ominously silent. Nimue was on the ground, not breathing. 
“No!” Gmork pulled her limp body into his arms and hugged her. Tears flowed down his cheeks. I wanted to look away, but I knew this wasn’t the end, because Nimue wasn’t dead.
I wasn’t surprised when Erica appeared beside him and, using the same handkerchief she had him kiss before, wiped his tears. He looked up at her, more concerned about Nimue than Erica’s sudden appearance. 
“Can you save her?” 
“Save who?” 
Then Nimue vanished. 
“Where did she go?”
“She was never here to begin with. You didn’t really think she would leave Merlin to see you, did you?” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“That’s the best part. You were so blinded by your desperate need for love that you couldn’t see the truth when it slapped you in the face. No one loves you, Gmork. You’re as welcome as the reaper. That is your curse as a necromancer; everything you do will lead to death and misery.” She pulled out a potion bottle and emptied the silver liquid inside into the handkerchief. “Don’t worry, though. Soon, you won’t feel any pain. Not emotional pain, anyway.”
“What are you doing?” 
She waved her hand over the handkerchief and a cold blue light emerged. Before I could ask Merlin what it was, the light shot into Gmork’s chest. He gasped with pain and shivered violently. “With the kiss of innocent love and tears of a broken heart, I have frozen your heart. From now on, you are incapable of feeling love or joy. Only true love’s kiss can break the curse, and since the only two people you have ever loved will never reciprocate it, the curse will never be broken.”
“Why are you doing this?” 
“Because you’re going to help me get revenge on the person I hate the most.”
“Merlin.”
“Yes.”
“Why do you hate him so much?”
“We were both born to help my father rule, but no matter what I did for my father, no matter how good and obedient a child I was, I was born to be sacrificed. Death is the greatest honor I can ever achieve in my father’s eyes. Merlin was the one he chose to rule by his side. For that, Merlin will pay dearly.” 
She vanished and Gmork collapsed. 
Sometime later, Gmork woke and retired to his bed chamber, but his eyes were different. Although they still glowed like green fire, they reflected the coldness in his heart. 
 
*          *          *
 
Time skipped forward again to show him in Merlin’s cabin. When Nimue entered, she spotted Gmork and froze. It wasn’t with fear or anger but with surprise. In fact, her eyes lit up. “Gmork… what are you doing here?”
Gmork’s eyes didn’t reflect the love they once did. “I have been cursed, and you are the only one who can break it.”
“Oh. Tell me what I have to do. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” 
“Kiss me.” 
“How will that help?”
“I need a kiss from true love.”
She frowned. “I don’t love you.”
“You do, you just forgot.”
“I don’t understand.” 
He sighed with impatience, then went to her and kissed her. There was no warmth in it, and I knew before he released her that the curse wasn’t broken. He frowned. “It did not work.”
“I don’t love you,” she repeated as gently as she could.
“You will. You will have to stay with me until you do.”
“But you said I didn’t---”
“Or I will kill Merlin.”
She froze. “What? Why would you do that? He’s your friend.”
“Not anymore.” 
“He’s immortal.” 
“I am a necromancer. I know his weakness and can destroy him.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Look into my eyes and tell me I am lying.”
She did, and her eyes quickly dropped. “Your heart is so cold.”
“And it will be until you break the curse, because you and Merlin are the reason I was cursed. You will come with me and only when you love me and break the curse will I let you go free. You will do this willingly.”
After a moment, she nodded. “Can I at least leave him a letter explaining why---”
“No,” he interrupted. “I will write him the letter. You will be quiet and do as you are told.”
That was when I knew the curse was unbreakable. Not even Nimue’s pure heart could break it, because although she could grow to love him again, he no longer loved her. Erica had destroyed Gmork in her effort to get revenge on Merlin.
 
*          *          *
 
I thought that was the end of the vision, but instead, time skipped forward again. Nimue was openly weeping on her bed as Gmork, in his wolf form, entered. His fur was still covered in blood from killing Quinn after his transformation. “You could have left with Merlin.”
“It’s too late. I’ve caught your darkness. I don’t want Merlin to see me this way.”
“I will never forgive you.” She didn’t answer. “Come with me.”
“Why?”
“Because I told you to.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“You chose to do this to me. You chose to stay here. Now you will obey. You may still have magic, but that will not stop me. I can stay awake for much longer than you.” 
With a few sniffles, she climbed out of bed and followed him. “Since I can no longer take care of her myself, you will have to do it for me.” 
“Who?” she asked. Instead of answering, he stopped in front of Sigrid’s tower. Nimue was only confused for a moment when her eyes lit up. “You woke her?”
Gmork nodded. After she got the key from Gmork’s room, she unlocked the doors and went inside. When she saw Sigrid, sitting alone and miserable, it was not horror that made her hesitate. “Is she in pain?”
“No,” Gmork said. 
Nimue went to Sigrid and knelt in front of her, gently touching Sigrid’s cheek. “Hello. I’m Nimue. It’s nice to meet you.”
Gmork expected Sigrid to strike or scream at Nimue, but instead, she took Nimue’s hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you, as well. I have waited nearly three hundred years. I am so glad my son has you back in his life.”
“I don’t understand.” 
Sigrid patted her hand. “You will. I only hope I live long enough to see the curse broken.”
Nimue looked to Gmork, confused as to which curse she was talking about, since there were plenty to choose from at this point. Gmork shrugged. 
 
*          *          *
 
Once again, time moved forward. This time, they were in the sunlit garden next to the pond. Nimue sat beside Gmork while he rested, playing with a puff of black fur on his left ear. “Merlin doesn’t realize the curse is killing you, does he?” she asked, breaking the silence.
“He need not know about the curse at all.”
“You’re his friend. He would understand.”
“He has not been my friend for a long time.”
“The ice stopped spreading since I kissed you, though. That means it can be broken. I’m sure Merlin can help.”
“As long as you are close, it does not spread. If I let you go to him, you would never return and then I would die.”
“I wouldn’t let you die.” 
“Until you love me and break the curse, I do not believe you.”
“I chose to stay with you when I had the chance to leave with Merlin. You should trust me.”
He studied her for a moment. “Before the curse, I did, and you broke that trust. You fell in love with someone else. Now I will never trust you.”
She hugged him and pressed her face against his neck. “I want to break your curse, but I don’t know how.”
After a while of silence, he said, “I know.”



Chapter 17
I woke quickly on the hard stone floor. Merlin was already awake and the silence was awkward. “Should we pretend we didn’t---” I was interrupted as the door slammed open and Gmork stormed in. 
“You had no right to invade my mind like that!”
Merlin didn’t get angry or loud, though. “You could have told me about the curse.”
“Why would I have? I did not need your help. When I needed your friendship as a child, you turned your back on me. Why would I trust you now?” 
“I should not have. I regretted it and I missed you, but I did not want to get involved with necromancy.”
“I would have understood that if you told me! I would have done it when you were not around! Instead, you threw away years of friendship without a word. You think I’m the one with the frozen heart? I would never have done that to you.”
“I know.”
Merlin already regretted so much of his past. It wasn’t fair for Gmork to blame Merlin… even though he was right. Merlin did promise to return with no intention of following up on that. That was the last thing he said to Gmork before getting trapped in the cave for more than a hundred years. If Merlin did that to me, I wouldn’t have taken it so easily. 
“What did Nimue mean that you were dying?” 
Gmork gestured to his chest with his paw. I could barely make out that his skin was lighter than it should have been. “My fur hides it, but a patch of ice formed on my skin after Erica cursed me. It spread slowly until Nimue kissed me the second time.”
“When she made you a wolf?” 
He nodded. “She must have felt something for me then.”
“What kind of magic gets destroyed by a kiss?” I asked. 
Gmork ignored me. “At that point, it stopped spreading until she was kidnapped to be used against you. Then she was kidnapped to be used against you for a second time. You really are detrimental to her health. I was much better at protecting her than you were.” 
“What do you feel when she’s around?” I asked. 
Gmork thought about it for a moment and I didn’t expect him to answer. “Warmer. I feel things when she is around.” 
“What about now?” 
“Anything I feel now is residual effects from her presence.” 
“Then you do not feel guilty for what you are doing now?” Merlin asked. 
Gmork gaped. “You have no idea what you are talking about.”
“What is he doing?” I asked. 
“I know you, Gmork. I know when you are lying to me. I know when you are keeping something from me.” When Gmork didn’t say anything, Merlin answered me. “Erica told him to make sure we never achieved our goal.”
“No,” Gmork said. “She told me to make sure you got the heart. Then she told me if I took it from you and killed you, she would break both curses over me and let me have Nimue.”
“And you believed her?” I asked. “Even I know it’s a lie.”
“I was not planning on it. I was foolish enough to fall for her tricks the first time. I will not do so for a second time. I did keep it in mind, though.”
“To be honest, she’s one of the best liars I’ve ever met,” I said. “A large part of me knew that she was manipulating you, but a small part of me felt that she was too sincere. I wondered if Merlin and I had misjudged her somehow. Maybe I can help,” I said. “I’m a curse breaker.”
“This type of curse is beyond your skills at this point, young sorcerer,” Merlin said. 
“I should at least try.”
“No,” Gmork said. “I am a necromancer; I understand what the price is for magic.” 
“Erica is your enemy as much as mine, and the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Tell me how to free my magic so that we can both save Nimue.”
Gmork thought deeply for a long moment before nodding. 
Merlin and I switched. Merlin started by carefully washing and drying himself. Once he found some silver paint and a brush, Gmork told him what sigils to write and where to paint them on himself. I wasn’t of much help, so Merlin had to write many of them on paper and gave it to Arrow to paint on his back. After Arrow left and the paint was dry, Merlin meditated. He was so good at it that the paint immediately started glowing white. 
And then I felt darkness come over me. 
 
*          *          *
 
I was in an unfamiliar forest with Merlin standing in front of me. His eyes were glowing red. I knew running was pointless; he was much faster. However, his will was strong. “Merlin. It’s me, Ayden. You’re not a wolf. You’re a wise and kind wizard.” 
He growled. 
“You’re my friend. Please remember me and fight the curse.” 
I saw his right front leg twitch. I had seen it many times before and knew what it meant; he was about to charge. I ran as fast as I could. He was right behind me, nipping at me. He could have caught me, but he was toying with me instead. Unlike his normal teasing, this was cruel. 
I ran and he chased until I was completely out of breath and my sides and legs burned. When I tripped over a rock and slid to the ground, I didn’t bother trying to get up. Merlin was on me in an instant. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke filled with panic and fury. The wolf wanted to fight. Merlin was out of meditation and looked completely shocked and horrified. I couldn’t stop myself from growling at him. He reached out. “Ayden, I am---” 
I– the wolf, rather, lunged at him, but Gmork easily flattened me with a single paw. Instead of making the wolf want to fight more, he settled down and slipped into the back of my mind. Gmork let me go. 
“What happened?” I asked.
“That was not me. I tried to stop the wolf, but he would not listen to me. I have no idea why he would go after you.” 
“It is bound to be different for everyone,” Gmork said. 
“I’m sorry my wolf attacked when I woke.”
“You have nothing to apologize for.” 
“But you still don’t have your magic, right?”
“I will find a way to defeat him that does not risk your life.” When Merlin took his wolf form again, the paint remained on his skin under his fur so that he could finish the spell later.
 
*          *          *
 
Vactarus, Arrow, Gmork, Merlin, and I sat around the table. Vactarus, of course, wasn’t eating, but he seemed to have fun pretending to. I knew it was lonely for Vactarus since Sonya left. 
“Have you figured out the next step to get the heart yet?” Vactarus asked me.
I shook my head. “We’ve been dealing with thieves, jailbreaks, and secrets. Wow. My life has changed a lot since I met Merlin.” I pulled out all five pieces of the scroll and laid them on the table. When I held the crystal over the final piece, it showed nothing. “So much for that.”
Merlin studied them for a moment before rearranging them. The instant he removed his paw, the scroll pieces started glowing and fused together into one. I still couldn’t read it, though. “Try again,” he suggested.
This time, there was a design across the whole page. “It’s a portal.” 
Merlin and Gmork both looked. “That is the portal to Raksel, the same as the one in Gmork’s magic room,” Merlin said. 
Gmork shook his head. “That is not possible. Erica told me where the heart was. She just could not get to the scroll, so she could not get to the heart.”
“Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”
“I do not trust you.”
“Where is it?”
“I still do not trust you. I will take you there, but I will not let you leave me here.”
“If this isn’t the portal to the heart, why was it in your magic room? Where and when does it lead to exactly?”
“I don’t know. Erica made it for herself. When I asked her where it led, she said that if someone ever came after her, she needed a place to hide. She told me nothing about the place, but every once in a while, she would go there. Every time she came back, it looked like she had been at war.”
“It was Baltezore’s home world,” Merlin said. 
Gmork looked surprised. “Why would she choose to go there?”
“Maybe she was afraid of her father,” I said. 
“But if Baltezore thought he killed her, why would she be afraid of him?” Gmork asked. 
“I know what it’s like to have a murderous parent out for your blood. Rationality has nothing to do with it. Ilvera Dracre is on another world with no magic and no way back, but I wouldn’t be surprised at all if she appeared in front of me at this very instant. I will never underestimate her hatred for me.” 
“Baltezore was stripped of his true form on Raksel. It is possible that the dragons who did it could still be alive and would be willing to help us defeat Erica.”
“Then we should go there,” I said. 
“Not so fast,” Gmork said. “Erica goes there regularly, meaning she probably has allies there.”
“If she has allies, I bet she has enemies, too.”
“I know where the heart is.”
“But Cennuth left these clues for us, and I trust him over you,” Merlin said. 
“Cennuth is Baltezore’s brother, though,” I said in Merlin’s mind. “Are you sure we can trust him?” 
“You know as well as I that brothers do not always get along. He wants us to go here.”
“Well, I suppose it can’t be that bad. They hated Baltezore, so maybe they’re good people.”
“We will prepare ourselves as best as possible.” 
“Erica comes back from there with burns, broken bones, bruises, and cuts,” Gmork said. 
“Maybe that means they don’t like her, either,” I said. 
“I’m not going,” Gmork insisted. 
“You don’t have to. I’m just surprised that you trust Erica more than the dragon who trained Merlin after what she did to you.” 
Gmork considered that. 
“Should I know what anyone is talking about?” Arrow asked.
“I’ve been dragged into most of their troubles, and I don’t even know,” Vactarus said. “Merlin can’t resist trouble.” 
Merlin scowled and opened his mouth to say something that would go right over my head. “What about going invisible?” I asked before he could. 
Merlin shook his head. “Raksel is supposedly the original home of dragons, and dragons would be able to smell you. It might work in a pinch to distract an opponent, but if we show up with it in place, we are advertising our distrust and draining your energy. Instead, transform your staff into a sword.”
“You need armor, too,” Gmork said. 
“Yes, that is a good point,” Merlin agreed. “Dragons prefer crunchy snacks.”
“That’s not encouraging!” I said. 
“When facing dragons, I find the best encouragement is realism. Realistically, we may not have to face a dragon.”
“What if we do?”
“Then it hardly matters what I say. Bathe in garlic and maybe that will discourage them from eating you.”
“I forgot how bad you were at pep talks,” Gmork said. “You were raised by a dragon; you know better than anyone how to prepare him for them.”
“I was never taught how to fight dragons; I was taught to respect them. I learned dragon magic and can somewhat speak their language. I remember when you stubbornly refused to fight a dragon.”
“Well, I’ve met some since then. They’re not all good. What about my galaxy stone?”
“Against one dragon, perhaps that would work. I am afraid you would be out of your depths otherwise.”
“My robe will protect me,” I pointed out.
“Not enough,” Merlin said. 
“If we’re going to face dragons and not rely on my galaxy stone or robe, then we need to go to the Rynorms,” I said. “They cherish dragons, but they’re also sorcerers and are going to know how to protect themselves from dragons.” My father’s family “trained” dragons.
“Great. Another ship ride,” Merlin said sourly. 
“I don’t have the energy to transport us there.” 
“We do not have a month to reach the Rynorms. Erica could decide any minute to kill Nimue.”
“Then you should go after the heart instead of following the silly scroll,” Gmork said. 
“Why not fly?” Arrow asked.
“Because we don’t have wings,” I said. 
Arrow left the room without a word and returned a moment later with the fabric roll. “I stole this from my love’s fiancé. I think you can use it more than me.” 
“What is it?” I asked. He unrolled a rug on the floor. It was rich red with gold patterns and tassels, which were the same as the Rynorm colors. “How will a carpet help us?” 
“It’s not a regular carpet.” He snapped his fingers and the rug rose off the floor. “Tell it where you want to go, and it will take you there.” 
I gaped. “You have a flying carpet? I thought those were myths!” 
“They are rare and have limited lifespans.”
“So this one could die at any moment?” Gmork asked. 
“No. You can tell how much life they have left.” He grabbed one of the tassels gently. “As its power is depleted, it will lose its tassels. Treat it right and it will live a long time.” He snapped his fingers and the rug settled back onto the floor. 
“You would give us something so valuable?” I asked. 
“You saved me when you had no reason to.” He pulled out the teapot and held it lovingly. “Besides, the only thing truly valuable I’ve ever attained is friendship and love.” 
“Hold on… you didn’t even have a bag on you when we left the tavern, only that small pot. Where did you get the carpet?”
“I told you, from my love’s---”
“No, since then? How did you get it here from the tavern?” 
“By carrying it, of course.”
I rubbed my temples. “Later. We’ll get to that later.”
“I will have to stay here,” Merlin said. “I have no way of holding on. Furthermore, my weight would probably decrease the carpet’s lifespan.”
“You’re going to let him go alone?” Gmork asked. 
“I’m capable of taking care of myself,” I said. 
“You aren’t worried he’ll end up dead in a ditch somewhere?” Gmork continued, ignoring me. 
Merlin scowled. “Well, now I am.”
“We don’t know that there will be any dragons on Raksel anyway,” I pointed out.
“Nevertheless, I do not want us to be unprepared.”
 
*          *          *
 
We were outside and I only had my wand and robe. Merlin instructed Arrow to tie a rope around me and the carpet. When I asked why, he simply said that seatbelts save lives. 
“Snap your fingers to wake it up,” Arrow said. 
I did, and it lifted me up into the air. It felt unstable because it wasn’t stiff and instead dipped under my body pressure. “Hello, Carpet,” I said hesitantly. “I’m Ayden. Please don’t drop me.” One of the tassels waved and I felt a little better. “Please take me to the Rynorm family in the Kalika islands, in the Moaning Mountains.” 
Suddenly, it shot up into the sky. The sound I made was not one of bravery, and I was glad Merlin hadn’t heard me. I held on and even wrapped my arms around it and kept my eyes closed. It was the scariest thing I had ever done in my life. 
And it felt like forever. 
As the sun set, however, the carpet slowed. It dipped in and out of low clouds that covered me in chilly water droplets. Fortunately, my robe protected me from the cold and wind well. When I finally released my grip on it, I didn’t fall to my death. It knew how to bend and flex so that I wouldn’t fall. Slowly, I sat up. My body hurt desperately from being tensed for so long, but the sunset had never been more gorgeous. 
Before the sunlight faded, I even braved a glance over the side. We weren’t that high up anymore, so when we passed over villages, I could see people going about their chores and children playing. 
“This is kind of fun,” I finally admitted. We were over the ocean then and moonlight glittered off of the waves. Soon, we reached the islands.
Kalika was the name of a cluster of islands. At the center was a tight knot of massive snow-covered mountains. The Rynorms lived at the northern base of the Moaning Mountain, which was the largest mountain. I knew that mountain was filled with dragons, hatchlings, and eggs. I could also sense their power from a distance. 
When the carpet landed gently, I untied myself and stepped off. The carpet hovered above the ground. “Thank you, Carpet. I’m going to let you sleep now, if that’s okay.”
One of the tassels waved and I snapped my fingers. When it settled on the ground, I rolled it up and carried it to my grandmother’s cabin. It was nestled in a valley between two mountains. From the outside, it appeared to be a small, cozy cabin that couldn’t possibly house the entire Rynorm family. It was made of thick logs and had a large, covered front porch. Windows on either side of the door were completely black. This was a common effect of the spell that made a house larger on the inside than it was on the outside. 
I knocked on the door, a little concerned by how quiet it was. No one answered. Just when I started to worry that something had happened to them, Malaki came around the side of the house. “No one is in there,” he said. My eldest uncle wasn’t one of the largest men I’d ever seen, but his posture warned of danger. His rust-colored eyes were a stark contrast to his short black hair. 
“I thought you were in Ademora, helping the Romanus family get set up for dragons.”
“I was, but Mother had some business to take care of and wanted me back here to protect the dragons. What do you need?” I followed him to the back of the cabin where there were several piles of cut wood and another pile of logs. He chopped while I gave him a rough rundown of what I had to do. 
When I was done, Malaki continued chopping as he looked at me. “I suggest you not go. Your goals are clearly not the same as Cennuth’s. Gmork might be leading you to a trap, but Cennuth might be, too. Erica has no reason to lie about where the heart is if she wants you to get it.”
“But Cennuth might have a weapon or something we can use against Erica that’s even better than the heart.”
Malaki nodded. “Who do you trust? Cennuth or Erica?” 
“I trust Merlin. So, do you have anything that can protect us against a dragon?”
“My mother’s weapons and protective gear are locked up, unfortunately.” 
“You’re her oldest child and she doesn’t trust you?” 
“She’s a sorceress; she’s too smart to trust me. She will eventually choose a granddaughter to inherit her treasures, if she doesn’t have a daughter by then. I can help you with some magic, though.” He stopped chopping and gestured for me to roll up my sleeve. When I did, his wand appeared in his hand. Then he pressed the tip of his wand to my skin and a magic sigil appeared. 
I couldn’t read it, but even upside down, I recognized what it was. “That’s the dragons’ language.” 
“It is, thanks to my dragon’s eye. This will disguise your scent and magic for a few days. You know how to make yourself invisible, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“Normally, that wouldn’t work on dragons. It will work with this spell.”
I wanted him to show me how to do it on Merlin, but since it was his galaxy stone that let you do it, that wouldn’t have worked. 
“Killian should have taught you this.”
“Who?” I asked. 
He frowned. “Your father.”
“My father is Kille Rynorm.”
“Kille is short for Killian. You don’t know your own father’s name?”
“I’ve only ever heard him called Kille.” 
“Krain couldn’t pronounce Killian’s name and instead called him Kille, so everyone just called him that.”
I felt like I really should have known my father’s name. “You won’t tell him I didn’t know it, will you?” 
“Of course I will. I have lots of nieces, but very few nephews I get to tease.”
To my surprise, I felt a little more like a Rynorm as I left. The trip back to the mansion was a lot smoother, and although I didn’t fall asleep, I was able to relax. When I got there, Merlin was happy to see me, while the others hadn’t stayed awake.



Chapter 18
“Are you refusing to go because you are afraid?” Merlin asked. 
“I am refusing because I do not believe in it. I only care about saving Nimue.” 
It was midafternoon the next day and Merlin, Gmork, and I were in the magic room. I had already drawn the portal to Raksel.
“So you are not planning to trap us there somehow?” 
“No. As much as I wish otherwise, I need your help to save her.” 
I opened the door and we entered the magic room. “Do you believe him?” I asked in Merlin’s mind. 
“For the most part,” Merlin said. “He was always easy to read.” 
“I think we should give him the scroll.” He considered me for a moment before nodding. I pulled it out of my pocket, turned to Gmork, and held it out for him. “In case we die and you’re Nimue’s only hope, take the scroll.” 
He looked at Merlin, who said nothing for once. Gmork took it with his paw by curling his claws around it. When it looked like he was considering trying to talk us out of going again, I got to work activating the portal. 
“You will need this,” Gmork said, gesturing to the Siren around his neck. I had to take it off for him.
In worried silence, Merlin and I stepped into the portal. A strange thought occurred to me as the world faded. Merlin had explained that portals were doorways into another place and time, unlike my transportation magic. 
Doorways usually worked both ways. 
 
*          *          *
 
The world that appeared around me was shocking. More shocking than anything I had seen when Merlin and I explored other worlds. Definitely more shocking than any monsters I had faced. 
It was night, but there were lights everywhere. They were not candles or torches but brightly glowing glass and flashing signs. The warm, wet air was thick with smoke, causing me to cough. Unfortunately, that only made me inhale deeper breaths of the foul air, which further irritated my lungs. 
Buildings made of glass and metal reached for the sky like the sides of a cliff, blocking out any stars that might have shown in the sky. What would they need moonlight for when they had too much light on the ground as it was? Despite their grand size, the buildings were dirty and there were more broken glass windows than intact ones. There was also painted words and symbols all over them in different colors. Although they appeared to be separate establishments judging by the signs, they were all pressed together, leaving only a narrow road that disappeared in either direction.
The ground I stood on was hard as stone, covered in black grease and mud. At least, I hoped it was mud, because it sure didn’t smell like mud. In fact, everything stank. I smelled rotten food, wet animals, and all manner of unnatural substances. I had been fascinated by plastic I’d seen on another world, but here, it littered the ground. There were sounds everywhere, and none were pleasant. Screaming, angry shouts, whistles, horns, chimes, and beeps all blended together to create panic and urgency. 
Everything else was suddenly less important when I sensed motion above me and looked up. A black dragon flew overhead before disappearing in the darkness. “There are dragons here!” 
“Move!” Merlin shouted, shoving against me. Before I could see what the problem was, blinding light filled the space and a loud horn sounded. Instinctively, I scrambled away from the sound.
 As the lights turned away, I realized it was a car that had almost run me over. Unlike the three I had seen when Merlin and I visited other worlds, this one was not impressive. It was wooden and looked halfway like a rundown carriage. It was taller than it was long with patches missing out of the sides. I couldn’t get a good look before it disappeared down the other end of the road. The man hadn’t even slowed down when he saw me in his way. 
“Merlin, are you okay?”
“Yes, young sorcerer. We should get out of the alley, though.”
“Where do we go?” 
“When in doubt, look for a tavern. Unless there are pirates.”
“But I thought pirates like taverns.”
“Exactly. Pirates are not normally as nice as those you have met on Caldaca. In fact, I have never met nice pirates outside of Caldaca.” 
We walked down the road until we found a shop selling grilled meat with strange sides. It was like the first floor of a building, except it only had three walls and was open to outside. Only three columns held the roof up, and considering the dozen stories above it, that was scary. There was a man behind a glass counter along the wall to the left. He was tall and thin. His hair was short, spiky, black against his scalp, and white at the ends. He was wearing a leather suit that was orange with black buckles and straps. There were ten small tables in the room that were made of metal, and each one had a cup of sticks. Aside from the huge opening, there was a door behind the counter and a door on the far wall.
We approached the man just in time to see him motion to a bottle of sauce. The bottle shot into his hand. They did magic here!
The man didn’t look at me, though. “Excuse me. Do you know where we can find a tavern?” I asked. 
“If you’re not going to eat, get out of here.”
“Should I try something?” I asked in Merlin’s mind. 
He shrugged. “I suppose. It is generally safe to eat on other worlds.” 
“If I eat something, will you answer my question?” 
The man nodded. “One majao for a small plate.” 
“I don’t know what that is. Do you take silver?” 
He scoffed and finally looked at me. “Yes, Foreigner, I’ll take silver.” 
I passed him a silver coin and he accepted it without any haggling. I didn’t know how long I would have to get by with the money I had. 
“Do you want rice or noodles?” 
“You don’t have bread or potatoes?”
“Do I look rich to you?” When I just stared at him, he rolled his eyes. “You’re holding up the line.” There was no line. “Rice or noodles?”
“I don’t know what those are.” 
“What do poor people eat where you’re from?”
“Bread and potatoes.” 
“Well, now you’ll eat rice or noodles.”
“Are they vegetables?”
“Only children eat vegetables. If you want vegetables, you can go to a store and buy a can.”
He was clearly getting irritated, but I couldn’t help myself. “What’s a can?”
“You’re getting noodles! What meat do you want?” He dumped a spoonful of something brown on a plate.
“What are my options?”
“Fish or rat.” 
“You eat rat?” 
Instead of answering, he dumped something in a red sauce on the plate. “Take your fish and sit down!” 
I took it hesitantly and found a seat. The substance in red sauce was definitely not fish, and I was pretty sure the noodles weren’t edible. Merlin sniffed it. “I suppose calamari could be considered fish.” 
“What is it?” 
“Squid. It was probably the safe bet, and it smells clean.” 
“Good. You can eat it.”
“Prepared right, it can be a delicacy. Based on the state of this place, I predict the calamari has the taste of dirty water and the texture of rubber.” 
“What about the noodles?” I poked them. They looked like thick hairs or long worms in brown sauce. “Are they tentacles?”
“They are pasta, which is more like bread. Wait, have you eaten tentacles?” 
“I’ve tried many strange foods from distant lands at tournaments. I’ve never had pasta before, though.” 
“Well, you might find them easier to eat than tentacles.” 
“He didn’t give me a fork.”
“I believe you are expected to use the sticks that are on the table.” 
The sticks were straight with narrowed ends and had no bark. “Eat with sticks? This is a strange world.” I took a stick, but found it impossible to use, so I got a second stick and trapped the noodles between them. I felt more out of place than being blond and blue-eyed in a sorcerer family. I did, however, get to eat the noodles. They were chewy, but not slimy or crunchy, which I was thankful for. Although they didn’t have much of flavor themselves, the sauce was good. It was smoky and meaty with a hint of sweetness. There was nothing like it on Caldaca. 
Merlin ate the calamari, but he wasn’t interested in the noodles. “Food on Caldaca is simplistic because your people eat for survival rather than pleasure.”
“We have sweets. Of course, that’s usually only available at festivals or tournaments.”
“You can transform clay into food, yet the most complex substance I have ever seen you create was tofu. You mostly choose bread.” 
“Bread is easy.”
“It is also loaded with carbohydrates to give you energy. You were never taught what a balanced diet is, so your natural instinct is survival over flavor, and you only indulge in flavorful foods when they are presented on special occasions. You are not listening to me.”
“What?” I’d gotten distracted trying to eat noodles. 
He sighed. “Never mind.”
When I was done with the noodles, I took my plate back to the cook. “Did you enjoy your noodles, Foreigner?” 
“Yes. I thought they would be like worms.” 
He frowned. “This isn’t a street vendor; this is a high-class restaurant.” 
“Where can we find a tavern?”
“Are you looking for information or a person?” 
“Information, I guess. How’d you know?” 
“You don’t look like a drinker. The closest one is three doors left of here, but I suggest you steer clear of it.” 
“Why?” 
He pulled out two flyers from under the counter and showed them to Merlin and me. One showed my face and the other was Merlin. It was the strangest painting I had ever seen; it was more realistic than a painting, almost like I was looking into a mirror. When he tilted it to the side, my face on the paper turned. 
“You’re wanted by the Honlon. Both of you.”
“We haven’t been here long enough to get into trouble!” 
“These were taped to my door a month ago. This is Honlon territory, so when they want someone, everyone in the city knows it.”
“Who’s Honlon?” 
“Honlon is one of the strongest dragon tribes of Raksel.”
“Was this a trick?” I asked Merlin in his mind. “Did Erica set a trap for us?”
“Not necessarily. She is only half dragon; I doubt she has the connections necessary for this kind of setup. She is powerful, but dragons are arrogant, so they will find her impure and unworthy.”
“If it’s not a trap, how do they know about us?”
“They could have foreseen our arrival. Maybe they want the heart of Baltezore. 
“Why would Cennuth want us here? Do you think he knows about Honlon?” 
“It could be that Honlon knows we are involved with Cennuth and wants to prevent us from accomplishing his goals. Or, they might want to stop us from getting the heart.”
“I don’t like the unknown.”
“I feel the same. We need to find a place to hide and switch. Then I will call Cennuth. If we are seen, neither of us should be recognizable.”
“Do you have a place we can hide for a while?” I asked the cook.
He scoffed. “Do I look like a charity to you? I’m not crossing the Honlon. Just the fact that I haven’t called them on you is reason enough for my arrest. I’m sure someone saw you two enter and it’s just a matter of time before my shop is flooded with Keci.”
“Keci?”
“Servants of dragons. They’re everywhere. Most people mind their own business, but when there’s no money or food, being a pet can start to sound like a dream. The Keci are people that spy on others and run supplies for dragons. They do the grunt work that dragons can’t be bothered with.”
“Dragons are supposed to be wise and fair,” I said.
The man scoffed. 
“Dragons from our worlds are, but they might have chosen that life,” Merlin said. “Here, the culture seems to be centered on them.”
“Do you know somewhere we can hide?” I asked. 
“You’re asking a lot from me,” The man said. 
I nodded. “I know. I don’t mean for you to get in trouble. Thank you for the food.” 
When I started to leave, he sighed. “You’re lucky I have a soft spot for clueless foreigners.” The scrolls in his hands suddenly erupted in flames and quickly disintegrated into ash. “Go out the back. It’s covered so you can’t be seen from above. The neighbors behind me were kicked out, so you might find some privacy there. If you’re caught, you’ve never seen or heard of me before.”
“Thank you.”
Merlin and I used the door he indicated. It was not “outside” by any stretch of the imagination. It was a small space with a door opposite of the restaurant’s and wooden gates to the left and right. There were also a dozen wooden crates of varying sizes and a huge metal bin, so full of rotten food and rubbish that it littered the ground around it. Three of the crates were hidden under a plastic blanket, but they were sealed shut. The only crate we could open only contained some plastic cords, which couldn’t help us.
“Should I call my dragon?” 
“No. He probably does not know the rules here and it would get us into more danger.” 
Instead, I changed my staff into a sword and we switched. 
The painted sigils were still perfectly unmarred. After getting dressed, he grabbed the ingredients he needed out of my bag. “This really should be done outside.” He created a circle of thirteen fist-sized rocks. Then he sprinkled gold flakes inside the circle. He used my sword to draw the dragon symbol in the circle and placed a small pile of dragon’s blood incense in the center, which he lit with magic. “Ógǫrr,” he said. A patch of the stone ground changed into dirt. Then he stabbed the sword deep into the ground, sat, faced south, and said the incantation. 
 
 
 
By dragon wing and dragon claw, 
my defense is without flaw.
Fly before me, Dragon bright, 
and blind my foe with thy light.
Dark and terrible be thy wrath, 
Cennuth, protect me on my path.
 
 
 
We waited for a long time, but either Merlin did it wrong (which was unlikely), we weren’t outside enough (which was somewhat likely), or Cennuth was ignoring us (which was highly likely). “He’s not very reliable,” I said.
“He may not be able to help us.” He drew my sword out of the dirt. 
“Then he should have given us more information. Why are we here?” He didn’t answer because he didn’t know. “Let’s just go home and we can call Cennuth there.”
Merlin considered it for a moment before nodding. “He owes us a few answers.” Merlin created the portal to take us home. I entered the portal when he gestured for me to, but nothing happened. I didn’t like the worry on his face. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“It is not working.”
“Why not? Don’t you have your magic?”
Merlin held out his hand and said, “Kalr hyrr.” A sphere of blue flames erupted above his hand. When he clenched his fist, it vanished. “My power is intact. The portal should work.”
He repeatedly tried again, but soon, we had to switch back. When I was in my right form, I tried activating the portal. It was like the portal wasn’t there. I knew he had drawn it correctly, though. 
“Something or someone must be preventing it,” Merlin said. 
“Is that possible?”
“Anything is possible, especially on a world ruled by dragons.”
“Do you think Cennuth knew this would happen when he told us to come here?” 
“Cennuth is a tough teacher, but not cruel or heartless. If he knew this would happen, he would have given us some clue to get ourselves out of it. It is possible, however, that it was not him but his magic that sent us here. He separated the scroll by magic so that only we would find them. He may not know why we are here.” 
“So either there’s a clue or there’s not.”
“Right.”
Shouts came from inside the noodle restaurant. I crouched beside the door and listened.
“Come away from there, young sorcerer. We need to hide.” 
“I want to hear what we’re up against.” And I wanted to make sure the man wasn’t going to get in trouble for helping us.
“They were seen coming in here, Jie.” 
“It sounds like someone was seeing things.” 
“Harboring a wanted person is cause for arrest.”
“Oh, really? I would never have guessed. It’s a good thing I haven’t seen a wolf or scrawny blond wizard all day. All of my customers today have been tall, dark, and dirty.” 
“He’s lying. Check the back.” 
Merlin crouched beside me and I held up my wand. “Make us invisible,” I whispered. The wand didn’t waste any time; magic flowed over us and we disappeared. 
“I paid my dues, Xyan! That means you can’t trash my property.”
“We’re not going to trash anything; we’re searching it.” 
“And if I resist?” 
“Your taxes will be raised and you will be detained.” 
“What if I did know something that can help your search?”
“There is a bounty. I might cut you in if your lead is good.”
There was a short pause before Jie said, “I heard movement upstairs a while ago. Zane is gone for a week, so it couldn’t have been him. He’s paid up, too, though, so go gentle.” 
“Upstairs,” Xyan barked. The sound of heavy feetl on hollow wooden steps followed. A moment later, the door opened and Jie stuck his head out. Run out the front. Turn left out the door. Go to the end of the street, where you will find the fish market. Ask for Seza and tell him Jie Ma sent you. Seza will protect you.”
“Thank you.” 
“Just go.” 
As he held the door open, Merlin and I ran through it. I maintained the invisibility spell and held onto Merlin’s fur so we didn’t get separated as we hurried down the road. The shop in question had a flashing purple sign that hurt my eyes. It had a glass door with metal bars built in. When I opened it, I gagged at the stench of dirty water and fish. Merlin entered, though, and I didn’t want to be left outside, so I plugged my nose and went in. 
The taste of the air was worse. 
The north wall was taken up by glass boxes, and each box was so full of fish that I doubted there was any water in them. Only a few of the types of fish looked like what I was used to. Many of them had tentacles with bulging heads, while others were large slugs. Of the fish, some were as long as I was tall, while others were as small as my pinkie nail. All of them were jammed together so tightly that they couldn’t move. 
The south side of the room consisted of a long, sloping table with a massive selection of dried fish, fish parts, and other aquatic creatures. There were plastic sacks of colored powders as well. When I spotted a clear sack of fish eyes, I looked away. 
Across from us on the east wall was a door and no room for anything else. It was only then that I noticed the man behind the display. He was older, like Jie, with a scowling, wrinkly face, wiry gray hair, and a pudgy middle, despite his otherwise skinny frame. For someone who sold food for a living, he looked awfully malnourished. Then again, I wouldn’t eat anything in the shop. He was wearing orange and black leather just like Jie. 
I got the idea it had something to do with Honlon. “What if the color of my robe is making us a target?” I asked in Merlin’s mind.
“That is very plausible, but we are already a target,” Merlin reminded me.
“Right.” When I dropped the disguise, the fish-seller didn’t look surprised. “We’re looking for Seza.”
“Never heard of him.”
“Jie sent us.”
“Never heard of him, either.”
Merlin growled. “We are not part of the Honlon and have no qualms about destroying your property.” 
Instead of being shocked to see a talking wolf, the man calmly pointed to the door behind him. “Through there, on the fourth floor.” 
We went through the door and found a metal staircase. We ascended the steps to a metal platform with three doors and another set of steps. This setup was repeated over and over. By the time we reached the fourth floor, my legs hurt and I was out of breath. Normally, it wouldn’t have exhausted me so much, but the air was dirty and stung my lungs. Even Merlin had to stop to rest. 
Then we had to figure out which door to choose. 
I tried the door on the east wall and found it was locked. 
I tried the door on the north wall and it opened. Inside, the walls were covered in metal machines with levers and flashing lights. In the center of the room was a round table with five men. They all had small pieces of thick, painted paper that they were studying and trading, as well as thick, smoking, brown things. Before I could close the door, a huge man stepped in the way. He was wearing red and black leather. “Do you have an invitation?”
“No… we’re looking for Seza.”
He pointed to the door on the west wall. 
“Thank you.” 
He slammed the door shut. 
Merlin sighed. “That could have gone a lot worse.”
I knocked on the door, not wanting to give the wrong first impression. “Come in,” a voice called. I opened it. 
The room was slightly larger than the fish shop. To the north wall was a huge panel of black glass surrounded by colorful, glowing, glass shelves. On these shelves were books, miniature paintings of people, decorative jars and artifacts, and glass bottles of colored liquids. A large, black, leather couch took up most of the south wall. The rest of the south wall consisted of a doorway. The entire east wall was glass and overlooked the street. It would have been more impressive from a greater height. In front of the couch was a very low, long, and narrow glass table. 
Seza was standing by the window. He was in his late twenties with bright red hair. He was slender without being scrawny and had some muscle definition. Like everyone else, he was wearing leather, but it was red and black. 
“Come in. Sit.”
We entered and shut the door, but we didn’t sit. It was hard for me to get a sense of him. 
“Can I get you anything to drink or eat?” 
“No, thank you. We’re mostly interested in answers.” 
He went to the shelf and poured brown liquid into a glass, then brought the glass to me. “My name is Seza.”
“I’m Ayden and this is Merlin.”
“I am a member of the Bahong.”
“Do you work for dragons?”
“Quite the opposite. Bahong is comprised of people. We are rebels. Dragons are corrupt and ruthless.” 
“No, they’re not,” I said automatically. 
“This world is not like ours,” Merlin reminded me.
“I know. I’m sorry; it’s a Rynorm habit, I guess.” 
Seza smirked. “I see you were taught to respect dragons.” I nodded. “So was I. We all were. I know dragons on other worlds are wise and kind, but here, they are cruel. The good ones left hundreds of years ago. The ones that stayed have made life unbearable and made people into pets. We have no clean water to drink or fresh air to breathe. We have to fight and kill for food.” 
“Why is Honlon after us?”
“We don’t know. Unlike dragons, we can’t see the future. All we know is that they want you for some reason, and whatever they have planned can’t be good, so we will protect you.” 
I sniffed the drink and it burned my nose. When I held it out, he took it and drank it himself. “Do you have anything else to drink?” I asked. 
“Canned milk.” 
“I’m not a baby goat.”
He frowned at me. “I can see that.”
“Then why would I drink milk?”
Seza laughed. “You foreigners are funny. We drink anything we can get that won’t make us sick here.” With a simple gesture of his hand, the glass floated back to the shelf.
“Why not leave if it’s so miserable here? You obviously know about other worlds and you have magic.”
“I wish we could, but dragons prevent us from leaving. If we all left, there wouldn’t be anyone to serve them.”
“Is that why our portal didn’t work?” 
“Did you create it with magic?” he asked. I nodded. “Then yes. Mechanical portals still work, but they’re highly guarded by dragons.”
“Mechanical portals?”
“Physical gateways between worlds. Every dragon headquarters has one. Bahong is trying to build one, but we haven’t been successful yet.” 
“I might be able to help with that,” Merlin said in my mind. “From my experience on a high-tech world called Vaigda, I found some useful alternatives to magic. One of which was a portal. Assuming they have the right equipment or can get it, we can be out of here this time tomorrow.”
“That’s great!” I hid my enthusiasm from the others though, because I didn’t want to get their hopes up. Instead, I asked, “Everyone here can do magic?” 
“Yes.”
“I thought people on Raksel could only do a single specific ability each?” 
“That was long ago. Actually, Rothelmril is still that way, but dragons are rare there. Thousands of years ago, war broke out on Raksel between man and dragon. Dragons won, and this is the world we were left with. We have magic, but the price is steep.”
“Should I tell him what we’re after?” I asked in Merlin’s mind.
“We have to get answers somehow.”
“Have you heard of Baltezore?” I asked. 
“The Baltezore? Rijah Baltezore? He was one of the ancient dragons who started this whole mess.” 
“Well, he’s dead. His heart is hidden and we’re trying to find it.”
His eyes widened. “He can be resurrected with his heart.”
“If the wrong person got her hands on it,” I said. 
“If we knew where it was, we would help you destroy it, but I’m afraid I had no idea it still existed, let alone that Baltezore had been defeated. You’re a hero to Bahong.” 
“Until we know why the Honlon wants us, keep that information between us,” Merlin said. 
Seza nodded. “That might be why Honlon wants you.”
“We have been following clues to find pieces of a scroll that would help us get to the heart. The last clue was to come here.”
“Do you have this scroll with you?”
“No. We left it with a friend.” 
He frowned. “We can send you to our headquarters, but I’m not sure anyone there has any more answers than I do. The trip will be dangerous.”
“When can we leave?”
“I have to tell them you’re on the way.” He turned to the black glass and said, “Voice command; call headquarters. Code three-three-blue-zas.” 
The glass suddenly lit up to show another room. This one was full of more lit-up glass. I did a very good job of hiding my shock, and didn’t even consider hiding behind Merlin. Okay, I did consider it, but I resisted. 
A man answered with shockingly yellow hair and the same red leather as Seza. “Good evening, Seza,” he said. 
“Good evening. I have here with me, Ayden and Merlin, the two foreigners that Honlon is after. They are heroes, but it’s not safe to say why over the line.”
“We will send a car.”
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to harsh whispers. “It’s too dangerous. The dragons know Ayden and Merlin are here,” Seza said. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but the couch was comfortable and I was tired.
“We have no choice. If Honlon catches us with them, we’ll be killed,” Jie argued. “They’re on their own out there.” 
“They could be the answer to taking down the dragons once and for all.”
“And whether they succeed or fail, our people will still need you. We can send them with a guard, but you have to stay here and maintain your cover.”
I opened my eyes to see Merlin sitting next to me, listening to the conversation. Seza and Jie were in another room, but the door was open. Part of me wanted to switch with Merlin, but that was selfish. He liked having his magic and it made logical sense; Merlin knew how to use dragon magic. However, the real reason I wanted to do it was to pass the responsibility onto him. As a wolf, I wasn’t expected to do anything in a fight but bite. That wasn’t fair to Merlin, though. I was supposed to be learning magic from him, not making him do all the work. Besides, my father would disown me if I did. 
“Do you think that Cennuth sent us here to stop the dragons?”
“Or to help the dragons. It is difficult to say.”
“How are we going to get home?”
“We will find a way. Traveling the worlds is dangerous, but there is always a way out. We only fail when we give up.”
A moment later, I heard a beeping coming from the other room. “They’re here.” Seza sighed and they both came into the room. “Oh, you’re awake.” 
I nodded. “How do we know who to trust? I assume it has to do with the colors people are wearing.”
“I wear Honlon colors because it’s the only way I can walk freely here,” Jie explained. “It’s a disguise, though. I pay taxes to Honlon so that I can wear orange, but it sickens me to fund their horrid activities.” 
“I cannot walk out of my room with red on,” Seza explained. “I only wear my true colors in private.”
“Should I change my robe?” 
“It is illegal to wear unregistered orange, but any other color would be better than red.” 
I pulled it off, turned it inside out, and said, “Dracre.” It changed to match the green Dracre robe. Although the stitching was gold on both, the emblem was very different. I put it on. Part of me would always miss my Dracre robe, because I was taught to cherish it, but part of me felt wrong to have it on again. “What about your hair?” I asked, trying to ignore the negative thoughts.
Instead of answering, he snapped his fingers. His hair turned blue. When he snapped them again, it turned back to red. 
I gawked. “I want that. Is it a potion or disguise spell? Does it only do those colors?”
“Sorry, but this is technology, not magic, and so it isn’t available to foreigners. Now, there is a car waiting downstairs for you. You will have to go alone. Do not get in unless the driver gives you the code. Three-three-blue-zas.”
I nodded and stood. “Thank you for your help.”
The walk downstairs was considerably easier than the walk up. The fish-seller ignored us as we walked through his shop. Outside, a car was waiting for us. It was tall like a carriage, but made of wood and metal with no windows except out the front for the driver to see where he was going. I opened the door to the back, since there wasn’t one in the front. 
“Hello, are you here for---”
“Get in,” the man said curtly, cutting me off. 
“But are you---”
“Get in!”
Merlin growled at his tone.
“I can’t until you tell me---”
“Three-three-blue-zas. Now get in before they see you!”
Merlin and I did, and barely got the door closed before he sped down the road. 
The back was wooden with no seats or padding, so every time he turned a corner, we hit the wall. The driver was in a cushioned seat. He had a steering wheel with a mess of buttons and gages on the dash. I had driven a steam-powered car on a world called Soenus, and it was much more sophisticated than this. 
“How far is it?” I asked. 
“We have to get out of Honlon territory. When you see the---”
That was all he got to say before something huge crashed into the side of us and we rolled. I tried to protect my head, but it was quite useless. Merlin yelped with pain. When it finally stopped rolling, I couldn’t move. My left shoulder was dislocated and I had at least two broken bones. 
The car was then righted, causing me further agony. The door was torn off and two men in orange leather got in. One grabbed me while the other tried to pick up Merlin. He snarled and snapped at the man, easily latching onto any of his exposed skin. Seeing as his mouth was larger than the man’s head, I didn’t expect the man to win. 
As the man tried to drag me out, I fought as best as I could. Unfortunately, I was bleeding, broken, and disoriented. The last thing I saw was the driver grabbing a club and getting out of his seat to aid Merlin. How he had managed to stay in the seat, I didn’t know. 
Then a cloth sack was put over my head. I felt myself being dragged into another car. “Go. Wei will get another ride.” 
“I am not leaving my brother.” 
With a sigh of frustration, my assailant pinned me to the ground. A moment later, I heard the other man get in. “I couldn’t get the wolf; he’s too fast and big. We’ll have to get him later.”
“Once they’re out of the territory, we can’t get him.”
“Go, or we’re going to lose the one we have.”
They sped away. 
“Ayden!” Merlin called in my head.



Chapter 19
When I got tired of struggling, they finally took the sack off of my head. The car was similar in build to the previous one, except there was a wide, wooden seat. The three men were all thin, tall, and in their early thirties, with matching orange and black leather clothes and short, colorful hair. The one who had grabbed me had green hair. Wei had blue and black striped hair, and the driver had orange hair. I was starting to think that I looked way too subdued here.
On the seat between the two men was my bag and wand. My staff was behind them. I wondered whether they had made a terrible mistake by bringing my tools or if they wanted me to do magic for them. “I’m not telling you anything!” 
The one with green hair scoffed. “You don’t have anything to tell us. It’s the wolf who has answers.” 
“Then let me go.”
He shook his head. “Calm down. We aren’t going to hurt you. I’m Tao. This is Wei. Everything you were told about us by the Bahong was a lie.”
“Honlon isn’t run by dragons?”
“Actually, that’s true. We’re not the ones who are corrupt, though. I’m sure they told you that everything wrong with this world was our fault.” 
“Well, they’re not the ones who kidnapped me.” 
“Only because you walked right into their lair.”
“What do you want with Merlin and me?”
“You are going to help us defeat our enemy.”
“What has Bahong done aside from refuse to serve dragons?”
“It’s not the Bahong that we have a problem with. They used to be annoying but harmless. Since they’ve gone under new leadership, they have become violent. They attack our people, bomb our buildings, and poison our food supply. It’s their leader we want to destroy.”
I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. “Who is their leader?” 
“Her name is Erica Baltezore.”
 
*          *          *
 
“We have to save Merlin.” 
“We tried. Having failed that, we are returning to our headquarters to get instructions. Our instructions were to save both of you, but taking you back there would be---”
“Then let me out and I’ll save him myself,” I interrupted. 
“It is better to return half-successful than empty-handed.” 
“I am not going anywhere until Merlin is safe!”
“We are under orders. Deviation from orders is what ruined this world. You will go with us quietly or we’ll quiet you.”
I sat back on the floor. Sorcerers were supposed to be clever, and yelling wouldn’t accomplish anything. Magic would.
The men sighed, confident that their threat had worked on me. I closed my eyes and visualized my wand in my hand. I didn’t know what spell to do with it, but I had to do something. Thanks to Merlin’s rigorous visualization training, I had been able to focus my magic through an imaginary wand. 
“No magic!” Tao shouted, gripping my arm tightly. 
My concentration broke at the same time my magic reacted, so it had the same result as it always did when I didn’t have my wand or staff; it exploded. Tao let me go and jumped back. Apparently, it was enough to startle the driver, because the car stopped suddenly and I collapsed on the floor.
I reached for the door, but Wei grabbed me. I bit his hand until he smacked my head with his other hand. “Settle down!” he shouted. 
“They’re not going to hurt Merlin,” Tao said. 
“You’re lying!” 
“As long as he’s on their side, they won’t hurt him. They don’t know why we’re after you. Until they do, they’re not going to risk killing him, because as far as they know, he could be our undoing.” 
I stopped fighting them. “If you’re lying and Merlin gets killed because I’m not there to help him, I’ll burn you all to the ground.” To avenge my friend, the person who cared about me more than anyone else, I would be a sorcerer even my mother would fear. 
Tao and Wei sat in the seat as the car started moving again. “You may want to get that personality change looked at by a professional,” Tao said.
“Give me my bag and staff.” 
“No.” 
“That wasn’t a request. I’m not going to be defenseless when the Bahong attacks. You’re not familiar with my people, but I am born of two sorcerer families. While I am a very nice person under normal circumstances, you don’t want to back me into a corner.”
They both studied me, clearly wondering if I was bluffing. 
I wasn’t. I expected that to bother me, but anyone who stopped me from rescuing my friend was the enemy.
Tao handed me the wand and bag. “Enemy of Erica Baltezore or not, we’re not going to let you hurt the dragons. You’re not getting your galaxy stone back until one of our dragon masters says you can.”
“You know about that?”
“Our people invented the spell that turns a dragon’s heart into a weapon against dragons.”
“Mine is only a shard of a galaxy stone. It can make a dragon peaceful, call for help, or heal a dragon. My family has a long history with honorable and wise dragons, so I was always in awe of them, but I won’t let a dragon hurt Merlin.” I didn’t feel the need to tell them I could summon the soul of the dragon my galaxy stone was part of. 
 
*          *          *
 
For the rest of the ride, I tried talking to Merlin and making a plan. Neither was successful. When the car stopped, we got out. There was less rubbish and muck on the road here, and the buildings were less damaged. The building we were parked in front of was extremely tall with mostly glass walls facing the road. 
Tao grabbed the hood of my robe to keep me from running. I rolled my eyes and let them lead me inside. The first floor was clean and spacious. On the far wall was a metal door without a doorknob. There was a couch and some chairs with colorful books on a low, glass table between them. To the left of the door was a glass desk with a young woman behind it. She was the first woman I had seen on this world. 
She had long black hair tied back in a leather band and wore a deep blue, fitted, sparkly dress that exposed her shoulders and arms. I saw under the desk that her sharp-heeled shoes matched. 
Tao pointed to the couch. “We will discuss the situation with our leaders and when we know the next step, we will inform you.”
“I’m not going to sit in here and wait for you. I want to talk to your leaders myself. If they’re not going to help me save Merlin, I’m not going to waste time waiting around here.”
Tao opened his mouth to argue, but Wei didn’t give him the chance. “Fine. Don’t blame us if your mouth gets you burned to a crisp, though.” 
Tao approached the woman at the desk. “Hello, Lin. We need to speak to the masters.”
“Hello, Tao. Do you have an appointment?”
“We have the blond wizard.”
“I have a name,” I reminded him.
“The masters are going to want to speak to him immediately,” Tao said, ignoring me.
“Yes, of course.” She picked up a hand-sized rectangular piece of black glass before hesitating and looking at us. “What about the wolf?”
“We couldn’t catch him.” 
She shook her head. “Well, it was nice knowing you. I hope you weren’t attached to your head.” She swiped her finger across the glass and it lit up, but I couldn’t see what was on it. “I am sending up Tao, Wei, and the blond wizard.”
I rolled my eyes. 
The metal door slid into the wall, revealing a tiny metal room. “Go on in,” she said. 
When Wei pushed, I pushed back. “I’m not going in there! That’s a murder room!” All three of them frowned at me with confusion. “Even a child knows you don’t get in a metal box.”
“It is the only way to go up,” Tao said. Then he grabbed me and shoved me in. When he and Wei blocked the door, I couldn’t get out. The door slid closed, locking us in the box. I really started panicking then. Immediately, the box hummed and rattled as it moved. 
Finally, it stopped, and the door slowly opened. I ran out of the box. We were now on the roof of the building, which was flat. There was nothing but metal pipes sticking up from the solid white ground and a torch at each corner of the roof. I went to the edge, where the only protective ledge was brick and came up to my knees. I could see the tops of other buildings down to the city. From a distance, the flashing lights and signs were actually pretty. The air, unfortunately, was still terrible. Thick, black clouds blocked most of the moonlight. Tao waved his hand at the torches and they lit. A moment later, a black dragon landed. 
His hide was rusty brown with black horns and a line of black spikes down his spine. Even his claws were black. His eyes, however, were white, and there was a nasty scar over the right side of his face, over his eye. It looked like another dragon had slashed him with a claw. His head was also rounder and he had a more pronounced snout than the dragons of my world. He was huge, but not the largest dragon I had seen. 
Merlin and my father taught me to bow to dragons, but since Tao and Wei didn’t, I figured the rules were different here. “Hello, Ayden Rynorm,” the dragon said, ignoring Tao and Wei.
“You know me?”
“We have foreseen your arrival. I am Óttadugr.” 
“It’s nice to meet you. Merlin is still with the Bahong.”
“We know.” 
“Then you must have a plan for saving him.”
“Erica Baltezore shields the Bahong from our power so that we cannot overhear their plans. We will send Tao and Wei to rescue him.” 
“I’m going with them.” 
“You are an important adversary of Erica Baltezore. You must stay here, where you will be safe.”
“The only way I’m not going after Merlin is if I’m dead.”
“If that is your wish, we will not stop you. Be warned, however, that if you fail, Erica Baltezore’s power will grow and many wizards will die.”
“I know. Do you know why we were told to come here?”
“We can help you and Merlin defeat Erica Baltezore.” 
“Do you know Cennuth?” 
“He is the brother of Rijah Baltezore, but he chose to be exiled in shame rather than accept punishment.”
“For what?”
“For killing Gadiel.” 
“Cennuth killed his brother’s mate? He started the war on magic?”
“Cennuth and Rijah both loved Gadiel, but she chose Rijah.” 
That sounds familiar. That’s something Merlin should know. 
“If you insist on going with them, you will plan and lead the rescue of Merlin.”
I normally hated the idea of leading others, but I didn’t trust Tao and Wei to do whatever it took to protect Merlin. “Out of curiosity, Erica is only half dragon. How can she overpower you?”
“Being half mortal is not a curse but an advantage.”
 
*          *          *
 
I tried to sleep, because I figured Merlin would use dreamwalking to contact me. The person being dreamwalked on had to be asleep for it to work. Unfortunately, I was too worried, so instead, I sat up and meditated. 
Getting into someone’s dream required being in such a deep mental state that it was like falling asleep in a dream. I was better at it starting from meditation, which Merlin had told me was unusual. 
Time slowly faded away, as did my awareness of my body. In my mind, I was floating in a quiet lake. When even that faded from my mind, I visualized a full-length mirror, through which I could see Merlin as a man. He appeared in the mirror and I stepped through. This all went as planned, so I was confused when I saw myself and the wolf in the forest. I knew it was the same as when Merlin was trying to reach his magic. 
I tried to tell him to stop, but I made no sound. I tried to stop him with willpower. Nothing happened. I have control over this dream. My dream self took off and the wolf chased after him. I didn’t have any control over it.
I woke with a start, having no clue why it failed. I should have had control. Merlin and I had practiced the ability for this very purpose. Unfortunately, magic was never perfectly reliable. 
I considered remaking the dreamwalking potion, but they didn’t have the necessary ingredients on Raksel, and I didn’t have any of Merlin’s fur. 
 
*          *          *
 
“They must be blocking him from us,” Wei said. 
Tai, Wei, and I were in the room just under the roof. It included a bed, a couch, a low glass table, and a black glass panel like Seza had. When Tai told me I could watch the news on the “screen,” I said I wasn’t interested. It was much simpler just to look out the window. They also gave me canned vegetables, saying the bread supply wasn’t safe.
I discovered that “canning” was the process by which vegetables were magically drained of their flavor and freshness, boiled until they were mushy, and put in a metal jar filled with saltwater, where they could be left for decades before being eaten. This was why only children ate them. From this, I deduced that the people of Raksel hated children very much. 
“Dragons are supposed to be more powerful than people,” I said.
“Not here. People have been fighting to survive for thousands of years. Dragons have become negligent. Only since Erica arrived did Bahong stand a chance, but they were never weak. We’re going to have a difficult time getting Merlin back. Do you have a plan?”
“If we attack openly, they could kill Merlin before we could save him. Do they have any anti-magic wards?”
“Not that we know of.”
“Can Óttadugr or another dragon stop them from using magic?”
“No. If they could, they would have already.” 
“Do you have any spies among them?”
“Not since Erica took them over. She could easily see who was on our side.” 
“Do they have any other enemies we could ally ourselves with?” 
“No one is willing to go up against Bahong,” Tao said. 
“What kind of dragons are these? Dragons are known on other worlds as powerful creatures of ancient magic and endless wisdom. Here, they’re lazy and can’t deal with enemies on their own. They need to go to my world and take lessons.” 
“You shouldn’t insult any dragons; it’s bad for your health,” Wei said. 
“If you can draw them out, I can sneak in and save Merlin. Tell them you want to trade something for him, or that you want to join his side. Whatever feels natural for you should work. Just get their attention off Merlin without fighting. I’ll signal when Merlin is safe.”
“How do we know you won’t throw us under the bus?”
“What’s a bus and why would I throw you under it?” 
“How do we know you won’t betray us and leave us to fight Bahong on our own?” he reiterated. 
“Because that’s not who I am.”
“Supposing we trusted you, what is your plan for finding the place?”
“You don’t know where they are?”
“No. They’ve been a secret organization for many years.” 
“Give me my staff and I can find Merlin. You’ll have to get us as close to their headquarters as you can.”
“Well, we know they’re outside of our territory, because we have all of the lines of communication in the territory bugged.”
“What does that mean?”
“We can hear what is being said.”
“So you know their code word?”
“We do. We have known it since they came up with it. That was how we found you as fast as we did.”
“Then if you had been just a tiny bit quicker in getting to us, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “We know Jie Ma and Seza Kal are part of Bahong. We let them think we’re ignorant so that we can keep tracking their moves, especially their progress on developing a portal.”
“What is so wrong with them trying to escape?”
“If they have an escape, they will be able to destroy the entire world.” 
“Oh. Then we need to get to Merlin right now.”
“Why? What is the urgency? It is better to be prepared than---”
“Merlin knows how to make a portal.”
Their faces drained of color.
 
*          *          *
 
Tai and Wei immediately took me downstairs in the horrible metal box. By the time we got outside, another car was ready. I sat on the wooden seat with the other two this time and the driver started off down the road. For a long time, we sat in silence. 
Finally, I asked, “Do you know how you’re going to distract them?”
“For a few years, we’ve let them think we were unhappy with the direction the government has been going, and that we are on the fence about leaving. As long as Erica Baltezore isn’t there, they should fall for it. They would love for us to join them because we have valuable information on the dragon masters.”
We stopped shortly after and got out. The first thing I spotted was a glowing red line in the ground. From one side to the other, even the ground changed. The black rode on this side of the line was dirty, but otherwise in fine condition. On the other side, it was cracked and there were weeds growing through it. Beyond was even worse. 
The buildings on this side were extremely tall and well-maintained, even though it did stink and the road was full of trash. While the area I arrived in wasn’t nearly as nice, it wasn’t a tiny bit as bad as the buildings on the other side. They were no more than three stories tall, and most of them were collapsed. 
“What happened?”
“This is Bahong territory. They set traps to keep out dragons and steal our resources when they’re not poisoning them. Crime is so rampant there that there are no establishments that run on money. This is what happens to our people without dragons.”
“It explains why so many of the Bahong members live in Honlon territory,” I said.
“We let them, yet we risk death with every step inside we take.”
“But you don’t know which building it is in?”
“It won’t be anywhere near the border.” 
“Then why did we stop here?” 
“The driver isn’t going in, and neither is the car. It’s too dangerous. We’re walking from here on out. Try to keep a low profile.”
When I crossed the line, my magic detected a change. This land was no place for light magic. Nevertheless, I pointed my staff into the sky and said, “Find Merlin.” My magic flowed readily through the staff and out in the form of blue light. The light quickly focused into a narrow beam that led north, so we followed it up the road. 
As we traveled, I sensed people moving in the buildings and heard whispers carried by the wind. The only comfort I had was knowing that I could do dragon magic. I was best at it when I was in dire need of it, in fact.
“I really hate being blond sometimes,” I said quietly.
“That doesn’t matter here,” Wei said. “We’re all thin, and we can easily change our hair and eye color to appear fiercer. Your staff is what everyone is looking at.” 
“If anything, people will be jealous of your hair, because it’s impossible to get that color naturally here,” Tai added. “Being called the ‘blond wizard’ is a compliment. Either way, hair doesn’t intimidate people here. Now if you were abnormally tall and muscular, that would intimidate people.”
“Warriors can be intimidating, I guess, but it’s because of their training, not their size. At least on my world. Sorcerers are the most feared people. Well, there are necromancers, but they aren’t as likely to go into a fit of rage and curse an entire town. The worst necromancers do is sic their zombies on people until they get bored.” Tai and Wei both stopped and when I looked at them, they were sickly pale. “What?” 
“You have zombies?” 
“Sure. I once had a necromancer friend who accidently summoned a whole horde and couldn’t call them off. They’re pretty slow, so they’re easy to outrun.” I continued walking and once they shook off their surprise, they caught up to me.
We traveled quite a distance without seeing any change or people directly. Finally, the beam landed on a particular building and remained on it as we stopped in front of it. I released my power. 
“Is there a back way in?” I asked. 
“We wouldn’t know.”
First, I ordered my staff to make me invisible. I circled the building but found no other doors. Then it occurred to me that they would let me in since they wanted to use me against Honlon, so I walked through the door. The setup was identical to Honlon’s entrance, which told me they knew more about Honlon than Honlon thought they did. 
I went to the woman at the desk, who looked identical to the other woman except that her dress and shoes were red. “Hello, I’m here to rescue my friend, Merlin.”
She gave me a pleasant smile. “Certainly. Is he being held captive?”
“He’s somewhere here in the building and I need to find him.”
“Oh. I’m afraid without knowing who has him, I don’t know where to send you.” 
“He’s a wolf. I’m sure you’ve seen him. Seza sent him here. He sent me, too, but I was captured by Honlon.” 
“I’m sorry, but thank you for that information. The person you want to speak to is Zar, but I’m afraid you need an appointment to speak to him.”
“But I was supposed to arrive with Merlin.”
“I understand your frustration and will do my best to help you. I can call him and ask him if it’s okay to send you up to him, but he is in a meeting and can’t accept calls at the moment. You are welcome to wait.” She gestured to the couch.
I groaned and sat. “Merlin, can you hear me?” I called mentally.
No answer. 
As I waited, all kinds of horrible scenarios crossed my mind until I couldn’t sit any longer. I returned to the desk. “I’m sorry, but my best friend is in danger and I need to see him now.”
“I understand, but I don’t have permission to open the door unless he clears you.” 
“I’m saving Merlin now if I have to tear this building down to do it!”
“Oh?” Confusion crossed her pretty face. “You want to challenge Zar?”
“Yes?” I asked, not sure.
She smiled brightly. “Then I can help you. One moment please.” She picked up her black glass panel and it lit up. “Yes, I have a blond wizard down here that would like to challenge Zar.” There was a series of beeps and she set it down. “Zar’s assistant, Fen, will be right down to take you to him.”
“Thank you.” 
“Have a good day.” 
I sat and waited again. Fortunately, it wasn’t long before the metal door opened and a man stepped out. He was tall and thin with red and black leather clothes and vivid purple hair. He also had a small panel of black glass in his hands, which was lit up. “Hello. I’m Fen. Are you the one here to challenge Zar?” 
“I guess so.”
“No problem. I just have a few questions and then you can be on your way up. Your answers will be recorded for quality of service and accuracy.” He glanced at the screen. “First, are you a dragon or a worshiper of dragons?”
“No.”
He touched the surface. “Okay, great. Second, are you a hunter of dragons, have you ever killed a dragon, or have you ever despised the behavior of dragons.”
“Well, my best friend’s mother was killed by a dragon.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. That’s not surprising, though.”
“And I helped kill Rijah Baltezore.” 
His eyes widened. “Oh, you’re that blond wizard! Wow, it is such an honor to meet you.”
“Thank you?”
“Before we go any further, I would like to say that you are highly qualified for a position here at the Bahong headquarters. I can personally guarantee that Zar would hire you right here and now.”
“Thanks, but I have a good job. Well, not good… but it’s meaningful and I’m good at it. It’s a bit frustrating sometimes, I suppose. Still, I’m getting used to it.” 
“The benefits are better than at any other place on the entire planet.”
“I can’t agree to working with Erica.”
“Oh. I see. Well, I will carry on then. I can imagine that you’re in a rush. Next question; do you plan to use magic or a weapon in your upcoming battle?”
“I was planning on doing a bit of both.”
“Just winging it, then? Changing it up as the opportunity presents itself?”
“Yes.”
“An excellent answer. We get far too many people who think the solution to everything is magic.”
“Does everyone who wants to fight him have to answer these questions?”
“Yes. It helps us to know how we are doing as a whole and if we need to make changes.”
“Like poisoning Honlon’s food supply?”
“Yes, exactly. We were frequently asked to increase the poison.”
“That’s horrible.”
“I’m afraid you can’t file against it because you’re not a member of this territory.”
“Can I fight now?”
“Just one more question, please. With as much detail as you are willing to provide, please state the reason for your challenge today.”
“My best friend is trapped up there and I need to save him.”
“Oh. I feel like fighting Zar is the most difficult way to accomplish that. Who is your friend?”
“Merlin. He’s a wolf… and a wizard.”
“Yes, I know him. He’s on the roof. He was very upset when we couldn’t rescue you.”
“Well, I’m here to save him. I’ll fight Zar if I have to.”
“Have you tried asking for him back?”
“I did, but the woman at the desk said I needed an appointment, and that he’s not available. Seza sent us here, but I was captured by Honlon.”
“In that case, I can bring you to Merlin.”
“I don’t have to fight anyone?” 
“Of course not.” He gestured to the elevator and I stepped in. When the door closed, a chill ran down my spine. “Merlin, why can’t you hear me?”



Chapter 20
Merlin
 
Ayden had created the wolf curse to prevent a paradox and because of that, I was not a mindless beast, as the original curse intended. That was not to say the curse had no mental effect on me. I felt the wolf’s instincts in the back of my mind constantly. Under normal circumstances, it was a normal wolf. However, under pressure, the wolf became aggressive and wanted nothing more than to fight. Furthermore, this was when I most wanted to let him have control. It would be easy to let him fight my enemies and then blame him for the consequences. 
Except I was afraid he wouldn’t stop at our enemies. 
When they took Ayden, the wolf didn’t care who the enemy was. He wanted to attack everyone. It wasn’t that the wolf cared about Ayden; he was just feeding off my own anger. He bit and tore at every patch of skin and limb he could reach until the driver smashed me over the head with a club. Then everything was dark.
 
*          *          *
 
I woke with a stabbing headache and sat up. I was in a room similar to Seza’s, with a large screen, a glass coffee table, and a leather couch. However, the shelves beside the screen were empty and the view from the window was different. I was on the couch. A moment later, the driver of the car entered. 
“I’m sorry I had to knock you out, but you would have gotten yourself killed.” 
“I could have saved Ayden.”
“Or you could have been killed.”
“Then now that I am awake, we will go and save him.”
He shook his head. “They probably took him knowing they could draw you out. You need to stay here where you’re safe.”
“I am not staying here while Ayden is in danger.”
“We will talk with our leader and decide what to do. If you need me in the meantime, my name is Koh.” Without another word, he left through a lift. 
I paced the room, looking for a way out. I had enough magic from my mental bond with Ayden to dreamwalk, but knowing where he was when I couldn’t get to him was pointless. Of course, it occurred to me that he would attempt it, so I forced myself to take a nap. Alas, it was fruitless. 
I had been in worse situations many times, but I usually had magic to fall back on. This was going to take manipulation. 
 
*          *          *
 
A man entered the room with a plate of canned fish. “Good evening. I’m Fen. Are you feeling better?” he asked.
I bristled. My anger wasn’t a weakness. “I do not like to be held prisoner.”
“You’re not a prisoner. We just want to make sure you stay safe.” 
I heard dishonesty in his tone. “Do you know where Ayden is?” 
“He is probably being tortured by the Honlon. Fortunately, Seza hadn’t told him much.”
“If you really want to destroy the dragons, you need Ayden, not me.”
“Why is that?” he asked.
“Ayden knows dragons better than anyone,” I lied. “His family raises dragons.” 
He grinned. “Really? Maybe he will be useful to us. Very well. We will find him.”
“I can find him.” 
“No.” He started to leave. 
“Wait.” He stopped. “I can help. You want to create a portal, right? I know how.”
“A mechanical portal?”
“Yes.”
“And you would help us?” 
“Ayden and I will need a way to escape.”
He frowned, unsure whether I could be trusted. Finally, the desire for power won. “Alright. I will show you to the portal.” 
I followed him into the lift. When the doors closed, it went up until the doors opened to the roof. It was a massive space. In the middle was the metal frame of a circular portal that was nine feet in diameter. To the north of it was a five-foot-wide, three-foot-deep control board, covered in gages, switches, and knobs. 
A dozen men dressed in red and black leather meandered around, trying to figure out how to make it work. Clearly, none of them were men of science. At the four corners of the roof were nine-foot-tall metal towers. An electrical net was spread over the roof, connecting each tower. 
“Protection from dragons,” Fen explained. “It will protect you and us from dragons while we work.”
The inventive side of me wanted to get to work immediately. I knew better, though; I had to draw this out long enough to find Ayden. 
 
*          *          *
 
I was familiar with the technology, and quickly saw many problems. “What is your power source?”
“Diamond. Why? Isn’t that what the dragons use?”
I laughed. “If they do, then their portals are as useless as yours. You need quartz crystal. Diamonds do not have the same magical properties as crystals. It must be naturally formed, clear, and have six sides. I will need someone to etch sigils into the sides according to my direction. Can you get it?”
“It’ll be difficult, but we’ll get it done.” 
“I also need an air compressor and a few dozen more objects. You will need to write them down because they must be exact measurements. Furthermore, your wiring is off. I can direct someone on how to do it right, but my paws are useless.” 
I actually enjoyed it. Normally I disliked technology because I felt like it disconnected people from reality and each other. However, after several years of living on Caldaca without it, I rather missed it. I was surprised I even remembered how to use it. Considering how much Ayden enjoyed the cars and was fascinated by plastic, I figured he would enjoy learning about it as well. 
As soon as Fen left, I instructed the man who was leading the portal construction on how to fix the wires. Zar was an old man, yet much younger than me, with regular black hair and intelligent gray eyes. He was a lot more serious than most of the people I had met in the Bahong. While I was behind the control panel, instructing Zar, I heard a woman’s voice. It was only with curiosity that this drew my interest, since I hadn’t seen or heard about a woman since my arrival on Raksel. 
“Are we going to make it on time?” the woman asked.
“As long as Ayden doesn’t tell them anything.” I recognized Seza’s voice.
“We should save him. He could be useful, and we do owe Merlin.”
“He hasn’t fixed the portal yet. I’ll believe Fen that Merlin can do it when I see it. Then we’ll save Ayden. Then we can all get off this dead planet.” 
“What about Erica?” 
My ears perked. 
“What next?” Zar asked, preventing me from hearing what Seza’s answer was. 
I growled and said, “Plug the neutral wire in.” 
“Which one is that?”
I pointed at it and focused my hearing on the woman and Seza. 
“…by the end of the month,” Seza said. “We can’t wait that long. We need to leave the minute Merlin gets the portal ready. Do what you can to save Ayden.”
I worked until hunger and exhaustion caused me to lose focus. I was given fresh rat. Although it was not at all appetizing to me, the wolf was hungry and preferred it to fish. Then I returned to my room to get some sleep. 
 
*          *          *
 
I didn’t sleep long, though. My dreams were full of nightmares. When I had tried to access my magic, Ayden saw my wolf, but what he didn’t know was that I wasn’t in it. I was near the wolf, unseen by him, in my real body… except I had no magic. I did, however, know what I had to do, and I knew it was impossible. 
To get my magic back, I had to prove that I was not the beast. I had to stop the wolf from killing Ayden without magic or fangs. As a flesh-and-blood, mortal man, I had to fight the wolf.
After a few hours, I needed to get away from my own thoughts, so I decided to learn more about Erica. Since I didn’t want to wait around until someone discovered I was awake, I howled. Koh entered a couple of minutes later. “Yes?”
“I want to talk to Seza.”
“There will be plenty of time for that later.”
“The sooner I talk to him, the sooner I can get back to work on the portal.”
That was all he needed to convince him. We got in the elevator and he took me to the bottom floor, where Seza and a pretty woman in a red dress were talking. They stopped when they saw us. “How are you, Merlin?” Seza asked insincerely. 
“The portal is going well. I need to know who your leader is.”
“Does it matter?”
“Of course it does. Who is your leader?”
“Zar,” he lied. 
I nodded smoothly, as if I believed him. “Very well. That satisfied my curiosity.” Koh gestured that I get back in the lift. “Before we return to duty, I have to use the little boy’s bush.”
“Excuse me?” 
“I am sorry. That was not very clear. Point me to the nearest flowers that need watered.”
“Oh. Fine. We’ll go outside, but you’d better not be planning to run.” 
“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I followed him outside and started sniffing around. The stench of petrol and bodily fluids burned my nose, but my focus was on my hearing. Even when the glass door closed, I would still be able to hear Seza and the woman. 
“Do you think he knows about Erica?” the woman asked.
“I don’t know. She hates him enough that I expect the feeling is mutual. For now, we won’t tell anyone that she is in charge.”
“Would you just go already?” Koh snapped. 
Normally, I wouldn’t dream of doing something so vulgar, but he had knocked me out and I owed it to him. “If you insist.” I peed on him.
 
*          *          *
 
Back on the roof, I continued fixing the portal, but with a new intention. I was making it for Ayden and me. Getting him here unharmed… that plan was going to have to wait. I couldn’t let Bahong have a working portal, especially with Erica in charge, so I had to make sure it was destroyed as soon as Ayden and I used it. 
I had to wait many hours for my chance. It didn’t escape my notice that the sun never rose, and I wondered if it was perpetually nighttime. Finally, the portal was ready. The date and location had to be entered into the control board, but it was otherwise ready to turn on and warm up. 
They didn’t leave me entirely alone on the roof, though. I had to take my chance when there were only three. One was Zar and another was Koh. I hadn’t bothered to learn the third man’s name. While they were discussing food, I opened the cabinet to the control box and found the wires powering the dragon trap. 
“Merlin, can you hear me?”
I heard Ayden’s voice and felt immense relief… and dread. It meant he was close. I had to make sure he didn’t get caught, but if I told him, I knew he would try even harder to save me. I hoped that by not answering, he would assume I wasn’t near and pass the building without harm. I hated doing it to him, but I needed a few more minutes to prepare before I could deal with the next step. 
I had to use magic to cut the wires, because doing it with my claws would have taken forever and electrocuted me. This used up all of my reserves. Still, I felt the current in the air change as the trap was disarmed.
“Hey! What are you doing in there?” Koh barked. 
I did my best to look innocent as I turned away from it. “Rechecking the wires.” Obviously, the excuse didn’t work, because he pulled a strange weapon on me that looked halfway between a ray gun and a crossbow.
“You can’t shoot him,” Zar said. “He’s helping us.” 
“He’s up to something. I know it. Check the control box and make sure he didn’t tamper with it. I don’t want to end up in the middle of space or the ocean.” 
Zar did as he was told, and I was worried that he would see what I had done. If nothing else, the cut wires should have been a dead giveaway. “No, it’s perfect.” 
“Of course it is,” I said. “I hope to escape through it as well, as soon as Ayden is safe.” 
“Merlin, why can’t you hear me?” He was in the building.
Unfortunately, Koh didn’t lower his gun. I stayed quiet again. I had no doubt that Koh wanted to shoot me; he was just looking for an excuse. Thus, I wouldn’t tell Ayden I was here. I didn’t want him to be devastated knowing I was so close. As long as he stayed out of it, he was… somewhat safe. 
And then the lift slid to a stop and the door opened. Ayden saw me an instant before he spotted Koh. He didn’t need to ask questions; he aimed his staff at Koh and shouted, “Kala!” Koh was thrown a good ten feet and showered with ice. 
Fen automatically tried to grab Ayden, but the young sorcerer was even faster. He used his own bodyweight to sweep Fen’s feet out from under him with his staff. Then he ran to me. “What do I do?” 
“Watch my back,” I said, getting to work on the control panel. It was difficult to do with paws, but it was quicker than trying to explain it to Ayden. Besides, he was doing a great job. 
When he pointed his wand at Zar, Zar raised his hands up in surrender. “I just want out. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
Ayden aimed his wand at the other man, who was reaching for Koh’s weapon. The portal hummed as it came to life. Light formed in the middle. “When the center turns to silver liquid, it will be ready. Call a dragon to help.” 
“Why?” 
“I set the portal for home. Someone has to destroy it behind us.” 
“There are dragon traps.” 
“I have disabled them.” 
With a deep breath, Ayden raised his staff into the air. “Help me!” As if he was waiting for the call, it only took a few seconds for a deep red dragon to land next to the portal. “Óttadugr!”
“You know him?” I asked. 
“We met at Honlon. Oh, by the way. The Honlon are the good guys. Bahong are trying to kill them and they’re run by Erica.”
“You two have accomplished a great feat today,” Óttadugr said. “In turn, I give you the power you need to defeat Erica Baltezore.” 
He held out his paw and on the tip of one of his claws was a ring. I took it, but it obviously wouldn’t fit on me. It was a silver dragon with outstretched wings. Its tail would wrap around the finger twice to serve as the band. “What does it do?”
“Put it on as a man and it will disappear during your transformation. It will turn you into a dragon when you desire it.”
I gaped. “With dragon magic and fire?”
“And wings, yes. However, there is a price for such magic.”
My heart sank, but I wasn’t surprised. There was always a price.
“In your dragon form, you will have no memory of being a mortal. Your personality will depend on your purpose for shifting.”
“So if I shift because I need to fight someone…”
“Then you will be aggressive and fearless.”
“How will I turn back into myself if I forget who I am?”
“You must see your reflection. However, if you fall asleep or otherwise lose consciousness as a dragon, you will never be able to change back.”
“That is a terribly steep price.” 
“It will require such a price to defeat Erica Baltezore.” I nodded. 
“Merlin,” Ayden said, drawing my attention to the portal. It was now a pool of silver liquid, rippling in the wind. Ayden tossed his bag and staff inside and it took only a couple of seconds to disappear. 
“Will you destroy the portal once we have gone?” I asked Óttadugr. 
The dragon nodded. “Thank you,” Ayden said. 
We both stepped over the metal rim of the portal at the same time that Zar shouted with surprise. Koh had gained consciousness just in time to shoot at me with his gun. He would have hit me dead in the head. 
Instead, Ayden jumped in the way and got shot in the stomach. 
 
*          *          *
 
We were home, and Ayden collapsed to the floor, clutching his wound from pain. Before I could tell him not to, he pulled out a three-inch-long, silver arrow. It was covered in a sticky black substance. 
“I really have to stop getting poisoned,” he said, his voice strained. 
“It will take dragon magic to heal this,” Gmork said. I had been so distressed I hadn’t even realized he was there. 
I ignored him because we didn’t have the time to get to a dragon. “There has to be a cure. You cannot die.” I put my paw on his hands. Blood was spreading across his shirt and he started shivering.
“It’s okay,” Ayden said weakly. “This is our chance to break your curse.” 
“No. It should not be you. I have lived long enough. You are too innocent and young.”
“Dragon magic can save him,” Gmork said. 
“No!” Ayden argued. “Merlin, you have to let me go. It’ll break the curse. You’ll have your life back. You’ll be able to save Nimue.” 
“Not at the risk of your life. Switch with me.” 
“Not enough…” His eyes slipped close.
I shook him, which probably wasn’t beneficial to his health. “Open your eyes!”
He didn’t. “Thank you for… being my friend.” 
“I needed a friend as much as you did.”
“You can save him, Merlin,” Gmork said.
He was right, and I had no time to second guess myself. “Keep him alive until I can unlock my magic.”
Gmork waved his paw over Ayden’s head and whispered. His eyes glowed gold before he closed them. A moment later, Ayden took a deep breath, but he didn’t wake. “I can hold him for an hour at most. Once he is gone, he is gone for good.”
I nodded. “I won’t be late. Don’t let him die.” Clearing my mind and centering myself had never been more difficult in my life. The time limit only worsened the task. I had to be serene and quiet. And quick. 
 
*          *          *
 
Once again, I faced the wolf. The wolf ignored me, snarling and preparing to lunge at Ayden. Before, I had felt fear because I couldn’t control him. This time, there was no fear or doubt. I would control him. 
I picked up a large rock, and when the wolf prepared himself to chase Ayden, I threw the rock, hitting him squarely in the face. The wolf snarled. 
“Yes. Look at me.” The wolf tried to ignore me. He didn’t believe I was in control, that I was strong enough to lead. I stepped between him and Ayden. “I am the one you want.” The wolf snarled at me. Ayden didn’t see me, so he thought the wolf was snarling at him. When he ran, the wolf tried to chase him down. I threw myself forward against him, though, knocking us both to the ground. He bit me and I bit him back before we released each other. We both stood. He might have been stronger, but I was more driven. 
I was more… wild in that moment. I only cared about one thing at that moment, and I would achieve it no matter how relentless I had to be. 
A lot like a wolf.
“Ayden only unleashed what was already in my heart.” It was a revelation even as I said it. 
The wolf looked confused for a moment before he lunged at me. He didn’t like the confusion and would rather kill what was causing it than deal with it. That was the curse. 
The wolf was intelligent, wise, and kind. He was brave and daring, willing to do absolutely anything to protect his pack. Alone, he didn’t have the heart to fight a battle he couldn’t win, but for his family, he would overcome any odds. 
The wolf pounced on me, slamming me to the ground, and opened his jaws wide. 
The curse hid cowardice behind aggression, shame behind arrogance, and loneliness behind hatred. With the realization that I wasn’t facing the wolf, I felt power and control surge through me. I flipped us so that I was on top. “I am the wolf! I am not a curse!”
And the curse dissolved into mist, which was swiftly carried away by the wind. 
Suddenly, I was standing on a five-foot-wide, stone bridge with black abyss on either side. Behind me, it abruptly ended. Ten feet ahead of me was a stone arch with glowing blue runes on it. Ten feet beyond it was another arch with glowing red runes on it. This was repeated with green, purple, orange, yellow, and white.
The runes I had painted on myself were glowing white. 
Before I could take a step, a dragon appeared in front of me. He resembled Cennuth closely, but his horns were angled differently and his eyes were amber. “Are you my magic?” I asked. 
“I am not your magic but the personification of your wisdom. In order to reach your magic, you must overcome what is holding you back.”
“But I have magic when I am in my real form.” 
“That is not your magic. That is not who you are. To reach your magic, you must pass through seven gates.” 
 
*          *          *
 
As I stepped through the first gate, I appeared in my childhood home with my mother. Although she had the build and tan of a woman who worked in the fields every day, her hands were always soft and warm. She had chestnut-brown hair and warm honey-colored eyes. I had forgotten what she looked like after so many years. She smelled of the garden— of dirt and vegetables, but it wasn’t unpleasant. She wore a tan dress she had made herself, which was covered in dirt from wiping her hands and vegetables on it, yet she was beautiful. 
“So much for starting with the easy one,” I said.
“Nothing that holds you back is easy to overcome,” she said. “You feel guilty for my death.”
“How does that hold me back? It makes me wiser.”
“It makes you hesitant. You fear one of your greatest strengths when you should have been learning to use it all these years.”
“Had I known what would have happened, I would not have gone. If I had not foreseen your death, you would not have died.” 
“Baltezore would have used me anyway.”
“Because of me.”
“No. You can’t be blamed for being born. You did nothing to warrant his wrath, did you?”
“I didn’t.” She had a good point. Baltezore was determined to get to me, and since he couldn’t get to Caedmon, Brynjar, or Cennuth, my mother was the only weakness he could exploit. “I was just a child who wanted to save his mother. I had no ill intensions and I was not the one who poisoned you.” 
“Then forgive yourself and learn to use your ability dependably.” With that, she vanished. 
I cautiously walked outside the door and was back on the bridge with the gate in front of me. I dreaded what was to come. 
 
*          *          *
 
As I passed through the gate, I was suddenly in a forest, and the second gate was ahead. I didn’t make it more than a couple of steps before shackles appeared around my wrists. Knowing this was only the beginning, I kept walking. A few seconds later, Erica appeared to block my path. The shackles instantly grew heavy. 
She grinned. “Did you think you were going to make it through without facing me? You know you can’t beat me.” 
With every word she spoke, the metal increased in weight. “You’re my insecurity,” I said. 
“Obviously.” 
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
“My father, the most powerful dragon ever to live, failed to kill me. Do you really think you can?”
I ignored her and pictured my sessions with Cennuth. He had once told me that power was not bred, it was earned. I could defeat Erica because I had spent centuries dedicated to practicing magic. She was doing it out of desire for more power, whereas I was doing it to protect loved ones.
“I will always have insecurities, but they are not going to weigh me down because I know they are not real.” 
The weight vanished, and when I opened my eyes, she and the shackles were gone as well. I crossed the gate.
 
*          *          *
 
The instant I stepped through the gate, I was standing at the top of the mountain, in front of Caedmon’s cabin. The gate I had stepped through was gone, while the next one was over the cherry blossom tree. The sun was shining brightly overhead and the warm summer breeze smelled of wildflowers and cherry blossoms. 
More importantly, Caedmon was there. Even though I was an adult, he towered over me at nearly seven feet tall. His arms and chest were thick with muscles. 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. Brutish would perfectly describe his appearance, yet he was one of the wisest and kindest men I knew. 
“You have used the skills I’ve taught you well.” He held out the cup to me and I recognized the scent as green tea. 
“Really?” 
“Yes. Join me for tea. You have earned it.” 
“Is this laziness that I have to overcome?” I asked, taking it.
“Of course not. You are the hardest-working person I know.” 
“Oh. This is pride. I did not know I was prideful.” 
“Yes, you did. You are the most powerful wolf on Caldaca, and your name was known on a hundred worlds. Even Ayden knows you are proud.” 
“How is that holding me back, though?” 
“Why are you here?” 
“To free my magic.” 
“Why?” 
“To help Ayden.” 
“You can do magic through him, which teaches him, and he can do it for you. You want your magic back because you want to be powerful again.” 
“It’s not that I want to be powerful. I simply do not want to be left behind. I want to help Ayden when he needs me and be valuable to him.” Saying it aloud, however, made me realize how foolish that was. 
Ayden didn’t value me because I taught him magic. Maybe he did at first, but he cared about me as a friend. He sought my advice in non-magic related situations. Furthermore, Ayden was the closest thing I had to a son, and children were supposed to surpass their parents. If he didn’t learn everything I knew and more, I wasn’t doing my job. 
He was also watching things I did and how I acted. He was learning from me even when I wasn’t trying to teach him, and some of my habits were poor. 
I raised the cup to my mouth, but it was suddenly empty. When I looked up, Caedmon was gone as well. “I wish I had told you what you meant to me,” I said to the empty air. 
Taking my time, I got up and crossed the gate.
 
*          *          *
 
I was now on a farm I had only seen once and my heart sank. The house was so insignificant that it really wasn’t in focus. The boy, however, was standing right in front of me. At seven years old, he was lean with sandy brown hair and blue eyes. Then, suddenly, he was thirteen. His hair had darkened, yet his eyes had the same hope in them. 
His life had been horrible, but what was even more horrible was that I gave him hope of a better life and then took it back. Suddenly, he was an adult in his early twenties. His eyes had lost their hope and were now cold and cynical. 
“I have already faced my guilt,” I told Painter. 
“I’m not your guilt. I am your regret.” 
“I know what I did was wrong. I have done everything I could to do better.”
“Yet here I am, holding you back. Do you regret killing me, or destroying my hope?” 
“I don’t regret killing you. I did what I had to do.”
“Did you, though?” 
“You could not have been reasoned with.”
“Not by you. You were the one who caused me to turn out that way. Ayden could have, though. You could tell by the mercy I showed Yuri that I had a soft spot for people like him.”
I hesitated. He was right, which meant I had been thinking it subconsciously. 
“Maybe Ayden could have talked you down, but that was not his responsibility. I deeply regret turning you away and I apologize. However, we are all responsible for our own destiny. You could have learned from my mistake and become a hero. Your options were not limited to what people gave you.”
My mother wasn’t the only mistake my visions had caused me to make. Since I killed Painter, I fought my growing power every single day. I was so afraid of hurting someone that I refused to learn how to understand the ability. I’d always either let it run amuck or push it away completely. My mother’s death wasn’t my fault, but I didn’t have to turn Painter away when he needed me. I chose it based on what my vision told me. 
I also turned away from Gmork when he needed a friend, and that had nothing to do with visions. 
Maybe I could have prevented Ayden from being hurt. 
He smirked. “Maybe I don’t want to be a hero. Torturing people who anger me is a lot more fun. I’ll leave the heroism up to my brother.”
“Brother? I do not understand.”
His smirk grew. “You didn’t think you had actually killed me, did you?” 
“I know I did.” 
He laughed. “You don’t know as much as you think you do.” With that, he disappeared and the gate appeared in his place.
 
*          *          *
 
I was actually relieved to appear in the crystal cave after walking through the gate, even though Rijah Baltezore was standing before me in his person form. He was tall and slender with dark brown hair and gold eyes. I could feel the power in him, poorly hidden behind a mortal body like a mask. 
“Admit who you really are— what you really are,” he said.
“Is this denial?” 
“Yes. The only way you can pass through this gate is to accept what you know to be true.” 
“You are not my father, if that is what you are implying.”
“You are the one implying it.” 
“No, you are the one who originally implied it. I admit there have been strange occurrences. I have always felt a kinship for dragons. Furthermore, Ayden’s galaxy stone has worked on me a few times. Nevertheless, you are not my father.”
“If you were sure of that, I would not be here.”
“My mother waited her entire life for my father to return for her. She loved him more than she ever loved me. If the person she loved killed her, it would be too vile an act for me to accept.” 
“Denial does not make it untrue.” 
“No. However, people are not clones of their parents. You are not my father, and I am nothing like you. Even if you were the man she loved, even if I am part dragon, I am not your son. I am Merlin.”
He vanished and the gate appeared in the mouth of the cave. 
 
*          *          *
 
When I stepped through it, I was back on the bridge, and it was Ayden in front of me. “Ayden does not hold me back.” 
“No. I’m here to help you through the last step.”
“Why?” 
“Because you trust me and I would never betray that trust. I am the person you wish you were, just with less wisdom. Now, the last step is the hardest.”
“I figured it would be, but I cannot imagine how.”
“Your wolf form is not a curse. To gain your magic back, there’s a price.”
“I don’t care about my magic; I care about protecting my loved ones.” 
“That is why the price is one of us.”
“How do you mean?” 
“To get your magic back, you will have to sacrifice either Nimue or me. The choice is yours.” 
The sympathy in his tone was so true to him, as if it was really him. This made me pause. Considering Ayden was in a comatose state and we often shared dreams, I knew it was possible that it was actually him in front of me. 
“If I do not recover my magic, you will die.”
“That’s true. You might as well regain your magic and let me go so that you can save Nimue.”
“No.” 
“No, what?” 
“I do not accept those options. I will regain my magic, save you, and save Nimue.”
“You know magic doesn’t work that way.”
“I will recover my magic, save you, and save her.” 
He frowned with concern. “If you lose me, I want you to know that it’s not your fault.” 
“I’m not going to lose you. I am at fault for bringing you into this mess, though.”
“Without you, my mother would have killed me by now. Go through the gate and don’t look back.”



Chapter 21
I woke to see Merlin standing over me in his wolf form. His eyes were glowing gold. “You did it.” The arrow wound hurt, but I was alive, so I wouldn’t complain. 
Merlin nodded. “I told you I would.”
Although I was worried about the consequence of it, it was already done. He had saved me instead of breaking his curse. “Thank you.” 
“Did you doubt me?”
“No.”
“What was your sacrifice?” Merlin asked Gmork. 
Gmork shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. My sacrifice was something I had lost long ago. We should go get the heart now.” 
 
*          *          *
 
Merlin and I switched just long enough for him to put on his dragon ring and restock my bag while I went for a run. I returned to find Vactarus complaining that Merlin had “borrowed” every single hand mirror in the mansion. We ended up with a dozen mirrors of various sizes and put them in my bag, each wrapped in cloth to protect their delicate surfaces.
Then Merlin left it up to me to make the portal since he “built the last one.” As a wolf, Gmork had a difficult time making the portal. I drew the base, but he had to make the sigils. “Did Erica tell you anything about this place?” 
“Only that the heart was here, we would need the scroll, and it would be extremely dangerous.” 
“I bet there is a monster guarding it. Do you want to use your ring?” I asked Merlin.
He shook his head. “I do not trust it.” 
While Gmork struggled to draw the portal by paw, Merlin took the opportunity to practice his magic by pranking Vactarus. 
“Why don’t you use magic to make the portal?” I asked Gmork when we were alone in the magic room.
“Your menace of a mentor was a notorious prankster as a child, but the darkest magic he practices is in the name of self-defense. I am a necromancer. The magic I yield comes with a much graver price. As such, I do not use magic for convenience. Merlin is constantly ready to defend himself and his friends. I am constantly ready to kill.”
“That sounds like a lonely way to live.”
“It is. The problem with necromancy is that the rule of life and death is the same as that of magic; there must be balance. A life for a life.” 
“What if you just talk to a ghost? Surely that can’t cause any harm.” 
“Opening a window is a little safer than opening the door, but something can still sneak through. I cannot afford to care about anyone, because I risk their life by doing magic.” 
“What about Nimue?”
“She was worth giving up my magic for.”
“Then why did you unlock your it?”
“Because no matter what I sacrifice for her, she will never be mine. It is Merlin that she loves. None of us can change this.”
“But she chose to stay with you rather than Merlin.”
“Exactly. No matter how much she loves him, she’s drawn to me.”
“So you pushed her away.” 
He nodded. “And when my magic returned, I convinced her to leave. I was just too late.” 
“You and Merlin keep pushing her away and making sacrifices for her… have either of you asked what she wanted?”
“She chose Merlin after knowing him for one day.”
“You told her to go to him. She didn’t know either of you yet. When she found out that you were cursed, she went with you to help you.”
“She went with me because I threatened Merlin.”
“That was you then. You’re changing.”
“My heart thaws around Nimue.”
“Nimue isn’t keeping the curse at bay from a distance. It’s Merlin. Curses don’t care what kind of love it is that breaks them. Nimue might be your soul mate, but Merlin was your best friend before she was ever born.”
 
*          *          *
 
When the portal was ready, Merlin, Gmork, and I gathered around it. It was harder to activate the portal, although Merlin assured me it was due to Gmork’s shoddy penmanship. I imagined we would appear in a cave, since that was what Baltezore trapped Merlin in, or even a castle. Instead, we appeared in a quaint little village in the early morning. The huts were bare and the animals were kept in wooden pens. I liked it much better than Raksel. 
Nevertheless, it wasn’t the place we expected to find the heart. Confused, we wandered up to the first person we came across. The old man was pulling a small cart of vegetables out of town. “Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt, but we’re looking for something.”
“You won’t find much here except vegetables and time.” 
“We’re looking for… it might look like a colorful stone or---”
“The heart,” he interrupted. “Yes, you’ve come to the right place.” 
“You know it?” 
“Many men have come looking for it just like you, and not one of them got it, so I don’t even know if it really exists.” He pointed to a mountaintop to the north. While it didn’t look very far away, it was steep. “You must go to the top of the mountain and perform the ritual at sunset.” 
“Ritual?” I asked. “We weren’t expecting that.”
“If you have the scroll, you’ll know how to do it. Otherwise, you can’t get it. You need the scroll.”
“I forgot to mention it,” Merlin said. “Things have been a bit out of control since we got the… since we started this quest. I have already gathered the supplies and will explain along the way.” 
We thanked the man and headed for the mountain. 
 
*          *          *
 
While we found a set of stone steps, they were steep and narrow. So much so that I had trouble. Merlin had an even more difficult time of it. Gmork didn’t even try. Instead, he said he would find another way up. Every time I was so out of breath and achy that I thought I would die if I took another step, I would look down. No way was I spending a moment more than I had to on the steps. 
As we climbed, Merlin explained the ritual. “I told you about the five elements.” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you remember what they are?”
“Ground, air, fire, water, and spirit.” 
“Good. According to the scroll, there will be five altars of some form, one for each element. I have to present an offering to each. For spirit, the offering must be something that was important to me. In your bag, I placed five bottles. One contains a stone, one contains fire, one contains water, and one contains the ring I made for Madelyn.” 
“How did you bottle fire?”
“With magic, it was easy. Maybe you should have been paying attention instead of frolicking in the meadows.” 
“I have never frolicked in my life.”
 
*          *          *
 
We reached the top of the mountain with little time to spare. The view was gorgeous. The ground was fairly flat, which was good because I didn’t have to worry so much about falling. There were five tall, stone pillars with the dragons’ language on them. I knew these were the altars Merlin had to decipher. Between them, however, were stone statues of monsters. 
The monsters were what I would consider a cross between a bat and a dragon. They had short faces with long, sharp ears and horns on the back of their heads. Their wings had sharp tips that resembled claws. Their arms and legs were long, yet they sat hunched on the legs. With their jaws slightly open, I saw many sharp teeth. Even their tails looked dangerous.
Fortunately, Gmork joined us then, so we didn’t have to do all the work ourselves. He was pretty out of breath, though. “Did you find an easier path?” 
“No.”
We went to the closest pillar and Merlin got to work deciphering the words while Gmork and I got the artifacts ready. I stopped at one of the gargoyles to study. It was creepy, and as I observed it, I felt like it was staring right back at me. “Do we need to do anything with these things?” I asked, turning to Merlin. He glanced at me and his eyes widened with shock. 
“Get away from it!” He said. 
I turned back to the gargoyle and nearly jumped out of my skin. It was still completely motionless, but it was reaching for me. “It moved!” I stepped away from it, watching it carefully. “How could it have moved? It’s a statue.”
“I have known a few gargoyles in my day, and every bloody one of them moved.” 
“What do we do?” I looked at him and saw three of them from the corner of my eye. “Those ones moved, too!” He looked, but they were motionless.
“Why aren’t they moving now?” Gmork asked, watching the one in front of me. I looked at where the last one had been when we arrived, but it wasn’t there.
It was right behind Gmork, reaching for him. 
“Behind you!” I shouted. Gmork spun around to watch it, but Merlin didn’t take his eyes off the three. I looked at the one that had reached for me and a chill ran down my spine. It was closer. 
“Keep an eye on those two,” Merlin said. There was worry, but not panic in his tone. 
“Why aren’t they moving?” I asked. 
“I believe I know what they are. Hǫrvðr. The stone watchmen cannot be killed by time or blade, nor can they be swayed by riches or threat. They are stone, lifeless and indestructible. Look away for an instant, however, and they move faster and quieter than a shadow.” 
“I want to go back to Caldaca. We don’t have monsters like these on Caldaca. We have chimera, dragons, and trolls.”
“Stay calm, young sorcerer. We can handle this.”
“Sure, the three of us can just not look away at all, but that’s going to make it really hard to complete the ritual.”
“These three are standing together. Can you look at the other two?” 
“If I turn my back on the three.”
“I will keep watch. You adjust yourself to watch the other two.” 
I carefully did as he said. “Okay.” 
“Gmork, you watch these three.”
“You trust me to watch Ayden’s back?”
“I have little choice, as you cannot read the dragons’ language.”
Gmork backed up to me and then turned to watch the other three. “I am watching them,” he said. 
I saw Merlin slowly backing up to the pillar out of the corner of my eye. Unfortunately, the harder I stared at the gargoyles, the dryer my eyes felt until I blinked…
And the gargoyles were a little closer. “Merlin, they’re really fast.”
“Try not to blink.”
“Trying not to blink makes me have to blink more!”
“I am working as quickly as I can.”
“I have to blink as well,” Gmork said. “If we can back up far enough, perhaps we can watch all of them at once. Then we can take turns blinking.”
I nodded. “We’ll try it. The three are closer.” I carefully maneuvered myself around Gmork so that I didn’t break his line of sight. The ground was unsteady under my foot, though, and I tripped. I lost sight of them for a moment, and by the time I looked up, it was too late. 
Merlin had stopped what he was doing to watch them, but the three that had been grouped together were now spread out so that we couldn’t look at them all. One was only an arm’s length from me, but I was able to watch him and the one behind him at the same time. 
I didn’t have to focus on them; I only had to see them in my peripheral vision. “I have an idea.” I pulled my wand from my pocket. “My bag,” I said. Magic shot through me, out the staff, and into the bag, which flew to me. Without looking, I pulled out the mirrors we had brought for Merlin. “Hold this here,” I said to the wand while holding the mirror in place. 
Although my wand usually embarrassed me with glittery and pretty displays of light magic, it was a lot more obedient than my staff. In fact, it didn’t even make a spectacle this time, as if it knew how serious the situation was. When I felt my magic running through the mirror, I let go, and it floated in place. 
I passed the gargoyle carefully and turned so that I could see both the one in front of me and the other one in the mirror. Using another mirror, I adjusted it so that I could watch another gargoyle next to Gmork. With magic, I held it in place and used a third mirror to watch two more. 
The last one was the most difficult. I had to levitate two more mirrors and magically guide them into place so that the reflection bounced from one mirror to another. “What do you think, Merlin? Will this hold them?”
“We will have to see. I am going to return to the ritual, and if I am not immediately eaten, we will know it works.”
“That’s not encouraging.” Instead of answering, he got back to work. Gmork slowly approached me, careful not to block any of the mirrors, so that he could watch them all as well. Then we took turns blinking. 
Merlin was almost done when he groaned. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, not looking. It was distracting, though.
“I am not perfectly fluent in the dragons’ language. This word can mean two different things and I am not sure which.” 
“I am going to see if I can help him,” Gmork said. 
“Do you know the language well enough?” 
“We were friends for years; I picked up a few things.” He went to help Merlin. 
I ignored them, since I couldn’t afford to get distracted. When I heard movement underground, it drew my attention to Merlin and Gmork. I wanted to see what they were doing. Unfortunately, although I could see most of the mirrors out of the corner of my eye, one of the gargoyles moved. 
The sound of a mirror shattering filled the air. I couldn’t look. “Merlin!”
“I’m watching him,” Gmork said. 
“I am very close on this,” Merlin said. 
“Gmork, if you can watch the mirrors, I will try some spells on the other one.” 
“That would require one of them to be unseen while one of us changes focus.”
“No, it won’t. Back up to me so that you’re ready to look at the mirrors. Merlin, when he’s ready, watch the gargoyle while he turns to watch the mirrors. Then I’ll watch the gargoyle. I have an idea, but I don’t want them to hear it ahead of time.”
We made the switch without any problems, and while Merlin was working and Gmork was watching the other ones, I aimed my staff at the gargoyle. “Levitate.” He did, and although the strain on my magic gave me an instant headache, I had lifted worse. Without his weight on the ground, I pushed him easily. His body, as I had expected, felt no different than a stone statue. 
“Throwing it over the edge won’t work,” Gmork said. “It has wings.”
“But if I’m looking at him, he can’t use them.”
“Actually, that’s a good point.”
I pushed the gargoyle to the cliff and released my magic, not taking my eyes off him. At the bottom, he shattered. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them. The gargoyle was still in pieces on the ground. “It worked. I just wish I hadn’t had to kill a creature.”
“It is made of stone,” Merlin said. “It can be reformed with magic and it will be as alive as it ever was.”
“Oh. Then I’ll get to work pushing others off the cliff.” I made very short work of the remaining gargoyles, but by the end of it, I was exhausted and needed a long rest. 
Fortunately, the rest of the work was up to Merlin. As he placed the bottle with the ring in front of the last pillar, the writing on the scroll changed. “Now I have to read the incantation.”
 
 
 
By ground and sky, binding high,
By water and flame, binding same,
Open the way, from end to start,
So I can claim this stolen heart.
 
 
 
As he read the words aloud, the words on the pillars started glowing white. As soon as he was done, the scroll disintegrated in his hands and scattered like dust into each and every word on all five pillars. 
Then the ground started to rumble. Before we could run, a massive portal formed in the circular space and the world disappeared. 
 
*          *          *
 
We were in an underground structure. It was huge and every surface was made of stone. There was no furniture. Instead, there were numerous flat and curved bridges, sudden drops, and stairs. Since the hundred or so torches, lamps, candles, and candle chandeliers were randomly placed, it was extremely disorienting. 
“I am so done with portals.”
“You want to walk home?” Gmork asked. 
“Yes. Yes, I do.”
“We will split up and search for it, but if you find it, do not touch it until we are all together,” Merlin said. 
We split up. I tried some steps that I thought would lead to a bridge. Unfortunately, that was a trick of the light, and instead, they ended abruptly in the middle of the air. Then… “Hey, I found something!” I said. 
“There is no way we can get up there,” Merlin said. 
I was on the highest bridge. I hadn’t thought there would be anything on it, I just thought I could see more things. “It’s not the heart. It’s a lever.”
“Pull it, but be careful.”
I did, and there was a rumbling as stone moved. I climbed down carefully, and at the bottom, there was now a round pedestal with a black metal cage. Inside the cage was a red crystal heart. I was surprised it wasn’t any larger than a person’s heart. When I reached for the cage, however, it shocked me. 
Gmork groaned. “There must be another trigger to unlock it.” 
Once again, we split up to find it. After a long time, I was getting frustrated. Then I heard more stone move and froze. “What happened?”
“I stepped on a pressure pad,” Gmork said. 
We rushed back to the heart to find that the cage was now open. Cautiously, I reached for it. Thankfully, it didn’t attack, so I picked it up. It was heavy and cold. 
“What do we do now?” 
Before Merlin could answer me, another portal formed under us and left us back on the mountain.



Chapter 22
The first thing we did when we returned to Vactarus’s mansion was to put the heart in a chest and put a blood lock over it. I knew the blood lock protected the box from being opened by anyone unrelated to the person who set it. It should have occurred to me that it would require blood. 
Even though I could only use light magic growing up, I was still born a sorcerer; I wasn’t afraid of blood. I was uncomfortable pricking his paw, though, so we switched. 
Normally, I would want to learn the spell, but since all my worst enemies were related to me, I wandered off. I found Arrow in the library, talking to his teapot. 
“Hello, Ayden,” he said when I entered. “I’m glad to see you made it back.” I couldn’t answer him, so I just sat there for a while as he continued talking to his teapot about the woman he loved. Although my wolf smelled something very unique about him, I couldn’t tell what it was. 
Defeating Erica was going to be difficult, but we had to do it. She was capable of so much more than killing Nimue. She had an army of powerful dragon-haters. With the amulet, she could gather more and more power until even the dragons couldn’t stop her. 
For the first time since he killed Painter, Merlin stopped fighting his future-seeing ability and actually tried to use it. Unfortunately, the ability was unstable at best and wasn’t showing him anything. 
I didn’t have a strong plan in mind, but I knew we needed another person with us. When I made the portal to go home to Magnus’s castle, I was surprised when Arrow insisted on going with us. 
“There’s nothing here. I will never rebuild my life if I hide from destiny.” 
“We’re not seeking destiny,” I said. 
“I am a little better at thievery than I let on. I can help you.”
He was sincere, so I reluctantly agreed. 
We returned home and found Kalyn alone. Mason had to represent his family at a warrior tournament and Thaddeus went with him to protect him. When we told Kalyn we were going to face a powerful half-dragon with the ability to take everyone else’s magic away, and that we didn’t have a plan, she readily agreed to help us.
 
*          *          *
 
We appeared outside the castle as we had expected. It was white and oddly shimmery, with two tall towers. It didn’t look like a sinister sorcerer’s castle. If anything, it was pretty. A tall, rock wall surrounded the castle, but it was possible to see through the iron gate. 
A guard stood on the other side of it with a sword at his hip. He was as large and muscular as a warrior, with metal armor covering his weak points. He didn’t look surprised to see us. “Only Merlin can enter,” the guard said. 
“It is my castle!” Gmork argued. 
I kept my mouth shut. 
“Only Merlin can enter,” the guard repeated, opening the gate. When Gmork tried to enter, the guard drew his sword. 
“Gmork, just wait. Merlin can handle this.” 
Gmork grumbled, but didn’t protest further. I handed the bag with the heart in it to Merlin, who took it in his teeth. We had put it in a different bag than mine so that I could still use the potions or tools if we were separated. Merlin passed through and gave me a last glance before walking the long distance and disappearing into the castle.
“How can you be okay with this?” Gmork asked. “We can’t just sit out here while he faced Erica alone.”
“I don’t plan to.” I wrapped my arm around Kalyn’s and led her away. Gmork and Arrow followed. As soon as we were out of earshot of the guard, I said, “Here’s the plan. Kalyn, create an illusion of us standing around, waiting impatiently. I’ll make us invisible and we’ll sneak in, but I’ll drop the invisibility as soon as we get there so that it doesn’t drain my energy. Gmork, you’ll lead us through secret passageways until we reach her. Once we are there, we will watch and wait for the moment to do our parts. If you have an opportunity to get the amulet away from Erica, take it, but we need a way to signal each other so we don’t get in each other’s way.”
“We can’t just say that we’re making a move?”
I shook my head. “Someone could hear us.” 
“We can tap our nose,” Kalyn suggested.
I nodded. “That should work.”
“Just remember that Arrow and I won’t be able to understand anything they’re saying, so you’ll have to tell us if something important happens.”
“You’re going to tell her to stay here, right?” Gmork asked me.
“Tell who to stay here?”
He rolled his eyes. “Do you want Kalyn to get killed?”
“Of course not.”
“Then she needs to wait out here.”
Kalyn laughed, but I was the one who explained. “Kalyn isn’t Nimue. She’s not a witch, a child, or a delicate flower. She can protect herself. Besides that, I’m not leaving her behind to get kidnapped or hurt. We’re stronger together, whether we’re walking into danger or not.” 
“I don’t want to get killed, so can I wait out here?” Arrow asked. When we all looked at him, he shrugged. “I’m only joking?” he said. He didn’t sound sure, though.
“Yours is an important role, but that’s a lot of pressure to put on someone we barely know.”
He looked up at the castle with a worried frown. “I’ve run away a lot in my life, and it never worked out for me.” He pulled out his teapot and caressed it. “If I want to turn things around, I need to start somewhere. I’ll do it.”
Kalyn made a motion with her hand and I felt magic fall over us. “Now you can make us invisible and it’ll look like we’re still here.” 
I made us invisible and transported us to Nimue’s room. This was a lot of work, especially with how much of Gmork there was to hide and transport, so I had to take a short rest once we got there. Fortunately, Kalyn had thought ahead and brought some bread, since food was a good way to recover my energy.
Nimue’s room wasn’t as lavish as the rooms at Magnus’s castle, but that was a good thing. It had a huge bed, laden with satin sheets, rich blue blankets, and more puffy pillows than any bed needed. There was an elegant, white armoire with gold knobs and jewels accenting the doors, and a matching vanity, covered with jewelry and perfumes. On the floor was a black fur rug.
“What’s your story?” Kalyn asked Arrow while I was resting.
“Not as interesting as yours, I’m afraid. I found a wonderful woman who loved me for me, but then I tried to solve our problems with magic and ended up losing everything.” 
Surprisingly, Gmork had blocked off the only secret passageway to Nimue’s room out of respect. Then I pointed out that he could have told her about it instead in case she needed to escape. He wasn’t pleased with my advice.
We snuck down the hallway to another room. This was an unused bedroom. “Move the bed,” Gmork said. 
I did, and found a wooden trap door. When I opened it, there was a set of steps leading into the darkness. We descended the steps and closed it behind us, then I magically moved the bed back into place. I illuminated the crystal of my staff and saw that we were in a maze of narrow hallways. There were several doors, but they were thin like window panels. 
“This will get us to anywhere on the first floor of the castle,” Gmork explained. “It goes between the rooms.” He led the way through most of it, but we had to take several detours because he was too large to fit through some of the hallways. Eventually, however, he stopped at a door. “Open this, but turn out your light first or we will be seen.”
I did as he said and was surprised when we opened it. We were looking through the back of a painting, but it was designed so that we could see through it. With us in the dark, we wouldn’t be seen in return.
The painting was in the throne room, where Merlin and Erica were talking. At Merlin’s feet was the fancy, blood-locked chest. “I’m here,” I said in Merlin’s mind.
“I know,” he responded.
“Give me the heart,” Erica said. 
“Not until you free Nimue.” 
Nimue appeared next to Erica, her wrists bound together by a glowing red band. The same thing bound her ankles. A third one was around her neck, but instead of restraining her, it was on the verge of choking her. 
“Merlin, run,” she said.
Erica laughed. “He won’t run. Give me the heart or she dies.” Merlin stepped back from it. Erica motioned with her hand and the box slid across the room to stop at her feet. 
“Now release her.”
“Did you really expect me to let her go?” 
“Why not? What do you want with her?”
“She’s a wonderful weapon to use against both you and Gmork. I had nothing against Gmork at first, but he’s so much fun to kick. You know this blood lock won’t stop me.” 
A guard walked up behind him and used a knife to cut Merlin on the back. He whimpered, but he didn’t protest. The guard then went to the chest and dripped blood from the knife onto it. The box popped open. 
Erica picked up the heart in one hand, studied it, and then crushed it. “You really thought you could fool me with a fake heart?”
“I was hoping so.” Nimue cried in pain as Erica clenched her fists and the bands tightened. “Wait!” Merlin shouted. “I have the real heart, and you will never get it if you hurt her.”
She sneered, but Nimue could breathe again. “Why shouldn’t I just take it from you and kill all of you?”
While she was talking, I pulled the real heart out of my bag. It was in a smaller, plain box that no one would think such a powerful object would be found in. We made the switch hoping that Erica hadn’t inherited her father’s seer abilities. We had only put the real heart in the decorative chest in the first place to help Merlin be convincing, because he could honestly say that he put it in the decorative chest. 
I felt the light magic flowing in it. Although it wasn’t a galaxy stone, it was plenty powerful. It might have been the greatest weapon against dragons that ever existed, but it was created out of love. Just as I did with my galaxy stone, I focused my mind on wanting Erica to be peaceful. 
Nothing happened.
“What’s wrong?” Gmork asked. 
“It’s not bonded to me.”
“What?” 
I pointed to my crystal. “My galaxy stone originally looked very different from this, but it changed as it bonded to me.” 
“How did you make it bond?”
“I used magic through it. I don’t know how to do that with this.” I wanted to use my galaxy stone on her, but Merlin had warned me not to unless it was an emergency, because it was only a shard. I didn’t like the idea that it wasn’t powerful enough. It worked on real dragons, so I thought it should have worked on Erica. After all, it had worked on Merlin a few times. 
“We have to do something,” Kalyn said. 
“You are being too loud,” Merlin warned in my mind.
I motioned to the others to be quiet, which wasn’t very effective in the dark.
“You planned to kill all of us once you got the heart,” Merlin said. “Why keep her alive if you were going to kill her anyway?” 
“To watch the misery on your face as I kill her. Of course, it just wouldn’t be as fun without seeing Gmork’s face when I kill her, too.” With that, she gestured to the painting, which blew off the wall. Her magic wrapped around Gmork, Kalyn, and me, and we were suddenly being levitated out of the hiding spot. At that point, I realized Arrow wasn’t with us. 
In a last ditch effort, I tried to make her peaceful with my galaxy stone. Unlike the pure heart, my dragon’s eye responded and magic shot into her, but it was ineffective. We landed in a heap. I held the heart in the crook of my arm to protect it. 
“You don’t ever learn, do you?” Erica asked me as I climbed to my feet. “You can’t defeat me.”
“We can and will,” I argued. I just didn’t know how. Nevertheless, when she was talking, she wasn’t killing, so I would keep her talking and gloating until a plan came to mind. 
“Is that so?” Kalyn gasped as she was picked up magically and pulled to Erica. Kalyn didn’t fight Erica as she squeezed Kalyn’s throat. 
I aimed my staff at her and tried to do magic, but nothing happened. The amulet was too powerful. “Let her go!”
“Or what?” 
“Please let her go.”
“Leave him and Kalyn out of this,” Merlin said. “You already have Nimue at your mercy.” 
She scowled and ignored Merlin. “What would you do to save her?” 
I didn’t answer. It was against a sorcerer’s nature to beg or surrender, but I wasn’t just a sorcerer. 
“Drop your staff.” 
I did without hesitation. 
“Now give me the real heart.” 
I held it out and it flew into her hands. On contact, I felt her dark magic increase. She hadn’t even done anything yet and it was already making her more powerful. 
“Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
“Release Kalyn.”
Erica scoffed. “The dumb girl isn’t fighting back.” She sneered in Kalyn’s face. “It won’t even be fun to kill you. I’m still going to, though.” 
“No!” I shouted as she squeezed harder. I heard a bone snap and then Kalyn crumpled to the ground. I ran to her, ignoring Erica as she stepped over Kalyn’s body. Erica turned her full attention to Merlin and Gmork, not considering me a threat. 
I only had a moment to grieve however. The horror didn’t fully sink in before Kalyn opened her eyes and shoved the amulet into my hand. It was the first time I had seen the amulet up close. It was gold, the width of my palm, and shaped like a tiny shield with dozens of magic symbols across it. I gaped with shock just as Erica shouted with fury. 
“How did you get it?” I asked. 
She winked and magic swirled around her. Suddenly, she was gone and Arrow was in her place. “I told you I was a good thief.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
At that point, Kalyn stepped out of the hiding spot in the wall. “I’m sorry I didn’t signal,” she said. “A moment before Erica exposed us, I disguised Arrow as me and made myself invisible. I couldn’t have stolen the amulet.” 
“And I can’t be killed,” Arrow said. He rubbed his neck. “I can be hurt really badly, though. I’m going to need a mage.”  
“Why didn’t the amulet stop you?”
He shrugged. “I wasn’t doing any magic. Kalyn was, and she was out of range.”
When Erica made a grab for it, I rolled out of the way. Before I could put it on and try to use it, Gmork snatched it out of my hand. I had enough time to worry that he was on her side all along and would give it to her…
Before he crushed it in his jaws and spit out the pieces on the ground. Erica shouted with even more fury. “Now you will never get it back,” Gmork said. 
“You fool! I still have magic!”
“But now, so do we,” Merlin said. “Svíða!” His magic lashed out and struck her.
Erica dropped to her knees with a scream of pain. Unfortunately, she could still do magic, and it wasn’t Merlin or Gmork she aimed her curse at but Nimue. “Dauðr!” 
“No!” Merlin and Gmork both screamed. 
It was too late, though. Nimue fell. I had seen the spell before and knew Nimue only had a moment before death. Gmork ran to her and tried to help her. Merlin took a different approach. Shaking with fury, his fur started receding. He grew larger and just like when he was shifting into a man, his bones broke and reshaped. He wasn’t turning into a person though. 
Instead, thick, powerful black wings sprouted from his back and grew as he did. His paws thinned and lengthened, and his claws grew into wickedly sharp talons. Black scales formed over his skin like growing armor. His fluffy wolf tail changed into a thick, long, black tail. He developed a row of spikes that ran from his neck, down his spine, to stop halfway down is tail. 
The change happened so fast that it was impossible to take in each individual detail. It was much faster than the change from wolf to man. Then my best friend was standing there as a massive dragon that barely fit in the room. He looked just like Baltezore did in his dragon form, except his eyes were the same gold as always. 
He roared and smoke billowed out of his mouth. Erica had recovered from her pain and realized how much trouble she was in. She ran for the door. Although Merlin didn’t remember who he was or what happened, he must have realized she was the enemy, because he slammed his paw down on her. The heart rolled out of her arms. Fortunately, it didn’t look damaged.
She screamed. He hadn’t killed her, but she wasn’t getting out of his grasp by force. Erica used several dragon curses on him and even tried to burn him. If it had any effect on him, he didn’t show it. I turned my attention to Nimue and Gmork. Gmork had reverted to his person form and was crying over Nimue’s body. 
I went to him. “I couldn’t stop it,” he said. “Dragon magic is more powerful than necromancy.” 
“You can’t… bring her back?”
“Her soul is still in her. I can feel it. I can hold it here, but there is nothing to bring her back to. The body is dead.”
I wondered if it felt for her how the sleeping curse was to me. “It explains why you’re a man again.” Then I saw that most of his chest was frozen white. I hadn’t seen it when he was hunched over Nimue. “I guess that only broke one of them, though.” 
“I don’t care about the curse. I would rather be a wolf and her be alive. Even if I can never see her again, I want her to live. I would rather the ice curse kill me and Merlin make her happy.”
“Maybe we need a healer.” It was at that point that I realized Merlin’s head was over me, and I jumped out of the way. 
Merlin didn’t attack, though; he was studying Nimue. Slowly, he reached out and nudged her with his paw. He clearly still cared about her even as a dragon, but he was confused. Gmork ignored him and pulled her further into his arms. He wouldn’t deny Merlin the chance to say goodbye. 
Merlin growled and swept his gaze around the room, searching for the culprit. I looked around for Erica and didn’t see her. Kalyn and Arrow were staying out of the way, not able to help and not wanting to draw the dragon’s attention. “You already got the one who did this,” I said. I pulled out a mirror from my pocket. “I know you don’t understand or remember me, but I need you to look at this.” I held it up for him to see himself, but he looked at Erica instead. “Merlin, you’ll understand if you look at the mirror. Just a glance.” 
He turned away and nudged Nimue again. 
“Stop it, Merlin.” Gmork said. “That won’t help anything. She is dead. It’s too late to do anything, even necromancy.” 
When he fell silent again, and even his tears were quiet, it felt wrong to break the silence by speaking. Then I couldn’t speak at all as Merlin reached into his own chest and pulled out his heart. There wasn’t blood or gore. It was more like magic drew it out. The organ was red and hard like a crystal, yet it was glowing and pulsing. 
He pressed it against Nimue’s chest and it glowed so brightly that I had to close my eyes. I opened them again just in time to see the glow die. Nimue suddenly opened her eyes and gasped for breath. 
Gmork hugged her, crying with relief now, and she hugged him back. I half expected him to turn back into the wolf, but there was no sign of a change. Then she saw Merlin and her eyes widened with shock. 
“Don’t be afraid,” I said. “He saved you. He’s---”
“Merlin,” she said. She reached out and touched his snout. “No matter what form you are in, your eyes are the same. Thank you for saving me.” 
Merlin turned away, uncomfortable with what he felt, and I used the opportunity to show him the mirror. I instantly saw recognition in his eyes before he started to shrink back into his wolf form. The change was slower and looked painful. When it was over, he was too exhausted to stand. 
Nimue hadn’t seen Merlin’s shift, however, because she was too busy kissing Gmork. When she let him go, the ice on his chest faded. She gasped when she saw it and Gmork kissed her again. 
She loved him. 
Meanwhile, Merlin slumped to the floor. That got Nimue’s attention and she broke away from Gmork to go to Merlin. She hugged him, but I felt like it was a “goodbye” hug.
“I guess you won’t be going with us now that Gmork’s curse is broken and he doesn’t need you?” I asked. She was a perfectly nice woman, but I didn’t like the heartache she was causing Merlin. 
She slowly shook her head. When Merlin backed away from her, she grabbed his head in her hands. “I love you, Merlin. I always will. You are an amazing and loving person. I know you love me and it kills me to not be able to give you what you need…” She glanced at Gmork. “But I also love him. I can’t help it. He needs me and he’s where I belong. If I left with you, he would never recover, and you would eventually meet a woman much more suited to you. You will find someone better than me if I’m not in your way. I would be preventing both of you from being with your soul mates.”
I expected Merlin to argue or struggle to get away from her. “I know,” he said instead. 
“You know?” 
“I knew from our first kiss that we would never last. It did not stop me from loving you. It did not stop me from fighting to protect you.”
“But you said you wanted to marry me.” 
“I was in denial, and that was my mortality showing itself. If we were to die tomorrow, I would marry you this instant. If we had a year, or two, or ten. It might take a hundred years, but eventually, we would fall apart. I will love you forever, but I can see that your heart belongs to him.”
“Can I just point out that you gave your heart to Nimue and it’s how she’s alive right now?” I asked. “I kind of thought that would change things.”
“Dragons have two hearts and can live on one,” Merlin said. “I did not give it to her to bind her to me.” 
“Is she going to die if she stays with me?” Gmork asked. 
Merlin looked at Nimue. “No. She is free to follow her heart.” 
Nimue went to Gmork and hugged him again. 
“I really don’t like how this turned out,” I said. 
“We won the battle,” Merlin said. “This was the price I chose for my magic.” 
I wanted him to explain more, but I felt like he needed time to think first. “What did you do with Erica?”
He grimaced. “I am not sure.” 
“What do you mean?”
“It was a bit of a blur. I remember that I defeated her and put her somewhere she can never hurt anyone again… but I cannot remember where.”
“Oh well. I’m sure she’ll turn up again. It’s not fair that her momentary death broke the curse on Gmork, and not on you. We will keep trying to break your curse.”
“No. I have my magic and can help you better in our upcoming adventures. This is how I was meant to be. I was always a wolf.” 
“Are you sure you weren’t always a dragon?” 
He scowled at me. “I have had enough identity crises to last me a lifetime, thank you.”
 
*          *          *
 
Merlin, Kalyn, Arrow, and I returned home. We hid the heart in a safe place in the castle, where we were sure that Erica wouldn’t find it if she ever escaped the unknown place Merlin put her. Then we all got a long, much-needed rest. 
Of course, people were at the doorstep first thing in the morning to have their curses broken. Since many of them had been waiting for days, I decided not to ignore them. It turned out to be relaxing after the adventure we’d just had.
At one point, I answered the door to an urgent knocking and I was knocked off my feet by Goat. She was a small black goat with blue eyes, but while there was nothing too unique about her appearance, I could always recognize her by her personality. She was so beyond herself with excitement that she was hopping, kicking, and ramming everything. I was very worried until the old farmer who accompanied her explained. “We found her running along the road and got word that she had been for several days, so we caught up to her and let her rest in our wagon. I had never seen an animal so determined to get home to her master in all my life.”
“That’s kind of sweet.” I turned and found her standing behind me with three of my socks hanging out of her mouth. “Stupid goat. You didn’t want me, you wanted my socks.”
She frolicked around the room again. 
When Mason and Thaddeus returned that night, we had quite a lot to catch them up on. Kalyn needed to tell her mother she was safe and sound, but she assured me she would return soon. Before she left, however, Arrow gave us matching bracelets. They were simple, brown, leather straps with a single, round moonstone. 
“If either of you need help, the other will glow.” 
We both thanked him and Kalyn left. Arrow decided to stay until he figured out his next step. When I asked about him and the woman he loved, he was cryptic at best. The most I could get out of him was that “something” was looking for him. 
Not someone. 
Something. 
I was worried there would be another adventure on the horizon. 
 
*          *          *
 
A few days later, Merlin and I were at the creek, practicing dragon water spells. I wasn’t good at the fancier tricks, but I could make an impressive wave. Then our lovely lesson was interrupted by a dragon I really wasn’t interested in talking to at the moment. 
Cennuth landed in the grass, towering over us with authority and anger. I was not going to bow to someone who wouldn’t help us when we needed it. Merlin was a little more forgiving, but he didn’t bow, either.
“You gave your heart to a woman who was not your soul mate. What were you thinking?”
“That I could save her life, and I did.” 
“You have no idea of the consequences you have brought upon yourself. You cannot reach your full potential with only one heart.”
“I will make due.”
“Dragons share their hearts to create a bond. You will never have that with your soul mate.”
“I highly doubt my soul mate, if I ever find her, will be a dragon.”
“I have clearly failed to teach you what it means to be a dragon.”
“I am not a dragon.”
“You will regret this decision.” With that, the black dragon flew away. 
“You had a lot of terrible friends before I came along,” I said. 
Merlin smirked. “Yes, I did.”



Epilogue
I thought we were done with drama and confrontations for the next few months, but as Merlin and I arrived home from practicing at the creek, I found my father and grandmother being led into the great room by Mason. Assuming something was wrong, I contemplated hiding in my room. Ultimately, I decided they wouldn’t go away until they got what they wanted. 
They both had rust-colored eyes, but Shaerl’s facial structure was softer. Her long, braided black hair was draped over her shoulder, accented with a ruby necklace. My father looked stoic, like he was doing a chore he hated and wanted to get it over with. Shaerl, on the other hand, smiled pleasantly. 
That couldn’t be a good thing. 
Then I noticed the baby my father was holding and I knew something was very wrong. “Hello, Grandmother,” I said, barely holding in the “go away” that I wanted to follow it with.
“Good morning, Ayden.” 
“Is something wrong?”
“No, actually. We have wonderful news… for Thaddeus.”
Everyone looked at Thad, who went pale as a ghost. “Me?”
“Yes. Oh, I am Shaerl Rynorm, your grandmother. More importantly, I would like you to meet my newest granddaughter, and the seventh born girl. Her name is…” 
“Lilith,” my father said when she hesitated. 
She scowled. “Really? That’s not a good name at all. Let the mother know it will be changed.” She looked back at Thaddeus and smiled. “Anyway, the name is not important. When she comes of age, she will be your wife.”
I didn’t think Thad could go any paler, but he did. And it was about to get worse.
Shaerl took Lilith from my father, holding her out at arm’s length like she was going to puke on Shaerl, and held her out for Thad. Thad took Lilith out of obligation, but wouldn’t cradle her. “I can’t… I…” He shook his head.
Shaerl’s smile was dangerous. “Of course you can. Get to know her. In twelve to fifteen years, she should be ready to marry, and then you will have seven daughters with her. Let’s hope for twins.”
“I have to go sit down,” Mason said, leaving. 
“Wait! You can’t leave me with her! Please!” I was pretty sure my brother was about to start crying. Thad looked at our father for help, but he just narrowed his eyes in warning. Nobody denied Shaerl Rynorm.
Except I had apparently reached my limit of being pushed around for the month and decided that it was as good a day as any to die. “No,” I said to Shaerl. I took Lillith carefully before my brother dropped her.
“No, what?” Shaerl asked.
“No, you are not forcing Thaddeus to marry someone, especially a baby. No, you’re not going to make him have daughters. And Lillith is a pretty name, so if that’s what her mother named her, that’s going to stay her name.”
Her smile disappeared and she scowled at me. “How dare you---”
“I’m still talking,” I interrupted. 
That was real fear on my father’s face, but he tried to hide it. 
“Your relentless, desperate efforts to control everyone in the family so that you can have as many Sjau Rynorms have gone too far. It doesn’t matter! A Sjau will be born or not. No amount of matchmaking and fertility potions will change fate. If Thad is meant to have a Sjau child, he will, but it’ll be with the person he loves.” 
“You are a Rynorm and you will mind your tone with me.”
“I am a Sjau. I make my own rules. Do you want me to discard the Rynorm name, too? I will in a heartbeat, and then you’ll have no Sjau in your family. You don’t control me, or my brother. You can’t kill me. And by the way, I might marry another Sjau.” I wasn’t dumb enough to give a name, though. Now she was grinding her teeth. “And you can’t do anything about it, because you can’t kill any Sjau.” 
“You really need to stop,” my father warned me. 
Shaerl ignored him and wrapped her hand around my throat. Merlin growled, but she ignored him. “Why are you so confident that I won’t kill you?”
“There are only fourteen Sjau alive at a time. If you could kill us, you would have been killing us off at the moment new babies would be born in your family to make sure all fourteen were in your family. You won’t kill us because we are chosen by the dragons.”
With that, she smiled and released me. “Very well. There are plenty of powerful sorcerers who are willing to father the next Sjau.” She took a few steps back so that she was next to my father, who was in shock. “You did a good job raising this one,” she said to him. “I’ve never seen a Rynorm who didn’t cower at my feet. He can go far and make the Rynorm name proud.” Then she walked away. 
My father was slow to follow because he was too stunned. “Wait, take Lilith!” I said. Shaerl kept walking, but my father returned to take the baby before they both left. 
“What just happened?” Thaddeus asked. 
“I think she was testing me.”
“For what?” 
“I don’t know, but I bet we’re going to find out.”
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