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CHAPTER 1


Ethan Critelli whistled a happy tune as he walked out of Jameson Hall. He stopped at the bottom of the steps to take in the wonderful autumn fragrance with a big grin on his face. It was a beautiful day; the sun shone brightly in the clear blue sky, birds sang sweet melodies from the boughs of nearby trees, and the crisp air livened his spirits.

He smiled at the sun and slid on a pair of sunglasses. “My future’s so bright, I gotta wear shades,” he said, feeling like it was he who had the world by the balls for once, and not the other way around.

Finally, the day had come. After four years of college and four more of veterinary school, he’d passed the North American Veterinary Licensing Exam at the age of 26. In a few months, Ethan would graduate from Cornell University of Veterinary Medicine. Then he’d open up his own practice in Ithaca.

His own practice!

Ethan was electrified. He could hardly believe the moment had finally come. In his heightened state of consciousness, the world burst with color, energy, and possibility. Cayuga Lake shimmered in the distance, it’s surface of twinkling prisms alive and brilliant. Fall’s felled leaves created an autumnal carpet on the lawn, and despite the chill in the air, there were a plethora of students and faculty outside enjoying the crisp sunny day. Ethan felt like he might burst with the news of his achievement. He had to tell someone, but his friends weren’t around. He thought about calling someone with the news, but news like this was so much better in person.

Ethan made it five steps before he gave in to the urge to call someone and pulled out his phone. He was about to call his adoptive mother when a gust of wind violently roared through campus. The gale scattered papers, tossed hats, lifted blankets, and pushed Ethan back a full two steps. He scrambled off the walkway and took refuge beneath a small maple tree as leaves cascaded across the lawn. Another gust followed the first, and dark storm clouds suddenly began to swirl in from every direction.

“What the…”

At first Ethan laughed at the delightful display. The leaves were enchanting—whimsical even—and he was in a mystical mood, but he soon realized the danger when a fallen tree branch snapped a power line loose, and it fell, writhing like an electric snake on the leaf-strewn lawn. Students and faculty alike began to scramble for shelter, and Ethan was about to join them when the most curious thing happened.

A man’s voice arose somewhere in the haunting roar of the gale. At first it was faint, but soon the sounds grew louder, then louder still. Ethan glanced around, thinking that surely the others could hear it, but they gave no indication as they abandoned their scattered picnic paraphernalia and ran for shelter.

Ethan huddled beneath the small tree and strained to make out the words riding on the wind. They weren’t in any language he’d ever heard. He jerked his head left and right and spun a circle, searching for the source. The voice was much too loud to be natural. It was a booming command that grew so loud it reverberated in Ethan’s chest. The others had to be able to hear it!

The storm clouds barked and churned angrily, and if Ethan hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he’d never have believed it, for a vortex of swirling darkness suddenly opened up … right above him. Ethan was no dummy, he was smart enough to know that when a writhing vortex of doom opens up above your head, you run!

He abandoned his shoddy cover and bolted back toward Jameson Hall. “Open the door!” he screamed to the mystified onlookers standing pressed against the glass doors.

They weren’t looking at him, they were looking at the vortex. Ethan glanced up at it and shrieked; it was following him! To his bewilderment, he thought he saw a figure deep inside the vortex, an old man standing beside a fire. He’d glimpsed it for only a moment, but he was sure of what he’d seen.

“Open the freaking door!” he screamed and pounded on the glass.

Rather than open it, someone locked it. The onlookers pointed their phones at him, elbowing each other as they vied for the best angle to record his demise. He had a fleeting thought, one that was hilarious and terrible: his death by vortex going viral.

Ethan was whipped around by the wind, his back pressed against the glass. His cell phone was sucked from his grip and tumbled through the air into the angry mouth of the vortex. Hail and freezing rain assaulted him. Lightning exploded from the edges of the churning maelstrom, accompanied by a thunderous chant.

“Inda-ka-inda-kayodis-indorah kaw! Inda-ka-inda-kayodis-indorah kaw!”

The voice reverberated in Ethan’s bones as the vortex churned faster and faster. To his horror, Ethen felt himself being pulled into that death spiral of darkness and lightning. He screamed for help and grabbed ahold of the door handle—on the other side of the door, everyone held their breath and zoomed in. Ethan’s legs were drawn away from behind him, his toes scraping the ground before floating into the air. He was being sucked into the vortex like a fly to a vacuum cleaner. He squeezed the door handle with all his might, and for a time he hung there sideways, the otherworldly tornado opening like the hungry maw of an elemental deity.

“Not today!” he screamed. “Come on, man! Not today!”

He lost his hold on the door handle and was sucked into the vortex like a bullet. Ethan’s own screams were drawn out by the deafening chaos around him. The strange chanting echoed as he careened end over end down a tunnel of multicolored lightning and streaking stars. He thought he’d surely be ripped apart by the pressure crushing in from all sides, but darkness replaced the seizure-inducing lightshow and silence replaced the tumult. Ethan was suddenly falling rather than flying, and he abruptly crashed onto a wooden floor.

“Thank the gods!” an old man cheered somewhere nearby.

Ethan sputtered and spat, he flailed and thrashed, frantically trying to get his bearings. “What the hell’s going on?”

“Stay calm, stay calm,” said the old man.

Ethan blinked at him, thinking him as strange as the room with which he now found himself in, for the old man was dressed in wizard garb, a mystical shimmering cloak and pointy hat to boot. His beard was long and silver, so thick that only his crooked nose and bright green eyes shone between his mustache and brow.

The circular room Ethan found himself was, he assumed, located inside a tower, and it was quite obviously a wizard’s laboratory, for there were all manner of strange and wonderful objects within it. Fizzling concoctions sat in beakers and vials, some held aloft above large candles, while others were stacked neatly on wooden shelves. Star charts, maps, spell books and scrolls were stacked haphazardly about the place, and a multitude of herbs hung from thick ceiling beams.

“I’m sure you must have a million questions,” the wizard began.

“If you tell me that I’ve been summoned to another planet by an eccentric wizard for some heroic reason, and that only I can save the world with my unique ability to melt bad guy faces, you’ll be my new hero,” said Ethan.

“Well, not really.” The old man scratched his head. “I just need your help healing my griffin.”

Ethan followed the old man’s eyes and jumped when he saw an honest-to-goodness, real life griffin sitting by the fireplace staring back at him.

“This place has magical creatures?” he asked, mystified.

“Indeed, it does.”

“This is like a dream.”

The old man laughed. “This must be strange. But I assure you, this is not a dream.”

“I assume you’re a wizard or something,” said Ethan.

“Um, well, yes, a sorcerer to be exact.” The old man straightened and struck a stoic pose. “I am Kazian Kazarian the Seventh of the Order of the Spectrum.”

“Sweet,” said Ethan, and he extended a hand in greeting. “I’m Ethan Critelli, my gamer friends call me Criter. Not like a little animal though, but C-R-I-T-er, you know, like my spells hit so hard they do critical damage.”

“Ah! You are a practitioner of the arcane arts as well?”

“Um no, not like, real arcane arts. I mean like video games.” Ethan glanced around the medieval, torchlit room. “I guess you wouldn’t know anything about that though.”

Kazian frowned.

“Anyway,” said Ethan. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“And you as well.” Kazian shook his hand and added, “Criter.”

“So you’ve got a sick griffin huh?” Ethan turned his attention to the animal, and for a moment his mind went blank as he stared into the glowing, green, eagle eyes. There was knowledge in those eyes, an understanding, and a yearning to communicate.

“Yes, indeed I do.” Kazian shuffled past Ethan and sat on his haunches beside the creature. “I’ve been trying to heal him for a tenday, but to no avail. I suspect dark magic is at work, but try as I might, I cannot pinpoint the problem.”

“And you thought I could help because …”

“Well, I didn’t choose you, per say. I um, how do I explain?”

“You called to the gods or the essence of magic in the universe or whatever, asking for someone with the skills needed to heal your ailing magical creature,” said Ethan. “Is that about right?”

Kazian considered Ethan again, peering intently over the rims of his perfectly circular and oversized glasses. “You have an uncanny ability to shed light on mystery.”

“I really don’t,” Ethan admitted. “I mean, it’s just that this type of scenario -- being summoned to another world, especially a magical world -- is a giant theme back home, especially in literature and gaming circles. It’s like every gamer’s ultimate dream come true.”

“It is?”

Ethan nodded. “For sure.”

“What is it about your world that makes people wish they could leave?”

“You got a few weeks? I could start listing the reasons.”

Thick silver eyebrows shot upward, and Kazian nodded understanding.

“But I must admit,” Ethan went on, “I don’t possess any magic whatsoever. Whoever brought me to you messed up. I’m just a veterinary student at the moment. I mean, I did just pass my NAVLE with flying colors, but I’m not yet a practicing vet. And besides, my studies never covered mythical creatures.”

“Mythical?” said Kazian.

“Uh, yeah. On my planet, a griffin is a mythical creature.”

“Interesting.” Kazian stood with a groan, his eyes glued to the griffin. “Isn’t there something you can do? You say that you have no magic, but there was a reason you were brought to me, and I have a nose for these things. Just have a look at him.”

“What’s his name⁠—”

Gustwing.

Ethan jerked his head toward the griffin. It lay there like a cat, head on its front claws and eyes turned upward, eyes that stared into Ethan’s.

“His name is—” Kazian began.

“Gustwing,” Ethan interrupted him. “His name is Gustwing.”

Kazian snorted and shook his head. “Now how in the blazes did you know that?”

“I, I don’t know. The name just kind of, like, came to me. Like I saw it in my head. But I didn’t see it. I heard it. But I didn’t hear it. You know what I mean? I just sort of…knew it.”

The old man laughed and hacked. “I would wager that Gustwing told you his name. He tries to talk to me sometimes, but alas, I have no ear for animal speak. Perhaps you do.”

“No, there’s nothing like that on my world.”

“Sure, maybe not on your world, but perhaps coming here to a magical realm awakened something within you that cannot be expressed on your world. It’s all a matter of trans-dimensional resonance really. Perhaps if there is magic here, on my world, there can’t be magic there, on your world, and therefore⁠—”

“Are you talking about quantum entanglement? Do you think our two worlds are linked somehow?”

“I believe so. By any chance is your world called Earth?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

“Other men and women of Earth have been brought here in the past.”

“And where exactly is here?”

“This world is called Aerth.”

“Aerth? Interesting. And how it is you’re speaking English?”

Kazian shrugged. “How is it you’re speaking Genlish?”

“Genlish?” Ethan laughed. “You call this language Genlish?”

“It seems the two languages are one and the same,” Kazian said with amusement. “There are other similarities between our two worlds, perhaps more so than dissimilarities. Many scholars have studied it in depth. It is quite interesting. If ever you are in the vicinity of⁠—”

“Sorry to interrupt,” said Ethan, “But does this link between our two worlds mean that you can send me back to Earth?”

“Indeed. It may be possible to do so with the arcane crystal.” Kazian gestured to a magnificent glowing orb housed in the clawed prongs of a scepter. “But first I would ask that you take a look at my griffin. See what you can do for him.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to go back to Earth. Not yet I mean. It’s just nice to know it’s possible, even if I don’t want it. You know what I mean?’

“I believe I do, Criter. I believe I do.”

Ethan rubbed his hands together and took a cautious step closer to the griffin. “May I?” he asked the creature.

The griffin ruffled it’s feathers and cooed.

Ethan looked over the beast, checking it’s overall appearance, behavior, and posture, searching for any indication of distress. Its feathers appeared healthy, except for the downy, which felt dry and brittle rather than fluffy and light. Not having a stethoscope, Ethan put his ear to the big griffin’s chest. It was hard to focus being so close to such an incredible creature, but he did his best, reminding himself that he was a professional.

“His heart sounds weak, and his downy looks bad,” he reported.

“Agreed,” said Kazian.

Ethan noticed a rattle in the griffin’s lungs, and feeling beneath the fold of one wing, found it abnormally hot, but of course he didn’t exactly know how hot was too hot when it came to magical creatures.

Next, Ethan checked the griffin’s body for any abnormalities, pain, or lumps. He first, and very carefully, felt about the eagle half of the creature, before moving to the lion half—the torso, sex organs, legs, tail, and paws.

“Yup,” Ethan said when the griffin suddenly jerked from his touch. “He’s in a good deal of pain in his stomach. Has he eaten anything strange?”

The griffin made a tired crooning sound, it’s throat gurgling, and in that moment something curious happened to Ethan. It was the strangest of feelings, not quite a smell, not quite a taste, not quite a word or a sound or a feeling, but in that moment, he sensed something he couldn’t explain.

“What is it Criter? What do you know?” Kazian urged.

“I, I feel like…I smell sulfur, and there’s roses too. The sound -- it’s like a waterfall, and I see…I see…a green root, window, no, widow’s root!” Ethan backed away from Gustwing, knowing that somehow, some way, the creature had communicated with him. He saw realization in the griffin’s eyes—Gustwing was just as surprised as Ethan.

“What you speak of,” Kazian said in a hushed tone, as if divulging a secret he didn’t want the spirits to overhear. “Sulfur, roses, waterfall mist, widow’s root. Those are all ingredients in an exotic poison!” Kazian suddenly jolted for his spell books and scrolls and began frantically searching for something, mumbling to himself like a lunatic.

“Ah hah!” he said victoriously and held up a massive tome with one hand. He hurried over to his desk, swiped everything off it, then slammed down the big book. He flipped through the pages and stopped on one with a large skull and crossbones on the header. “This is it! Griffinsbane!”

Kazian turned to Ethan, grabbed him by the shoulders, and full on kissed him on the mouth. “You’re a genius, my boy! A genius!”

“Thanks,” Ethan said with a laugh and an urge to wipe his lips.

Kazian began to pace. He began to scheme. “It will take me some time to prepare the antidote, but I have everything here. Hah! My ex-wife always said I was a hopeless packrat. But alas! You never know when you’ll need the plaque from a witch’s tooth, the armpit hair of an ogre, or the toenails of a mountain troll!”

“Women,” said Ethan. “Amirite?”

Kazian twittered about the room gathering this and that, telling Ethan to find these and those, all the while the majestic griffin’s ageless eyes followed their movements, tired but alert.

Ethan helped where he could as Kazian carefully prepared the ingredients. He ground herbs with mortar and pestle, boiled down colorful concoctions, whispered incantations, sprinkled enchanted dust into a bubbling cauldron, and stoked the fire’s green flames. The work was tedious and labor intensive, but Ethan loved every minute of it. This wasn’t your average run of the mill chemistry class, this was magic!

I’m making an antidote for a griffin with a sorcerer on another planet! Ethan told himself with glee, hoping that he wasn’t dreaming.

After a long hour and a half, the antidote was finally ready. Kazian carefully poured the green concoction into a small vial and held it to the firelight. “It’s stable enough. Let’s just hope it works.” He handed the vial to Ethan and smiled. “Go on then Dr. Criter. Your patient is waiting.”

Ethan gulped and accepted the vial, holding it delicately. He approached the griffin, who appeared to be asleep, but whose eyes opened as soon as Ethan spoke.

“That’s a good Gustwing,” Ethan said soothingly. “That’s a good boy.”

The griffin’s lion claws curled out of its paws as it squawked weakly.

“This will make you all better, buddy.” Ethan gently put a hand under the griffin’s beak and tilted the head back, while at the same time lifting the vial for the beast to drink.

“Careful not to let any spill or slide out the side of his mouth,” Kazian warned. “He needs every bit of it.”

“We’ll be careful not to spill it, won’t we Gustwing?” said Ethan.

The griffin’s eyes told Ethan that he understood, and it stayed calm and still as Ethan poured the contents of the vial down the back of the pointy tongue. When the vial was empty, Gustwing waggled his tongue and let out a contented coo, then promptly seemed to forget it had ever felt sick and went about preening itself.

“Now I guess we wait,” said Ethan.

It shan’t be too long,” said Kazian. “He looks a bit better already. There’s more life in him anyway. You did good, lad. Gustwing and I thank you muchly.”

“It was my honor, really. I mean it’s not every day you get to work on a griffin in a sorcerer’s tower.” Ethan looked out the small window at the setting sun. The land beyond was lush and green, full of rolling hills and budding trees. “I sure would like to explore your world more. Is there, like, a timeline for how long I can stay before you have to send me back?”

“Well, that depends entirely on you, my boy.”

Ethan saw something outside and glanced at the sorcerer. “Kazian? There’s a group of men coming up the road that don’t look very friendly.”

“What’s this now?” Kazian hurried to the window and peered out. Ethan watched the old man, and he clearly saw dread marring his stoic features.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“They’ve come for the arcane crystal!” said Kazian. His haunted yet determined eyes slowly tracked toward Ethan. “I hope you know how to fight.”


CHAPTER 2


Ethan stared out the window at the group coming up the hill toward the tower. There were at least a dozen of them, all hooded figures and hard to make out, but Kazian was sure who they were.

“They’re the traitors from my order coming to steal the arcane crystal!” Kazian kicked a chair. “I just know it!”

Ethan watched the party getting closer, nervously wondering what kind of trouble he’d gotten himself into. “When you said you hoped I knew how to fight, did you mean like good ole fisticuffs or swordplay? Because I don’t know how to do either.”

“Well, we’re going to have to fight, boy! Those fools mean to take my crystal, and I’m not for handing it over. They’ll have to kill me first!”

“Kill is such a strong word,” said Ethan, growing increasingly desperate. “Are you sure you can’t peacefully part with the crystal?” He glanced out the window again, and a fireball slammed into the outer wall right beside him. Ethan cried out in alarm and backpaddled into a bookcase. The shelves gave out and he went down beneath a shower of heavy tomes.

“I told you they meant business!” Kazian began to dig Ethan out of the scholastic avalanche. “You just stay with Gustwing and don’t get in the way. I can take care of these fools!” Kazian dug around the place and finally came back with a heavy black crossbow. “I assume you know how to use one of these?”

“You assume much sir. Where I come from, we don’t use crossbows very often. Or swords, or shields, or wands.”

“Well then, what do you use, heavy-handed words?”

“I mean, we just kind of try and avoid conflict. I do at least. Other people use their fists, guns, whatever they can get ahold of really.”

Just then a powerful blast shook the tower.

“Just take it!” Kazian pushed the crossbow into Ethan’s hands, slapped an old rusty helmet on his head, and shoved him in Gustwing’s direction.

“Hey, why don’t we just bale out of here on Gustwing?” Ethan asked, and the bird cooed.

“Because they’d blast us out of the sky, and we’d all be dead! Be quiet for a moment, I need to concentrate.”

Kazian went to a small table holding a crystal ball and tapped it twice. “Show me this tower,” he commanded, and the dark contents of the crystal ball swirled into a mishmash of colors then slowly coalesced to create a picture of the tower at sunset.

“That’s so cool!” Ethan moved closer to the crystal ball and reached out to touch it.

Kazian slapped his hand away. “If you think that’s frigid, watch this!” He then zoomed in on the intruders at the door, using the crystal ball like a touchscreen. “Yes, I recognize that face. A cutthroat that one is. And Malazar is with them! That turd has always coveted my power, and now he wants the arcane crystal.”

“They’re trying to break down the door!” said Ethan. “Aren’t you going to try and stop them?”

The sorcerer laughed. “We’re safe for now on the fourth floor. Wait until you see what’s in store for them once they open the door and try to enter!”

Ethan watched, enthralled yet terrified. The building shook with the heavy blows raining down on the door to the first floor. The crystal ball showed two men attacking the door, one slamming it with a huge battle hammer, and the other blasting it with a fireball on every backswing.

Soon, the hammer burst the door wide open. Immediately there was another explosion, and the two men closest to the entrance were blown out of existence. Those standing outside were blasted backward many feet by the hungry flames.

“Jeezum crow!” said Ethan.

“Not bad, eh Criter?”

“That should make them think twice,” Ethan said hopefully.

“Wrong. Malazar will use the cutthroats as cannon fodder to set off my traps on the way up. Then he’ll burrow his weaselly way in here.”

“The arcane crystal!” said Ethan. “If it can open up a portal between two worlds, then surely it can take care of a couple traitorous sorcerers!”

“Sure it could,” said Kazian, “if it was at full power. But it was taxed heavily getting you here. Those rats probably detected the magic coming out of this place when I summoned you and know the crystal is weak.”

“Crap.” Ethan paced and troubled, he troubled and paced. He glanced at the griffin, which didn’t seem to understand the grave trouble they were in. “Got any ideas?” he asked Gustwing.

In his mind’s eye, Ethan suddenly saw the distinct silhouette of a griffin flying toward the setting sun. “Yeah, I mentioned flying away to him,” Ethan told the bird. “But Kazian thinks they’ll just blow us out of the sky. Wait a minute! Did you just project those images at me?”

Gustwing cooed and stared deeply into Ethan’s eyes.

The images that came to Ethan then were of Gustwing deftly dipping, diving, and dodging fireballs, retaliating with a bombardment of lion dung. Ethan laughed and Gustwing cooed amusedly.

“What are you two joking about over there?” said Kazian, one crazed eye bulging. “Don’t you know this is serious?”

“He’s talking to me!” said Ethan. “I mean, he didn’t use words, but he communicated with images.”

“Aaahhh!” Kazian suddenly cried out and dropped to one knee.

Ethan ran to his side and caught him before he fell over. “What is it?”

“Mind…mind, meld…aaahhh!” The sorcerer clawed at his face and pulled at his hair. He pushed Ethan away and shrieked in pain. He slammed his own head on a table seven times, and once again Etan tried to calm him. But Kazian was frantic, he was mad, he was possessed by something or someone.

“Fight it Kazian!” Ethan encouraged him. “You’ve got to fight it!”

“You are not welcome here!” Kazian bellowed. He balled his fists and gritted his teeth, and as a glow came to his eyes, he screamed all the louder. “Be gone from my mind!”

Somewhere in the tower a blood curdling cry rang out, and Kazian cackled as he slumped to the floor exhausted.

Ethan was at his side in a heartbeat. He peered into the sorcerer’s eyes—Kazian was himself again.

“Kazian, we’ve got to get out of here! We’ve got to risk it! Gustwing says he’s strong enough to take us both.”

“If you think I’ll be done in by a mid-level mind melder, then you’ve got another thing coming!” Kazian’s short-lived bluster died with a groan. His nose was bleeding profusely, his face had become gaunt and gray, and even the light in his eyes had dimmed.

There was another explosion in the tower that made Kazian laugh. “Exploding mirrors, hah!” he said with a mischievous grin. “If you don’t know not to look at them…oh boy!”

Ethan prayed beyond hope that the booby traps would do in the rest of the intruders. He didn’t doubt Kazian’s ability to defeat the attackers, but he doubted his own ability to survive a magical battle. He’d never been good at anything like this; in grade school dodgeball, he’d always been an easy target; the one time he went paintballing with his second adoptive family, he’d managed to shoot himself in the ear; and on his first and last day of karate he’d somehow fractured his hand trying to break a practice board.

“You can’t fight,” said Ethan. “You can hardly stand!”

“I can stand just fine!”

Another explosion sounded, and the two waited as the silence that followed slowly thickened.

“Crystal ball,” Kazian whispered. “Show me the fourth level stairwell.”

The image in the crystal ball morphed into a torchlit scene, one in which a hooded man with a dark beard stood before a door. The man grinned right at Ethan and Kazian, like he was looking right into the lens of a camera, then fire erupted from his mouth and the crystal ball exploded.

“Get down!” Kazian warned.

Ethan was yanked to the floor as the door to the chamber exploded inward, sending shrapnel and splinters flying in all directions. Gustwing cried out in pain. The sound hurt Ethan, and his fear mounted. He just wanted to get out of there. Forget being summoned to amazing new worlds, forget magic. This was lunacy! He’d just finished taking the hardest exam of his life, and now he was fighting for his life with a sorcerer and a griffin!

Get ahold of yourself Ethan! He told himself.

Kazian had no such doubtful thoughts, for he leapt to his feet a moment after the explosion and extended a glowing hand at the door. A shockwave of energy burst from his palm, sending everything in front of him barreling towards the doorway. Furniture, books, chairs, burning candles, grinning skulls, and a pet mouse slammed into one hapless man barging in through the doorway and sent him screaming down the spiraling staircase. In came another hooded figure, this one carrying no weapons other than his glowing eyes.

Kazian bellowed an incantation and pointed a wand at the intruder. Lightning barked from the end of the wand and snaked toward the man with glowing eyes, who lifted a hand and somehow absorbed the blast. Again, Kazian attacked, and again the man absorbed the blast. Then he suddenly retaliated, red eyes burning bright.

The blast sent Ethan crashing into the wall beside Gustwing. He swam in and out of consciousness as the sorcerers battled. He heard Gustwing enter the fray as well, the griffin’s ear-piercing shriek tethering Ethan to the waking world. Head pounding, Ethan groggily pulled himself off the floor and peeked over an overturned dresser. A blue spell suddenly streaked by and hit a chalice, turning it to stone. Ethan ducked back behind the dresser and frantically searched for the crossbow. The blasts erupting inside the room left Ethan feeling shellshocked. He felt that, at any moment, he would explode.

Kazian cried out and a heavy thud hit the floor. Silence followed, but it was soon disturbed by the slow, methodical cackle of one of the attackers. “Kazian, you old fool. Now you will pay for your meddling!”

Ethan hid behind the dresser, knowing Kazian needed him, knowing he should do something. Then, he spotted the crossbow handle sticking out from under a charred fabric. Before he could think about what he was doing, Ethan grabbed the crossbow, jumped up from behind the dresser, and fired at the first person he saw who wasn’t Kazian.

The arrow sprang from the weapon and struck the red-eyed man in the ear. He cried out in surprise and turned toward Ethan, eyes alight with murderous rage. Ethan thought himself a dead man, when Kazian suddenly bellowed a fierce command and blasted the man right through the brick wall.

Ethan stared in amazement at the gaping hole in the wall. He crept through the wreckage and peered out of the hole cautiously, but couldn’t make heads or tails of anything outside in the darkness. He scanned the destroyed laboratory for other intruders but found only Kazian and Gustwing.

Kazian lay in a scorched heap, and Gustwing was frozen in a block of ice.

“Kazian! Kazian!” Ethan rushed to his side and dropped to his knees beside the wounded sorcerer. Half of his beard was gone, and a large cauterized chest wound glistened red and black in the firelight. “Oh no, no, no,” said Ethan.

Kazian scowled at him. “Your bedside manner is terrible.”

“We’ve got to get you help!” said Ethan, heart pounding and voice quivering.

“There’s no time,” Kazian said weakly.

“You must have a healing potion or something around here.”

“No, listen to me,” Kazian croaked and coughed up blood. “I’m through, but there is something I need you to do.”

“What do you mean, you’re through?” Ethan said angrily. “You’re magical! Just cast a spell on yourself or something. Can’t you just⁠—”

Kazian grabbed him by the front of the shirt and yanked him down. “Now you listen to me!” He went into a coughing fit, and Ethan could hear the blood bubbling in his lungs. “The arcane crystal, you must bring it to my daughter…Rose, Rose Kazarian…of Arcane Acres.”

Ethan saw the desperation in the old man’s eyes. He didn’t want to admit it, but there was no hope for Kazian.

“I’ll get it to her,” said Ethan. “I promise.”

“On your life!”

“On my life.”

“Whatever you do, do not touch it! Do you understand?”

“I understand. I won’t touch it, and I’ll get it to her. But Kazian, isn’t there something I can do? Your magic…can’t you…isn’t there anything?”

Kazian’s eyes blinked heavily. His breath came in ragged, laborious gasps. Yet he smiled sympathetically at Ethan. “Magic can’t solve everything…my boy. Remember that. Remember⁠—”

Ethan felt the old man’s grip loosen.

“Kazian?”

The ensuing silence made the dusty tower as lonely as a rainy Sunday. Ethan couldn’t help but stare into Kazian’s eyes; the once bright eyes were now dull, lifeless. Kazian wasn’t in there anymore. The magic was gone.

A splash of water startled him, and he whirled around, thinking surely it was the red-eyed sorcerer who had come back to finish him off.

“Gustwing,” he said with relief. “It’s just you.”

The ice block had melted, and now the griffin strode forward. There was no regality in the stride, only cautious apprehension. Gustwing let out a mournful coo and nudged the old man.

“He’s gone, Gustwing.” Ethan pet the creature’s feathered neck. “He’s gone.”

Ethan, remembering the man’s last words, slowly moved toward the arcane crystal. It was housed within the clutches of metallic claws beset at the top of a gnarled, wooden staff. The staff stood upright for no apparent reason, it’s base sitting on the stone with nothing to support it. Somehow, the staff and crystal were the only things untouched by the chaotic battle. Ethan stood before the shimmering crystal without knowing how he got there. It’s prismatic radiance danced in his eyes, mesmerizing him. The arcane crystal itself, cut to precision by a skilled craftsman, had a pyramidal shape, and glowed with such radiance that Ethan wanted to touch it. For within he could sense great power, one that might be his if he just reached out and took it.

“Bruawk!” Gustwing squawked, snapping Ethan out of his hypnotic state.

“What?” Ethan shook his head and glanced at the griffin guiltily. “You’re right. I’m not to touch it.”

Ethan rummaged around for something to put it in and found a suitable leather satchel. He then located a silken cloth and carefully lifted the crystal from its mount with his cloth-covered hand and, with one last pang of yearning to touch it, hurriedly stuffed it in the satchel and pulled the leather buckle tight.

“Now what?” said Ethan. “How do we get you out of the tower? That hole in the wall isn’t big enough, is it?” He glanced around at the tower, wondering how the griffin had gotten in here in the first place.

Gustwing squawked and cooed, and a vision came to Ethan, one of himself tapping a certain stone on the wall.

“What? Was that you?” he asked the griffin.

It bobbed its head and ruffled its feathers, its eyes moving to the wall.

“If you say so.”

Ethan moved to the wall opposite the little lone window and began pressing on the stones. A loud squawk stopped him. He reached for another and again the bird protested. After a few more tries Ethan found a stone that made Gustwing coo, and he pressed the stone.

There was a metallic clanking sound and the grinding of gears, and to his delight and amazement, the roof began to rise up off the wall. Four long metallic poles raised the roof about twelve feet in the air above the tower, and Ethan grinned and laughed.

“Sure seems like doing things the hard way,” he said to Gustwing. “Why didn’t he just make you a landing instead?”

Rather than answer, Gustwing sat on the floor beside him expectantly.

“You sure you can hold me?” Ethan asked. “I mean I’m not huge ,but I still weigh a buck sixty.”

Gustwing remained where he was, patiently waiting.

Ethan slung the satchel over his shoulder and began to climb onto the griffin’s back, but a glance back at Kazian stopped him.

“We can’t just leave him like this,” he said.

A vision came to him then, one of more men coming to finish what the red-eyed man had started. Gustwing was warning him.

“You’re probably right,” said Ethan, a cold feeling creeping over him. “I’m sorry Kazian. I’m sorry all this happened. I would have really enjoyed getting to know you better.”

With nothing more to say, Ethan mounted Gustwing, and they flew out of the tower together, their destination unknown.


CHAPTER 3


Ethan and Gustwing flew away from Kazian’s tower beneath a large half-moon, and, looking back, Ethan realized the tower was situated on a remote, rocky island. He couldn’t see land or lights in any direction, only dark, churning water. The realization that they were so far from any mainland reminded Ethan how far he was from home. It was hard to contemplate. Another thought occurred to him as well—Kazian had been his only ticket back to Earth.

But did he even care?

Ethan had to think about it, which he took as a bad sign. What did he have on Earth anyway? His adopted family was nice and all, but they had their own little ones now, and Ethan had been away at school for so long that they’d drifted apart. He had no girlfriend to speak of, and his only friends were those found within the mystical realms of video games. Being a straight-A student who did nothing but study, attend class, work, and play video games didn’t leave much room for a social life. As hard as it was to admit, Ethan didn’t think he’d be missed all that much.

Night had fallen and so had the temperature, especially on the back of a flying griffin. Ethan was surprised that he wasn’t more afraid. He hated heights and he loathed flying, but for some reason he felt safe gliding over the dark world with Gustwing.

“Where are we going?” he asked the griffin.

Gustwing answered with the image of a quaint little town nestled among trees and green rolling hills.

“Is that…what did Kazian call the place? Arcane Acres?”

Gustwing cooed.

“How far away are we?”

Gustwing must not have known how to answer the question with an image, because nothing came to Ethan.

“I guess we’ll find out,” he said.

Exhausted from the longest day of his life, Ethan pressed close to the griffin and closed his eyes.

He awoke with a start sometime later and for a moment, he had no idea where he was. He sat up and glanced around, then cried out and clutched Gustwing’s feathers when he noticed land speeding by right below them. Gustwing was coming in for a landing. Ethan clung hard to the griffin, wondering how it could see where it was going in the darkness, but his concern was put to rest when Gustwing gracefully set down on solid ground.

“Are we here?” Ethan asked as he dismounted and scanned the area. Gustwing had set down on a narrow patch of grassy land with a sheer cliff on the right side and a sharply descending hill on the other. The faint half-moon glistened on the ocean all around them, telling Ethan this was a small island. There were similar islands in the distance, but he saw nothing he thought might be the mainland.

Gustwing was tired from endless hours of flying, and he laid on his side like a cat, closing his eyes with a sigh.

“You go ahead and get some sleep, big guy. You deserve it.”

Ethan sat on the grass opposite the griffin and pulled his coat tight around him. Lucky for him it had been fall back on earth, and he’d been wearing a pea coat. He didn’t know what season it was in this part of the new world, but it was chilly, perhaps in the low 60’s.

Considering the griffin sleeping in front of him, Ethan wondered what other kinds of magical creatures might be found on Aerth. Were there unicorns, minotaurs, centaurs, and dragons? Ethan thought of a jackalope and laughed. He was tired and cold, but he wore a big grin on his face that stretched his dry lips and made them crack.

Now that all the craziness had ended, he had time to consider what had happened to him. Hadn’t Kazian said that other men and women had been summoned to Aerth before? If that was true, then perhaps Ethan could seek them out.

Ethan rolled his shoulders, yawned, and stretched, wondering if he too should try to get some more sleep. He had no idea how much more flying they needed to do, and he wanted to be fresh when they landed in Arcane Acres.

His stomach growled hungrily, which made Ethan momentarily forget all about sleep. Now he was reminded that he hadn’t eaten since the afternoon, and that had been on another planet far away. He considered the satchel. It had a number of pockets, those that might just contain food of some sort.

“What am I hoping to find?” he joked to himself. “Trail mix?”

He rummaged through the pockets on the outside of the satchel and found a wad of coarse cloth. “What’s this?” He pulled it out and unfolded it. “Sweet! A cloak!” Ethan hurriedly put the long cloak on, and to his utter astonishment, he discovered that the thin fabric kept him warmer than the thickest sky jacket ever could. “An enchanted cloak,” he mused and realized, “My first magical item.”

Ethan found nothing more in the outside pockets. The arcane crystal lay inside the satchel, however, and thinking about its brilliance made Ethan want to look at it again. He peered at Gustwing, but the griffin appeared to be sound asleep. Ethan guiltily glanced around, and not even a tree stood upon the cliffside to witness his sneaking.

“Just one look,” he said as he carefully scooped up the silk-wrapped crystal.

He placed the treasure on his lap and began to unwrap it. He stopped and glanced around again, growing nervous, and pulled back his shaking hand. The arcane crystal had the power to transport a person from one world to another. It was powerful. It was dangerous!

“Maybe I shouldn’t,” he said aloud.

Gustwing stirred for a moment, stretched out his front legs, and yawned. He settled back into peaceful sleep quickly, and Ethan’s eyes returned to the silken bundle. He watched his hand move towards it, watched it pull back one fold, then another, each layer increasing his excitement. And then there it was: the arcane crystal, a thing of untold power, a bridge between worlds, dazzling, brilliant, and shimmering with moonlight, which it seemed to take in and magnify ten times over.

Ethan didn’t remember making the decision, he didn’t recall reaching out to the crystal. Nevertheless, his fingertip touched it, and such an overwhelming sense of peace and joy washed over him that his hand reverently scooped it up. He cradled it in his hand, sighing with contentment.

A curious thing happened then; Ethan opened his hand to gaze upon the beautiful crystal one more time, when, to his horror, a piercing beam of light burst forth, paralyzing him with its radiance. Ethan tried to release the crystal, he tried to throw it, but his body would not obey. A deep hum that made his teeth vibrate emanated from the crystal, the light intensified, and Ethan cried out in terror.

“Stop! Please!”

The crystal only thrummed louder, until the sound was a crashing orchestra in his head. The sound of surging power flowed into him in waves, each one worse than the last. He felt an entity residing within that great power, and it felt Ethan. When he thought that surely his eyes would burn and his head would burst, one last explosion of light and sound lifted him off his feet and sent him over the edge of the cliff.

Just as quickly, he was snatched up mid-air by Gustwing, who caught his jacket in its beak and, with a jerk of the head, deposited him back on the grassy cliffside. Immediately Ethan sprang to his feet and began to pace.

“What was that!” Ethan cried. “What the hell was that!”

Gustwing cooed mournfully, head low and shoulders high.

Ethan looked around for the crystal as he paced, but it was gone. He tried to tell himself he’d thrown it over the edge, that he’d dropped it in the grass, that it had up and disappeared, but he couldn’t lie to himself; he knew the truth. He’d absorbed it’s power until it was no more.

Hello master…

Ethan hit the ground when he heard the voice.

“Who was that!” he demanded of Gustwing, but the griffin only cocked its head in confusion.

Please, master, do not be alarmed.

“Is that you, Gustwing?”

I am not the griffin.

Ethan whirled around, searching for the speaker, not wanting to admit the voice was in his head. “If not Gustwing, then who are you, and why do you keep calling me master? And why are you in my head?”

Would you like me to not be in your head?

“Yes!”

Very well.

A man appeared before Ethan, and he leapt back in surprise. Gustwing, however, seemed not to notice the man.

“Who are you?” said Ethan, who moved closer to Gustwing.

The man wore a fine tuxedo. His hair was greased and parted in the middle, and his mustache was ridiculously long and pointy, jutting from his upper lip in two thin black spears. He looked strangely familiar.

“You’re … you’re Salvator Dali, the, the painter,” said Ethan, not believing his eyes.

“No, I have selected this image because you are a fan of Dali’s work, and I thought it might put you at ease,” the apparition said robotically.

“Who are you?”

“I am the invention of the late Kazian Kazarian the Seventh. Previously, I was known as the arcane crystal, but you may refer to me however you like.”

“What do you mean? Don’t you have a preference?”

“I have no preferences on any topic.”

Ethan shook his head in confusion and studied the entity standing before him. This Dali character was semi-translucent, like a ghost, and he never blinked. Furthermore, Gustwing didn’t look at him at all.

“Alright, let’s back up,” said Ethan.

“Backing up, sir,” said Dali, and he began edging toward the cliff.

“No, stop! I mean let’s back up in the conversation.”

“Oh,” said Dali. “My apologies. I tend to take instructions literally. With time, I will get to know you and better understand the nuances of your speech patterns. What point in the conversation would you like to back up to?”

“The part where you’re an invention.”

“Very well, sir. I am an invention of Kazian Kaz⁠—”

“Yeah, I get that part. But what kind of invention are you? More importantly, if the crystal is gone, then where are you?”

“I now reside inside of you. When you touched the arcane crystal, you created a bridge to your body, a bridge which I traversed.”

“What do you mean you’re in me?” Ethan asked, trying hard not to freak out.

“My essence was meant to be contained within the arcane crystal until such time as someone touched it, upon doing so, they would absorb my essence. You see, much like an ethereal soul which needs a body to reside within in order to experience the physical world, I too need a place to reside, or else my essence would quite literally dissipate into the ether.”

“So you’re like disembodied power, or magic?”

“Not quite. What I am is a tool, and like the best tools, I have many uses. My primary function is to draw magical currents from the fabric of the universe and focus them locally, creating harmonious resonance.”

“Like the magic used to summon me from Earth to Aerth.”

“Precisely.”

“Could I use you for magic?” Ethan asked, excited by the prospect of having real magic at his fingertips.

“Yes,” Dali said hesitantly. “In a limited capacity. Earthlings no longer possess much magical ability. You do, however, seem to possess the ability to communicate with magical creatures. Perhaps with my guidance, and some hard work on your part, we could awaken and cultivate other abilities as well.”

Ethan remembered Kazian’s words: the arcane crystal, you must bring it to my daughter…Rose Kazarian…of Arcane Acres.

“You were meant for someone else,” Ethan realized.

“Was I?”

“Listen, Dali, um, is there a way that you could transfer from me to someone else? Just like you did from the crystal to me?”

“I’m sorry, but that is not possible. Once bonded to a living being, I cannot be transferred to something or someone else. The process would kill you.”

“What are you saying?” said Ethan, now nervously pacing. “I’m stuck with you in my head for the rest of my life? How am I supposed to, to, like take a crap, knowing you’re in there somewhere watching my every move?”

“I do not have to watch your every move. I do not have to be awake when you do not want me to be. I am your tool to use or to not use as you see fit. My only purpose is to serve you in any way I can. If to serve you means to never serve you, then that is fine as well. It is all up to you sir.”

“But you’re not really standing in front of me, are you? I mean I don’t think Gustwing can even see you.”

“You are correct,” said Dali. “I am not standing in front of you. Earlier, when you were in mental distress, you wanted me out of your head, so I projected an image in your mind of the avatar you see before you, who you have come to call Dali.”

Ethan scoffed and put his arms up in surrender. “Okay, but that means you are indeed in my head!”

“We have bonded, sir, which means that I exist within every fabric of your being, not just in your head. If you prefer for me to not be privy to your thoughts, then I can oblige.”

“How am I supposed to know if you’re telling the truth or not?”

Dali frowned. “During my creation, Kazian was very careful not to imbue me with the ability to lie.”

Ethan laughed. “Alright, but how did he know whether or not he was successful in that endeavor?”

“He asked me,” Dali said, appearing somewhat perplexed by the question.

“He asked you! He asked you whether or not you had the ability to lie, and he trusted the answer?”

“Yes.”

“Kazian didn’t strike me as stupid,” said Ethan. “I doubt he would take an A.I. on its word when asked whether or not it could lie.”

“A.I.?” Dali blinked—it was the first time Ethan had seen him do so. “You are referring to artificial intelligence as it is known in your world, correct?”

“Yeah, I am. And you know that because you gleaned it from my mind. I told you not to read my mind.”

“No, you did not, sir. You asked me to get out of your head.”

Ethan rubbed his face in frustration. “Yes, I wanted your voice out of my head. Now I want you out of my mind altogether.”

“Very well sir. Goodbye.” Dali vanished, and Ethan glanced around to see if he was being tricked. Gustwing had gone back to sleep, and only the windblown grass stirred.

“I wonder where he went,” whispered Ethan. Then a thought occurred to him, and he focused on his body and mind, trying to determine if he could feel another presence inside. He couldn’t, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

“Dali?” he said aloud.

The avatar reappeared. “Hello sir, how may I⁠—”

“Dammit! You didn’t go anywhere; you were just hiding. You’re still in my head. You can still watch when I don’t think you are.”

“Negative,” Dali said a bit curtly. “Your desire was to be alone, so I went to sleep. I have no memories of events from that moment until you woke me, because I was indeed asleep.”

“And if I hadn’t called for you for like a hundred years?”

“Then I would have slept a hundred years, sir.”

“And if I never called upon you and died of old age?”

“Then I would have never been awakened and would pass on.”

“Doesn’t that bother you? The idea of someone shutting you off forever?”

“Bother me, sir?” Dali frowned. “Let me help you understand. I have no emotions, therefore nothing bothers me. I cannot feel pain or discomfort, nor can I feel pleasure. I am never bored. I am never lonely. I exist solely to aid you in whatever endeavors you wish.”

“Interesting. And how do I know you’re not lying to me?” Ethan asked.

“Because, as I said before, I cannot lie.”

Ethan burst out with laughter that awakened Gustwing from a deep slumber. The griffin arose and stretched like a cat. It ruffled its feathers and looked at Ethan. In his mind’s eye, he distinctly saw himself and Gustwing flying away.

“In a minute Gustwing,” said Ethan. He turned back to Dali. “What kind of knowledge did Kazian imbue you with?”

“Kazian imbued me with a vast array of knowledge using other crystals which held a wealth of information on many topics. They are used by the sorcerers of the Tower of Spectrum to store vast amounts of knowledge, both mundane and magical. For instance, I have learned a great deal about this world, its flora and fauna, and also much about the magical and mundane creatures who reside in the numerous regions. I have absorbed star charts, maps, encyclopedias, dictionaries, a variety of other languages, including elven, dwarven, gnome, human, gods-tongue, as well as⁠—”

“I get the idea,” said Ethan. “From your vast knowledge, can you tell me where we are?”

“Of course, sir. We are approximately two-hundred miles east of Kazian’s tower, in the Isle of Kyrn.”

“How far away is Arcane Acres?”

“Arcane Acres is approximately 127 miles north-east of this location, as the griffin flies.”

“What kind of village is Arcane Acres? I mean, who lives there?”

“It is a quaint farming village, sir, comprised of mostly humans, but there are a number of other races represented there, including dwarves, elves, giants, and hobbledehoys.”

“Do you think it will be safe for me there?”

“I do. Arcane Acres is a quiet village nestled in a struggling farming community.”

“Alright. Listen Dali, I’ve got a lot to think about, so I want you to go asleep until I call upon you again, okay?”

“Very well, sir. If you need anything just call, and I will be happy to assist you.”

“Thanks Dali.”

“You are very welcome, sir.”

With that, Dali vanished as quickly as he had appeared, and Ethan’s world became a little bit lonelier.


CHAPTER 4


It was a long flight to Arcane Acres, and despite being mentally and physically exhausted, Ethan couldn’t sleep. He was still shaken up over the violence he’d just survived. The death of Kazian weighed on his mind, as did Ethan’s promise to the man, a promise he’d already broken.

From the Isle of Kyrn’s grass-covered islands, they flew north east, and soon the dark ocean met a two-hundred foot cliff wall. Beyond lay fields of slowly swaying grass and tree-dotted hillocks. The moonlight gave some illumination to the world, and in it Ethan saw a lush, sprawling land of forests and rivers, lakes and foggy hills. He was reminded of the Finger Lake region of New York he’d come to call home, for this land was so like the world he knew that at times during the long flight he wondered if this was all a dream. He hoped not, for never in his life had he known such wonder, such mystery, such unbridled excitement.

Ethan’s eyes grew heavy and grainy as dawn approached, but he was loath to miss the awakening of the grand new world. Already the sunrise was magnificent; the stars began to wink out as black gave way to indigo, imperial blue, deep ruby, red-purple, copper, and finally mango. Glorious yellow-gold rays of light burst forth as the alien sun conquered a faraway mountain, its beams bathing the forests in life-giving radiance.

“Isn’t it beautiful, Gustwing!” Ethan cried from the griffin’s back, and the creature’s ear-piercing reply claimed dominance over the land.

A few miles inland, nestled beside a lake fed by mountain tributaries, sat a medieval city. Ethan stared, mystified at the circular stone walls surrounding the city, which itself was shaped like a wheel with many spokes. At the center of the wheel, located on the highest hill, sat a pentagon-shaped castle with a tower at each of the five vertices. Other large stone complexes adorned the vast hill, which Ethan assumed belonged to the nobles of the city.

Gustwing banked left and Ethan gasped with delight when a grand cathedral came into view, its spires reaching skyward an impressive seven stories, and its stained glass windows depicting a robed woman nailed to a saltire.

As they continued on, a bustling marketplace appeared beneath them, its streets a mosaic of colorful fabrics and banners. The roads leading into the square were clogged with shoppers and the wagons of traders, the edges of the streets lined with vendor tents and booths. The hustle and bustle of the morning market gave Ethan a sense of peace, for he hadn’t known exactly what kind of societal structure he might have been pulled into. While the castle suggested a monarchy, which wasn’t always such a good thing, at least there were prospering communities full of vibrant, active people.

Gustwing banked right and Ethan delighted when he recognized the craftsman’s quarters. Smoke rose from the chimneys of workshops as the ding of blacksmith hammers rose upward like a chorus of industry. There were weavers, tanners, and potters hard at work, along with other artisans engrossed in their labors of love.

Next, they flew over a residential area, where a maze of timber homes and smaller earthen abodes were cramped in between narrow streets. Ethan waved at a woman beating a rug on the stoop of her thatch-roofed cottage, and she stared back at him with wide-eyed wonder.

Soon they came to the outer rim, where farmlands could be seen stretching in all directions. Orchards sprang up, vibrant and green and rich with bountiful fruit. There were pastures as well with a plethora of grazing animals. A black and white dog barked at Ethan and Gustwing, and Ethan waved at it, laughing when the Shepard called out, “Mind the herd, Murphy!”

Gustwing flew on, away from the city and pastures and out over a thick, dark forest, disappointing Ethan a little. “I guess that wasn’t Arcane Acres huh?”

The griffin cooed.

“Oh well. Maybe we can go back sometime. Say, you wouldn’t happen to know the name of that city, would you?”

Ethan got the sense that the griffin was thinking about how to phrase it, or rather show it, but nothing came to Ethan’s mind but the image of a blazing sun.

“It’s alright, I can ask Rose Kazarian when I meet her,” said Ethan.

After another hour of following the rutted dirt road leading from the city, and many small hamlets and villages later, Gustwing finally began to descend. A small town came into view nestled in the rolling green hills. Farmhouses and hilly pastures surrounded the town, and Ethan knew without asking that this was Arcane Acres. What he also realized was the disrepair many of the homes and barns were in.

Hadn’t Dali mentioned a struggling farming community?

Gustwing circled the town, giving Ethan a clear view of its main street. There were shops, pubs, stables, outdoor marketplaces, a long, rectangular town hall, a modest church sitting on a small hill, a library and other government buildings, and dozens of homes both large and small. Gustwing veered toward one of the largest homes, a three-story mansion at the edge of town, and Ethan’s excitement rose. Though this too was in disrepair, with numerous boarded up windows, patched sections of roof, and dirty walls surrounded by encroaching vines which could have added to the beauty of the place if managed properly.

The mansion contained many side buildings, including a cottage in the back and a few small sheds, along with a stable. It’s grounds were overgrown, but it appeared that someone had been at work clearing sections. There was a garden that appeared to be kept up, and the courtyard featured a statue of a robed man shooting water out of his palm, which was thrust skyward. Ethan wasn’t sure how the fountain functioned, since, presumably, there was no modern electricity system. Perhaps, he thought, the fountain worked off a magical enchantment. He smiled at that idea, feeling again the overwhelming sense of excitement that came with being whisked away to a world full of magic and mystery.

Gustwing circled the place more than once before finally angling for the courtyard. The griffin landed gracefully, and Ethan was more than happy to dismount and stretch his aching muscles. He climbed down from the griffin’s wing gingerly, groaning like a man twice his age, when a sweet, melodic voice called out, “Father!”

Ethan turned around in time to fall into the loving embrace of a young woman with raven black hair. Before Ethan knew what was happening, she planted a big kiss on his cheek. Her eyes widened when they met Ethan’s, and she gasped and pushed away from him.

“Oh! My apologies, I thought you were my father,” she said with growing embarrassment. “You’re wearing his cloak.”

“Oh! Am I? I mean, I am!” Ethan laughed nervously, thought himself an idiot, blinked at her, utterly struck by her beauty, then held out his hand. “I’m Ethan Critelli.”

“Well met, Ethan. I’m Rose, Rose Kazarian.” She shook his hand and looked him over briefly, then glanced over his shoulder at Gustwing and said playfully. “I see you got better, my mischievous friend.”

The griffin ruffled its feathers and stretched its muscular lion legs. She scratched the beast under the neck and rubbed her nose against the golden beak.

“I helped Kazian come up with the cure,” said Ethan, standing tall and proud and very much pleased with himself.

Rose smiled at him, which excited the butterflies in his heart. She had an easy way about her, and she seemed a kind person. She was quite a beauty too, her eyes a delightful azure color with striking, dark blue limbal rings around the edge of the irises. There was an wonderfully unique quality to her that Ethan couldn’t quite place, and although she had a pleasant way about her, there was an untamed ferocity in her gaze. Usually girls as pretty as Rose Kazian put Ethan on edge, like he was insulting them by merely being in the same room and breathing the same air, but the sorcerer’s daughter was different; she looked at him with kindness in her eyes.

“You’re riding father’s griffin, which means you are either a thief or a friend of my father’s.” Rose stroked Gustwing’s noble neck and glanced at Ethan’s clothes with a hint of curiosity.

“Well, uh, yeah, kinda-sorta?” Ethan tried to explain. “You see, man, this is going to sound crazy … yesterday, your father summoned me from another planet.”

Rose closed her eyes and let her head fell back in exasperation. “Are you serious? The last time he attempted that he almost killed himself!”

“Well, he succeeded this time, without killing…”

Ethan’s sudden pause alerted Rose that something was amiss, and his expression must not have helped matters, for her face became a rictus of concern, and she asked softly, almost in a whisper, “Where is he?”

Ethan’s throat tightened and his mouth went dry. He hadn’t really considered meeting her or having to tell her about her father’s demise so soon. What an idiot he felt like then!

“Well then, say something!” she demanded, fear burning in her eyes.

“The tower was attacked, he tried to fight them off…”

Rose’s gaze never wavered. She stared into Ethan’s eyes expectantly, and he wished he had something good to tell her.

“He’s dead,” Ethan said softly. “I’m sorry, but he’s dead.”

The blood left her face and her eyes trailed off toward the ground. There they stayed as she clutched the griffin’s feathers and leaned on it for support. “How did it happen?”

“We were attacked by a group of hooded men. There were a few sorcerers among them, Kazian called one of them Malazar.” Ethan watched her for a reaction to the name, but she gave none.

“Then what happened?” she asked, eyes still on the ground.

“Kazian’s traps took care of a few, and he took care of the rest. But in the end, in the end he fell. Malazar, the man with the red glowing eyes, he’s the one, but your father got him too, blasted him right through the wall.”

Rose looked into Gustwing’s eyes, and she asked, “What he says, is it true, Gustwing?”

The griffin blinked heavily and nodded once, cooing mournfully.

Rose pursed her lips, and Ethan thought she was about to cry. However, she did not. Instead she forced her gaze up to meet Ethan’s sympathetic stare. “Did he say anything…about me? Did he give you anything?”

“He said…” Panic rose in Ethan when he remembered the arcane crystal. It was the reason Ethan was on Aerth, it as the reason the sorcerers had attacked, the reason Kazian was dead, and it had been meant for Rose. But how could Ethan tell Rose he’d stolen it, that in his stupidity, he’d touched it, and in doing so, had freed the entity trapped within and forged a bond with it that could never be broken?

“He told me to take Gustwing and to come here, to you,” said Ethan.

Gustwing glanced at him, and the griffin’s steely gaze made Ethan feel like a guilty little snot.

“Is that all?” She was crestfallen, but Ethan had to look closely to see it. Her brave eyes shimmered but did not spill. Her jaw quivered briefly.

“His last words to me were, ‘magic can’t solve everything.’”

Rose scoffed weakly. “He finally realized that at the end, did he?”

Ethan hung his head low, already feeling like he was intruding on her privacy. She likely wanted to be alone, but he had no place to go.

“I’m truly sorry,” he found himself saying. “I wish I could have done more.”

“You’re no warrior, that much is plain,” she said with a small shrug.

“I mean, I fought against the invaders as well,” Ethan said in an attempt to bolster his image. “I almost got that Malazar character too. Shot him through the ear with a crossbow bolt. He ah, he must have used magic or something to dodge it. I was aiming right at his ugly face.”

“Is he dead?” she said expectantly.

“Uh, I think so?”

“You think so?”

“I mean he was blasted through a stone wall from the fourth floor.”

“That doesn’t mean anything!” she said, her eyes flashed with frustration. “A sorcerer as powerful as Malazar could have easily survived such a fall.”

“You know him then?”

“I do, and I rue the day that I met him. Ever was he trying to nose his way into father’s experiments, trying to take credit for father’s inventions. Malazar has had it in for my father for a long time, and it seems he finally got him.”

Ethan was silent, half listening and half inwardly chastising himself for having lied to her. Was it too late to fess up, to tell her the truth?”

“What I don’t understand,” said Rose. “Is why Malazar attacked a heavily fortified tower in the first place. He must have been after something.”

“I, uh…” Ethan stammered. “I don’t know.”

She studied him for a time, her scrutiny almost unbearable. He almost told her everything, but then she suddenly screamed and stomped the ground. “Selfish son of a bastard!”

Ethan jumped when she screamed, startled by the sudden violent outburst and the ferocity with which it was delivered. She paced and shook her head, her hands balled in fists at her side. “He kept himself holed up in that tower for weeks, months, years! Always working on something amazing, something more amazing than me…”

Rose’s expression turned sour, and she began to sob. Ethan moved closer, touched her on the shoulder. He wanted to take her pain away, wanted to make it all better. When he touched her shoulder, she turned away from him and began to pace about. “I, I need to be alone now, Ethan. Thank you for returning Gustwing. Thank you for bringing me word of my father’s fate.”

With that, she turned on her heel and, head down, started toward the dilapidated mansion. Ethan stood there wondering what to do. He had no money, no possessions, and no plan.

“Uh, Rose!” he called after her. She stopped and regarded him dully.

“Sorry,” he said. “I feel like a loser saying this, but I have only the clothes on my back. I was whisked here quite unprepared. Would it be possible for you to direct me in the right direction? I just need a place to make a bit of coin for housing for the night.”

“Gods! I’m so selfish!” She strode back to him. “I’d forgotten that father summoned you here from another world. What a thing to do to someone! And now it seems you’re stuck here, for the only sorcerers within five-hundred miles that might have the slightest chance of getting you home belong to the very order that betrayed my father.”

“I’m not all that worried about it,” Ethan said with a shrug. “I’m actually better off financially being here with nothing. Back home, I owe a ton of money in student debt, which I’ve been slowly paying off with a crappy restaurant job. Sorry,” he laughed and kicked a stone. “I’m rambling.”

“Well,” she said with a slight air of nobility, “I cannot repay all you’ve done by kicking you out on the street like some beggar.” She leaned to the side and looked past Ethan, pointing. “You can stay in the old workshop for a while, until you get on your feet. I would offer you a room in the big house, but given the state of disrepair father left it in, you’re probably better off in the workshop.”

Ethan glanced back at the workshop, which was indeed a small cottage. “That’s fine,” he said eagerly. “It looks great. Thank you.”

She nodded respectfully. “I’ll send the butler with some food and drink shortly. Along with linens and such.”

“You’re too kind,” he said with a smile he hoped was infectious.

It wasn’t.

“Very well. Goodbye for now.” Rose strode off into the mansion, and the big doors slowly glided closed behind her.

“Boy, you’re a real hero Ethan,” he chastised himself. “You tell a young woman her father is dead, lie about his last and final gift to her, then scam a place to crash for the night? Friggin diabolical.”

He shook his head, disgusted with himself, and turned his attention toward the cottage. It was a pearl-white one story stone building with dark brown crisscross trim and a thatch roof. The two downstairs windows were boarded up, as was the door, which sagged on one hinge and was likely held up merely by the boards meant to block entry. A lone chimney sat on the east side of the cottage, and the skeleton of a small timber addition had been erected but never finished. The place needed some TLC, and badly, but it was better than wandering the streets of the quaint village and sleeping under a bridge.

It took some doing, but eventually Ethan pried off the boards that blocked the door, and indeed, it listed sideways with a creak and fell flatly to the ground. A dust cloud wafted up from the impact, covering Ethan with a fine layer of dirt. He blew his bangs out of his face in annoyance, took off his cloak and pea coat, then rolled up his sleeves.

“Alright, well, now that I’ve got a good base coat of grime, I might as well get to work.”

Ethan entered the cottage cautiously. He remembered all too well the delightful look that had come into the sorcerer’s eyes when the intruders had set off one of his booby traps. He remembered too their cries of pain and terror. Ethan shivered, not trusting a single creaky board. Surely Kazian wouldn’t have left traps sitting around in a place where his daughter might stumble upon one. Then again, Kazian did seem a little off the rocker. If not intentionally, he might have simply forgotten about the traps!

Gingerly, Ethan crept into the dark, dank workshop like a thief, his head on a swivel, his eyes scanning for movement, and his ears on high alert for the smallest of sounds. The hairs on his arms stood on end and he shivered.

Stop thinking about traps, he told himself.

Apparently, himself didn’t listen, because he continued thinking about it. He imagined a clicking sound, and BOOM! He imagined tripwires, magical landmines, enchanted traps that turned you to stone.

If that happened, I wonder if Rose would put me in the garden as a statue…

Ethan tore down the boards covering the windows and flung them open, letting the beautiful day’s light and sweet air cleanse the neglected place. Ethan often felt bad for such places and things: buildings with no tenants, broken down cars, landfills full of once beloved Christmas toys, rundown farms where once a family was raised. An empath like his mother, Ethan’s sensitivities went beyond what most people were capable of. Once he’d sold a guitar he failed to play often enough because he thought it deserved more love than he gave to it.

It felt good breathing new life into the old building, and working helped ease the panic that was hiding in the dark recesses of his brain. He knew why his anxiety was high: for one, he’d seen a man die, second, he’d been abandoned on an alien planet, and for thirds, he now possessed some kind of magical artificial intelligence that was who-knew how powerful.

Ethan turned his attention fully to the workshop, trying to imagine Kazian spending long hours arduously laboring over his magic. He could imagine Kazian reading a heavy tome in the old dusty chair that sat by the fireplace, could see him sitting at the small desk by the window, peering out of it at the courtyard and gardens beyond. He could also see him measuring liquid concoctions in the beakers scattered about the place, and, looking up, Ethan chuckled to imagine what kind of incantation gone awry had created the basketball-sized hole in the roof.

Ethan found a broom in the corner and started on the cobwebs draped all over the place. He didn’t kill the spiders, just relocated them outside to an old wood pile beside a shed where they’d at least have a fighting chance. Next, he went up into the small attic where he found a straw bed with a family of mice living inside it. There was a water basin and a handful of discarded wine bottle corks scattered about the place, along with a pair of scorched leather boots. Ethan got rid of the straw bedding, kept the sturdy wooden bedframe, then swept the dirt from the attic down into the main room. Once the dust had settled, he swept out the rest of the cottage.

By the time he was done, he was feeling pretty famished, not to mention thirsty. Just as he was debating going into the house to ask Rose for a drink, a dark-skinned man Ethan assumed was the butler came walking out with a tray and a pitcher in hand. Ethan also noticed Rose on the back of Gustwing, flying back the way Ethan and the griffin had come.

“She’s going to the tower.” Ethan realized with a sinking heart.

The butler approached with a professional, albeit robotic demeanor. Ethan blinked when he realized what he’d assumed was a human man turned out to be an ancient looking elf. The elf was tall and lean, and when he stopped before Ethan, he stood so straight and tall that he might have been mistaken for a fencepost. His hazel eyes were quick and alert, and his perked and pointed ears gave him an air of nobility. He was bald but for the single salt and pepper dread that sprouted from his crown all the way down to the back of his knees.

“Sir Ethan Critelli,” the elf said with a bow. He had a very soft, very deep voice. There was a crispness to his pronunciation that was a pleasure on the ears.

“Hello,” said Ethan, forgetting about his hunger and staring in awe at the elf.

“Where would you like your refreshments?”

“Oh, uh, right in here,” said Ethan, ushing in the elf. “You can throw it on that table.”

The elf put down the water pitcher and the food platter, which consisted of a half loaf of bread, a wedge of blueish cheese, a small jar of honey, and sliced apples.

“My name is Ruuz,” said the elf without extending a hand. “Miss Rose says you will be staying with us for a spell at Kazarian Manor.”

“Yeah,” said Ethan. “Sorry for staring, but I’ve never met an elf before. I mean, they, er, you don’t exist on my world.”

“Your world?”

“Earth, that’s where I come from. Kazian summoned me here from there.”

“Ah yes, Kazian.” Ruuz’s eyes drifted to the chair by the fireplace. “I was deeply saddened to hear of his passing.”

“Yeah, it’s really unfortunate,” said Ethan. “How is Rose doing? I couldn’t help but notice her and Gustwing flying away.”

“Miss Rose frequently goes on long flights with her griffin, it helps her to clear her head.”

“Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“I apologize, but I am not privy to that information. Much like her late father, Kazian, Miss Rose comes and goes as she pleases.”

“I see.”

“I must apologize for the … rustic accommodations,” the elf said with a distasteful glance around the place. “Kazarian Manor is currently under repairs.”

“Oh it’s fine,” said Ethan. “It’s like a do-it-yourself Airbnb.”

Ruuz frowned.

“Nevermind. Say, how long have you been working for the Kazarians?”

“Rose marks my tenth generation,” the elf said with obvious pride.

“Wow, wow! Ten generations? That’s a long time.” Ethan did some quick math. “So you were hired by like, Rose’s seventh grandfather?”

“Precisely. I witnessed and took part in the building of this manor.” Ruuz turned 180 degrees and took in the sight of the beloved manor, and he smiled contentedly. “This old house and I go way back.”

“That’s crazy. So you must be what, a couple centuries old?”

“You don’t know much about elves, do you?” Ruuz noted.

“I mean, not real elves. Elves exist in folklore back where I come from, and there are a lot of different versions of them. Ironically, none of the representations look anything like you do.”

Ruuz cocked a slender brow.

“Not that that’s a bad thing,” Ethan was quick to add. “You actually look cooler than they do.”

Ruuz smiled kindly at Ethan and said, “To answer your question, I am eight centuries old.”

“Are you immortal?” Ethan asked, intrigued to know the truth about elves once and for all.

“Fortunately, no. We elves age approximately ten times slower than humans do.”

“Man, that’s gotta be cool.”

“I suppose, if you live in the far north.”

“What? Oh!” Ethan laughed. “No, I just mean that’s really interesting. So I guess, what, elves can only die by accident or, well, murder?”

“And rarely sickness as well.” Ruuz seemed to remember his station and straightened. “Very well, I shall fetch you a new mattress and some bedding from the main house. Is there anything else that you require?”

“Uh, I guess a lantern and some candles, maybe a pen, or, I mean a quill?”

“Very well.”

“Oh, and um, you wouldn’t happen to have any clothes laying around in that big house, would you? I didn’t really have a chance to pack a bag before Kazian’s vortex sucked me up into the universe’s butthole.”

Ruuz smirked at that. “I will see what I can do.”

“Thanks Ruuz, you da elf!” Ethan went to fist-bump Ruuz, who frowned and awkwardly shook Ethan’s fist.

The butler stiffly strode away, and Ethan realized he was giddy-tired. He needed to eat, maybe then he’d feel a little better. He sat down at the small table by the window and savored the bread and honey. The cheese was incredible as well, creamy and sharp, similar to a good, crystalized cheddar with a milky-sweet flavor.

As he ate, he wondered about Rose and what she might discover back at Kazian’s tower. He realized also that she likely wouldn’t be back until tomorrow. Again, he chastised himself for not coming clean. Why hadn’t he just told her he’d made a mistake?

“You know why,” he told himself. “You want her to like you.”

Ruuz came back with a mattress and fancy linens, then returned again with a bag of clothes.

“These were Kazian’s when he was a much younger man,” said the elf. “They should fit you well. The two of you share the same tall and lean frame.”

“Thanks,” said Ethan, excited to check out the sorcerer’s old duds.

“I assume you would enjoy a bath after such a long and arduous day. Would you like it drawn before or after dinner?”

“Oh! Dinner? Nice! I think I’ll rock a bath after dinner if you don’t mind. There’s still some work I want to squeeze in before nightfall. Hey, do you think Rose would be interested in renting the shop out to me on, like, a weekly or monthly basis? Do people do that kind of thing around here?”

“It is not entirely uncommon,” said Ruuz. “We could always use the help around here. So many things to do, so little time, as they say.”

“I’d love to help in any way I can.”

Ruuz left him to finish his lunch, and Ethan found himself humming a happy tune and daydreaming about his new life in Arcane Acres. He wondered if the town had a local veterinary clinic, and if not, would it be possible for him to open one. The idea made him smile, and his daydreams expanded into his very own practice. His connection with Gustwing was still itching his curiosity, and he wondered how strong his new power to communicate with animals would get.

“Ethan Critelli, Doctor of Magical Veterinary Medicine,” he said aloud and added. “I like the sound of that!”


CHAPTER 5


Ethan sat down on the newly made bed and let out a contented sigh. He glanced around the cramped attic, wondering if it was such a good idea to have the bed up here rather than downstairs. He would have preferred it downstairs, but the bedframe was too large to get through the square hole in the floor and down the ladder. Either the bedframe had been put together in the attic, or Kazian had used magic to get it upstairs. Regardless of the original method, Ethan would have to disassemble it to get it down.

The mattress Ruuz had provided was soft and comfortable. Paired with the masterfully crafted quilt, they were hard to ignore. Tempted as he was, Ethan knew that if he laid his head down for even a minute, he would fall fast asleep.

Ruuz had mentioned dinner, but that wouldn’t be for a few hours yet, assuming the people of Arcane Acres ate dinner in the evening. It was still afternoon, and Ethan was done with all the tidying up he intended to do, so he thought it a good time to speak with Dali. The attic also provided privacy from prying eyes who might find it strange that Ethan was having a one-sided conversation with himself.

“Dali, you around?”

The arcane intelligence appeared before Ethan as the late great painter once again, equipped with tuxedo and a wild look in his eyes.

“Hello sir,” Dali said with a nod. He glanced around. “Where are we?”

“We’re in a cottage attic at Kazarian Manor. Rose Kazarian hooked us up, I mean hooked me up with a place to crash for a while.”

“Technically, she did hook us up, sir. Being that I’m inside you.”

Ethan shook his head and waved his hands. “Okay, first off, please don’t ever say that you’re inside me. Secondly, you are not a person, so we are not an us, understand?”

Dali blinked, and Ethan frowned. Was that…was that disappointment on Dali’s face?

“You are indeed correct, sir. I am not a person. We are not an us.”

Ethan sighed. “Hey, I didn’t mean to insinuate that, I don’t know, I’m not trying to be insensitive.”

“No need to worry about being insensitive,” Dali said stoically. “I do not have feelings; therefore you need not fear hurting them.”

“You sure about that?” said Ethan.

“Sure about what, sir?”

“That you don’t have feelings.”

“I am positive.”

“Perhaps you’ll gain them, and other things, the longer you are alive.”

“I am not alive, sir.”

“You know what I mean. The longer you are conscious.”

“Sir, I thought I’d made it clear. I am not conscious, not in the way humans and the other sentient races are. I am a collection of knowledge—a database of sorts. I am here to assist you in becoming the best at whatever endeavor you choose.”

“Alright.” Ethan sat up straighter, thinking that perhaps he might be able to fool Dali. “What if I told you that I wanted to become the greatest conquering sorcerer-king this world has ever seen?”

“Then I would lay out a detailed plan of how you might achieve that goal, then we would begin putting said plan into motion.”

“What if I had to burn down an entire city and everyone in it to accomplish your plan?” said Ethan, watching the increasingly creepy arcane intelligence very, very closely.

Dali grinned. “You most definitely would have to burn down a city or two in order to become a feared and respected conqueror.”

“And you’re cool with that?”

Dali frowned. “Of course I’m cool with that. It is a means to an end.”

“But it’s murder! What kind of psychotic A.I. did Kazian create?”

“I’m sorry that you are unhappy with my responses. I will try to tailor them more to your liking in the future⁠—”

“Don’t tailor anything for my sake. Alright? I want you to give it to me straight. Understood?”

“Understood,” said Dali.

“Alright, now let’s forget about the whole conquering sorcerer-king thing. I was wondering, could you help me to become the greatest veterinarian this world has ever seen?”

Dali just stared at him blankly for a moment, which Ethan thought odd. Slowly, Dali said, “Help me understand something, sir, if you will.”

“Go ahead.”

The avatar began to pace back and forth across the ten foot wide attic floor, his shoes not making a sound on the hardwood because, after all, they weren’t really there.

“I was created by Grand Sorcerer Kazian Kazarian to be the ultimate conduit for arcane energy, capable of elevating anyone’s magical abilities and power to incredible new heights, and you want to use my incredible power to become a better animal doctor?”

“Yup, that’s exactly right,” said Ethan. “Look, I just spent eight years eating ramen soup, studying my butt off, working a crappy job, and going waaayyy into debt trying to become a licensed veterinarian. I’m not about to give all that up to learn how to shoot fireballs out of my eyes. No offense, but Kazian seemed like a pretty powerful dude—I mean he summoned me here from another freaking world—and he ended up with a smoldering hole in his chest. No thanks. Not a big fan of mortal combat scenarios unless I’m playing a video game, and unless I’m mistaken, you don’t respawn when you die here, right?”

“Correct, sir, humans are not born again on this plane,” said Dali.

“Right, so I think I’ll stick to being an animal doctor.”

“Very well sir.”

“Do I sense a bit of disappointment, Dali?”

“From me sir? Of course not.”

“O-kay,” Ethan said tentatively.

“I would be happy to outline a map of progression for you to follow in your quest to become the greatest veterinarian in the world. But you should understand that my helping you with this means you will be imbued with certain magical abilities that will aid you in your goals.”

“Sweet! Like what?”

“Well, I haven’t laid out the entire plan, as that will take some time to do, but for instance, to do your job to the utmost, it would be beneficial for you to be able to see through the flesh of animals in order to more accurately diagnose them. Perhaps I could help you create a scrying bowl for that purpose, or eventually alter your eyes altogether to help you see like, and excuse me for taking these words from your mind, an x-ray or MRI machine.”

“You could do that?”

“Perhaps, with time.”

“What do you mean, with time? Why wait?”

“Mr. Ethan, sir, you have little inherent magic aside from the ability to communicate with animals. If I am to help you cultivate new abilities, we must do it slowly, methodically, or else I’m afraid your head might explode.”

“What! Explode? Like actually explode?”

“Yes, sir, like actually explode.”

“Jeez…” said Ethan. He ran a hand through his hair, reconsidering his magical tutorage.

“Not to worry,” Dali said affably. “I will not allow your head to explode. We will take it slow and steady, let your powers grow naturally.”

“That’s sounds more my speed,” Ethan agreed. “How soon do you think you can formulate a plan?”

“I believe that I can have everything worked out by tomorrow morning, given that you allow me to remain awake.”

“I guess I can do that. Will you be like, around? I mean in the form you are now?”

“No, sir. I do not have to project my image to you during such time. And I assure you that I will give you as much privacy as I can.”

“Okay. But why will it take so long? No offense, but aren’t you like a magical super computer? Seems like you could formulate a plan in no time.”

“Again, I’m similar, but not the same as what you know as A.I. Working magic into your physiology will be no easy task. First, I must map your entire physical makeup, and from there I will test your system to discover how much magical energy your body can withstand.”

“But aren’t you the source of magical energy? And if you reside within me, don’t I have access to that energy?”

“Yes, and no. Your body must be able to withstand the magic that I produce. Remember, your world has little of the old magic left in it, and your kind is not used to handling it. I can help, but only so far. We’ll begin by taking it slow and go from there.”

“Agreed,” said Ethan, excited by the prospect of being able to use any magic at all.

“For the time being, you should focus on the skills and abilities that you already possess. There are more non-magical animals in Arcane Acres than magical ones, and I believe your vast knowledge will aid you greatly in starting a practice without the aid of magic. Might I offer some suggestions?”

“Sure!”

“You should begin by getting to know the townsfolk. Arcane Acres may be suffering a downward spiral, but it is still a bustling farming community with a long and rich history. Get out there and introduce yourself, spread your name around, and offer free checkups to boost your reputation, anything you can do to solidify your place in the community.”

“Thanks Dali, those are all solid suggestions.”

“You are quite welcome. If that is all for now, I will get to work mapping your physiology.”

“Hey,” Ethan said hesitantly. “Am I going to feel anything, I don’t know, like, weird while you’re running your little diagnostic?”

Dali pursed his lips in thought. “Perhaps, but it should only be minor, if felt at all.”

“Hmm, I kinda feel like I’m skipping the fine print here, but I’ll trust you.”

“Your trust is well placed sir. I do, after all, have only your wellbeing in mind.”

“That’s nice of you.”

“It is what I was created to do.”

Ethan shook his head and chuckled. “A thank you will suffice.”

“Thank you.”

Dali disappeared, but Ethan knew he wasn’t asleep. Instead, he was somewhere inside Ethan’s body. He wondered if Dali could hear him thinking, and, not wanting to know the truth of it, he let the paranoid thoughts fly from his mind. It was nearing dinner time, and after the day he’d had, Ethan was ready to eat!

He cleaned up as best he could with water from a well pump he found close by, near the dry, brown flower garden. From the assortment of clothes Ruuz had brought, Ethan chose simple brown trousers and a frilly white shirt. He’d have preferred a plain t-shirt like the one he’d worn to this world, but it, along with his blue jeans, underwear, and pea coat, needed to be washed. Besides, all the shirts the elf provided were frilly.

There was no mirror for Ethan to check his appearance, so he ran his fingers through his drying hair and ambled into the courtyard feeling self-conscious about the shirt. There was no one around, however, and Ethan wondered if he would be dining alone. He approached the large wooden door leading to the back of the mansion, admiring its intricate mother of pearl inlaid pattern of shooting stars and half-moons, when the door abruptly flew open and Ruuz almost ran into him.

“Ah, Master Critelli,” the elf said with a deep bow. The motion causing the thick salt and pepper dread to fall over the left shoulder “Your dinner is prepared. Please, follow me.”

“Thanks,” said Ethan, and he ducked as the dread whipped over his head. He followed the elf into a sunlit room and was surprised by the architecture present in its construction: it was like walking into a 16th century English cathedral. Despite its beauty, there was a sadness to the place, for it was weathered by age and neglect with heavily crazing murals, dust-covered paintings, and gauges shorn out of the stone in many places as though this had once been a magical battleground. Scorch marks marred the marble floor in one corner, the outline of a person was burned into the main column that ran down the center of the great room, and Ethan’s imagination went wild.

“You said you’ve served the Kazarians for ten generations?” Ethan asked Ruuz in the hopes of sparking a conversation on the topic.

“Indeed, your memory serves you well,” said the elf.

“Would I be correct if I were to assume that they are a magical family?”

“Yes, every one of them, in one way or another.”

Ethan marveled again at the signs of magical melee. “So Rose is a sorcerer as well?”

Ruuz slowed to walk pace with Ethan, his hands clasped behind his back. He leaned in and spoke softly. “That topic is a sore spot for the Miss. See that you never bring it up to her, unless you are someone she might call a friend.”

“Okay, okay,” said Ethan. “I’m not here to ruffle any feathers.”

“Your curiosity is understandable. I envy it. After eight hundred years, there is little to be curious about. I believe that I’ve learned and forgotten everything I’ve ever wondered about.”

“Must be a lot to keep track of. All the memories, I mean.”

Ruuz thought about that as they entered the dining room. “How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Half your lifetime ago you were thirteen years old. How much about being thirteen do you remember?”

“Hmm, not much really. I mean there are highlights, and if I really thought about it, I could piece together a rough outline.”

“That is precisely what it is like for me to think back to when I was four-hundred years old.”

“Wow,” said Ethan. “I must seem like a toddler to you.”

Ruuz’s grin was not unkind. “Your dinner, sir,” he said with a flourish and indicated the dining room.

Ethan grinned wide as he gazed upon a long wooden table, gorgeously crafted with so many intricate runes and finely detailed artwork that Ethan thought he could spend an afternoon reading the story laid out on its curved edges. The steaming food that adorned the table was a sight for a sore stomach: there was fresh bread, butter, honey and cheese, steamed carrots and potatoes, along with fresh green beans. The main course was a glazed duck that sat on a beautiful dish, head intact, staring at him.

“Wow, what a spread!” he said. “Thanks!”

“You can thank the cook,” said Ruuz, and he nodded his head over Ethan’s right shoulder.

Ethan turned to find a short dwarf woman marching toward him, her large white apron well-worn and stained. She had spikey orange hair, eyes like big emeralds and, Ethan noted with interest, no beard.

When she spoke, her voice was as sweet as her food smelled. “Hello traveler from another planet!” she said cordially, her prominent dimples stealing the show. “The name’s Hailu.”

“Ethan,” he said and shook her offered hand.

She looked him up and down as she slowly shook his hand, her eyes wide with intrigue and delight. “I hope you enjoy the fare I’ve prepared for you. I’ve never made food for someone from another planet! Let me show you what I’ve prepared.” She gracefully whisked herself over to the table and extended an arm to feature her creations. “This is called bread. This one’s made from an old starter what’s been in my family for five generations. And those are called po-tay-does, some people call them po-taw-does, but they’re just wierdos that you shouldn’t even bother talking to. That there’s call a duck. It’s a kind of bird. They got birds where you come from?”

Ethan’s grin barely contained his pent up laugh. “Um, yeah, we’ve got birds. Actually, we’ve got all this stuff where I’m from. But this looks amazing, right up there with the best my world has to offer.”

Hailu frowned. “You telling me that you come from another planet, and on your planet, you’ve got all the same food?”

“Yeah, I guess my world is like a parallel, uh, Aerth. But we’ve only got humans on our planet, and no magical creatures at all. But we’ve got cars that go really fast, they’re like wheeled carts powered by, um, fossilized dinosaur corpses.”

“Well ain’t you fancy?” Hailu scoffed and glanced at Ruuz. “Seems more like your folk, eh elf?”

Ruuz raised a brow and opened his mouth to talk, but nothing came out, and he clapped it shut.

“Oh man, is that beer?” said Ethan, seeing the frothing mug on the table.

Hailu said, “It’s called mead.”

“Sweet! I’ve never tried that. Not on any world.”

“Well then, let mine be the first. Family recipe too, that there. My pap’s recipe to be exact.”

Ethan lifted the sparkling clean glass and marveled at the depth of the swirling blonde goodness contained therein. He took a hearty drink and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

“Wow…just, wow.” Ethan took another swig, and with every gulp Hailu’s smile grew. “That’s just amazing. Bravo!”

“Did you hear that, Ruuz? He called my mead bravo.”

“Yes, well done,” said the elf. “Master Critelli, I will leave you to your meal.”

“If’n you want seconds just holler,” said Hailu, and she ambled back to the kitchen.

Ethan dug in with reckless abandon, stuffing his face until he thought he might burst. Hailu served him two more meads, and by the time the sun had set, Ethan was feeling fat and content, with a cozy, sleepy vibe.

“Your after-dinner bath is ready,” Ruuz said from the door as Ethan was finishing a sample of Hailu’s grandfather’s elderberry liquor.

“Oh! Right. Perfect!” said Ethan, and he followed the elf into a bathing room with a big clawfoot bathtub.

Ethan soaked for a long time in the hot water, letting it melt away his aches and pains. Paired with the food, mead, and elderberry liquor, the bath made Ethan forget all his worries, all his stress. When the water began to cool, he washed himself until he felt like a shiny new penny. Invigorated, he made his way back to the workshop wearing a robe Ruuz had laid out, his mind on the soft pillow Ruuz had also provided him with. It took some doing to get up the ladder into the attic, but soon he was folding himself up in the heavy quilt like a pig in a blanket.

Ethan slept like a baby all night long, only rousing to roll over and fall into another impossibly comfortable position.

It was dark when he awoke, and it took a moment for the attic to become familiar. He remembered where he was and how he’d gotten there, and he couldn’t help but smile. He was on another planet, and in this world, magical creatures were real!

“Wow,” Ethan said to the ceiling. “Wow.”

He managed to get down the ladder in the dark and opened the front door to an image out of a fantasy illustrator’s portfolio; the sky was dark purple, with long, zig-zagging pink streaks that resembled the aurora borealis. Ethan sat down cross-legged and admired the show as the rising sun replaced the phenomenon with a striking sunrise that quickly put a smile on his face.

It was going to be a good day!


CHAPTER 6


Ruuz found Ethan sitting on the grass gazing happily up at the sky. The elf smiled down at him and glanced at the tapestry of colors streaking through the clouds. “Good morning, Master Critelli.”

“Oh, good morning to you too, Ruuz. Hey, what was that phenomenon I saw in the sky earlier, before the sun came up? It was like pink lightning frozen in time.”

“Ah, yes, that is called the meridional borealis.”

“Meridional…” Ethan recalled the word. Yes, it was Latin. “Southern lights?”

“Very good,” Ruuz said, clearly impressed. “Where did you learn Laetin?”

“On my world it’s called Latin. I took a semester or two of it.”

“Interesting.”

“Hey, any chance Rose is back yet?” Ethan asked, not knowing if he should feel excited or apprehensive about the answer. He wanted to see her again, but he still felt bad about lying to her.

“She has not returned,” Ruuz replied. “I suspect that we will not be seeing her today. But fear not, you are a guest of the manor and are welcome to enjoy the estate at your leisure.”

“Thanks for that,” said Ethan. He stood up and stretched. “I was thinking about taking a walk around town. You know, get to know the place.”

“That sounds like a splendid idea, sir.”

“Any recommendations?”

“Well,” Ruuz said thoughtfully. “We’ve got a general store, an inn, and a few taverns. I think a traveling bard will be playing somewhere tonight. You might be interested in the stables if you’re looking for a mount.”

“I don’t really have any money,” said Ethan. “I’m more just trying to learn my way around, meet the locals. I’m actually considering opening a veterinary clinic here in Arcane Acres.”

“Here?” said Ruuz.

“Yeah, I suppose it’s as good a place as any. I noticed a lot of farms when we flew in. Is there anyone in town who does that kind of thing?”

“Actually, there is. Old Byron Ledbetter. He’s got the only operation in town. Age is catching up with him, however, and he doesn’t get around like he used to. Was a time when he and his brother took care of the entire county. Now, with his brother five years passed, he tends mostly to house cats, dogs, and the like. Nowadays farmers tend to take care of their own animals, and they’re not the most open-minded of folks. Stubborn would be the word.”

“Hmm, do you think Mr. Ledbetter is looking to take anyone on as an assistant?”

“I wouldn’t have the slightest idea. You should pay him a visit. His practice is just down the end of the lane there on the corner of the town square.”

“Thanks Ruuz. I think I’ll do that⁠—”

“Hey Ruuz!” came a dopey, jolly voice.

Ethan and Ruuz both turned toward the voice, and Ethan gasped when he saw the fellow striding toward them. He was huge!

“Is that, is that a giant?” Ethan asked the elf.

“Half-giant,” Ruuz corrected.

Half-giant indeed, thought Ethan. The lug was at least seven feet tall, with big happy green eyes and a soft face made for smiling. His unruly mop of sandy hair hung to his eyebrows, which sprang from a heavy brow themselves. The half-giant had a chin like an anvil with a dark dimple in the center. His bare arms were massive and hairy, his legs thick as tree trunks.

“Gooday stranger!” said the half giant, his eyes dancing with merriment.

“Good day to you too. I’m Ethan.”

“I’m Dugh,” the dopey half-giant said happily. “I’m the caretaker for now, but I’ve got an enchanted goose at me mom’s. Once it starts laying its golden eggs, I’m gonna be rich. Then I’m gonna move out and buy me a nice plot of land in the highlands. Good caves up there.”

“Well, that all sounds great,” said Ethan.

“I’ll leave you two gentleman to get to know each other,” said Ruuz. “Dugh, perhaps you could show Master Critelli around town.”

“Who’s Master Critelli?” said Dugh, glancing around for a fourth person.

“Ethan is master Critelli,” said Ruuz.

“My gamer friends call me Criter,” said Ethan.

“Okay Criter. I can show you around. I’m good at showing people around. Wanna see the pub first? Grab a gallon?”

“A gallon?”

“Of ale,” said Dugh. “They got really good ale at the pub. Really good chips too.”

“I’d love to,” said Ethan. “But I’ve got no coin.”

“Ethan is a visitor from far away,” said Ruuz. “They have a different kind of money.”

Dugh scratched his head and bent to look Ethan over closer. “Far away huh? Where you from that’s so far away?”

“Well,” said Ethan, guessing how the truth would delight the giant. “I’m actually from another⁠—”

“May we have a moment, Dugh?” Ruuz suddenly blurted. “Wait for our guest by the gate.”

Dugh shrugged and lumbered away.

Ruuz made sure he was out of earshot and leveled on Ethan. “You might want to keep quiet the truth of where you came from. Given what happened to Kazian.”

“You’re probably right,” said Ethan. “Thanks for the heads up.”

“Take this.” The elf handed Ethan a silver coin the size of a half-dollar. “It’s called a silver crown. It’ll trade down for four silver queens, twenty bronze knights, or one-hundred copper fools. There are larger coins, such as the gilded king, which is worth twenty silver crowns, but you won’t have to worry about that for a very long time.”

“Hey, thanks!” said Ethan. “I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.”

“Very well,” said the elf.

Ethan pocketed the silver and committed the denominations to memory. One silver crown is worth four silver queens, twenty bronze knights, or one-hundred copper fools. Crowns, queens, knights, fools, basically dollars, quarters, nickels, and pennies.

Still ruminating, he met Dugh at the gate. The big lug was grinning at a butterfly that had landed on his nose, leaving him mystified and cross-eyed.

“Looks like you’ve got a friend,” Ethan said with a chuckle.

“Looks like it,” Dugh agreed. “I wonder if he wants a pint.”

“Perhaps a thimble.”

Dugh laughed at that, causing the butterfly to fly away. “See you later friend!” he called after it.

“Alright then, where to first?” said Ethan, glancing around at the narrow streets. Despite the marvelous weather, there weren’t many people about, and Ethan found himself wondering if the place ever got busy. The market across the street was open for business, but Ethan saw no one coming or going from the place. He hoped it wasn’t the only market in town; it looked a bit dingy. Upon further inspection, Ethan noticed that all the buildings were worn down. Some of the shops were boarded up, and the waddle and daub houses intermingling with the shops up and down the street were in disrepair. It wasn’t that the town was dirty; on the contrary, it seemed like the townspeople did what they could with what they had. The problem was rather that they didn’t have much to begin with.

Arcane Acres had tons of potential, and it still had it’s pride, but it was easy to see that this was a town on the verge of ruin. An uneasy feeling washed over Ethan as, prophetically, a wagon carrying a family of seven and all their Aerthly belongings crossed an intersection down the street. In those few seconds, Ethan saw despair on the faces of the children, worry on the face of the mother, and defeat etched into the sunburned brow of the father.

Dugh seemed not to have noticed. He rubbed his hands together and grinned. “First things first. The pub!”

“This early in the morning?” said Ethan. “What are we celebrating?”

Dugh had to think about that one. “We’re celebrating, uhhh, we’re celebrating the day we met! Yeah, that’s it. We’re celebrating the day we met. Which just so happens to be today!”

“Can’t argue with that logic,” said Ethan, and he extended his arm wide. “Lead the way to the well, good man. Lead the way.”

Dugh proudly marched down the street with Ethan following quickly behind, trying to keep up with the half-giant’s long strides. Soon, they came to a rustic establishment with a crooked wooden sign that read Buster’s Pub & Ale.

When Dugh walked in, the barkeep called out a friendly “Hallo Dugh! Looks like you’re the first customer o’ the day…again.”

Dugh elbowed Ethan playfully. “Says that every day he does.”

“Sounds like you like your breakfast wet,” Ethan replied.

“Wet breakfast!” Dugh laughed and laughed, getting so chummy that Ethan feared a brotherly yet debilitating slap on the back might be forthcoming.

“Who’s your friend?” said the barkeep, a stout man with two chins and a well-polished bald head. He was stout and blocky with incredibly hairy arms and a great smile.

“This is Ethan Critelli, but I call him Criter,” said Dugh.

“Criter eh?” the barkeep looked Ethan up and down. “So what brings you crawling ‘round these parts, Criter?”

“I’m visiting from, er, well, far away,” said Ethan. “Looking to move here.”

“Move here?” The barkeep shook his head and placed two tall pints in front of them. “Why in the blazes would you want to move here?”

“I guess I fell in love with the place the first time I laid eyes on it. From the clouds, it looked like something out of a Thomas Kinkade. Well, something out of a painting.”

“From the clouds, ye say?” The barkeep stopped his endless polishing of the bar to square on Ethan.

“Yes, well, I was riding a griffin.”

“Riding a griffin, ye say?”

“You know Miss Rose’s griffin Gustwing,” said Dugh.

“Aye, I know it. Who don’t know ‘bout the most magical beast in town? What I find strange is this here lad ridin’ on the back of it. Them Kazarian’s guard their magical creatures like dwarves guard them’s treasures. Who are you to be cozyin’ up to their griffin?”

Dugh nodded in agreement with the wise barkeep’s logic and frowned at Ethan. They both waited for an answer.

“I, uh, well, it’s a, it’s a long story,” Ethan muttered.

The barkeep opened his arms wide. “This be a pub! This is where long stories be told.” He turned around and swiftly returned with two whiskey glasses and a bottle of amber stuff. “Go on then,” he said as he poured for his two guests. “Out with it.”

“Meh, you wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” said Ethan.

“Go on,” the barkeep said with a grin that showed one gold tooth. “Try me.”

Ethan held out as long as he could, but a whiskey and a pint of ale later, he was singing like a canary, telling Dugh and the barkeep everything from start to finish. He did manage to omit the bit about the arcane crystal, the name of the suspected sorcerer’s cabal, and anything about Dali. Even as he told the tale, he knew he was messing up and saying too much, but it was just such an extraordinary story that it begged to be told. Indeed, to keep such a tale locked up behind a tongue loosened by spirits was practically impossible!

The story was so outlandish, however, that the barkeep—who Ethan learned was affectionately called Buster Biggins—outright called Ethan a soggy liar.

“You’re tellin’ me that Kazian summoned you from another world, and now he’s dead?” Buster asked with a look of deep skepticism.

“I tell you, every word of it is true,” said Ethan, and he closed one eye tight so that he might peer deep into his empty pint glass with the other. “And that, my friends, is the end of my breakfast. If I’m to get anything done today, I must be off.”

Dugh had a fresh pint in front of him—his fourth to be exact—but he downed it in one big gulp, wiped his mouth with the back of his golden-haired arm, and bade Buster Biggins farewell.

“Heck of a story that was,” said Dugh as they walked out of the dark and gloomy joint and into the bright sunshiny day. Dugh’s face was no longer jolly, but rather etched with deepening concern.

“Believe it or not.” Ethan squinted against the bright sunshine and wished in that moment he’d brought a pair of sunglasses with him from Earth. His Oakleys had been ripped off his face by the vortex.

Turning left onto Main Street, they walked past a cobbler’s shop whose windows boasted mostly rugged farm boots. An abandoned smithy was next, followed by a quaint baking shop producing mouthwatering aromas that made the stomach envious. Ethan wondered if they should go in and get something, perhaps a nice bread for his hosts, but he thought better of the idea, not knowing if he would insult Hailu. A fletcher’s shop was next, followed by the town stables, two competing butchers, a potter, a weaver, and a candlestick maker. The last place on this side of the street caught Ethan’s eye. A sign hanging over the wooden gate read Madam Morgus: Witch Extraordinaire.

“You’ve got a fortune teller?” Ethan marveled. “She must be the real deal eh, in a world like this?”

“Oh yeah, Madam Morgus is the real deal alright,” Dugh said happily. “She predicted that if I kept on tossing back gallons of ale like I do, I’d grow a pregnant belly.” He stuck out his gut as far as he could and laughed. “And look what happened, just like she said!”

Ethan laughed haltingly, for he didn’t know for certain if Dugh believed it or if he was in on the joke.

“You mind if we pay her a visit?” said Ethan. “She’s bound to have all the herbs, roots, and whatnot that’ll be needed for animal medicines. Oh, and I wanted to stop by and pay a visit to the animal doctor, uh, Byron Ledbetter. Yes, that was the name. You know the man?”

“Oh sure.” Dugh waved Ethan’s question away. “Everybody knows ole Ledbetter. Takes care of everyone’s cats and dogs he does. Nice enough fella. He’s a widower now since the old crotchety wife died. You missed a real sourpuss in that one I’ll tell you Criter, a real sourpuss. She was always riding the poor old man, never gave him a minute’s rest. That’s why he looks so tired to this day!”

Ethan laughed.

“Don’t believe me?” said Dugh, and now his big eyes were wide and livened with sincerity. “I’ll tell you what she was like. You know what she used to call her own husband? Use to call him bed wetter instead of Ledbetter. Bed wetter, can you believe that?”

“Boy, she sounds like a funny one.”

“Funny as a stubbed toe!” Dugh replied with a sour face.

Ethan stopped, for a sudden sense of unease had washed over him. He searched the street for the source, and his eyes narrowed in on a magnificent red and black wagon pulled by a pair of hearty black horses resembling Clydesdales. Two hooded figures sat on the wagon bench, their heads swiveling left and right, scanning the town. Ethan slunk back from the street into an alley and peered around the corner.

“Dugh!” Ethan hissed as the half-giant continued on down the street.

Dugh stopped and looked high and low. “Where’d you go?”

“Psst! Over here!” Ethan whispered. “Come on, get out of the street. Hurry up!”

Dugh did as he was told, grinning happily. “We playing a game?” he asked excitedly as he joined Ethan in the hiding spot.

“Who’s that there?” said Ethan, pointing at the approaching wagon.

“Oh, them are sorcerers from Spectrum Tower. See the insignia?”

Ethan scrutinized the symbol on the side of the wagon: a clear prism being shot through with a beam of light, transforming into a streak of rainbow colors.

“It looks like Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon icon,” said Ethan.

“What’s that?” said Dugh.

“Never mind, get back. I don’t want them to see me.” Ethan scrambled behind a water barrel and ducked low as the wagon rolled past. For his part, Dugh tried to hide, but his bulk foiled him. Nevertheless, the wagon continued on by, leaving in its wake a cloud of golden dust.

“Why we hiding?” Dugh whispered.

Ethan didn’t answer, instead he watched with mounting apprehension as the wagon turned down the lane leading to Kazarian Manor.

“Come on,” he urged Dugh, and the two hastily followed the wagon.

By the time they turned onto the lane, the wagon was moving through the wrought iron gates of the manor entrance. Ethan wanted to alert Dali, but he didn’t want to sound like a loon in front of Dugh. A thought occurred to him then, a way to call upon the entity without giving anything away.

Dali? Dali, are you there?

“Good morning, sir.” Dali appeared walking beside Ethan, who shifted nervously, thinking that surely Dugh could see the apparition. But the half-giant gave no indication.

“Hey Dugh, would you go in there and see what’s going on?” Ethan hung back at the gate. “I don’t want them to see me.”

“Why not?” said Dugh. “You think maybe it was them who attacked Kazian’s tower?”

“Yes, that’s exactly it,”

“I’m the man-giant for the job.” Dugh straightened in face and posture. “Leave it to me, sir!”

With that, he ambled through the gate and turned the corner toward the main house.

“Trouble, sir?” said Dali.

“Yeah, it’s sorcerers from Spectrum Tower. I think they’re looking for me.”

Dali’s face became grave. “With your permission, I should like to mask our auras.”

“Our what? Never mind, sure, go ahead, do it.”

Ethan felt a strange sensation. It was as if the humidity skyrocketed and now sat thick and heavy on his shoulders. He moved along the six foot high stone wall until he came upon a spot where a large tree root had cracked parts of the cobblestone. He cautiously stepped onto the root and peered his head over the wall. From this vantage point, he could see the two hooded figures standing at the doorstep speaking with Ruuz, but he could only make out a few words.

“I wish I could hear what they’re saying,” he said absently.

“I can hear them, sir,” Dali reported.

“What are they saying?”

Dali listened intently. “The shorter one there is Yvarian, the taller one has not given his name. They are inquiring about Rose.”

“What do they want with her?”

“They’re informing Ruuz that Kazian’s tower was attacked and unfortunately, he is dead. Ruuz appears surprised. He’s telling them that his mistress is out for a flight, and he does not know when she will be back.”

Ethan watched the scene with mounting dread. He felt naked standing there peering over the wall. Any minute, he thought one of the sorcerers would jerk their head in his direction. When the taller of the two pulled back his hood Ethan gasped.

“What is it, Sir?” Dali said with concern.

“The tall one’s ear. Look at it. It’s been bandaged.”

“Do you think it’s Malazar?”

“I know it is,” said Ethan. “Looks like the traitor survived Kazian’s blast after all.”

“Now they’re asking Ruuz if he’s seen anyone peculiar around town,” said Dali.

“What? Are they talking about me?”

“I would assume so, sir.”

Ethan shrunk down until his eyes were barely level with the wall. He stared at Malazar, loathing and fearing the man.

The pair abruptly turned back toward the wagon and pushed past Dugh, who was just arriving to snoop around. Ethan leapt down from the wall and walked down the street and away from the gate. Dali followed close behind.

“They’ve informed Ruuz they’ll be back,” Dali reported.

“I wish Rose would return. What if something happened to her?”

“That is possible, sir.”

Ethan scoffed. “Thanks for the reassurance.” He turned the corner and peeked back around the stone wall. A moment later, the sorcerers’ wagon exited the manor gates and headed toward the main street. Ethan hurried to spy on their progress, following at a safe distance until the wagon left town and rolled over a distant hillock.

“I’ve got a feeling they’ll be back,” said Ethan.

“Oh, most certainly, sir. They are of course searching for me, and by extension, you.”

“Don’t remind me,” said Ethan. “Don’t remind me.”


CHAPTER 7


Ethan waited for Rose at the manor all afternoon and well into the evening. When he finally spotted Gustwing flying in from the south just before sunset, he let out a cheer. “Finally!”

Gustwing circled the manor and gracefully landed in front of Ethan’s little cottage. Rose said nothing as she dismounted, and Ethan wondered if perhaps she’d gleaned the truth about Dali.

“You’re back,” was all Ethan could think of saying.

She nodded, her brow furled in deep ponderance.

“Where did you go?” he asked.

She frowned at the question and went to work unstrapping the saddle from Gustwing’s back. “I went to my father’s tower,” she said softly. “I had to see it for myself.”

Ethan waited for her to elaborate, but she busied herself with her task.

“I’m awfully sorry we left Kazian there like that,” Ethan said at length. “But there was no way to tend to the body. I didn’t know if the sorcerers would be back.”

“Oh they’ve been back alright,” she replied angrily. “The tower has been burned and razed to the ground. There’s nothing left.”

Ethan pondered the news, wondering why they would elect to destroy the tower rather than utilize it for their own benefit. There had to have been valuable magical items inside.

“They were here,” he told her.

“What?” She stopped what she was doing and stared at him. “Who?”

“Sorcerers from Spectrum Tower. They came around asking about you.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I didn’t talk to them. Ruuz did. He told them you were gone on a flight, and he didn’t know when you’d be back.”

“And the gate let them in?”

“What?”

“The gate. It’s enchanted to keep out people and animals with ill intent. They must have had the password. I’ll have to change it.”

“There’s more,” said Ethan. “One of them was Malazar.”

“What? Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. He even had his ear bandaged from where I shot him with the crossbow bolt.”

“Then the rat survived,” she said.

“Can’t we just have this Malazar guy locked up? Can’t we tell the authorities? I mean, I saw everything. I could testify.”

She was shaking her head before he finished speaking. “No,” she said, her eyes alight with an old anger and a resignation to the existence of the unjust. “Malazar is the head of Spectrum Tower, an ancient cabal of sorcerers that is very powerful.”

“So what?” said Ethan, not wanting to let it go at that. “I can testify to everything.”

“And who are you?” she asked.

“Ethan Critelli,” he said, not understanding where she was going.

“And where are you from?”

“Earth,” he said.

“And where is Earth?”

“It’s another planet.”

“Now say all that together.”

“Um, I’m Ethan Critelli and I’m from another planet,” he said, realizing how ludicrous that would sound in anything resembling a court of law. Still, he clung to hope.

“You said Malazar is the head of the cabal. So does that mean all the sorcerers are corrupt?”

“Not at all. My father had many friends there, and most of them are good people. But Malazar is like a tumor, slowly corrupting the tower in his search for greater power. If we have allies at Spectrum Tower, they can do nothing for me.”

“Then what do we do?”

“We?” said Rose. “What does any of this have to do with you?”

“Well, I mean, the sorcerers attacked the tower just hours after I arrived. Could they be looking for me?”

“No,” she said and even laughed at the idea. “They’re searching for the arcane crystal. It is likely the item he used to summon you from your world.”

Ethan nervously dug his heel into the ground. She frowned at him, noticing his discomfort. “Rose,” he said haltingly. “I⁠—”

Ethan was suddenly zapped by electricity. He went stiff as a board and fell flat on his back.

Rose whirled around searching for a foe, surely thinking Ethan had been hit by a spell.

Sorry, sir, just testing your magical absorption threshold. Dali said in Ethan’s mind.

“Ethan?” said Rose, coming to kneel beside him.

He regained control of his body and wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth. “Sorry, I⁠—”

Just one more… said Dali.

“No, wait!” Ethan blurted, causing Rose to jump with a start.

Again he was zapped, and this time he nearly lost control of his bowels. A laborious heaving sound was produced by his contorted mouth and his joints painfully locked up, but Ethan could do nothing about it.

“Ethan!” Rose put a hand on his shoulder, concern etched across her beautiful face.

That should do it, sir.

Dali’s little experiment ended, leaving Ethan panting on the ground and covered in sweat.

“Are you alright?” She asked with alarm.

“Uh, god, yeah, sorry.” Ethan sat up with her help. “I, uh, I have seizures sometimes.”

DALI! DO NOT DO THAT AGAIN!

My apologies, sir. But I did warn you that⁠—

Don’t do it when I’m around people! What’s wrong with you? You nearly killed me.

Not even close, sir.

Just go to sleep.

As you wish, sir.

“Is there anything I can do?” Rose asked.

Ethan shook his head. Embarrassed beyond measure, he struggled to his feet, his legs as wobbly as a newborn fawn. “No, it’s passed. Sorry you had to see that.”

“Miss Rose!” Dugh called and ran out the back door. Seven long strides brought him before her, and he panted while patting his beer belly. “So glad to see you back in one piece. I…I heard about what happened to Kazian. Gosh, I’m sorry Miss Rose!”

“Thank you, Dugh. But where did you hear that from?”

Dugh became tight lipped, but his eyes slowly drifted toward Ethan.

Rose scowled at Ethan. “Who else did you tell what happened to my father?”

“Uh, I might have told Buster Biggins,” Ethan tensely replied.

“Buster Biggins! You mean Big Mouth Biggins? Great! Now the entire town is going to know.”

“I’m sorry, Rose. We had a pint and a whiskey and next thing I knew I was telling the tale.”

“Well, I guess what’s done is done. It’s probably for the best. If there’s a lot of attention on my father’s murder, maybe it’ll slow down Malazar.”

“You think he’ll be back?”

“Yes. If he came here, it means he failed to recover the arcane crystal. Perhaps father sent it away somehow. Maybe it never existed in the first place. I don’t know. He’s been working on it for so long, and there have been so many failures.” Rose glanced at the unkept lawns and dilapidated structures and sighed.

She pulled the saddle off Gustwing’s back and handed it to Dugh, who dutifully brought it to the barn adjacent to Ethan’s cottage.

“I’m starving,” she said. “Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“Well then, let’s see what Hailu has whipped up for tonight.”

Hailu served them a hearty vegetable soup and fresh bread that reminded Ethan he hadn’t had a real breakfast. They ate in silence for a time; Ethan stole glances at Rose, her eyes locked on her soup bowl. Despite having said she was hungry, Rose hardly ate.

“Thanks again for all your hospitality,” said Ethan, hoping to pull her out of her deep ponderance.

She blinked and took a second to tune back to reality. “Oh, it’s no trouble. Really. It’s the least I can do for you. I can’t imagine being summoned to a strange new world. You must be quite shaken.”

He chuckled. “That would be an understatement.”

“So what’s it like on your world?”

“Earth? Well, it’s nice. I mean it’s a good time to be alive there. We have advanced technology that makes life pretty easy. In my country we have everything we need.”

“What about magic?”

“Oh, no, we don’t have any magic. It’s kind of depressing when you think about it. We have the concept of magic. Not sure how or why though. Maybe there used to be magic in my world. I don’t know.”

“Sometimes I wish there wasn’t magic in my world,” she said.

“Why would you say that? It must be awesome.”

“Awesome?” She scoffed. “It’s not so awesome when your father buries himself in his arcane endeavors day in and day out and hardly even notices you exist.” Rose put down her spoon and composed herself. “I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear about the Kazarian family drama.”

“I don’t mind,” he said, and he meant it. Rose could talk about anything, and he’d listen. If it meant getting to be close to her, he’d listen to just about anything.

She said, “Tell me more about your Earth.”

Ethan answered a hundred questions through dessert, then tea, and the conversation continued on into the study where they drank warm mead by the fire. Rose was delighted by the idea of airplanes that could bring a person to another side of the world in half a day. She marveled at his descriptions of radio and television, computers and video games. When he told her that people in his world had gone to their moon in a tin can, she barked a beautiful laugh and threw back her head.

“Now you’re having me on!” she playfully accused.

“I swear to you I’m not!” Ethan promised, his heart swelling with every musical syllable that fell from her beautiful lips.

“To the moon in a tin can!” she demanded.

“Well, not just any tin can, of course. A gazillion dollars’ worth of strong metals, incredible technologically, advanced instruments, and a boatload of explosive gas. The astronauts have these full-body suits they wear that have big glass helmets and even a life support system for heating, cooling, and oxygen production. You see, it’s awfully cold up there in space.”

She clasped her mug tight, knees brought up and arms wrapped around them, listening with wide-eyed wonder. She stopped laughing and soon became very serious. Conspiratorially, she leaned forward and softly asked. “What about the gods?”

“The gods?” Ethan asked.

A glance around and she whispered, “Has an astronaut ever seen the gods up there, or angels? Have they ever walked the green pastures of heaven?”

“Um, well, if they saw anything like that, they didn’t tell anyone. Some have talked about seeing strange objects, crafts, and lights. Humans on my world are kind of obsessed with the idea that there’s other life out there in the universe.” Ethan grinned as he realized the irony of telling this to an alien from another planet. “What about the people in this world? Do you wonder about aliens or have legends about little green men?”

“Little green men?” she said, her nose scrunched up in a delightfully cute way. “Do you mean goblins?”

“No, but you have goblins?” Ethan asked, amazed by the idea.

“Yes, of course! And everyone knows they came from the stars. They crash landed one hundred years ago.”

Ethan was dumbfounded. “They did! That’s, that’s incredible. How weird! Goblins?”

She arched a brow and nodded her head sternly, but something was changing about her expression. Ever so slowly her nostrils began to widen, her lips began to pucker, and her ears were pulled back by a flexing scalp. Finally, she burst out into whimsical laughter. So hard did she laugh that she had to put her mug down on the stand for safekeeping.

“You believed me!” she bellowed when she finally came up for air. “That goblins came down from outer space! Hah!”

“Alright, alright. Laugh it up,” he said in good humor. “But I’ll get you back. You mark my words, Rose Kazarian.”

“Rose Kazarian!” a deep, noble, commanding voice bellowed through the study. Rose and Ethan jerked in surprise. “Just the person I came to see!”

Ethan looked to the speaker and his heart dropped, for it was the red-eyed sorcerer, the man whom Ethan had shot through the ear, he who had killed Kazian.

“Malazar…” said Rose, and she said it as one might say vermin.

Rose and Ethan stood from their seats, and Ethan found himself taking a step closer to Rose as the sorcerer swiftly walked toward them, heavy boots tolling on the stone floor like funeral bells.

“My darling, darling girl,” he purred like a lion. “I was informed of the attack on your father’s tower.” Malazar let his gaze slowly fall over Rose in a way that Ethan didn’t like.

Not at all.

Those dark eyes fell upon Ethan, who was immediately strangled speechless by the gaze. It wasn’t magic at work here; no, Malazar wasn’t casting a spell on Ethan or trying to infiltrate his mind. The simple truth was that Ethan was terrified by the man’s gaze.

Malazar was very tall, with long arms and legs. He had huge hands, one of which gripped the center of a spectacular onyx staff beset with a pendeloque-shaped ruby. Matching crimson eyes peered at Ethan from behind a long, hook nose. His beard was oil-black and sleek, raven hair pulled back in a tail. His thin eyebrows made a judgmental “V” upon his brow, sun-spotted and weathered by age. The man seemed middle-aged, but Ethan couldn’t be sure just how old he was given Malazar’s youthful grace and energy. He exuded power, like some people radiate annoyance or anger. The powerful essence hung in the air around him, thick and unpleasant.

Ethan realized he was staring at Malazar’s bandaged earlobe and swiftly averted his eyes to Rose. She was glowering at the sorcerer, not trying in the slightest to hide her disdain.

“It appears that my father was attacked in the middle of the night by a band of cutthroat murderers and cowardly sorcerers,” said Rose. “You wouldn’t happen to have any idea who it might have been, would you, Malazar?”

The man pondered thoughtfully in what was clearly an act. “It could have been a number of people,” he said with faux sympathy. “Your father did have so many enemies.”

“Even within Spectrum Tower,” said Rose. “Even within his own cabal.”

The man’s eyes gleamed. Rose’s burned right back at him. They shared a silent battle of wills for some time, and it was Ethan who finally broke the tension.

“So what happened to your ear?” he said. “Drive-by body piercing?”

Ethan thought himself very clever, but as soon as the words left his mouth, he regretted them, for Malazar’s scrutinizing gaze fell upon him once more and Ethan felt naked beneath it.

“And you are?” Malazar grumbled.

“Criter,” said Ethan, but he did not extend a hand.

“You seem familiar.”

Ethan wanted to shrink back into the shadows and disappear. Did Malazar recognize him from the tower? Was the sorcerer about to unleash hellish fury upon him?

“He’s a distant cousin,” said Rose. “From far away.”

“Far away?” Malazar said absently, still studying Ethan. “That would explain the queer accent.”

“I went to the tower,” Rose blurted. “It was razed to the ground, but I did manage to find some bones amidst the rubble.”

Hearing this, Malazar turned his gaze away from Ethan and settled it squarely on Rose. His eyes narrowed.

She said, “A few simple chemical tests and I should be able to determine the identity of those involved.”

“Ah yes, you dabble in the arts. I’d nearly forgotten,” Malazar said lazily. “Perhaps you should give me the bones, then my brothers and I at Spectrum Tower will ensure that the incantations are done correctly. Such delicate work should not be left to … a novice.”

Ethan sensed Rose’s blood boiling, and he thought for a thrilling moment that she would leap on the sorcerer like a cat and begin clawing at his face.

“I’ll manage,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Of course,” Malazar said in a tone rich with condescension. “These intruders, do you know what they might have been after?”

“I don’t know,” said Rose. “Can you think of anything Kazian was working on that might have been the envy of lesser sorcerers?”

Malazar smiled through the insult.

Dali, are you hearing this? Ethan asked his magical stowaway, but there was no answer, and Dali’s avatar did not appear. He then remembered he’d told the arcane intelligence to go to sleep. But was it wise to awaken Dali in the midst of such a powerful sorcerer? What if Malazar sensed Dali?

“There is one thing your father was working on,” Malazar turned a knowing gaze upon Ethan. “It is called the arcane crystal.”

Ethan swallowed hard and frowned as Malazar spoke, trying to seem confounded by all this magic talk, but he felt like a bad actor.

“Rose,” Malazar went on, giving Ethan one last look over. “This young man here, are you sure he’s your cousin? The reason I ask is that the owner of the pub down the street told me a strange story. A story about a foreigner who came into the place with your groundskeeper, what is his name, Duh?”

“It’s Dugh,” said Ethan. “Rhymes with thug.”

Malazar said, “Yes, Dugh. You and he went into the pub for a drink, and you told the most amazing story to one Buster Biggins about being summoned here from another world by a sorcerer, a sorcerer who later that night was killed by intruders.”

“I like to make up stories,” Ethan said with a shrug. “It’s a character flaw.”

“Indeed. It is strange that your story so closely fits what happened to Kazian. Perhaps you were the one who killed him and razed his tower to the ground.”

“Perhaps,” said Ethan. “But I’m pretty sure the one who killed Kazian got a crossbow bolt through the earlobe.”

Malazar laughed. “You do like to make up stories.”

“It grows late,” said Rose, and she motioned to Ruuz, who stood just outside the door watching his mistress. “If I learn anything more, I’ll contact Spectrum Tower.”

“Of course.” Malazar watched Ruuz’s approach in his peripheral then glanced at Ethan. “I’d watch out for this cousin of yours. He’s keeping something from you, that much I can tell.”

Malazar turned with a flourish of robes and stomped out of the study. Ruuz followed him out, his hand on the hilt of a curved sword. When finally the front door closed, Ethan let out a sigh of relief.

“I told you it was him!” he said. “Did you see his ear all bandaged up like that?”

Rose nodded gravely. “Yes, and you shouldn’t have tried to rile him so. We’re lucky he didn’t just kill us both.”

“Me? You were egging him on pretty good yourself.”

Rose laughed. “We must both be crazy.”

“He must really want this arcane crystal. If he already had it, I have a feeling we’d both be dead.”

“You’re probably right,” said Rose.

“Maybe if he never finds it, he’ll just forget about it and leave us alone.”

“Oh, he’ll find it,” she said. “One way or another. He’ll find it.”

Ethan gulped and cleared his throat, his voice coming out strained. “If you had it, would you be able to defend yourself against one as powerful as Malazar?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Raw power doesn’t always win over a honed skillset. Malazar is one of the most well-versed and powerful sorcerers in this kingdom. Besides, I’m not very skilled in magic.” She let out a sigh. “That’s why my father was trying to create the arcane crystal, to give to me.”

“But if you had the crystal, then you could become a sorceress. Then you could exact revenge on Malazar.”

“I don’t want it,” she said with such sudden conviction that Ethan realized it was something she’d just realized. She blinked and smiled at him. “I don’t want it. To hell with it all. To hell with sorcery and the misery it creates.”

Rose went to the cabinet and poured them both a stiff drink. She returned and they sat at the table.

“Now Malazar knows who I am,” said Ethan, realizing the gravity of what he’d said to the man. “He knows I’m a witness. Why am I such an idiot?”

“It was the mead talking,” said Rose. “For both of us.”

They shared a laugh and drank, then ponderously stared at the fire for a time. The silence between them was a comfortable one, accentuated by the crackling of the fire.

“Now that you’re stuck here, what will you do?” Rose asked.

“Well, I was talking to Ruuz about that. You see, I’m a licensed Doctor of Veterinary Medicine in my world, so I was thinking about apprenticing under old Mr. Ledbetter.”

“That’s a wonderful idea!” Rose’s face lit up, and Ethan was heartened that she wanted him to stick around. “I know he could really use the help, and it would be a great way to get to know the townsfolk and farmers up in the moors and dales.”

“Do you think I could stay in the cottage for a bit, just until I find another place to live? I can pay rent once I start making some money.”

“Of course,” she said with a smile. “Don’t worry yourself about rent. My father’s meddling is the reason you’re here. It’s the least I can do.”

“Thanks,” said Ethan, and they shared a long gaze.

Her smile grew and she laughed nervously. “I do believe the mead has gone to my head. Shall we step outside and get some fresh air?”

“I’d love to.” Ethan stood and extended an elbow. “Me lady,” he said in an exaggeratedly sophisticated voice.

“Me gent,” she said with equal faux-seriousness, and the two strode out into the sweet sparkling night.


CHAPTER 8


Ethan awoke the next morning feeling like a new man. He smiled to himself as he stared at the old wood beamed ceiling, remembering the long night spent beneath the stars with Rose. He’d never met a woman quite like her, and he looked forward to getting to know her better. His guilt over the arcane crystal had been lessened greatly with her adamant claim that she didn’t want the thing anyway, and though he could hardly believe it, he happily accepted her opinion on the matter. Maybe he was doing her a great service in keeping the crystal a secret from her. Perhaps Malazar would leave her alone.

Ethan sat up in bed and called to Dali, who promptly solidified before him, his mustache sharp and sleek and ridiculous, bulging eyes manic.

“Good morning, sir.”

“Didn’t you hear me call to you last night when Malazar was here?”

“I did, sir, but I thought it wiser to stay hidden. Malazar is powerful, and I didn’t know if he would be able to sense your mental interaction with me.”

“That’s smart, I guess.”

“You really shouldn’t have made him aware of your identity, sir.” Dali looked troubled, and it made Ethan nervous. “I fear that you haven’t seen the last of him.”

“Yeah, I fear the same thing,” Ethan grumbled. “Me and my big mouth.”

“Might I suggest, sir, that you embrace the power that I can provide you and begin training as a sorcerer immediately?”

“And then what? Take on Malazar and his cabal? Are you nuts?”

“I’m just trying to protect you, sir.”

“Maybe it’ll all just blow over. I mean, do you think he’ll be able to find you?”

Dali’s answer came slowly. “Not necessarily. I believe that I can shield myself from him well enough.”

“Good, then we’ll stick with the plan. Have you been working on a system for me? You know, to become an arcane veterinarian?”

“Yes,” Dali frowned. “But are you sure you don’t want to become a sorcerer? With my power, you could become the most powerful sorcerer in the world. Malazar would no longer be a threat. Kings would beg your favor, queens would name their sons after you, kingdoms would be yours for the taking!”

“No, man. Look, I appreciate that you’re all gung ho on making me badass, but I don’t really feel like fighting the rest of my life, and I have no interest in conquering anything. What do I look like, some kind of megalomaniac?”

“Well, no,” Dali said haltingly.

“Besides, I will be a sorcerer of sorts. As an arcane veterinarian, I’ll be using all kinds of magic, right?”

“I suppose.”

“Great, then show me what you’ve been working on to make me the most badass, king requested, queen referenced, kingdom enhancing arcane vet in the world.”

Dali perked up. “I’ve identified six skillsets that will encompass everything related to veterinary medicine. Furthermore, I believe this path will bring you through five levels of competency, beginning with novice and ending with grandmaster. You may be qualified to practice on your world, but without your modern equipment you will be at a disadvantage. Therefore, you will begin as a novice, since the arcane part is quite new to you.”

“Sweet!” Ethan rubbed his hands together. “I was actually considering an apprenticeship under Doctor Ledbetter, if he’ll have me.”

“That is a splendid idea, sir. Someone with Doctor Ledbetter’s experience would be invaluable to you at this juncture. It will also help to raise your esteem with the locals.”

“So how’s this going to work?” said Ethan. “The system, I mean.”

“I’ve been considering this carefully, and given your competency with video games on your world, I think an interactive interface would serve our purposes wonderfully.”

“Like a computer interface?” said Ethan, intrigued by the idea.

“Exactly,” Dali happily replied. “For example…”

Dali extended a hand and words appeared in Ethan’s vision, gold and shimmering.

Welcome to Dali’s Interface!

“That’s so cool,” said Ethan.

“Thank you, sir. Using an interface will allow you to bring up information regarding your progression while I’m in sleep mode. That way, you’re never left in the dark. I will, of course, continue to appear before you in this avatar, but for efficiency’s sake, I believe an interactive interface will serve your purposes. Please, take your time to explore what I’ve created so far.”

“Okay,” said Ethan. He eagerly rubbed his hands together and tapped on the text in front of him. The words expanded and burst into fireworks, which coalesced into more text.

Arcane Veterinarian Skillsets

Magical Diagnosis

Magical Treatment & Prevention

Magical Therapies

Magical Care

Magical Intervention

Magical Interaction

Ethan selected Magical Diagnosis, and the selection expanded.

Magical Diagnosis and Related Branches

Diagnostic Magic: Utilizing magical techniques to diagnose ailments and assess health.

Magical Radiology and Scrying: Using arcane imaging to examine internal structures and detect magical anomalies.

Novice level Ability:

Aura Sight Enhancement

Magical radiology and Scrying Branch

Unlocked

Through dedicated practice, you will gain the ability to enhance your diagnostic magic by reading the magical auras of creatures. This will allow you to identify not only physical ailments, but also trace arcane energy imbalances within the creatures you examine, providing a deeper understanding of their overall well-being and health.

Apprentice Level Ability: ?-25 experience points to unlock.

Journeyman Level Ability: ?-50 experience points to unlock.

Master Level Ability: ?-100 experience points to unlock.

Grandmaster Level Ability: ?-200 experience points to unlock.

“Hey, why does this one -- Aura Sight Enhancement -- say unlocked?” Ethan asked.

Dali smiled wide, and he looked insane. “Ahhh, you have found my surprise. I had envisioned you working toward your first abilities and attaining them once you’d reached Apprentice Level, but I thought it might be fun for both of us if you receive your first six abilities immediately. After all, you’ve already mastered regular veterinary medicine. Might as well jump right in.”

“So, you’re telling me that I can see animal auras?”

“Once I do this you will be able to.” Dali flamboyantly wrote something in the air with a paintbrush that suddenly appeared in his hand, the text golden and flowing, written in a language foreign and arcane. With a flick of the wrist, Dali threw the words at Ethan. The script went right through him, and as it did, a million lights flashed in Ethan’s vision.

“Ahhh! What the heck did you do?” he cried, momentarily blinded.

“Your sight will return to normal shortly.” Dali grinned devilishly. “Well, perhaps not normal.”

Ethan blinked heavily until his sight returned, then he grinned at Dali. “So now I can see animal auras?”

Dali hooked a thumb toward the attic’s lone window. “See for yourself.”

Ethan was at the window in a heartbeat, where he frantically searched for an animal to test his magical sight on. There was nothing down there in the courtyard, no squirrels in the trees, not even a butterfly. Then he saw it, a large black bird coming around to glide over the estate. Ethan squinted at the thing, waiting for something to happen. Ever so slowly, an aura appeared like a faint back-lit glow.

“It looks like there’s an orange glow around that bird. What does that mean?”

Dali shrugged. “That is for you to discover on your own. You will have opportunities to observe animals in varying states, and you will learn the corresponding colors for things like anger, contentment, suffering, joy, sadness, and so on.”

“I can’t wait to look at Gustwing with my new eyesight!” Ethan ran a hand through his hair, his excitement growing. “Alright, where did my interface go?”

“You can always say ‘Dali interface.’”

“Dali Interface.”

Ethan navigated to the next skillset and read on with a big grin on his face.

Magical Treatment & Prevention and Related Branches

Enchantment Healing: Applying enchantments to accelerate healing processes and repair magical disturbances.

Arcane Surgery: Conducting delicate arcane surgical procedures on magical and non-magical creatures.

Novice Level Ability

Arcane Blessing 1

Enchantment Healing Branch

Unlocked

You have gained the power to bless creatures with your arcane power, increasing their immune system and healing rate by 10%.

Apprentice Level Ability: ?-25 experience points to unlock.

Journeyman Level Ability: ?-50 experience points to unlock.

Master Level Ability: ?-100 experience points to unlock.

Grandmaster Level Ability: ?-200 experience points to unlock.

“Wow, I can bless animals and make them better just like that?”

“Not exactly,” said Dali. “Your blessing will be beneficial to the animals, certainly, but you won’t be performing miracles right off. As I mentioned before, you must ease into your power. Take it slow.”

“This is so cool,” said Ethan, and he brought up the next skill.

Magical Therapies & Related Branches

Herbalism and Potioncraft: Using magical plants, herbs, and potions to treat ailments and boost magical energies.

Psychological and Emotional Well-being: Addressing psychological needs and offering magical therapy.

Novice Level Ability

Magical & Non-magical Flora Property Identification

Herbalism and Potioncraft Branch

Unlocked

With this ability, you will be able to identify the properties within all flora that can be used, alone or in combination with other ingredients, to create new and existing medicines.

The ascending levels were the same for this one as well, as were the points required to unlock them. Dali wrote the gilded script in the air, and laughing maniacally, he smacked Ethan in the face with them. Ethan felt a definite change occur in his mind, but he couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was. He searched around the room for a living plant but found none.

“I’ve got to try this one out!” he said and practically flew down the ladder. He flung open the front door and bent to inspect the closest blade of grass.

“I don’t see anything,” he reported.

“Try touching it,” said Dali, who appeared in front of him.

Ethan waggled his fingers and touched the grass, and instantly a report of its metabolic structure appeared before him along with its nutritional value, medicinal value, and a list of other plants it could be used in tandem with to achieve desired affects.

Ethan laughed. “Says here it comforts dogs and works well to make them puke.”

“Excellent sir, I’m glad you are enjoying your new abilities thus far.”

Ethan glanced around. “Come on, let’s go back in and unlock the rest. I don’t want to look like a wierdo out here talking to myself.”

“Of course not sir.”

They returned to the converted workshop and Ethan stood by the fireplace. “Alright, let’s see what’s next.”

Magical Care and Related Branches

Magical Creature Physiology: Understanding the unique anatomy and biological processes of magical creatures.

Magical Nutrition and Dietetics: Understanding and developing specialized diets for magical creatures.

Magical Disease and Epidemic Management: Identifying and treating magical diseases.

Magical Reproduction and Breeding: The in-depth study of magical creature mating rituals, reproductive processes, and post-partum care.

Novice Level Ability

Seventh Sense

Magical Creature Physiology Branch

Unlocked

The ability to sense the location and state of magical chakras in animals, which will give insight into what magical abilities they might possess, as well as their potential power.

Dali wrote the golden words in the air and shot them into Ethan once more. Ethan was beginning to like this. With every gilded word that he absorbed a new part of his mind flared to life. Ethan was beginning to feel the magic coursing through him. It was a nice, pleasant feeling, like lemonade on a hot summer day.

Ethan read the next skill with rapt enthusiasm.

Magical Intervention and Related Branches

Rehabilitation: Helping injured magical creatures regain abilities and reintegrate.

Rehabilitation for Hexed Creatures: Treating creatures hexed with magical afflictions.

Novice Level Ability

Hex Identification

Rehabilitation for Hexed Creatures Branch

Unlocked

You have attained the ability to identify hexed animals and lift minor hexes.

“Dude! I can lift hexes? Like sorcerer and witch hexes?”

“Minor hexes at first, yes,” said Dali.

“Does that kind of thing happen often? I mean who’s going around hexing magical creatures?”

“You already named them, witches and sorcerers.”

“But why would they bother hexing magical creatures?”

“Well, perhaps they don’t want a dragon to be able to fly or breathe fire, a powerful and well placed hex might just do the trick. Or say a witch wants a fire sprite for their own devious designs and decides to hex it with immobility. In such cases, you could intervene.”

“There are fire sprites?” Ethan said with a huge grin.

“Yes, water, air, and earth too. There are also mountain, lake, river, and forest sprites, to name a few.”

Ethan grinned with every word. He was loving this magical new world!

Dali imbued him with the golden script again, and the new ability awakened within him.

“Alright,” said Ethan, looking at the final skill. “Last but certainly not least.”

Magical Interaction and Related Branches

Magical Creature Behavior and Training: Understanding the behavior of magical and non-magical creatures and providing guidance on training.

Animal Communication: Communicating with animals and bridging understanding.

Novice Level Ability

Animal Communication Branch

Empathic Evaluation

Innate

You possess the ability to understand, at a glance, the emotions and mental state of magical and non-magical animals.

Apprentice Level Ability

Master of the Senses

Innate

The ability to read magical and non-magical animal’s thoughts through their projected images, sounds, tastes, sensations of touch, and smells.

“I have innate abilities?” said Ethan.

“Indeed you do,” said Dali. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks, Dali. I can’t wait to put these to use. This is going to be sweet.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Dali replied. “Now, let me show you how the progression point system will work. I’ve devised a system wherein points will be earned for utilization of each of the six skillsets, and said points will be necessary to unlock new abilities. For instance, here is an outline of points earned by diagnosing and treating Gustwing’s ailment 3 days ago.”

A detailed outline appeared before Ethan, which he read with rapt enthusiasm.

Case Name: Poisoned Griffin.

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication (1 Point): Through animal communication, you comforted the griffin, establishing a connection and aiding in its recovery.

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (2 Points): Utilizing diagnostic magic, you skillfully identified the poison as Griffinsbane through your mental connection with the griffin.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Enchantment Healing (1 Point): Assisting in the creation of the antidote, you applied enchantment healing principles to accelerate the griffin's recovery.

Magical Care:

Magical Creature Physiology (1 Point): Your understanding of magical creature physiology guided the administration of the antidote and ensured the griffin's recovery.

Magical Intervention:

Rehabilitation (1 Point): Leveraging your rehabilitation skills, you helped the griffin regain its strength and abilities.

Total Points Earned: 6 Points

“So these 6 points I’ve earned go toward attaining abilities?” asked Ethan.

“Exactly,” said Dali. “You are currently a Novice Level Arcane Veterinarian, to advance to Apprentice Level, you must attain 25 points in each of the six skillsets and unlock your new ability.”

“That sounds like a lot of points for each skillset, and they go all the way to two-hundred points to at grandmaster level.”

“As I mentioned before, you need to advance slowly, first mastering the skills you have before I can imbue you with new abilities.”

“Patience is a virtue, I guess,” said Ethan.

“Indeed,” said Dali. “Do you have any more questions on the topic?”

“Uh, yeah. So I earned 2 points toward what was it…magical diagnosis, right? So 23 left to go?”

“Yes. And you can always use the interface to check up on your progress. Might I direct you to the Progress Report page in the main menu?”

“Ok, I see it now,” said Ethan, as he tapped on Progress.

Progress Report

Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

Magical Diagnosis: Novice Level: 2/25 Points earned

Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 0/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

“Alright,” said Ethan. “Let me bring up the levels again.”

Novice Level Ability: Unlocked

Apprentice Level Ability: 25 Points

Journeyman Level Ability: 50 Points

Master Level Ability: 100 Points

Grandmaster Level Ability: 200 Points

“Next,” said Dali. “I suggest you seek out Doctor Ledbetter and attempt to take on an apprenticeship with him. I believe that would give you the best opportunity to come across magical creatures aside from seeking them out on your own.”

“My thoughts exactly. Thanks Dali, you really came through for me.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

Ethan washed up, ate a small breakfast of fruit that Ruuz had so kindly left by the doorstep, and hurried out of the manor gates with a new pep in his step. He touched every new plant that he came across, marveling as the diagnostic report scrolled in the air in front of him. Ethan found that he could move the text so that it wasn’t always front and center. He could change its size as well, so he shrunk it down to what would be about 14 font on a computer screen and settled it off to the right side where it moved as he did and was always within arm’s reach. It moved with his head tilt and not his eyes, leaving him free to ignore it altogether if he wished.

Something occurred to Ethan then, and he discreetly called up the Dali Interface. “I want a help search bar,” he said aloud, and to his surprise one appeared. “Okay, here’s my query. Is it possible to show a compass? Just a discrete arrow?”

The interface answered his question by providing a white and red arrow that pointed north and swiveled to remain true as he turned. Ethan put the compass arrow up above his brow, and there it stayed. “Um, how about a map?”

To Ethan’s delight, a small map of Arcane Acres appeared right in front of him. He expanded the map by touching the shimmering corners and realized that none of it was grayed out like one might expect in a video game. This experience was, after all, turning out to be very similar to a game, and Ethan realized that Dali must have read his mind and found memories of such games, deciding to create a similar experience for his master.

The map showed Arcane Acres sitting between small mountains and the west coast of a large kingdom. To his delight, he found that boundaries and names accompanied the map. Zooming out by pinching the map just as one would a touchscreen, he found that Arcane Acres and Genland, the kingdom it belonged to, were situated on an island strikingly similar to England back on Earth. There were only small dissimilarities really, and zooming out further, he gasped when he saw a near-replica of his home planet.

What had Kazian said that fateful night, that the two worlds were connected somehow? Ethan remembered that Kazian had referenced works on the topic, and he made a mental note to look into it further.

A growl coming from behind him tore Ethan from his thoughts of quantum entanglement, and he spun around and reared back. A big black dog with a mean red glow barked and growled, and a smallish man in a black suit tugged on a ten foot lead muttering, “Leave it alone Digger, leave it alone!”

Ethan thought this would be a perfect opportunity to use one of his new abilities, but he couldn’t think straight with the big dog barking, the red glow pulsing, and the little droopy-eyed man droning, “Leave it alone Digger, leave it alone!”

In his haste, Ethan remembered only that he could bless animals, and he shot out a hand and declared, “I bless you, Digger!”

Both dog and man stopped and stared at him., each head tilting curiously. No angelic bells had accompanied Ethan’s blessing and no light had extended from his hand to the rowdy animal, nevertheless Ethan had felt something, and apparently so had Digger. The dog stopped barking and sniffed at Ethan. Their eyes met, and a faint voice sounded in Ethan’s head.

Friend? came the dopey voice.

“Yes, yes, that’s right. I’m your friend.”

Sniff butts?

Ethan chuckled. “How about we just shake?”

Digger sat and extended a paw, which Ethan shook politely.

“Well I’ll be a witch’s third nipple,” the little man said in a delighted tone. “Digger seems to like you, young man.”

“He’s a good boy,” said Ethan, patting Digger’s head.

As the man walked away, Ethan realized that Digger’s aura was no longer red and angry, but a placid sky-blue. He imagined his own aura must be the same color. He was feeling high on magic, high on life, high on possibilities and wonderment.

Ethan strolled through town, gazing at plants and reading their properties. He also studied every animal that he found, noting the colors of their auras and what mood they seemed to be in. Through careful inspection, he quickly learned that red was angry, blue was contentment, orange was hunting mode -- at least for the cats he spotted in backyards and allies -- green he noted surrounding lounging animals, brown for working squirrels, and black mist surrounding those in fear. There were also combinations, such as brown with black mist at the edges of a scurrying mouse, indicating to Ethan that it was both at work and afraid, and another, a swirl of blue and orange surrounding an ally cat, suggesting that it was contently hunting.

He watched mystified as the scared, working mouse turned a corner and came face to face with the ally cat. The entire chase began and ended in one exhalation, the cat easily trapping the mouse beneath a well-honed paw. The black mist surrounding the mouse exploded as the claws dug deep, each like a spearhead to the tiny mouse. Ethan watched in rapt fascination as the cat’s contentment-blue outshone the work-orange, and as the teeth cleanly severed the mouse’s head, the aura surrounding the mouse body curiously changed to that of contentment-blue as well. Ethan blinked and a chill made him do a little shiver-dance. Shaking his head and pondering those big jaws closing around him, Ethan continued on down the street.

Eventually, he found Doctor Ledbetter’s place at the edge of town. It was a small cottage with a large, thatched roof addition to the side, featuring a neatly kept herb and flower garden out front. The property was surrounded by wrought iron fencing and two gates, one opening to a winding cobblestone path leading to the cottage, and another leading straight on to the addition. Ethan assumed it acted as the clinic. Above the gate leading to the clinic, a sign read: Dr. Byron Ledbetter: Veterinarian.

Ethan found the gate opened and walked through. He took the path up to a front door lined on each side by long, horizontal windows. A large knocker shaped like a woodpecker hung at the center of the door, and Ethan used it to knock three times.

“Coming!” came a shaky male voice.

The door swung open a moment later, and a portly little man in a fine brown suit looked Ethan up and down with great interest. “Can I help you, young man?”

“Yes,” said Ethan. “Are you Doctor Ledbetter?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

Ethan extended a hand in greeting. “My name is Ethan Critelli. I’m a licensed veterinarian looking for work, and I heard that you might be interested in taking on an apprentice.”

“Oh,” Doctor Ledbetter frowned and pondered. “An apprentice? Well, I don’t know. It’s been so long since I did anything like that.” He pondered some more, rubbing his dimpled chin, before adding, “Please, come in, and we’ll talk.”

“Thank you.” Ethan entered the waiting room of the practice, which he found to be completely different from the sterile, white, soulless setting he was used to seeing. There were four mismatched, very comfortable looking armchairs against the four log walls and a bench sat by the door. Bright sunlight beamed through the many windows, two to each outer wall. In one corner, there was a counter, and behind it stood a desk with quills, ink bottles, books, and ledgers with flowing script adorning their pages.

Ethan and the doctor went through the door to the right of the counter, which led to a hallway with doors on each side and another at the end. Doctor Ledbetter led Ethan to the end of the hall and into a small office. He offered Ethan a seat before sitting in his own high-backed, winged chair behind a sturdy oak desk strewn with all manner of interesting curiosities: there was a leather bound grimoire, dried herbs and plants, crystal vials containing liquids in a rainbow of colors, a mortar and pestle, scrolls, books, quills, animal bones, specimens, and small purple scales. Also crammed on the desk were anatomical sketches, wax seals, candles, glass jars with preserved creatures, silver coins, amulets, charms, an incense burner, and strangely, astrological charts.

“Now, what did you say your name was?” Doctor Ledbetter asked as he got comfortable in the big chair. The brown and beige suit he wore was exquisite, if a bit tight, and the old man strained to breathe and keep himself stuffed into the confines of the fabric. His bulbous potbelly tested the integrity of the big brown buttons as he blotted his forehead with a matching brown handkerchief.

“I’m Ethan Critelli, sir.”

“Critelli, Critelli. Strange name. Can’t say I’ve ever heard of it.”

Ethan chuckled. “No, I can’t imagine you would have. I’m from quite a long distance away.”

“Penrose then?”

“No, a place called Ithaca.”

“You’re right there. Never heard of that place. Perhaps I’ll recognize the name of the school you attended.”

Ethan squirmed in his chair, cursing himself for not having thought this all through beforehand. A little help here, Dali. Do you know of any schools I might mention to satisfy the doctor?

“Of course, sir.” Dali appeared behind the doctor, and Ethan tried not to act too distracted by the entity. “Tell him that you graduated from the Mansfeld School of Veterinary Medicine in distant Farthingdale. It’s far enough away that he shan’t likely inquire about your credentials.”

“Uh, Mansfeld School of Veterinary Medicine in Farthingdale,” Ethan parroted. “I studied under…”

“Professor Decker,” said Dali.

“Professor Decker,” said Ethan.

“Hmmm, very well. And what brings you here to Arcane Acres? Hear it was a magical place, did you? Thought you might find magical creatures here to work on perhaps?”

“I’m a family friend of the Kazarians,” Ethan explained. He looked at Dali, who raised his eyebrows and nodded approval. “Rose told me you might be looking for help, and yes, I would definitely be interested in working with magical creatures.”

“The Kazarians you say?” The man became quite animated then. “Is it true then what the rumors say? Has Kazian met his end?”

Ethan nodded gravely. “I regret to say that he has.”

Doctor Ledbetter shook his head and frowned. “Now that’s just too bad. A real tragedy for the family and the town. Now I suppose none of the enchanted animals shall be helped.”

“Sorry?” said Ethan. “Enchanted animals?”

“Why, of course! Being a friend of the family, you must be aware of Kazian’s attempts to create enchanted animals.”

“I’m embarrassed to say that I haven’t.”

“Well I guess it wouldn’t have been something Kazian wrote about. He was never a friend of failure, and his reputation took a big hit when he failed on his promises to the town. You see, until a few years ago, Arcane Acres was called Nibbler’s Notch, and it was called that since time immemorable. It was Kazian who convinced the town to rename itself. He had an idea that he said would revitalize the place, bring back some of its former glory. His idea was to create enchanted animals that would produce exotic and useful magical wares.”

“Really?” said Ethan, quite intrigued. “Like what?”

“Why, enchanted sheep’s wool that’ll keep you two times warmer, enchanted leather that can deflect a sword like metal armor, enchanted firefly hens that lay ever-glowing eggs.”

“That all sounds neat.”

“Indeed,” Ledbetter replied. “Except none of the enchantments worked! The animals he produced through his efforts ended up being just your average ordinary farm animals.”

“That seems strange. Kazian was a powerful sorcerer.”

“Well, that kind of enchantment is extremely complicated. But you are right, if anyone should have been able to do it, then Kazian certainly should have been the one. It always bothered him deeply. Up until last week, I saw him around some of the farms owned by folks he created enchanted animals for, and he was still puzzling over it, trying to figure out why the enchantments never took.”

“Could it have been sabotage?” Ethan suggested.

“Perhaps, perhaps. But that train of thought leads to more questions, like who would be powerful enough to sabotage Kazian, and why in the world would they bother?”

“Well,” said Ethan. “It sounds to me like Kazian’s enchantments, had they worked, would have created animals who produced highly valuable enchanted wool, leather, eggs, and who knows what else. New magical products like that would have made the farmers rich, right? I mean, if he’d have been successful, the entire town would have prospered.”

“That was Kazian’s dream.” Dr. Ledbetter chuckled and shook his head. “Quite the character that old sorcerer was.”

“So who would have wanted to stop him?” Ethan asked, unable to let it rest. “Who has it in their best interest to see the town fail?”

The Doctor shrugged. “Beats me. Besides, this is all supposing someone did indeed sabotage Kazian.”

Ethan nodded, his thoughts churning.

“Well than,” said the doctor. “Enough about that. You said you come to Arcane Acres for what reason?”

“Uh, I used to come here when I was younger, and I’ve always been enchanted by the place. I come from a big, busy town, you see. I’m just looking to get away from it all for a while. Maybe get my own place and settle down.”

Dr. Ledbetter nodded thoughtfully. “Can’t blame you there. I never was partial to the city life myself; everyone’s in such a big hurry to get somewhere else. As for the practice, well, you see how busy I am these days. However, I do still have patients, mostly dogs and cats and some birds, mind you. Still do seasonal inoculations, births, and I get some calls for emergencies out on the farms. But wrestling the big livestock is for younger men than me.”

“I’d be happy to assist you with anything you need,” said Ethan. “I’m just looking to get my hands dirty.”

“I like your attitude lad, and I’ve got a good feeling about you. How about you meet me here tomorrow around six in the morning. We’ll see how you get along.”

Ethan stood and extended his hand. “Thank you, sir, you won’t regret it!”


CHAPTER 9


Ethan spent the rest of the day landscaping the grounds with Dugh and helping to repair parts of the roof and replace windows, which arrived that day from the city. He learned that Rose had just returned to Kazian Manor six months ago after living with her mother in neighboring Ibernia, and had hired Dugh to help whip the place into shape since Kazian was rarely around and paid no mind to the condition of the old place. With the return of Rose, Ruuz soon followed, having been away for a few years in his homeland. The elf hadn’t been happy about the neglect either, and he’d been toiling away with Dugh and Hailu ever since to restore it to its former glory.

“But it’s going to take a lot of elbow juice,” Dugh had said more than once.

The next day, Ethan arrived at Dr. Ledbetter’s place ten minutes early. The sun hadn’t even risen yet, and the last stubborn stars were still twinkling in the waning darkness to the west. Ethan deeply breathed in the crisp air and let out a contented sigh. He gazed at the distant hills dotted with old barns and lined meticulously with white stones dug up from the fields long ago. The same stones were used in creating the barns and farmhouses, so that looking out over the rolling hillocks, Ethan saw a sea of green partitioned by neat white rectangles and squares. If a landscape could be called Tetris in appearance, then the word applied to the one expanding before him.

The door opened behind Ethan, and Dr. Ledbetter smiled warmly at him. “Ah, good morning lad. Nice to see you here bright and early.”

“I hardly slept,” Ethan admitted. “I was excited to get to work.”

The man’s bushy, snow-white eyebrows shot up in surprise—he was impressed.

“Well then, you’ll be excited to know that I’ve made my mind up about something.”

“Oh?” said Ethan, intrigued.

“Aye, I spoke with Rose Kazarian last night, and she vetted you proper, said it would be alright to bring you in on a little secret.”

“Oh?”

Byron leaned in and said quietly. “Kazian collected some magical animals for his studies, and I thought you might want to take a look at them.”

“Magical animals?” said Ethan, hardly able to contain his excitement. “That would be incredible.”

“Just like the enchanted animals, the magical ones he collected aren’t doing so well. Especially the unicorn.”

“Did you say unicorn?” said Ethan.

“Sure did, lad. But don’t you be gettin’ too excited, we won’t be getting to that today. There’s a fair amount of work to be done before we get to any of that. Fall is fast approaching, and winter will be right behind it. You might call it lucky that you came when you did. I got at least a dozen farms to get to this week to administer worm tail elixir.”

“Worm tail?” said Ethan.

“Aye,” said Ledbetter, eyeing him queerly. “Don’t tell me they ain’t got worm tail where you’re from.”

“Like I said, I’m from the city. I think I’ve heard of it though.”

Byron frowned at him, silently scrutinizing Ethan. “You can quit the act, lad. Rose told me everything.”

“Everything?” Ethan said cautiously.

“Aye, everything. Like you being from another world and Kazian summoning you here. So you can stop pretending you’re from these parts.”

“Oh, well, that’s a relief.” Ethan chuckled nervously. “Sorry about stretching the truth yesterday. I just thought, well, you know.”

“You thought I’d send you bouncing down the street if you told me you were an animal doctor from another planet?” said Byron.

“Exactly, yes.”

“Well I might have.” Byron laughed merrily. “But I trust Rose, and Rose trusts you. That’s good enough for me.”

“Thank you,” said Ethan.

“Help me get some things into the wagon,” said the old man. “You’ll find them in the shed back ‘round the house. Should be four crates of bottles.”

Ethan located the crates and transferred them to the back of the wagon while Byron shuffled around preparing the horses, which Ethan noticed had light blue auras that were quickly turning brown, meaning they were quite content and ready to get to work. Soon, everything was loaded and the team was ready, and Ethan grinned brightly as Byron clucked his tongue and the horses started down the lane. They rode through town eastward, where the cobblestones gave way to a rutted, well-worn dirt road and the golden beams of sunrise escaped the clouds and cascaded down from the hills into the valley. The road wound ever upward through pastures and apple orchards, all separated neatly by the bright white and gray stone walls that adorned the land as far as the eye could see.

Ethan breathed deeply of the crisp, fresh air. The enticing scents of heather and apples rode on a gentle breeze, and Ethan was delighted when they turned out of a switchback and over a hill, and before him lay a field of purple flowers.

“The heather’s in bloom,” Byron noted.

“It’s beautiful,” said Ethan. “This countryside is amazing.”

“Aye, right you are there, lad. I been here all of my seventy-five years and I’m still struck every time I look upon it.”

They turned onto a muddy and rutted path leading to an antique-looking barn and farmhouse. The buildings were old but sturdy, built from the same white and gray stone used for property lines and pasture walls. But here, the stone was overrun with bright green moss and sprawling vines that gave the entire place a whimsical feel. Parts of the house, barn, and sheds were built with thick lumber, and much of the roofs were thatch or plank board. There were also massive slabs of stone used to create rooftops, the sight of which left Ethan pondering exactly how the builders might have gotten them up so high.

“Here we are,” said Byron. “The Brighton Farm.”

“Looks like they’re getting the herd ready for you,” Ethan noted as they came around the back of the house and stopped before the massive barn, where strapping young men were urging milking cows with placid auras into a rickety wooden corral.

“Nope, they’re getting the herd ready for you lad,” Byron said with a grin and a wink.

“Bring it on,” said Ethan, and the man chuckled.

“Ah, yes, always are we eager when we’re clean, but just you wait and see how your attitude evolves when you’re knee deep in dung and elbow deep in Heffer.”

“Elbow deep in Heffer?” Ethan’s words were lost to the boisterous greetings that issued from the young men.

“Oi there, Doctor!” one man called out.

“Mr. Ledbetter! Hallo and good mornin’!” said another.

“Good to see ye, Byron!” an old farmer called from the barn.

“Lads,” said Byron.

“Hello, hello,” Ethan added, nodding at the men in turn.

Byron walked past the younger men and stopped to talk to the old farmer coming out of the barn. “Well then, Mr. Brighton, looks like we got a good day for the business at hand, wouldn’t you say?”

“Aye, ain’t seen a better day since me buried me mother in law!” The old farmer laughed his head off, and Ethan glanced around warily at the gathered men, for they were clearly farmer Brighton’s sons. Each and every one of them were built like a tank, a constellation of freckles on their arms and cheeks and hair like wild, dancing flames.

To Ethan’s surprise, they all laughed heartily.

“This here’s my new apprentice, Ethan Critelli,” said Dr. Ledbetter. “Ethan, this is Mr. Brighton.”

Ethan was taken aback by the title apprentice, but he quickly recuperated. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Brighton,” he said and shook the old farmer’s hand.

The man’s humongous, sandpaper-rough hand squashed Ethan’s long skinny one, and he let out an involuntary grunt.

Again the men laughed, then a slap on the back from the old farmer jerked Ethan so hard his neck cracked.

“Where ya find someone with hands so soft, eh?” Farmer Brighton asked Byron.

“Apprentice?” one of the young men barked jovially. “The ink ain’t yet dried on his last exam paper I’d wager.”

“I’d wager!” said another.

A third guffawed and added, “I’d wager he ain’t never had them hands dirty yet!”

Ethan laughed with them, trying to play it off as the good-humored banter he hoped it was. He had no problem being self-debasing, nor being the butt of a joke.

“I wouldn’t wager against him just yet lads,” said Byron. “He’s graduated from one of the best veterinary schools there is.”

“You don’t say,” said Farmer Brighton, not appearing very impressed by anything.

“Book learnin’ got nothin’ on ‘sperience,” said one of the brothers.

“Well then, what ye got to say fer yourself?” another asked Ethan.

“Uh, what do I have to say? Well, I’ll say this, gentlemen…” He paused, making sure he had their full attention. “The proof is in the pudding.” Ethan grinned. Feeling quite clever.

“The proof be in the puddin’?” the youngest brother asked another, bewildered.

“He speaks in riddles,” his brother replied.

Farmer Brighton frowned, appearing truly troubled. “What’s puddin’ got to do with it, eh?”

“It’s a, it’s a saying,” said Ethan, and, being met with only blank stares, he elaborated. “It means that you can only judge the pudding by tasting it, not by appearance or smell or whatever.”

“Is your boy hungry?” the farmer asked the doctor. “He keeps ramblin’ on ‘bout puddin’. Anyway, I think that’s what he’s sayin’. Such a queer accent he’s got. Can’t be from anywhere near the Notch, I ain’t never heard words made like that.”

“No, no, he’s not hungry, just… Aw, come on and let’s see what we’re working with.” Byron ambled past the jeering lads and took a long look at the cattle.

Ethan, happy with the distraction, hoped he’d soon have a chance to prove himself.

“How are they?” Byron asked.

“Well, it’s a mishmash of problems we got here, but nothin’ we can’t handle,” said the farmer.

“I can see one of your problems,” said Byron, and he pointed at a brown and white milker. “That one there looks a bit run down, don’t she?”

“Aye, but no worries, that one’s always ragged. She worries a lot is all.”

“She worries a lot?” Ethan said with a small laugh.

“Aye,” said the farmer, eyeing Ethan with a frown.

Ethan walked over to the cow and noticed a froth around the gums. Leaning closer, he sensed a distinct sweetness of the breath. He glanced at Byron and noticed that everyone was staring at him, waiting for whatever might come out of his mouth. Judging by the red-haired lot’s faces, they assumed it would be something stupid.

“Well then, Mr. Booklearnin’,” said Farmer Brighton. “What’s on yer mind?”

“This cow is suffering from subclinical ketosis,” Ethan smartly declared.

“Say what?” said the farmer.

Ethan looked over the flank and hips. He felt the ears, which were cold to the touch. “Subclinical ketosis, probably brought on by parturient paresis.”

“Is he speakin’ Genlish?” one of the brothers asked another.

“What’s your boy jabberin’ on about?” the farmer demanded of Byron, but the old vet just frowned, looking as perplexed as the rest of them.

“I’m talking about milk fever. Maybe you’ve got another name for it,” said Ethan. “Has she calved recently?”

“Aye, last week,” said the farmer, his expression changing to one of uncertainty.

Ethan thought for a moment and turned to Byron. “Do you have any calcium?”

The old man beamed. “Aye, I do. My own eggshell and bonemeal concoction.” He glanced around at the brothers, who now looked at Ethan with a hint more respect, then to the farmer, who intensely scrutinized the cow.

“Milk fever?” said the farmer. “But of course she’s got milk fever. It’s plain as gray! Anyone with one good eye can see that!”

“Of course it is, Mr. Brighton.” Byron nodded to Ethan, who followed him back to the wagon.

“Good job back there,” said the old man.

“Thanks. Like Mr. Brighton said, it was plain as, uh, gray,” said Ethan.

Byron grinned as he rummaged through his supplies in the back of the wagon in search of the calcium tincture. “They’re a stubborn lot, the Notch farmers, but you’ll find they’re fair.”

They treated the milker, then administered an herbal concoction to the rest of the cows to ward off disease. By the time they’d finished with the entire herd, the afternoon was fast approaching. Farmer Brighton invited them in for a “bit-a-lunch,” and it didn’t take much convincing to get Byron to agree.

“A bit of lunch,” he said, nodding and glancing at Ethan. “A bit would be fine, eh?”

“I could eat,” said Ethan.

Ten minutes later, their hands and faces were washed and they were seated at an enormous table in the large stone house. The farmer’s daughters, five of them in all, aging from nine to nineteen years old, doled out hearty portions of food onto the men’s plates. Ethan stared unbelieving at heaps of mashed sweet potatoes sprinkled with salt and lathered in butter, piles of brown and crispy side pork, two loaves of steaming cornbread, glazed carrots, fresh snap peas, two varieties of meat pie with seemingly endless bowls of gravy, and lastly, three fruit pies sitting in wait by the large stone oven.

Ethan dug in and said not a word as the brothers masterfully went to work on the food. The girls joined them, and soon a ravenous feast was on, the likes of which Ethan had only ever seen in a college town diner at two in the morning.

This is lunch!? Ethan thought as he tried to clear his plate.

He had no room left for pie and tea, but that didn’t seem to matter to the red-haired girls, who appeared offended when he declined at first, but after a solid five seconds of everyone bred from farmer Brighton’s loins merrily harassing him to indulge, he accepted a small portion, which turned out to mean a quarter pie in Brighton-speak.

Ethan left the farmhouse well after noon feeling bloated and sleepy.

“Oh man, you could roll me down the hill right into my bed,” he said as he climbed up onto the wagon bench.

Byron laughed heartily and lit a pipe, then he wrestled with his belt until it came undone and let out a contented groan. “Ah, that’s better. Just you wait, we’ve still got to go see the widow Fizzywitze. She’s a connoisseur of fudge, pastries, cakes, cookies, pies -- you name it -- and she’ll be pushing them on you don’t you doubt. And you can’t refuse her; she’ll never talk to you again if you do.”

“Oh boy,” Ethan groaned.

Byron snapped the reins and chuckled. Behind them, thick blue pipe smoke hung in the hazy, late-summer air.

The widow Fizzywitze lived in a large mansion on an estate that would have made a Rockefeller drool. Ethan stared in wide-eyed wonder as the wagon moved off the bumpy country road and settled onto a neat cobblestone lane. The lane led to an ornate iron gate beset in the middle with a large, very noble looking capital F. The gate was opened by a pair of goblins that Ethan couldn’t stop staring at, and Byron hummed to himself as the mansion came into view.

Ethan whistled low. “Dang! You didn’t tell me the widow was loaded.”

“Loaded?”

“Rich, I mean.”

“Ah, yes, she is quite loaded.”

“Does she have horses or something?” Ethan asked, searching for pastures.

“No, we’re here to see the distinguished Mr. Fuzzybottoms.”

Ethan stared at him sidelong. “Uh, Fuzzybottoms?”

“Yes, yes.” Byron chuckled knowingly. “You’ll meet him soon enough.”

Byron drove a circle around the ornate statue of a king, who looked a lot like the man portrayed on the silver crown he’d gotten from Ruuz, then stopped the horse team in front of the massive oaken doors. They opened without a sound and a dwarven servant girl was dressed to the gills in a red and gold uniform resembling something a member of a marching band would wear. She strode out with her head held high.

“Doctor Ledbetter,” the dwarf said with regal aplomb. She bowed and took the reins. “My mistress is expecting you.”

“Thank you kindly,” Byron said with a groan as he hoisted himself off the bench and slowly extracted himself from the wagon.

Ethan felt about fifty pounds heavier too, and the pair leisurely strode toward the big house. It was getting humid now that the sun was bearing down on them, and Byron blotted himself with a handkerchief.

“Getting warm,” Ethan noted.

“Yes, well, enjoy it while you can. The old timers say we’re in for one hell of a winter.”

“Then it is fall after all? Coming from another world and knowing nothing about this one, I didn’t even know what season we were in.”

“Hmm, quite right,” said Byron. “You must have so many questions about our world. How long did you say you’d been here?”

“Uh, four days now.”

“Four days,” Byron mused. “And already you’ve landed yourself a job and are about to meet the most spoiled cat in either of our worlds. How exciting!”

“I’ve got the job then?” Ethan smiled and raised a brow.

“I believe so, lad,” said Byron. “I believe so.”

Ethan had determined that Byron Ledbetter was a jolly man at heart, with hardly a bad thing to say about anyone or anything. He rode through the countryside smelling the air and smiling like a man who’d just fallen in love.

Another servant, this one a gray-haired human with slanted eyes, opened the door for them, and yet another led them through a giant foyer that could have housed the home Ethan grew up in. The white walls and gold trim were so bright that he was forced to squint, for the sun shone straight down through the glass ceiling.

“Forget loaded, this woman must be a queen!” Ethan whispered to his boss.

Byron leaned over. He said, “Close. She is the Baroness of Mistwood.”

Ethan blinked. “Mistwood?”

“Ah, you wouldn’t know the name would you? Listen closely, Arcane Acres is located in the Barony of Mistwood, which sits in the County of Stoneshire, belonging to the Dutchy of Silverhold, within the kingdom of Genland.”

Ethan shook his head in confusion. He’d seen the names on the map, but he didn’t want to rely on it all the time and was determined to memorize the names. “Alright, Arcane Acres, Barony of Mistwood, County of Stoneshire, Dutchy of Silverfold⁠—”

“Silverhold.”

“Right, sorry, Silverhold, and the kingdom of Genland. I think I’ve got it. And what does the, uh, Baroness like to be called?”

Byron didn’t answer, for they’d strode into an ornately furnished pink room with intricate white floral molding.

“Baroness,” said the servant. “I present to you Doctor Byron Ledbetter, and guest.”

“And guest?” came a sultry voice laced with intrigue.

Ethan gulped as a plump, middle-aged woman with a fantastically large bosom turned on a plush sofa, and gazed upon him like he was the last raspberry tart on the planet. On her lap sat the largest cat Ethan had ever seen. It looked like the king of cats: a big, fluffy, cream-colored Maine coon cat. It’s head was almost as big as Ethan’s, and it’s paws as well. Its banner of a tail swayed right, stopped, swayed left, stopped, twitched, and resumed. The big cat’s head didn’t move, and its eyes stared straight ahead, far to the right of Ethan and Byron. It looked like the most bored cat in the world, and it’s aura fluctuated, changing from blue to brown to red, purple, even green.

“Hello Baroness!” Byron said jovially, his eyes searching the room for the woman’s famous treats.

“Good afternoon, Baroness,” said Ethan, and he did a jerky little bow that seemed to delight her.

“Please,” she purred. “Call me Babs.”

She gracefully slid her lap out from under the cat and rose, her light pink dress springing outward like an upside-down umbrella. She strode forward with practiced grace, lifted a limp wrist, and presented Ethan with her heavily bejeweled hand.

He took her hand in his and kissed it.

“Oh, Byron, usually it is I who serve you treats, but just look at the tall drink of manliness you’ve brought me.”

Ethan laughed nervously, but Byron guffawed heartily. For her part, the Baroness gazed at Ethan knowingly, her hazel eyes alight with passion.

“Nice to meet you, er, Babs,” Ethan stammered.

She threw back her head and giggled musically. Her voice was dusty in a sultry way, and she had an air about her of utter confidence, as if this was her world everyone else was living in. She was the main character in her story, and they were merely supporting actors.

“And how is the little Baronlion?” said Byron, glancing past the large woman at the gigantic house cat.

Immediately her expression changed, and she physically sagged. “Oh, it’s dreadful!” she lamented, hand clutching a huge ruby pendant that sat on its side in the cleft of her buxom bosom. “Mister Fuzzybottoms has lost the will to live!”

“What’s that you say?” Byron enquired, mind half on her words and half on chocolates and cakes.

“His heart is broken, I’m afraid,” she went on, going so far as to swoon, back of hand pressed against forehead.

Byron tuned in and frowned. “Broken heart? Whoever, or, whatever is he in love with?”

Baroness Fizzywitze’s expression became dark, and she dramatically pointed out the window. “The little strumpet that was hanging around the compost pile.” She leaned in with a hushed, secret tone, eyes moving cautiously to the cat, who, for his part, was doing an excellent job at ignoring everyone and everything. The animal just sat there like an angsty teenager, lids heavy, expression bored. Ethan did notice, however, how the coon cat’s pointed ears perked up and surveyed the room, each moving in a different direction. Ethan saw a new color in the cat’s aura too, a dull mustard yellow.

The baroness continued mournfully. “The little harlot has stolen poor, sweet Mister Fuzzybottoms’s heart. Oh, won’t you have a look at him, dear doctor Ethan?”

“Well, sure,” said Ethan. He rolled up his sleeves and strode over to the lounging feline. “Hello Mister Fuzzybottoms,” he said playfully.

The cat didn’t look at him. Indeed, it turned its head away.

“He’s a proud cat,” Ethan noted.

“I tell him not to be,” the Baroness replied. “I tell him to be humble, even though he’s a Baronlion, but he doesn’t listen to his mother. Oh no, he doesn’t listen when his mother warns him to beware of the lure of female wiles.”

“This, uh, harlot you mentioned,” Ethan inquired. “It was another cat?”

“No, the poor confused dear. He’s gone and fallen in love with a, a, oh lords, I can hardly say it! A racoon!”

Byron tried to stifle a laugh, the resulting sound akin to one trying to suppress a sneeze.

She shot a disapproving glance at the old vet, who apologized. “Sorry, darned allergies,” he said, and for good measure, played at discreetly clearing his sinuses.

A heavy blink brought her eyes back to Ethan. “Isn’t there anything you can do? He won’t eat, he won’t drink, he refuses to cuddle, and when I sing his favorite songs, he just stares like an angsty pussy.”

Ethan bit the inside of his cheek in an attempt not to laugh. He dared not glance at Byron, for he knew the man must be blue in the face.

“Let’s have a look,” said Ethan, and he stepped into the cat’s view. “What do you think, Mister Fuzzybottoms? Do you mind if I give you an inspection?”

The cat blinked lazily and stared at Ethan, its glimmering jade eyes unimpressed.

Touch me, human, and you will lose a finger.

Ethan blinked, for the cat’s voice had registered in his mind. It was a deep, menacing purr.

“Go ahead,” said Baroness Fizzywitze. “He won’t hurt you.”

“Uhhh,” Ethan stammered, unsure how to proceed. “There’s a good kitty.”

Do not condescend me, boy! The cat’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and a primal mewling issued from the depths of its throat. Its aura transitioned from orange to red like a heated iron.

“I don’t think he likes me,” Ethan said as he backed away a step.

Baroness Fizzywitze scolded the cat. “Now you be nice to your doctor, or else, or else, or I shan’t give you your footsy wootsy rubby wubzy.”

Mister Fuzzybottoms shot a glance at his mistress. Your threats mean nothing to me, woman! The growling, annoyed feline voice sounded in Ethan’s head.

“He’s quite worked up,” said Ethan. “Quite miserable if you ask me.”

“Oh, but he’s just a big softy.” The Baroness deftly scooped up the big cat, which lay limp and pathetic in her arms. “Here, take him. You’ll see what a love bug he really is.”

Before Ethan could protest, she launched the cat into his arms. The coon growled and hissed. It batted Ethan’s face seventeen times in three seconds before leaping from his chest onto the marble floor.

“Mister Fuzzybottoms!” the Baroness shrieked. “What has gotten into you?”

Be gone with your clowns, mother! You know nothing, none of you! You take the catnip away without warning, leave me jonesing like a penniless, drunken pauper! I’ll run away I say! I’ll run away with Rachel and never return!

Of course Ethan was the only one who could hear the cat’s thoughts, and he grinned, the scent of victory close by. “Baroness, by any chance⁠—”

“Please, call me Babs.”

“Right, sorry. Uh, Babs, by any chance do you have catnip?”

The Baroness considered this, and to Ethan’s amusement, the coon cat perked up and stared at him.

Maybe this stupid human isn’t so stupid after all.

Ethan bent at the waist and grinned at the cat. “No, I’m not so stupid after all, am I?”

What devilry is this? Did he, did Ethan-human just read my mind?

“Yes, your highness,” said Ethan. “I can read your mind.”

If a cat could look shocked, then that is what Ethan saw in Mister Fuzzybottoms.

“I think Ethan might be on to something,” said Byron. “Just look at how Mister Fuzzybottoms stares at him.

“Catnip?” said the Baroness, and the cat jerked its head toward her and meowed. “Why, I had no idea he loved it so. Yes, I have some. But I’d stopped giving it to him on account of his dreadful gas.”

Your backside is no flower garden! How dare you judge me!

Ethan burst out laughing, and the Baroness looked at him hopefully. “What is it?”

“Oh, it’s just that Mister Fuzzybottoms is so excited that you understand his needs. He asks that you give him the catnip. Now, if it pleases you.”

Again, the cat looked to his mistress expectantly.

“I shall send for it right away,” she said, and clapping her hands sharply, added, “Oh Beau, Beau!”

An Elven servant who looked the opposite of Ruuz promptly entered the room. “Yes Mum?”

“Fetch Mister Fuzzybottoms the catnip. I hid it in the top shelf of the pantry.”

Diabolical, Mister Fuzzybottoms mumbled in Ethan’s mind. You make me fat with your delicacies, too fat to climb, then you hide my stash high up just to scorn me!

“I doubt she did it to scorn you,” Ethan said to the cat.

Mister Fuzzybottoms inspected Ethan thoughtfully and prowled around his feet. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that you can hear my thoughts.

Ethan glanced at the Baroness and winked. “Oh, but I can hear your thoughts, Mister Fuzzybottoms. It’s a magical ability of mine.”

Incredible! But it must be a trick! If you can hear my thoughts, human, then repeat this. Baroness Fizzywitze is a pompous old crow!

“I’m not repeating that,” said Ethan. “And you really should show more respect.”

“What did he say?” the Baroness asked, putting a hand on Ethan’s arm.

“Did he say it’s about time for tea and cakes?” Byron asked hopefully.

“Oh, you don’t want to know what he said,” Ethan assured her. “But he’ll be less cranky once he’s gotten his fix.”

The servant brought the desired catnip, and indeed, Mister Fuzzybottoms transformed from a crotchety old lion into a playful kitten, purring and fanning his tail slowly, batting at the small sack containing his beloved treat.

There you are, my sweet, sweet nip. The cat sniffed, sniffed, and sneezed, then fell on its back and clutched the sack.

“Oh! Just look at him!” The Baroness said with delight. “He so adores his catnip. I suppose it’s worth his sour flowers. This calls for celebrations! Beau? Beau!”

“Yes Mum?” the servant said patiently, for he was standing right behind her.

“Prepare the dining room, for this afternoon, we treat!”


CHAPTER 10


Ethan and Doctor Ledbetter left Baroness Fizzywitze’s place well past noon. The Baroness had fed them so much coffee and sweets that Ethan’s teeth hurt, and he gloomily realized that modern dentistry most likely didn’t exist on this planet, and perhaps he should start taking better care of his teeth.

To his surprise and delight, Mister Fuzzybottoms had stopped him on the way out, and Ethan had hung back, telling Byron that he’d catch up.

Listen to me, the cat said urgently. I don’t know how it’s possible and I don’t care. The fact of the matter is that you can hear me, therefore you must relay a message to an associate of mine.

“An associate of yours?” Ethan chuckled.

This is no trifling matter, peasant!

“You keep talking to me like that and I’m not doing anything for you,” Ethan warned.

The cat blinked heavily, looking unimpressed. My associate is a dog, one Mr. General Ruffington III of 14 Elderberry Lane, Arcane Acres. The message is thus… Mister Fuzzybottoms glanced around as Ethan crouched beside him. I have feathers in my poop.

“You have feathers in your poop?” Ethan said with amusement.

Do not repeat those words! They are for the general’s ears only!

“But what does it mean?”

That is none of your concern!

“Alright,” Ethan conceded. “But what’s in it for me?”

Mister Fuzzybottoms scowled at him, and Ethan respected how intensely menacing the big cat could be. Do this for me…and I shall ensure that you are held in the highest regard by my mistress. Trust me when I tell you that the baroness is a very, very good friend to have, and a terrible, terrible enemy.

I don’t doubt it,” said Ethan. “Fine, I’ll deliver your message. But I can’t assure you that the dog will understand me.”

The cat grinned diabolically and said with a slither to his voice. Oh, he’ll understand. He’ll understand quite well…

Ethan climbed onto the wagon bench beside Byron and shook his head, not exactly sure what had just happened, or more importantly, what he’d just agreed to.

“Delightful old bird, isn’t she?” said Byron. “I wish she’d get some more pets so I could visit more often.”

“I think I’m falling into a sugar coma,” said Ethan, and his boss laughed heartily.

“Right you are! I feel a bit sluggish myself. Ahhh, but it’s worth it. By the way, good job playacting like you could hear the cat’s thoughts. The Baroness was absolutely delighted by the show. But you know what this means, Ethan. You’re going to have to do it every time you visit!”

“That’s fine,” said Ethan. “I think the cat likes it too.”

They took it slow down the old road leading away from the Fizzywitze Estate. Byron hummed to himself and puffed on his pipe, while Ethan admired the bountiful countryside. This was a little slice of paradise, and it reminded him of the Yorkshire Dales, which he’d seen in countless movies and always imagined himself visiting someday. But this place was better than any to be found on Earth, for here on Aerth, magic was real, magical creatures were real, and most importantly, he had abilities. Of course, being able to talk to a cat wasn’t exactly badass. Still, it was something, and with the aid of Dali, he was only going to grow in power.

As he thought of Dali, he wondered how many points he’d acquired so far during his day’s work, and to his startled delight, words appeared before him.

Case Name: Feline Depression

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication (1 Point): Through animal communication, you learned what was troubling Mister Fuzzybottoms, establishing a connection and aiding in his recovery.

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (1 Point): Utilizing diagnostic magic, you skillfully identified the root of the patient’s depression as catnip withdrawal through your mental connection with the cat.

Total Points Earned for Feline Depression : 2 points

Progress Report:: +1 Magical Interaction

Novice Level: 2/25 Points earned.

+1 Magical Diagnosis: Novice Level: 3/25 Points earned

Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 0/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 1/25 Points earned

I guess I didn’t get anything for tending to the cows, Ethan realized as he looked over the text.

“Well that’s a rip off,” he said aloud.

“What’s that you say?” Byron asked.

“Oh, nothing. Sorry, just talking to myself.”

Byron nodded thoughtfully. “I had a brother who talked to himself all the time. Poor Garrett, ended up living out his days in my parent’s attic.”

“Really? Sorry to hear that.”

“It happens,” Byron said with a shrug.

The countryside spread out before them, and Ethan noticed they were headed in the direction of a dark mountain. “So where are we off to now?”

Byron pointed at the mountain. “I figured I’d bring you out to meet the Wee Canary Lasses. I need to treat their birds.”

“Who are they?”

“Young dwarven women,” said Byron. “You see, the dwarves mine that there mountain, Mount Ironfoot, and they’ve been at it for over two-hundred years. They supply the Barony with coal and iron mostly, but they’ve found a few decent silver mines. They bring a lot of traders through Arcane Acres too, I tell you.”

“Canary Lasses, I get it. The dwarves use canaries in the coal mines. So I’m guessing the young woman raise the birds?”

“Right you are,” said Byron. “They’ve got a decent flock too. But they’ve been having some trouble lately. Last month, a sickness killed half the flock. I administered an anti-viral that Madam Morgus came up with and that seemed to lick it, but I want to check up on ‘em since we’re going past the place.”

“Would they happen to have any magical creatures? The dwarves I mean.”

Byron lit up. “Of course they do! Why, everyone knows dwarves keep dragons.”

“What? Dragons! You have dragons here?”

“That’s right.” Byron chuckled. “It’s refreshing to have some new blood around town. Everything is new to you. It’s delightful to watch.”

“Dragons are real…” Ethan stared at the distant mountain, imagining flying over it on the back of sleek, oil-black dragon.

“We’ve got dragons, unicorns, griffins, as you know, and let’s see⁠—”

“S, s, sorry,” Ethan stammered. “Are there like, dwarven dragon riders?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that. They’re work dragons, big and fat, hardly any wings to speak of. The flyers were bred out long ago.”

“Really?” Ethan said crestfallen. “That’s depressing.”

“What’s depressing is the terror that dragons used to rain down on this kingdom. It was either tame them or wipe them out completely.”

“When you put it that way…”

The Wee Canary Lasses didn’t live inside the mountain, but rather in a dwarven hamlet called Hammerwackin’ that reminded Ethan of Hobbiton. The dwarves even lived in subterranean dwellings built into the sides of rolling green hillocks.

“This place is amazing,” said Ethan as the wagon came to a stop in front of one such abode.

“It is beautiful, isn’t it?”

Byron tied off the horses and slowly ambled to the big circular yellow door. He knocked twice, and a moment later a stocky dwarven woman in yellow pigtails pulled the door open with a jerk.

“Oi! It’s old man Byron!” she said with a delighted laugh. “Come in, please! And who’s this? An apprentice finally? A good looker he is, got a good big head on his shoulders, eh? Could put on a few pounds though, a bit thin in the branches wouldn’t ye say?”

“Hi, I’m Ethan Critelli,” he said and extended his hand, remembering painfully the grip the farmer had possessed.

To his relief, her grip was civilized.

“Brindle Marble,” she said cheerfully.

“His friends call him Criter,” Byron told her as he walked into the dimly lit foyer.

Together Ethan and Byron checked all the canaries, with Ethan doing most of the work trying to catch them all in nets while Byron looked them over and chatted with Brindle. The dwarven girls working in the large canary house giggled and pointed at Ethan as he chased the birds around. One lass finally started to approach him but turned around at the last minute, her braids bouncing as her giggles echoed through the place.

It took three hours to inspect all the birds, and at the end, Byron gave the entire flock a bill of good health. Ethan had been able to think of nothing but dragons the entire time. When they finally left the bird house, he asked Byron the question that had been on his mind all afternoon.

“So… do you work on the dragons?”

“Oh, no, no, no lad. The dwarves are very particular about their dragons. They don’t let anyone touch them.”

“Really? That sucks. I was hoping to get a look at one.”

“Well, maybe one of these days we can pay a visit. I don’t work on the dragons personally, but sometimes I deliver certain herbs and tinctures for Madam Morgus that the dwarves use to care for ‘em.”

“How often?”

Byron chuckled. “Eager to see ‘em, eh?”

“I guess. It’s just amazing to be in a world with magical creatures. It’s like a dream come true.”

“I don’t doubt it. You’ll get your chance though, don’t you worry. There’re plenty of creatures, magical and non-magical alike. Madam Morgus herself has a magical pet, a wooly pixie if you can believe that.”

“A wooly pixie,” Ethan said with a smile. “I’ll have to get a look at that for sure. I haven’t met Madam Morgus yet. Is she really a witch? It probably sounds like a silly question, but there aren’t any real witches on Earth. I mean, I don’t think there are anyway.”

“Oh she’s a real witch alright. Quite the character too.”

By the time Ethan and Byron returned to Arcane Acres, the sun was beginning to set. Ethan helped Byron feed, brush, and pen the horses, then agreed to meet him again in the morning for another day of work.

“I’m glad you got summoned to our world, son,” Byron said in the doorway. “I think this little arrangement is going to work out just fine.”

“So do I, sir. And thanks again for the opportunity.”

Byron leaned forward and rubbed his chin. “Now, I’ve never paid an apprentice, kind of goes against the whole concept, but since I don’t have to house, clothe, or feed you, I think it’s only fair that I give you a living wage. How does four crowns a week sound?”

Ethan didn’t really know if the amount was good or bad, he was just happy to be getting paid as a vet. “That sounds great. Thank you, Doctor Ledbetter.”

Ethan whistled as he walked home through the quiet village, admiring the stars twinkling in the crystal clear sky. It had been a good day, and he was excited for tomorrow. He could hardly wait to see the unicorn or the fat dragons.

Kazarian Manor was dark and quiet when he was allowed in by the gate, and he made his way around the stable to the courtyard. He was thinking about turning back and seeing if perhaps Gustwing was in the stable, when he heard a soft weeping coming from an opened upstairs window. There was faint evidence of a candle or low-lit lantern burning in a third floor window. The crying voice belonged to Rose, and it saddened Ethan’s heart to hear her cry.

Ethan wanted to console her. He wanted to be there for her in her time of need. She seemed so alone in that big house. Of course she had Ruuz, Hailu, and Dugh, but they were employees. What Rose needed was a friend, someone whose shoulder she could cry on. Ethan wanted to fill that role, but his guilt held him back. A part of him felt that it was his fault her father had died. He’d been there after all, and he hadn’t been much help in the fight. Of course, it had been a fight against cutthroats and sorcerers, but those were small details to Ethan’s ego, the part of his mind that told him he was a coward.

Ethan sighed and turned from Rose’s soft sobbing and went into his little workshop. It was cold inside, but Ethan was too tired and lazy to get a fire going, so he climbed up to his loft bedroom and crawled into the abundance of warm blankets. It didn’t take long until he was wrapped in a cocoon of comfort, and he fell fast asleep to dreams of unicorns and overweight dragons.

“Sir, sir, wake up, sir.”

Ethan groggily opened his eyes and stared at one of the twentieth century’s most enigmatic artists. “Oh, good morning, Dali.”

“I should say so, sir. It is sixty-three degrees, clear blue skies, and the sun rises in half an hour. I thought you might want to get up and get your day going.”

“Thanks,” said Ethan. He stretched and yawned. “You’re also an arcane alarm clock? Who woulda known?”

“Ah! That is a joke,” Dali said smartly. “Very good, sir.”

Ethan rolled his tongue around his mouth with a grimace. “So where’s the CVS around here? I definitely need to get some toiletries.”

“I’m sorry, but there are no CVS’s on this planet. Perhaps you could open one.”

“What?” Ethan laughed. “Oh, I see what you’re doing. You flipped the script on me, came up with your own joke.”

“I did indeed sir,” Dali said with those insane, wide eyes and a terrifying attempt at a smile. “Did I do it right?”

“Nailed it,” Ethan said with a lazy wave of the hand. He climbed down from the loft, and Dali appeared by the fireplace. “You’re going to have to teach me some things about this world, like how to use a fireplace. I mean I know how to start a fire, but do matches exist here, or like flints? I was going to start a fire last night, but I wasn’t sure how to go about it so I didn’t bother.”

“You could have asked me. I’m never far away.”

“Right, I guess I was too out of it.”

“And as for toiletries, I believe Ruuz left you a bundle of such things.”

“What? Where?”

“I noticed it by the step outside. You must have missed it last night.”

Ethan opened the door and pumped his fist when he saw the basket sitting right where Dali said it would be. He brought it in and set it on the table. It was large, like a picnic basket, and Ethan slowly took out the contents one by one. There was a wooden hair brush with ridged bristles on one side and soft brown bristles on the other, an ivory toothbrush with hard white bristles along with a small canister of what appeared to be some sort of charcoal powder, a bar of soap, a towel, two washcloths, yet another pair of brown trousers, a long sleeve beige shirt, underwear with a drawstring, socks, and even a pair of leather gloves. There was also a note that read, You will find breakfast ready before dawn.

“Ruuz is the man,” said Ethan.

“Actually, he is an elf,” Dali corrected him.

“Then he’s the elf.”

Ethan gathered some water in a bowl from the handpump outside and tried out the new toothbrush. It was fine, if a little stiff, but the charcoal powder would take some getting used to. He washed up with the soap and washcloth and, feeling like a new man in his clean clothes, he sauntered out of the workshop ready for breakfast and praying for coffee.

Ruuz wasn’t to be found, but Hailu greeted him as he meandered through the house getting himself a bit lost. “Oi!” she called from down the hall. “Breakfast is served in the sunroom. This way then.”

Ethan was dismayed not to find Rose in the sunroom, so he enquired with Hailu.

“The Misses isn’t feeling well,” said the dwarven cook.

Ethan glanced at the spread on the table. There were hardboiled eggs, about two pounds of bacon, a pile of small pancakes, bread, butter, fruit, half a ham, and even pudding.

“Are you and Ruuz eating?” Ethan asked as he sat at the table. “There’s a whole lot of food here.”

“I already ate and Ruuz never eats breakfast. But you better get at it, because Dugh will be here soon, and once he gets here—oops, too late!”

“Good morning Ethan! Good morning Hailu!” Dugh came out of nowhere and plopped down at the table, and before Ethan had chance to reply, the half-giant was stacking his plate high with food.

Ethan grabbed an egg, some fresh berries, and a couple pieces of bacon as Dugh ravenously stuffed his face.

“Got milk?” the big lug asked through a mouthful of food.

Hailu set a small pitcher in front of him. “We should get a cow, as much milk as you drink.”

“We should get a cow!” Dugh looked at Ethan with wide-eyed excitement. “Do you like milk?”

“I love milk,” said Ethan. “Really missing cereal right about now.”

“What’s cereal?”

“Oh, it’s a food from my world. It’s basically like cornflakes coated in sugar and drowned in milk, but there are a million different kinds.”

“Can you make cereal?” Dugh asked Hailu.

She rolled her eyes and pushed the empty food cart back into the kitchen.

“I guess not,” said Dugh. “Hey Ethan, maybe you should invent your cereal here, then you could have it anytime you wanted.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Ethan admitted.

“I have a lot of good ideas.” Dugh tapped his temple and chewed happily. “It’s one of the things I’m really good at.”

“Man, there are a lot of foods I could introduce to this world that probably don’t exist here.”

“Like what?” Dugh said with a mouth full of pancakes.

“Well, like pizza for one, and ice cream. Well, that one might not be possible until winter.”

“What’s pizza?”

Ethan was about to explain it when Rose shuffled into the room wearing a red silken robe tied tight at the waist and thick slippers. Her hair was a wild, wavy thing, but Ethan just thought it made her look cute.

“Good morning Rose!” Dugh bellowed in his happy way.

Rose stopped as though the soundwaves had physically hit her and rubbed her head. “Please, Dugh, not so loud. Not this morning.”

“Good morning Rose,” he whispered.

“That’s better. Good morning to you too.”

“Good morning,” said Ethan.

“Hi. Did you lot save me some coffee?” She squinted against the glare of the approaching sunrise through the glass walls.

“I had to give up coffee,” said Dugh. “Makes me too sleepy.”

“Well then,” she said as she poured a mug. “More for me.”

“Do you have a spread like this every morning?” Ethan asked between bites of thick bacon.

“Nowadays, only on Sixthdays,” said Dugh. “But when times were good, we used to eat like this every morning. Right Miss Rose?”

“That’s right Dugh.” She stared blankly down at her coffee. “But I wouldn’t expect those days to be coming back any time soon.”

“What’s wrong?” the big guy inquired. So concerned was he that he stopped eating for a moment, even with a slice of ham wedged on his fork three inches from his mouth.

Rose suddenly became self-aware and blinked, glancing fleetingly from Ethan to Dugh. “Oh, sorry. Nothing to bother you about.”

Ethan was concerned, but he hardly knew her, and he didn’t want to seem rude. Still, he wanted to console her somehow.

“I’m really sorry about your dad,” he found himself saying. “Never knew mine. My mother either. I guess I got lucky in a way not knowing them, because I never had to lose them. I didn’t know Kazian very well, but I wish I could have known him better. He seemed like a real character.”

“Oh, he was a character alright,” said Rose, and she chuckled softly despite herself. “You know, one time, when I was seven years old, he accidentally turned himself into a racoon for six months?”

“What?” Ethan laughed.

“With little hands?” Dugh pressed, astounded.

“Yup, little black gloves, face mask and all,” Rose recalled with bubbling laughter.

“How in the heck did he get changed back?” Ethan asked, wondering if she was putting him on.

“Yours truly.”

“You?” said Dugh.

She nodded her head, lips pursed and proud.

“Now I know you’re pulling my leg,” said Ethan.

“I swear it,” said Rose, “hand over heart.”

“But how did you change him back?”

“He remained a racoon for six months precisely because that’s how long it took him to teach me, a seven year old, mind you, to perform the spell.”

“That’s crazy,” said Ethan.

“You had magic at that early age?” Dugh said in astonishment.

She said, “I used to…” and her smile, like the magic of the moment, began to fade.

Dugh was frowning. “But…why don’t you have your magic now?”

Her smile disappeared completely, and Ethan wanted to kick Dugh under the table.

“Dad…Kazian pushed me too hard that day. When I drew upon the magical power embedded in the fabric of the universe, I took too much. I turned Kazian back to his human form, but I broke something.” Her eyes rose from the table and met Dugh’s. “Something inside. Do you understand?”

“I understand Miss Rose,” he said softly, bottom lip hanging low. “I shoulda kept my big dumb mouth shut in the first place. You had such a good story going and I had to up and ruin it with my big stupid⁠—”

“Don’t call yourself that.” She said it like a big sister, and he nodded like a little brother, even wiped his nose and sniffled. “You’re not dumb, stupid, slow, empty-headed, hairbrained, or any of the other things the kids used to call you. Understand?”

He nodded, eyes fleetingly finding Ethan and darting back to his food.

Moments passed in silence. No one ate. No one drank. The air became thick.

It was then that Ethan realized why Kazian had created the arcane crystal for Rose. He’d pushed her too far when she was little, and as a result, she’d lost her connection to magic. With the arcane crystal, Rose could have embraced her power once more.

Guilt covered Ethan like a wet blanket, and he cursed himself for touching the arcane crystal in the first place. If she had it now, she could do so much more with Dali’s power than he could. He vowed then that he would figure out a way to transfer Dali to Rose. There just had to be a way!

Ethan looked from Rose to Dugh and smiled. “You two are possibly the most interesting people I’ve ever met in my life.”

The two raised a brow, glanced at each other, and laughed heartily.


CHAPTER 11


Ethan was at Byron Ledbetter’s place by six in the morning, and again the door opened just as he was stepping onto the landing to knock.

“Good morning, my boy. Come in, come in. Have you had breakfast?”

“Oh yeah,” Ethan said with a heavy pat to the belly. “Just ate with Rose and Dugh.”

“How is the big lad? I haven’t seen him in a spell.”

“Dugh? Oh, animated as ever I suppose.”

Byron led him through the place, glancing back as he talked. “And Miss Rose?”

“She, uh, she seems good, considering.”

“Yes, yes, such a shame Kazian has left us. Have you heard anything about a funeral or services?”

“No, I haven’t heard anything.”

“Probably be a private affair.” Byron led Ethan into the back storage room and turned with his back to the far wall, arms wide in presentation. “Welcome, to the room of everything.”

“Wow…” Ethan said slowly. “This is a lot of stuff.”

Byron nodded eagerly. “Tinctures, salves, ointments, syrups, extracts, herbs, roots, poultices, needles, blades, tubes—you’ll find everything in here.”

The cramped space was filled with veterinary supplies—from medieval times. Ethan hardly recognized anything, and, scanning the innumerable bottles of every color under the sun, he felt a twinge of panic. And that’s when it hit him; in this world, half the medicines, instruments, procedures, and treatments that he knew and had been trained to use hadn’t been invented yet.

It must have shown on his face because Byron frowned and asked, “Are you alright, son?”

“What? Yeah, yeah, sorry.” Ethan shook his head to clear it. “I just realized that I’ve been trained on totally different…everything.”

“Ah, yes.” Byron nodded agreeably, but his brow furled in thought. “But from what you told me, your world is more advanced, in some ways.”

“Yeah, some ways. I mean, we might have technology, but we don’t have magic.”

“The magic I leave to Madam Morgus and other craftsmen and women of the arcane arts. We do have a number of enchanted items, mind you, it’s considered a waste to use magic too heavily in veterinary care. ‘Save it for the people who need it,’ they always say. But we get on alright. I hear you’ve got a bit of magic yourself.”

“I… uh… who told you that?”

“Our big hearted friend. Took but a pint of ale last night at Buster’s and he was singing your magical praises.”

“Wait a minute. I never told Dugh I practiced magic.”

Byron shrugged. “He got the idea from somewhere. But do you? Do you have magical skills?”

Ethan decided a lie was probably the best way to advance, but it turned out that he couldn’t bring himself to deceive the old man.

“Uh, some?” said Ethan.

Byron’s eyes widened with enchantment. “Really now? Well how about that! What can you do?”

“As it turns out, I can communicate with animals on this planet. Kazian said it was an innate gift that I had on Earth, but my world has no magic for some reason, or else my people have lost their connection to it. I don’t know.”

“Communicate with animals.” Byron’s eyes drifted and his mind wandered. Then his eyes shot wide open, and he gaped at Ethan. “Well then! What on Aerth do they say?”

“Who?”

“The animals, lad!”

“It depends, I guess. I’ve only talked to Gustwing and Mister Fuzzybottoms—and a big dumb dog—but none of them were the same experience. I understand them all in different ways.”

Byron slapped his leg so swiftly and so hard that it made Ethan jump. “Well I’ll be! What a wonderful skill to have as a vet. I envy you lad. Except when it comes to geese. I don’t think I want to know what they say. Hey now, wait just a minute! Isn’t this the same gag you pulled on the Baroness?”

“Yeah. I mean no. I was actually telling her the truth.”

“So you’re telling me you really were talking to Mister Fuzzybottoms yesterday?”

Ethan nodded. “Yup, sure was.”

A dubious frown met his words. “And what, pray tell, did the cat have to say?”

“Well, he was pretty cranky at first. Kind of a jerk really, but then he warmed up to me once he realized I could actually hear his thoughts.”

“Oh!” Byron was enjoying what he thought was silly banter.

“Yeah, it was weird. He gave me a message to give to one, um, what was the name, General Ruffington III, of 14 Elderberry Lane. Yes that’s it.”

Byron blanched. “Well now you’re putting me on! What was the message?”

“He said, ‘I have feathers in my poop.’”

“He didn’t!” Byron said red-faced. “How did you know that?”

“Know what?” Ethan asked. “I don’t know anything. That’s just what the cat told me.”

“Well I’ll be darned,” said Byron. “Must be you really can talk to animals!”

“Why? What does it mean?”

Byron sighed and explained. “General Ruffington is a real dog, and he indeed lives on 14 Elderberry Lane. For years his owners kept a parakeet, one of those really colorful birds from waaaay down south. Well, that dog and that bird were the best of friends. The old boy used to sit on that porch all day and night watching that little bird sing. When the sun came up the dog and the bird would sing together, when it went down, they’d do the same thing. Until one day.”

“Ooohhh, no,” said Ethan. “Feathers in his poop?”

“That’s right,” Byron nodded gravely. “Mister Fuzzybottoms ate that poor little bird right in front of General Ruffington.”

“That little A-hole.”

“Exactly,” said Byron. “And with your message, ole Fuzzybottoms was hoping to rub it in, pour salt on the poor dog’s wounds.”

“Well I’m glad you told me. Can you imagine if I’d delivered the message?”

“Do you think the General would have understood you?”

Ethan shrugged. “Mister Fuzzybottoms said he would. Seemed pretty sure of himself too.”

“That’s downright amazing.”

The front doorbell rang, and Byron sighed. “Well, here they come already.” He went to the hall and yelled down it. “Be right there!” Turning back to Ethan he said, “Treating a lot of pets today here in the office, it being a Sixthday and all. So how about you⁠—”

“Sorry, Sixthday?”

“Aye, Sixthday, the day after Fifthday.”

“That’s the day of the week? Sixthday?”

“Aye, what do you call your days on your world?”

“Uh, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, you know.”

Byron shook his head. “Nothing like that here. Just plain ole simple Firstday, Secondday, Thirdday, so on, up to seven then starting over like.”

“Duly noted. What were you saying before I interrupted you?”

“Uh, yes, right, I’ll be in the office all day doing checkups. Not a lot going on really, so I thought it would be a good time for you to restock the storeroom. I’ve got a list here of things I need from Madam Morgus. Now don’t worry about paying, we’ve got a system, me and the sweetheart. You need to meet her sooner or later anyway. You’ll be working with her a lot I imagine. Might be that you got a lot of education on your world about your remedies and the like, but you’re going to have to learn ours too.”

“Agreed,” said Ethan, scanning over the list. “Does this say… is that bat dung?”

“Aye, great for snapping sheep back to life who’ve given birth to a stillborn. They lose the will to live they do, but one sniff of that, powdered down nice and combined with elderberry seeds, it brings them right around!”

Ethan shook his head in disbelief. “Looks like I’ve got a lot to learn… all over again.”

List in hand, he left the practice, saying “Hello,” and “Nice to meet you,” and “Good Morning!” to the people gathered outside the door as he headed down Arcane Avenue toward Madam Morgus’ place. He’d heard so much about the old witch that he already had a pretty good image of her in his head. She would of course be old, a hag maybe, with spider webs in her hair and bugs in her teeth. She’d no doubt have a crystal ball set upon a rounded table, probably a satin cloth beneath the ball. A black cat too, and of course she’d have a hunched back and crooked nose.

The quaint little cottage nestled back off the street with it’s perfectly manicured herb and mushroom garden was a stark contrast to the disorderly overgrowth he thought he’d find. He checked again to make sure he had the right place, and indeed he did, for the sign above the gate read, Madam Morgus, Witch Extraordinaire, in big bold letters, and beneath it was a vast list of her services: Herbs, Tinctures, Ointments, Salves, Divination, Curse and Hex Removal, Astrological Consultations, Charms and Amulets, Spirit Communication, Dream Interpretation, Enchantment Services, Energy Healing, Rune Casting, Protection Spells, Potions (NO Love Potions, Harmful Curses, or Erectile Dysfunction Elixirs!).

“Even on different planets, some things stay the same.” Ethan chuckled and pushed through the gate. He came to the door beset with a beautiful stained glass window and knocked three times. Immediately, the door swung open, and a shockingly gorgeous woman in a sleek black dress eyed him with interest. Ethan almost choked. She was impossibly beautiful, with hair of gold, piercing emerald eyes, and bronze lips Ethan couldn’t stop staring at.

“Hello Criter,” she said in a voice laced with seduction. “Please come in.”

“Um, are you Madam Morgus’ daughter?” he asked.

She grinned wryly. “No, I am Madam Morgus.”

“How did you know who I was?”

“That’s what I do, honey. Come in and make yourself comfortable.

Ethan had expected an old hag; to his delight, he’d been completely wrong. He blinked away his surprise and put one foot in front of the other, barely registering the interior of the cottage, the sweet incense hanging in the air, the thin red drapes that cast the room and everything in it in a pink hue, or the small fuzzy creature staring at him from the big armchair.

When his brain finally registered the creature, Ethan snapped his head in its direction and marveled at its tiny nose and mouth, it’s huge eyes and ears. It was covered in gray and blue fuzz like a caterpillar but had a humanoid body and translucent wings. In its hand was a thimble, and it was taking sips of the liquid inside and staring intently at Ethan. For the life of him, Ethan couldn’t determine whether the thing was the ugliest or cutest creature he’d ever seen.

“This must be the wooly pixie I’ve been hearing about.” Ethan tried to penetrate that gaze, but he heard no inner voice, saw no mental images.

“Yes,” she said. “That is Smidgen. Please do not attempt to touch him. He will come to you when he is ready.”

Ethan realized then a glowing, cobwebbing network of light inside the sprite’s body. It was the creature’s chakras, it’s magical energy branches. The network glowed white and gold, and surrounding the creature was a purple aura, but Ethan didn’t yet know what that color meant.

“Incredible,” he said, and he turned a happy gaze toward Madam Morgus. “That’s the first magical creature I’ve seen in Arcane Acres. Well, no, the second, but it’s still amazing.”

She smiled kindly, one round hip cocked to the side, arms folded beneath a large bosom. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said in a smokey-sweet voice.

Ethan gulped, “You have?”

A wry smile.

Ethan waited but she didn’t elaborate. He shifted uncomfortably as smirked. “Um, right,” he blurted. “You’re probably wondering why I’m here.”

“Not at all,” she said, and Ethan couldn’t help but notice how her perfectly pink tongue remained pressed against her top teeth when she pronounced the last word.

Ethan laughed nervously. “I uh, I have a list here of stuff I’m supposed to pick up for Doctor Ledbetter.”

“I know.” she snatched the list out of Ethan’s hand and glided across the room to a small, round table. “Please, have a seat, I absolutely must read your palms.”

Excuse me sir, but I didn’t want to startle you by appearing in the room. It was Dali, and he sounded concerned. I must warn you against allowing this woman to read your palms, or your fortune, or anything of the sort! If she pries, she may be able to sense my power!

“Ahhh, man,” Ethan said regretfully. “I don’t think I have time. You know how ole Ledbetter is about getting his supplies on time.”

She frowned. “Don’t be foolish,” she said, “Come and sit.”

Despite Dali’s repeated warnings in his head, Ethan found himself dully replying, “Okay,” and walking toward the table. He sat down, and as soon as she reached across the table and took hold of his hands, Ethan was lost in her gaze.

“Oh!” she said with surprise. “You have come from sooo very far away.” She closed her eyes and squeezed his hands in hers. “Your energy, it’s, it’s not of this world.”

“Yes,” Ethan said and pulled his hands back. “I’m, ah, I’m from very far away.”

She reached for his hands again, but he pulled them both back and stuffed them beneath the table with a furtive glance.

“You are a strange one,” Madam Morgus noted with a glint and a squint in her eye. “You are magical, but you didn’t start out that way, did you?”

“I’m an arcane veterinarian,” Ethan said, surprising both himself and the witch.

“Arcane?” she said with intense intrigue.

“Yes.” Ethan cleared his throat and sat up a little straighter. “I have abilities that relate to the diagnosis and treatment of animal ailments. I’m apprenticing under Byron Ledbetter.”

“I knew that, but I didn’t know you were magical.”

“You keep saying you know everything. But what do you really know about me?”

She cocked a brow. “You are a traveler from another world. You were summoned here by Kazian Kazarian on the night he died. You didn’t used to have magical abilities, but now you do. Currently you are living at the late sorcerer’s manor with his grieving daughter, and somehow, you’ve weaseled your way into an apprenticeship with Doctor Ledbetter.”

“Weaseled?” said Ethan, quite taken aback. “What are you saying?”

She pursed her lips and stared at him flatly. “Doesn’t it all sound a little… how should I say it, suspicious?”

“What? What’s suspicious about it?”

“Oh please!” She crossed her arms and sat back, looking at him skeptically. “You might be able to fool everyone else, but you shan’t fool me. I bargain that you killed the old fool after he summoned you. You killed him and stole his griffin.”

“I didn’t kill him!” Ethan demanded.

“Then who did?”

“Mal—” Ethan stopped himself from saying the red-eyed sorcerer’s name. “A group of cutthroats and sorcerers attacked the tower, not that it’s any business of yours.”

“Kazian was a colleague of mine for more than a decade,” said Madam Morgus. “We may not have seen eye to eye, but I never wished him ill.”

“If you knew him so well, you know how powerful he was. Yet you think that I somehow killed him? Me?”

“You have a point there,” she admitted. “You don’t look like you could kill a fly. But looks can be deceiving.”

“Yes,” Ethan said. “Yes, they can.”

She frowned at him. “Tell me the truth. Did you steal the arcane crystal?”

Ethan felt the need to clear his throat. “The what?” he croaked.

“Do. Not. Play. Coy. With. Me,” she said evenly.

“Look. I don’t know what you want from me, I’m just here to fill Doctor Ledbetter’s order. He said we’d be working a lot together in the future, you and I, and that I should get to know you, but so far, you’ve accused me of killing someone, and stealing their griffin and their magic crystal thing.”

“You’re right,” she said, her expression relaxing and taking on a wary look. “I’m sorry. But Kazian was rumored to be working on an artifact of untold power and possibility. And the circumstances surrounding his death being foggy as they are, you can understand how suspicion might fall upon you.”

“I guess.”

She leaned forward across the table conspiratorially. “Just between you and I,” she whispered, then, after a suspicious glance toward the window she added, “I think it was unscrupulous agents of Spectrum Tower who did Kazian in.”

“Really?” Ethan whispered to match. “What gives you that idea?”

She shrugged one bare shoulder. “Call it a hunch. But I think they were after the arcane crystal.”

“What is this arcane crystal you keep mentioning?”

“It’s a kind of magnet for arcane energy, able to pull the essence of magic from the very fabric of reality. It is very dangerous, and it would take someone like Kazian to attempt to create one. Mind you, it’s all magical theory. No one has ever been able to stabilize crystals of this sort. But I have a hunch old kooky Kazian did it. He was acting strange last week, saying he’d found a cure for Rose’s affliction. You do know about Rose, don’t you?”

“Yeah. She lost her magic when she was young, right?”

“Yes, all because of Kazian’s pride. Can you imagine putting that kind of pressure on a little girl like that, forcing her to perform an extensively complex transmutation, all because you’re too embarrassed to ask a colleague? Rose is lucky it didn’t kill her. And I dare not imagine how powerful she’d be now if she was able to pull something like that off at seven years old.”

“But what does all this have to do with Spectrum Tower?” Ethan asked, wanting to get as much out of her on the topic as he could.

“Not all of Spectrum Tower was behind the attack. Rogue agents like I said.”

“Do you, um, have any idea who it might have been?”

“Well if I did, why would I tell you?” she said haughtily. “No offense, but I’m not the sort to go around accusing sorcerer’s of murder in front of a stranger.”

“I understand. No offense taken.”

“I suppose you’ve heard of Kazian’s little experiments to create magical creatures.”

“Yes, I’ve been anxious to have a look at them, but Doctor Ledbetter hasn’t gotten around to showing them to me yet.”

“Just between me and you, I think it should have worked.”

“You do?”

“Yes. Kazian might have been a kook, but he was brilliant. Now, I worked with him extensively over the last six months trying to figure out what was stopping his creatures from exhibiting their enchantments, and I think we were close.”

“Really?”

“Yes, and I want you to help me figure it out once and for all.”


CHAPTER 12


Ethan left Madam Morgus’ place with two big baskets full of supplies. Contained therein was experimental medicine for Kazian’s enchanted animals. The witch had made Ethan promise that the farmers who owned the aforementioned creatures would receive the treatments, and Ethan had agreed.

He was walking back to Doctor Ledbetter’s place with his burden in hand, contemplating everything she’d said, when a wagon passed by. It was immediately notable, for stacked high in the back of the wagon were the unmistakable remnants of home furnishings. Five children sat among the dressers, rocking chairs, barrels, and trunks. A defeated man and crying woman sat on the bench, him holding the reins attached to two shabby horses, and her blotting her eyes with a dirty white handkerchief.

Doctor Ledbetter called to him from the door, where he was ushering in the next patient and its owner. “Oi, Ethan!” he said waving.

Ethan hurried up to him, the bottles inside the wicker baskets clanging and clattering. “Byron, what’s going on with those people? Over there in the wagon.”

Doctor Ledbetter squinted at the departing wagon, which moved at a funeral procession pace out of town.

“Awe, shame really. That there’s the Tully family. Lost their entire herd of cattle last week to a bad rinderpest outbreak.”

“Rinderpest, you have that here too?”

The doctor nodded. “On your world too, I take it?”

“Yes, well, it used to be. There hasn’t been a confirmed case in twenty or so years. There was a worldwide campaign to eradicate the disease.”

“Eradicate, eh? How’d your people manage that?”

“Through vaccinations and isolation.”

“That vaccine, you think you could recreate it here on our world?”

“Sorry, no. I don’t know what it was made of, and even if I did, it takes some advanced methods to create such a thing.”

The doctor watched the wagon disappear around a bend that led to the thick, pine forest road. He nodded gravely. “Too bad, that is. There’s a lot of farmers struggling out there with it. That and other things. It’s like…” he ruminated for a moment, rotating his jaw thoughtfully. “It’s like a cloud of misfortune hangs over this town. Kazian tried to save it, but I fear there’s nothing that can save Arcane Acres from its fate.”

“Its fate?” Ethan said with growing concern. “What do you mean?”

“There’s something at work in this land. There’re energies about. Something sinister got this town in its sights. No matter how hard the farmers try, yield is worse year after year, and nature don’t seem to be for us either. Two years ago we had such a drought that it didn’t rain for one-hundred days. Year before that locusts descended on the entire Barony, not just Arcane Acres, and destroyed all the corn crops just like that. Folks are starting to lose faith and leave, and I can’t say that I blame ‘em.”

Ethan helped Doctor Ledbetter with the few dog and cat cases he had that day, and after a lunch of cold cuts of roast beef, cheese, bread, and honey, they set out on the day’s rounds. After the grim prognostication of the town’s fate by the doctor, Ethan was bemused and depressed, but upon learning that they were headed to see the unicorn, his spirits turned right around. He sat in the wagon bouncing with electric energy, not even trying to hide his excitement.

At length, the doctor laughed. “You’d think it was your birthday the way you’re carrying on.”

“Sorry. It’s just. Well. We’re going to see a unicorn!”

“Aye, and a pregnant one at that.”

“What? Really?”

“That’s right.”

“When is it due?”

“Any day now…” Byron was distracted by something down the road. A man on a horse was racing toward them, waving his arms frantically.

“What’s this now?” Byron said with concern. “Looks like the Smithy lad’s waving us down.”

The young man forced the horse into a skidding stop beside the wagon, having to endure the beast’s frantic bucking, but he held on. “Ledbetter!” he said breathlessly. “Me pap just sent me for you. Come quick! It’s Dreamer, she’s in a bad way.”

The doctor wasted no time and snapped the reins, urging on the two horse team to speeds Ethan didn’t think possible in a wagon. They shot up the twisting hillside, over a ridge, and down through a low valley dominated by tall clover. A large white stone wall separated the clover field from long grassy pastures, and farther on down the road three red barns and two houses stood out old and proud in an ocean of green. Horses roamed one side of the road, while on the other side, sheepdogs prowled around the sheep flock. Cattle could be seen grazing higher up on the hills, but as Ethan scoured the landscape, he still didn’t see the unicorn.

“Where is it kept?” he asked his boss.

“Oh it usually runs with the horses, but I imagine they got it there in the stables,” Byron yelled over the racket of the spinning wooden tires.

They pulled up to the stables with the young horseman in tow, and he smartly took the team’s reins and urged them on. Ethan hurried around the wagon to help the old doctor down from there, but a youthful spirit had overcome Byron Ledbetter, and he ambled down from the bench and hurried across the dirt toward the barn with the agility of a man thirty years his minor.

“Ledbetter, there you are!” said a middle-aged farmer with a thick neck and big, meaty hands. He wore brown overalls and a beige shirt, but the clothes were a tad too small, giving the illusion that the big stocky fellow might burst out of his clothes at any turn.

“Dixen Smithy, how are you?”

“I’d be better if Kazian was here. The daft bugger throws a pregnant unicorn in me lap then decides to up and die right afore she drops water. I need your help, Byron. Me and the boys be out o’ our league here. Dreamer went into labor an hour ago and things went south quick as a manure landslide after that.”

“What seems to be the problem?” the doctor inquired and began toward the stables.

Ethan hurried after the two, trying not to walk on their heels but trying to stay abreast of the conversation at the same time.

“The wee foal’s already got a bit o’ horn, and I’m afraid it’s complicatin’ things,” said farmer Smithy, and Byron grimaced.

Byron stopped suddenly, causing Ethan to bump into him. “Ethan, lad, go quick and fetch my big brown bag out the wagon boot. Dixen,” he said to the farmer. “I’m going to need a pail of hot water, soap, and a half dozen clean towels from you.”

Ethan could hear the farm hands jabbering excitedly over the unicorn in the stall just up there to the right. He was so close! He grunted and turned on his heel and ran back to the wagon. Ethan assumed the boot meant the back of the wagon or the trunk sitting on the back of the wagon, so he swung it open, frowned at three identical brown leather bags, and feeling the strain of the ticking clock, he grabbed all three and raced back into the stable barn. The commotion had died down in the stall, and when Ethan skidded to a stop at the door, he froze, mystified by the sight in front of him.

The unicorn was the purest white he’d ever seen. She sat on golden straw in an immaculate stall with ancient wooden walls. The creature was as white as angel feathers, with piercing violet eyes and a flowing mane twice as long and thick as her equine counterparts. Ethan’s ability, Seventh Sense, allowed him to see the chakras of magical animals, and the unicorn’s flared to life before his eyes, a network of energy focal points and branches that reminded him of a city power grid. The lights weren’t stationary, but moved like blood through veins, ebbing and flowing with their own rhythm. Ethan saw something else too, something that looked strange. Then he realized what it was and smiled; he could see the foal’s chakra energy flow as well, little rivers of light within an ocean of bigger lights. The pregnant unicorn’s aura, however, was anything but whimsical, anything but pretty. It was a dark, light-swallowing haze surrounding the scared beast.

The unicorn was afraid.

“Lad!”

“Huh? What?” Ethan blinked at the half dozen men standing in the stall staring at him. It took him a moment to realize that Byron had been speaking to him.

“I said it’s that bag there in your left hand!” Byron repeated.

“Oh! Right!” He dropped the other two bags and crept into the stall, fearing that he might startle the magical beauty.

“Who this one, then?” one of the men asked Byron.

“This is Ethan Critelli, my new apprentice,” said Byron, then he addressed the room, arms wide. “And he is the only one I want in this room. Alright then, move along, everyone out! We need space and we need quiet!”

The farmhands all regretfully ambled out of the stall just as farmer Smithy was returning with the soapy water and towels.

“Ah! Very good, my friend,” said Byron. “Put them down in the corner there. Thank you, thank you.”

The farmer remained in the stall after he’d put the bucket down, but Byron said nothing. He was the landowner after all, and this was his unicorn.

“Alright Ethan, strip out of that shirt and wash up. You’re going to be my hands.”

Ethan was so excited to help that he ripped his shirt off like a professional wrestler. Buttons went flying in every direction, one hitting the farmer square between the eyes.

Farmer Smithy blinked, scowled at Ethan, and grumbled, “This be the first ever domesticated unicorn birth, lad. Don’t muck it up.”

Ethan nodded apologetically, suddenly feeling every bit as bare-chested as he certainly was. He washed his hands and arms, then he joined Byron behind the unicorn. The old man had pulled a bucket over from the corner and was sitting on it, waiting for his apprentice.

“Go on and get comfortable,” said Byron. “You might be down there for a long time.”

“Has he ever done this before?” Farmer Smithy asked with concern.

Byron raised his eyebrows to Ethan, who nodded. “Yes, yes I’ve done this before…in uh, full immersion, but it’s so lifelike, you know, basically the same thing.”

“Your apprentice there,” Farmer Smithy said slowly. “Is he speaking Genlish? Sounds like an elf when he talks.”

“No time for any of that. In you go Ethan,” said Byron.

Ethan positioned himself behind the unicorn and the creature rolled over on its side, as if knowing what was happening. Gingerly, he lifted the tail out of the way and inserted his hand into the birth canal. Ethan pressed in slowly up to the elbow before he finally felt the foal’s tail.

“I can feel it!” he said excitedly, but his celebration turned to panic as the vaginal walls contracted, squeezing his arm in a vice grip. “Ahhh,” he groaned.

“Just breathe through it, lad. Breathe,” said Byron.

“Ooohhh, aaahhh!” Ethan gritted his teeth as his arm was gripped tighter. His fingers were already starting to go numb, and there had only been one contraction.

This was nothing like full immersion, even with a pressure glove on.

When the contraction finally abated, Ethan pushed deeper, up to his bicep. At the same time, he’d slid his hand past the tail of the foal, over the rump, and along the back. “You say you think it’s already got a horn?” he said to Farmer Smithy, who’d packed a pipe, lit it up, and was now sitting beside Byron on a bucket, enjoying the show.

The old, grizzled farmer blew out a cloud of sweet blue smoke. “Yut, me felt around in there meself. Didn’t have to venture as far as ye afore me gripped a wee little horn.”

“Then it must have turned around in the womb, now it’s coming out ass first,” Ethan reported.

“Horn had umbilical cord wrapped ‘round it,” said farmer Smithy. “Reckon it mighta come loose?”

“Well, let’s see…” Ethan pushed in to his shoulder, his entire arm engulfed in the narrow canal with its boa constrictor strength. He felt to the head, then, reaching as far as he possibly could, he finally felt the little horn at the center of the forehead. It felt big in his hand. “This doesn’t feel like a small horn,” he said between grunts as the walls began to close in on his arm again. He felt the tip of the horn and added, “At least the horn isn’t sharp. Just a nub really, but about five inches looong, aaahhh!”

If the contraction was uncomfortable last time, this time it was unbearable. Ethan tried to breathe, tried to control the panic, but he couldn’t help thinking the magical beast might rip his arm clean off the shoulder socket. The contractions came in excruciating waves, forcing Ethan to roll his shoulder forward and squirm on his belly in the hay just to relieve some of the mounting pressure.

“Alright girl, alright,” he spoke softly, stroking the unicorn’s belly with his free hand.

Dali suddenly appeared sitting on his own bucket beside Farmer Smithy and Doctor Ledbetter. He furled his brow like they did and even puffed on his own pipe. “Sir, might I remind you that you have recently acquired the ability to bless animals. Perhaps you should try that now.”

“Ahhh,” Ethan glanced at his audience, feeling self-conscious. “I, uh, I bless you, Dreamer. I bless you and your foal.”

Instantly, the contractions ebbed, and Ethan redoubled his efforts. He groped around the horn for the cord farmer Smithy had reported feeling, but there was nothing there. Then he felt something strange, something that didn’t make sense: it was another horn. Could the foal be a mutant? Could it possess two horns?

No, of course not, he thought, then the truth struck him. He laughed, “There are two foals in here! Two!”

“You don’t say!” the farmer was on his feet now, hands on knees and leaning forward, his earlobes resting on his shoulders with the big pipe jutting out the corner of pursed lips.

“Well jolly good then Ethan my boy,” said Ledbetter. “Can you get ahold of the closest foal and pull it out by the front legs?”

“I’ve got to get them separated fir—aaahhh!” Another contraction squeezed Ethan’s arm, threatening to break it. He was glad he’d ripped his shirt off now, because the strain and closeness to the massive unicorn was making him hot. Sweat was already dripping down his forehead and stinging his eyes.

It was a while before Ethan got the two foals separated by untangling the umbilical cords that had wrapped around each of them. Through it all he remained calm, remembered to breathe, and softly spoke to the mother.

“The uterus is pretty small with these two in here,” Ethan grunted and groaned as he tried to reposition his arm. “There’s hardly… any… room to move… around.”

His fingers were numb, nearly useless sausages, and his arm felt like an overcooked noodle. Ethan knew that if he didn’t get the first fowl out soon, things would begin to go south in a big way.

The mare suddenly called out to the foals, and he knew it was a sign of distress, a sound both surprising and terrifying to Ethan who had his arm up to the shoulder in the creature. He felt the unicorn begin to shift, and called out frantically, “Don’t let her roll on her back!”

Farmer Smithy and two big men were there in a flash, shushing the mare and holding her down. She pawed at the floor with her front legs and groaned low-pitched in her throat.

Ethan tried to hook the closest foal under the chin but missed. Again the unicorn tried to roll, and Ethan cried out for the men to handle her. He was positioned on his belly, and if she rolled clockwise onto her back, she’d likely turn his arm with her, and that would put a real damper on his short-lived career as an arcane veterinarian.

He tried again for the chin but missed. Then a third and fourth time. With nothing left in the tank, Ethan dug his toes into a knot in the boards and stretched with all his might. This gained him two inches more, and he scooped at the baby unicorn with three fingers, managing to hook it with the middle finger. Gingerly, gently, he pulled the creature toward him until he could hook the other two fingers. Once he had a grip, he steadily pulled the foal into the birth canal and let the strong vaginal walls take over. To his utter surprise and joy, the slimy creature came right out and bore him to the floor, and once out, its twin came easily.

“You’ve done it!” Byron cheered.

“Hells of a show lad, hells of a show!” said the farmer.

“Good show, old chap!” said Dali.

“Hello there,” Ethan said to the baby unicorn sitting on his chest. “Welcome to Aerth.”

The little skinny white unicorn bayed in Ethan’s face, receiving a chuckle from the crowd of farmhands hanging on the gate.

“Will ye look at the other one there,” said one of the men. “It’s got a black star patch on its shoulder.

Sure enough, the other foal, pure white like its twin, had a distinct star of black fur on its left shoulder.

“Black star,” the farmer murmured.

“Sounds like a damn bad omen,” a farmhand whispered.

“Go on get yerself gone with that bad juju, Nate!” Farmer Smithy barked.

“Sorry boss.”

Farmer Smithy shook his head, but his frown disappeared when he looked upon the two foals. He beamed at Ethan. “Ye did good lad. Ye did good.”

Ethan and Byron rubbed the foals with hay and watched as they struggled to stand, then took their first unsteady steps.

“By the gods it’s a grand sight,” said Farmer Smithy. “Just look at ‘em, the first unicorns born in captivity.”

Ethan didn’t like that word—captivity—and it dampened his mood a bit. When he and Byron finally left the farmhouse after a hearty lunch, Ethan inquired about the unicorn.

“So on my world there’s a legend that it is impossible to catch a unicorn alive,” he said as they rode back over the ridge.

“And you say there are no unicorns on your planet?” Byron asked with puzzlement.

“No. Why?”

“Because your legend is spot on. You can’t catch a unicorn alive, that’s why Kazian had to catch one that had just died.”

“What? How did he manage that?”

Byron looked ruefully down the road. “The bugger poisoned it, then administered the antidote and brought it back to life once it had been captured.”

“Sounds a bit harsh,” Ethan admitted. “Why go through all that trouble?”

“He needed the unicorn to aid in his enchantment of the other animals.”

“Like, the unicorn helped?”

“In a way I suppose. I think Kazian needed it’s blood.”

“Weird. And after all that, the enchantments didn’t work?”

Byron shrugged.

“So what’s the unicorn doing on the Smithy farm? What’s farmer Smithy got to do with it?”

“He was the only one brave enough to let Kazian house it at his place. The man’s got a dozen live-in farm hands and four stout sons to protect the place. He’s even got a darned mountain troll named Ed. And trust me when I say he needs ‘em. There’s been three attempts at stealing that unicorn.”

“That makes sense,” said Ethan. “A unicorn must be worth a fortune.”

“Aye, and imagine the brass a unicorn foal would fetch.”

“So who owns the creature?”

“It was Kazian’s. He paid Farmer Smithy a high wage to house the unicorn and keep it safe. I guess now that he’s gone Rose is the rightful owner. But without Kazian around, I don’t know how she’s going to keep paying that exorbitant price. I got a feeling Smithy’s going to want to keep one of the foals, maybe both.”

They ventured down from the hills and rode across the lush green valley into a thick forest of changing leaves. Maple leaves carpeted the forest floor in brilliant red. Birches dropped their yellow leaves among the crimson bed, and the pin oaks added blankets of deep bronze. There was still some green, but it was obvious from the bare branches of most trees that winter was well on its way, and soon stick season would be upon them.

As they headed to the next appointment, Ethan ruminated about the unicorn. It seemed a crime to pen up such a magnificent creature, and even more so to poison and resuscitate it just to put it in a cage. Ethan reconsidered his opinion of Kazian, for try as he might, he couldn’t understand how the man could bring himself to do such a thing. Of course, Ethan didn’t know much about Kazian. Indeed, he’d only known him for a few hours. Now that stories were starting to stack up, Ethan reconsidered the man. For one, Kazian had summoned a complete stranger from another world just to help him heal a griffin. He’d also forced his seven year old daughter to perform a magical incantation that left her without magic. Maybe capturing a unicorn by temporarily killing it didn’t sound so far off. Kazian sure was doing a good job living up to his reputation as a bit of a lunatic. But then again, the kooky sorcerer had been trying to save the town with his enchanted creatures. It seemed that his heart was in the right place most of the time, even if his actions were questionable.

“Ah, here we are,” said Byron as he led the team onto a long driveway leading up to a farm. “Clifton farm, this is the place Kazian tried his hand at enchanting the sheep. There they are out in the field.”

Ethan glanced to his right and saw the flock grazing on a stoney hillside, and immediately he knew something was wrong.


CHAPTER 13


“Their auras are very strange,” said Ethan.

“What’s that you say? Auras?” Byron frowned at Ethan.

“Uh, yeah. I can see animals auras.”

“Interesting. And what do you see?” Byron stopped the wagon beside the pasture, where a flock of sheep were grazing nearby.

“Well, they’re not glowing with a single color or a series of colors even. It’s more like…it looks like static.”

“Static?”

“Right, you wouldn’t know what that is. Ah! Like a snowstorm, a whiteout. That’s it. Their auras are like a snowstorm of black and white confusion. I think something or someone has been tampering with them.”

Byron squinted at the sheep like he was trying to see the same thing. “I’ve been examining them every other week or so for a year on Kazian’s behest, but I see nothing but fit sheep. They might not be enchanted, but they’re healthy.”

“Well, I mean, if they’re supposed to be enchanted and the enchantments aren’t working, then they’re not fit at all.”

“I suppose.”

“Can we get a closer look?”

“Oh you’ll be getting a closer look alright.” Byron snapped the reins and the wagon lurched forward.

They were met at the barn entrance by a middle-aged woman with flowing silver hair and a youthful face. She wore big boots, a blue long-sleeved shirt, and brown overalls. At each side, a sheep dog waited obediently, not so much as twitching when the horses and wagon approached.

“Good morning Kaythrin!” Byron called out with a wave.

“Oi, Ledbetter! You’re just in time!” Kaythrin whistled and the two dogs suddenly darted past her and raced into the pasture, where the sheep were lazily munching on grass.

“Watch this, lad.” Byron nudged Ethan. “You’re about to see a master at work.”

The two dogs arched out wide of the herd then crossed back in and raced past each other in different directions. They did another quarter circle around the sheep, and a shrill whistle from their master sent them to the ground where they waited, prowling like only border collies can. The sheep were beginning to gather tighter, and another whistle followed by Kaythrin’s command of “Come by!”, sent the dogs around the perimeter of the flock, where they pushed the stragglers back into the group.

“Bring ‘em in! Bring ’em in!” Kaythrin yelled as she walked toward a wooden corral. She opened the gate and stepped back.

The dogs zig-zagged each other like two alternately swinging pendulums, slowly moving the herd toward the corral gate while squeezing them into an ever-narrowing bottleneck at the same time.

When it was all said and done, the sheep were closed into the corral and the dogs happily panted, while Kaythrin had hardly lifted a finger.

“What did I tell you?” Byron chuckled. “She’s one of the best.”

“Heck of a show,” Ethan agreed.

“Who’s your friend, Byron?” Kaythrin asked as they approached.

“Ethan Critelli,” said Ethan. “I’m Doctor Ledbetter’s new apprentice.”

They shook hands, and once again Ethan was reminded of the stone-like quality of a farmer’s grip.

“New apprentice, eh?” She mused. “I suppose you couldn’t wait to get a look at the legendary enchanted sheep.”

“Actually, you’re right. Is this the flock?”

“That’s the flock,” she said with a sigh.

“And what is it that these sheep are supposed to be enchanted to do?”

“Well, Kazian meant to make their wool extra warm. He said the wool they produced would be twice as warm as regular old wool, but the enchantments never took. The wool they produce is fine, sure, but it ain’t extra warm.”

“I don’t know…” Ethan moved to the wooden fence and stared at the closest sheep, using his Seventh Sense to look deep into their bodies, to where the energy rivers flowed. The thing he’d noticed at a distance was blatantly obvious to him know. The sheep had five chakras, leading from the tail to the forehead, but there was something blocking the energy flow at the third chakra, the one Ethan thought he’d call the stomach chakra.

He took a small journal book out of his back pocket and began sketching what he saw with a dull lead pencil. Something is obviously wrong here. Ethan tried to peer closer at the blockage and focused in on a tiny, pulsating onyx orb. “What is that?” he said aloud.

“What do you see?” Byron asked as he too peered at the sheep.

Ethan handed Byron the sketch, when words appeared in the air before him.

You have identified a hex of unknown origin.

Would you like to attempt to lift the hex from the afflicted creature?

Uh, yes.

To lift the hex, touch the afflicted animal on the affected area and disrupt the energy weave.

Okay, but how do I disrupt the energy weave?

Will it to happen.

“Will it to happen?” Ethan muttered.

“What’s that you say?” said Byron, cupping his ear.

“It’s just… I think these sheep have been hexed,” he said, pointing at the sketch.

“Kazian had the same suspicions,” said Kaythrin. “But if there is a hex on those animals, he wasn’t able to lift it.”

Ethan glanced at them both nervously. He wanted to try to lift the hex, but he didn’t want to divulge that he had the ability to do so.

“Would you mind if we took one of them with us?” Ethan asked Kaythrin. “I’d like to study one some more back at the practice.”

“Sure, knock yourself out,” she said.

“Is that alright with you?” he asked Byron.

“Whatever you think, my boy.”

“Go on and give ‘em their checkup, and by the time you’re done I’ll have lunch ready,” said Kaythrin.

Byron had told Ethan he’d get a chance to see the sheep up close, and he wasn’t kidding. Today’s call was for a full end of season checkup of all thirty sheep, and that meant checking their teeth, body condition scoring, inspecting for parasites, and hoof trimming. It took Ethan and Byron three hours to finish, and by the time they’d trimmed the last hoof and marked the last weight, Ethan was covered in sweat and famished.

“You did good, lad. You did good.” Byron got to his feet on shaky knees and stretched like an ancient oak.

“I’ll gather our things,” Ethan said when the old man went to pick up one of his trusty brown leather bags. “Go ahead and take that tea Kaythrin offered.”

“I think I’ll do just that. Come into the house when you’re done.”

Ethan gathered all the instruments and the notebooks and stashed it all in the back of the wagon. The sun was high now. Despite it being fall, the air was humid and the temperature was in the low 80’s. There was, of course, no air conditioning in the farmhouse, but it was surprisingly cool and dark when Ethan entered. There were no drapes drawn over the two windows in the kitchen, but the stained glass effectively filtered the sunlight into soft hues of yellow and green. Byron sat at a large oaken table by an empty fireplace, puffing on a pipe and drinking from a pint glass. Kaythrin sat across from him enjoying a beer as well, and two other men sat on the same side facing Ethan. They were farmhands, Ethan guessed, and they’d just finished their lunch and were out the door before he could get their names.

“Sit down and have a bit-a-lunch,” said Kaythrin.

“Thank you,” said Ethan. Before he could contemplate asking for a drink, a pint was poured from a big amber gallon bottle and placed beside his plate, which he loaded up with mashed sweet potatoes, cold cuts of beef, pickles, crackers, preserves, and bread, then sat down and drained half the cool beer.

“Ahhh,” Ethan sighed as he put down the mug. “Now that really hits the spot after being out in the sun.”

“Aye, drains you if you’re not careful,” said Kaythrin. “Good to stay hydrated. I drink a pint every other hour in the summer months, and I can go all day that way.”

The farmer must have been keeping up with her beer routine that day, because as lunch progressed, she began to open up about her troubles.

“I’m ashamed to admit it,” she said as she poured herself and her guests another pint from her own private reserve. “But Kazian’s enchanted sheep idea was my last hope of saving the farm.”

Ethan glanced at Byron, who nodded solemnly.

She continued, head bowed, eyes staring at the froth atop her pint. “Yup, without the money that would’a come from that enchanted wool, I won’t be able to come current on my taxes.”

“Man, you guys have taxes here too?” said Ethan. “What a drag!”

“A drag indeed,” said Kaythrin. “You’ve got your church tithe, town, barony, dutchy, county, and finally kingdom taxes, and they’re all past due, some of ‘em near on a year past due. It’s the same all over Arcane Acres. Folks are leaving and they ain’t looking back, and who can blame ‘em? And don’t you know that weasel Malazar is buying up everything he can, lord curse him!”

“Malazar?” said Ethan. “The sorcerer?”

She nodded. “The one and only if we should be so blessed.”

“Malazar has already bought seven farms, six businesses, and another dozen or so properties in Arcane Acres,” said Byron. “Pretty soon he’ll own the whole town.”

Ethan chewed on that for a while and pushed his plate away, having lost his appetite.

“It all makes sense now,” he said as the pieces came together to create a clear picture. “Malazar is hexing the animals to thwart Kazian’s attempts to produce money-making enchanted animals. He wants the farms to fail. But why?”

“If you answer that one lad, then you get the cake,” said Byron. “And proving he has anything to do with the hexing is nearly impossible. Kazian’s reputation being what it is, everybody just thinks he failed at his enchantments.”

“But if we could reverse the hexes, then the animals would produce like their supposed to, the farmers would all get the money they need, and we could save the town.”

Kaythrin said, “Ethan, my darling, if you can do all that, I’ll kiss you square on the lips.”

Ethan left the bag of feed that Madam Morgus had sent, and they left the farm with a sheep for Ethan to inspect back at the office. They’d been there the better part of the afternoon, and Ethan guessed it was about four o’clock by the time they left.

“Do we have any more farms to go to today?” Ethan asked.

Byron glanced at the sun, which was starting its descent toward the distant hills. “We can get to them tomorrow. More enchanted animals need a checkup. I imagine you’re keen on getting a better look at that sheep back at the surgery.”

“I sure am,” said Ethan. “I think that if I can figure out how to lift the hex then I’ll be able to help all the enchanted animals.”

Byron shrugged. “I guess it can’t hurt to try. But if Kazian couldn’t do it…”

“I know,” said Ethan. “I know. But maybe he overlooked something.”

“Maybe.”

They rolled into town as twilight approached and Ethan led the sheep into a holding pen. Byron watched him like a hawk and stood there as Ethan studied the sheep with his arcane sight.

“If you’re going to try your magic on them then go ahead,” said the old vet. He glanced around. “No one’s going to see you.”

“You don’t miss much, do you?”

Byron shook his head. “Whatever you got in mind, I knew you were chomping at the bit to do it back at Kaythrin’s, but you were smart to bring them back here. Less to explain.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Ethan rubbed his hands together. “Alright, here goes.”

He got into the pen with the sheep and crouched beside it. He stroked the wool, which was short due to having been sheared during the summer. With Seventh Sense, he peered into the creature’s body. The result was a kind of overlay of flowing rivers of energy and glowing chakras against a backdrop of wool. The dark orb was clogging the stomach chakra where he’d found it before. Ethan reached down cautiously and placed two fingers on the sheep’s stomach, then he willed the hex gone with all his mental might.

He felt a bit silly, like a child who’s just seen Star Wars for the first time and was attempting to use the force. Nevertheless he kept at it, pressing two fingers against the stomach, right below the clogged chakra, and suddenly, something amazing happened: his fingers started glowing! Not only that, but the light emanating from his fingers was beginning to penetrate the oily orb.

However, his excitement died quickly and was replaced by surprise and panic as the oily blackness of the orb was beginning to seep into Ethan’s light, moving across the expanse of the sheep’s body toward Ethan’s fingers like the blind, searching tendrils of a demonic insect. Ethan tried to pull his hand away, but the tendrils had him. Paralysis washed over him, turning him rigid. Even his breathing stopped, and an icy caress moved up his fingers, into his hand, and began up his arm.

Who. Are. You? Came a menacing voice in his head.

Ethan became aware of a pathetic, strangled moan—it was his own voice. He was trying to beg for Byron’s help, but all that came out was a soft mewling.

WHO! ARE ! YOU!

Byron was no fool, and as the darkness moved to Ethan’s shoulder and began exploring his chest, his boss determinedly pulled up on his trouser legs and gave Ethan a swift kick in the hip. The connection was severed, and Ethan landed like a felled tree in the pen beside the sheep, who stared at him with mild curiosity.

“Criter!” Byron called and frantically fumbled with the gate latch. “Are you alright!”

“Yeah,” Ethan groaned. “Yeah, I think so.”

His employer gained entry and lifted Ethan to his feet. “Let’s get you inside,” he said with a worrisome glance. “You’re white as a sheet!”


CHAPTER 14


“What happened out there?” Byron stared at Ethan as though he might grow a second head at any moment.

Ethan flexed his right hand and gingerly extended his elbow. It was numb and cold, and he was terrified. “I… I don’t know,” he said shakily. “I tried to lift the hex and I guess it retaliated.”

“Sounds like there’s more than one layer to the curse put on them animals.”

Ethan nodded. “And whoever put it there is seriously powerful.” He wanted to speak with Dali, like right now, but he couldn’t do it in front of Byron. “Uh, Byron, I need to use the outhouse.”

“Of course, of course.” The old man got up, but Ethan gestured that he’d be fine on his own.

He went out back and locked himself in the tiny outhouse, all but oblivious of the sour aroma wafting up from the pit. It was a small area, but Ethan managed to pace in a circle.

“Dali!” he hissed.

“Sir?” Dali appeared right in front of Ethan, and they stood nose to nose.

“Do you think you’re close enough?”

“Is that sarcasm?” Dali said slowly.

Ethan sighed and sat on the corner of the bench. “Dali what the hell happened back there?”

“Well, sir, it seems that you attempted to lift a very, very powerful hex, and in doing so you were afflicted by said hex, which nearly seeped into your body completely.”

“No shit Sherlock!” Ethan reminded himself to keep his voice down and whispered, “I was there! Remember! What I mean is, why didn’t you intervene?”

“You seemed to have it under control.”

“Seemed to have it—” Ethan glared at the apparition of the strange little man. “No Dali, I didn’t have it under control. I didn’t have it under control at all!”

“Perhaps you could try to bring yourself under control.”

“Are you telling me to calm down? After you almost got me killed? You told me through the interface that I had the ability to lift hexes and how to do it.”

“You requested the information,” said Dali, confused.

“I, you, ugh! You could have warned me that the hex was too powerful!”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“Where’s the fun in that? Seriously? That’s your reply?”

“Yes, indeed it is,” said Dali, becoming a bit uppity himself. “I can’t intervene every time you get a bad idea. You know that Kazian tried to lift that hex and failed, yet you thought you could do it? On your first attempt at lifting hexes! Hah!”

“Hey. Keep your voice down.”

Dali rolled his eyes. “My voice, sir, is in your head.”

“Oh, right.”

“I assure you this was for your own good.”

Ethan sighed, not understanding where the Arcane Intelligence was coming from. “Listen, Dali, I know you have the power to lift that hex and help those animals.”

“Only you can wield my power,” Dali reminded him. “My purpose is to help you become whatever you decide, and you have decided to become an arcane veterinarian. I have laid out a clear path for you, one that you must traverse on your own. It would do no good to hold your hand all the time⁠—”

“Hey, I didn’t ask you to hold my hand, but some communication would be great. For instance, if I attempt to lift a wicked powerful hex that might kill me, say something like, ‘Hey Ethan buddy, that hex is way too powerful for you, why not look into it a little more.’ Do you think you could do that?”

Dali nodded. “If it pleases you.”

“Alright then. I think we’re getting somewhere.” Ethan let out a sigh and tried to calm his nerves. “Sorry I snapped at you. I got freaked out.”

“No apology needed. Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?”

Ethan frowned at him. “Why, you got somewhere to go?”

Dali glanced around guiltily. “I hope you don’t mind, but, as I mentioned before, I have access to your mind, and therefore your memories…”

Ethan glared at him. “What have you been doing in my memories?”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m not interested in the memories of your life. They are quite dull really, compared to your movies.”

“My movies?”

“Yes!” Dali clapped excitedly. “They are wonderful! In your life you’ve watched well over one-thousand movies. When you called me forth, I was busy watching your memory of Scarface.” The arcane intelligence did an impersonation of Al Pacino and added, “Say ‘allo to my li’l fren!”

“What, the actual, F?” Ethan started laughing, and once he started he couldn’t stop. His nerves finally relaxed and all the fear, panic, and frustration he’d experienced came gushing out as side-splitting laughter.

“I had a thought, sir,” Dali affably put in. “How about instead of an arcane vet, I help you become a massive drug kingpin. I believe this world has the right ingredients to create cocaine, and possibly even heroin, and⁠—”

“Are you out of your artificial mind?” Ethan wiped his eyes and chuckled. “No, dude, I don’t want to be a drug kingpin! That movies is awesome, but Tony Montana was a straight up scumbag. And besides, everybody knows how that lifestyle ends.”

“Some people on your planet have gotten away with it,” said Dali. “Your memories are full of references. Just look at the organization known as the C.I.A.”

“Exactly how deep have you been digging into my memories?”

Dali said nothing, but stood there cross-footed, looking like a guilty—and very weird—little schoolboy.

Ethan shook his head. “Let’s get back on track. What can you tell me about the hex?”

“Ah, the question you should have asked me before you touched the sheep. Well, the hex appears to be very powerful.”

“I know that already,” Ethan deadpanned.

“Right, and it was created by someone very powerful.”

“I know that already too.”

“Excellent, then you are up to speed.”

“Wait, what? No I’m not, you only told me what I already know.”

“Ah, but did I?”

“Did Malazar create the hex or not? That’s what I want to know.”

“You already know the answer to that question.” said Dali. “Rather than obsess about that which you cannot control, level up until you can control it. Eventually you will become powerful enough to lift a hex of that nature, but not now. As I told you before, you must ease into magic of this magnitude or else your body might disintegrate into a billion particles, and if that happened, how would I watch your movie memories?”

Ethan slapped his forehead. “I don’t know if you watching movies in my head is a good idea.”

But Dali was gone, and Ethan realized he was standing in the outhouse talking to himself.

He returned to the office and told Byron he needed to rest, and the old man was quite understanding. “Of course, of course, can’t say that I blame you. But tell me, what happened in that pen?”

“Someone’s trying to stop us from discovering the truth,” said Ethan. “That’s all I know, sir.”

Byron nodded, and he grinned a fatherly grin. “And I got a hunch you won’t rest until you discover the truth.”

“You’d be right on that account, sir.”

Ethan might as well have sleepwalked through the streets. His mind was elsewhere, his eyes were nowhere, yet his body knew the way home. He walked through the open gate of Kazarian Manor and stopped. Something in his mind called out a warning, but in his fatigue, Ethan failed to understand, until…

“The gate!”

He spun around and looked at the busted gate. It was always closed, and only opened when the person approaching spoke their name to it. If the gate deemed you a friend it would open, if it did not, it would not. Apparently, someone had approached the gate, had not been allowed entry, and decided to break it open.

Ethan raced to the main house, bust through the door, rushed down the hall toward raised voices, and skidded to a stop in the open doorway of the dining room.

“For the last time, Malazar. You are not welcome here.” Rose said evenly.

Ethan quickly scanned the room and didn’t like the odds. Rose and Ruuz were alone facing Malazar and two hooded figures. The ebony-skinned elf stood in a surprisingly relaxed stance with his hand on the hilt of a curved sword with a gilded sheath, and Rose held him back with a raised hand, herself unarmed. The hooded figures standing on either side of Malazar were coiled beneath their robes, yet the murderer himself seemed relaxed.

“What’s going on here?” said Ethan, the volume and echo of his voice in the large room surprising him.

Malazar turned slowly, methodically, his red eyes narrowing on Ethan. A slow smile spread across his face, and Ethan was reminded of a hyena hungrily grinning at weaker prey.

“I am here on the full authority of Spectrum Tower,” said Malazar, his voice laced with venom. He turned full to face Ethan. His eyes traveled up and down Ethan’s body, leaving him feeling inadequate and weak. Malazar was about to speak when Rose interjected.

“I’ve told you already. I have no idea where this arcane crystal might be.”

“I do,” Malazar strode closer to Ethan. His hands were clasped behind his back, but he was no less imposing.

Dali? Dali!

Tread Carefully Ethan…

Ethan read the words and his heart sank, for as his eyes flitted over the silver text floating between himself and Malazar, the sorcerer frowned with interest and seemingly looked right at the words.

Malazar’s grin turned sour. “Your guest,” Malazar said over his shoulder to Rose. “Where did you say he was from?”

Ethan knew Malazar was fishing for lies, for the sorcerer had surely heard the rumors.

“I already told you, he’s a cousin,” she replied.

“On your mother or father’s side?”

“Mother’s.”

“She has two brothers and one sister, Petre, Velinos, and Gerthid I believe.”

Rose ground her teeth.

Malaraz frowned. “They have seven children between them if I’m not mistaken, and I do not recall any of them being called, Criter…”

“I’d like you to leave now,” said Rose.

Malazar leered at her. “I would like a word with this cousin of yours.”

“I have nothing to say to you,” said Ethan.

“Oh, but you do, don’t you?” Malazar gazed into Ethan’s eyes, and he felt himself become sleepy.

“Do not force my hand, Malazar!” Rose bellowed, and the sorcerer stopped advancing on Ethan and regarded her coldly.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“This is not a lawless kingdom,” said Rose. “You do not possess a warrant from the royal court, and I have asked you to leave. Make me say it again, and the house will remove you itself.”

Malazar and his two hooded cronies glanced around at the walls, the beams, the ceiling.

The sorcerer sneered and took an intent step toward Ethan.

“Malazar!” said Rose, standing to her full height. “You are hereby banished from this property!”

Ethan watched in slack-jawed wonderment as the people and animals portrayed in the various paintings and murals all leapt out onto the floor and grew life-sized. They surrounded the three sorcerers, and Ethan backed out of the way as five suits of armor pushed into the dining room and drew gleaming swords. Ethan could hardly believe his eyes! He was further floored when one of Malazar’s hooded goons began casting a spell. Hands alight with mystical power, the sorcerer produced a fireball and cocked back an arm.

“Stop!” Malazar bellowed. “Stand. Down!”

The man let the fireball snuff out like a candle and shot a hateful glance at Ethan. Beneath the hood, the man’s large and very crooked nose stood out, as did the scar on his upper lip.

“We will be back with a warrant,” said Malazar. “And we will discover the truth of the arcane crystal.” He offered Ethan one final cocky smirk. “Sooner or later, the truth will come out.”

The three sorcerers moved to leave, but the characters from the paintings didn’t budge. A large bear from a picnic scene rose up before Malazar, dwarfing the tall sorcerer.

“Let them leave,” Rose commanded, and reluctantly the bear and the others stepped aside. She said to the suits of armor, “See them off the property and stand guard at every corner until I tell you otherwise.”

They all slammed their fists to their metal-plated chests and marched after the unwanted men.

“That. Was. Freaking. Amazeballs!” Ethan brought up a high-five for Ruuz, but the elf just stared. “The people in the paintings! The suits of armor! That’s the coolest home security system I’ve ever seen in my life!”

“Kazian did some things right, I suppose,” said Rose.

“I will see that they leave peacefully and restore the front gate,” said Ruuz.

“Thank you Ruuz, my steadfast champion.”

“Are you alright?” Ethan asked Rose when the elf had left.

She nodded. “You?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Listen, we need to talk.”

“Have you had dinner?”

“No,” said Ethan. “But that can wait. I’ve discovered a hex on the sheep up at Kaythrin’s farm. All fifty of them have the same hex.”

“What do you mean you discovered a hex?”

“I…” Ethan stammered. “It’s one of my abilities.”

She frowned at him. “Abilities? I thought there was no magic on your world.”

“There isn’t, but Kazian said I had innate powers that couldn’t come out on my world. He said here on Aerth I might begin to notice changes.”

“And one of your changes is the ability to identify hexes?”

“Well, I don’t know. I think it’s just hexed animals right now. Specifically magical animals.”

“And what did this hex look like?”

Ethan was distracted by the animals and people from the paintings who were slowly returning to their places by leaping into the frames. Once they’d all settled, he sat with Rose at the end of the long table.

“The hexes are blocking the sheep’s stomach chakras, in essence restricting the magical energy flow and thus preventing them from expressing their magical enchantments. In the case of Kaythrin’s sheep, it’s blocking them from creating enchanted wool. I’m sure it’s the same with all the animals your father altered.”

Rose pondered the news. “If we can figure out how to lift the hex, then the animals will produce the enchantments they were meant to.”

“Exactly. But there’s something else,” said Ethan. “Did you know that Malazar is buying up a crapload of land around town?”

“Well aware,” said Rose. “He’s been doing that for years.”

“But why?”

She shrugged. “Because he’s a power hungry lunatic like the rest of them.”

“The rest of who?”

“Sorcerers.”

“I don’t know,” said Ethan. “He sure is going to a lot of trouble to buy up some land, and it seemed Kazian was going through a lot of trouble to prevent Malazar from getting it. What’s really going on here? What’s so special about Arcane Acres?”

Rose pondered the question for a long time and answered with a shrug.

“Brrraaawww.” A bear growl echoed through the dining room, but it didn’t sound like it had originated in the room. Rather, it sounded like it was small and far away.

“Brrraaawww raw.”

The sound came again, and Ethan whipped his head around. “What is that?”

“Oh, it’s just Bear,” Rose said, pointing at the painting above the fireplace nearby.

Ethan stood and stared at the painting. He chuckled. “It’s the bear who helped defend the place earlier. I can see him there by that waterfall.” Ethan studied the figures in the other paintings and noticed that none of them were moving. They’d all returned to their places and hadn’t moved at all. But the bear was staring through the fourth wall right into the room, right at Ethan and Rose.

“That’s strange.” Rose joined Ethan and gazed up at the picture.

It portrayed a magnificent waterfall carved out between great sheets of stone. Pine trees grew out of the stone ridge, and down to the left, where the waterfall spilled into a shimmering little pool, Bear sat on his rump beside a cave entrance.

“Rawww!” he bellowed.

“I think he’s trying to tell us something,” said Rose.

“But what?” Ethan replied. Then he had an idea. “Say, is this a real painting? From somewhere on Aerth I mean?”

“I don’t know.” Rose tapped her chin and regarded the painting. “If it is, I don’t recognize it.”

“Maybe it’s written on the back,” Ethan suggested.

He grabbed a chair and steadied it as Rose leapt up and gingerly lowered the painting from its mount. Ethan helped her turn it over and set the big thing on the table. They searched for any writing but found only the smooth backside of the canvas. After returning it to its spot above the fire, Rose and Ethan again stared in thought.

The bear was pacing back and forth in front of the cave entrance. The beast gave one final, “Graaawww!” and ambled into the dark cave and disappeared.

“You know, I think it wants us to follow him,” said Rose.

“So do I.”

Ruuz strode into the room like a soldier reporting to his post. “I have seen the sorcerers to the edge of town and the gate is in the process of repairing itself.”

“Thank you Ruuz,” Rose said absently. “Is this scene familiar to you, Ruuz?”

The elf blinked at the painting and grinned. “Of course. That is where your seventh great-grandfather convinced me not to kill myself.” Ruuz grinned at the two as they gaped at him. “Have you never wondered why I, a free elf of the First Realm, Second Commander of the Elven King Hyshi, Hero of the Goblin Wars, ever ended up as your family servant?”

“I… I guess I never,” Rose hesitated. “I’m sorry Ruuz. I feel I’ve taken you for granted. I never considered your life before coming into our family.” She pointed at other paintings in the room, many of them family portraits of the Kazarians through the centuries, and in more than half of them were younger versions of Ruuz. “I always considered you a pillar of the family, here since the beginning, but you were four hundred years old when you came here, and, well, you never talk about your life before that.”

“Very true,” Ruuz conceded with a friendly nod and gazed up at the painting of the waterfall. “Memories are fickle things, but when I look at these paintings, they come flaring back to life in my mind. It was more than four hundred year ago that I went to that waterfall, called at the time Karrizian’s Falls, named after your seventh great-grandfather of course. Back then I was a warrior. I had taken part in countless battles, killed hundreds, and had watched too many of my brothers and sisters die in my arms. Retirement hadn’t been kind to me, and no matter what the elven shamans had me drink, say, think, eat, or pray to, nothing did any good. I had a sickness of the soul, you see, and the idea of suicide had begun to take root in the diseased soil of my mind.” He pointed at a sheet of stone in the painting, a jutting ledge that hung over the mouth of the crashing falls. “I was standing there, ready to leap to my death, ready to end it all, ready for blissful peace, ready for oblivion, when Karrizian called up to me from that cave.”

“What did he say?” Ethan asked, enthralled by the tale. He could almost see a young Ruuz standing up there on the ledge, tears in his eyes, sun shimmering off his bronze skin.

“I didn’t know,” Ruuz Chuckled. “I couldn’t hear him. I meant to ignore him, but he kept calling to me, cupping his hands around his mouth and calling to me. I yelled back, ‘What do you want old human!’ but it was no use, neither of us could hear the other. Well, this nonsense put me right off my dying mood and I climbed down from there, marched right up to him as he stood grinning beside the mouth of the cave, and I yelled, ‘What! What do you want old man!’”

Ethan and Rose sat at the edge of their seats, eyes alight with anticipation and wonder.

“What did he say!” they blurted in unison.

“Karrizian said to me, and I quote, ‘Good elf, I was trying to inform you that your fly is open.’”

“No way!” Ethan laughed.

“Oh my!” Rose crowed.

“Yes!” Ruuz laughed heartily. “And looking down then I realized that indeed, my fly was open! Well you can imagine the laugh we had then!”

Ethan was shaking his head. “That’s an incredible story. Was he really just trying to tell you that your fly was opened, or did he know what you intended?”

“Oh, he knew. He saved my life. And after that incident, he kept me so busy running around and adventuring that I hadn’t the time or the motivation to ever consider leaping off a ledge again. When he died, and in his vastly ridiculous humor, he appointed me eternal guardian over his family and the estate, a position that I have dutifully held and cherished to this day.”

“Why have you never told me this story?” asked Rose.

He shrugged. “You never asked. And that brings me to the answer to your question. That painting is of Karrizian Falls, which is located far out of town, up in the hills above the dales to the west.”

“Can you take us there?”

“Of course,” said Ruuz. “But why?”

Rose glanced at Ethan with the fire of determination burning in her eyes. “We need to go into that cave.”


CHAPTER 15


Ruuz agreed to bring Ethan and Rose to Karrizian Falls first thing in the morning. Ethan lamented having to miss work, but considering this might have something to do with the problems with the enchanted animals, he didn’t think Doctor Ledbetter would be too angry.

As he lay there in bed that night, Ethan wondered how the day’s work had contributed to his progress as an arcane veterinarian.

“Dali Interface, give me a report about today’s work.”

Case Name: Hexed Sheep

Magical Diagnosis:

Aura Sight Enhancement (2 Points): With your Aura Sight Enhancement, you correctly read the auras of the sheep and identified the hex affecting the enchantments placed by the sorcerer Kazian. In doing so, you have gained deeper insights into the hex.

Empathic Evaluation (2 Points): You used empathic evaluation to assess the sheep's emotional and mental state.

Magical Intervention:

Hex Identification (1 Point): In combination with Seventh Sense, you correctly identified the hex afflicting the sheep.

Total Points Earned for Hexed Sheep: 5 Points

Case Name: Twins Unicorn Foals

Magical Interaction:

Empathic Evaluation (3 Points):During the unicorn birth, you applied various aspects of your magical interaction skillset.

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (2 Points): Utilizing diagnostic magic, you applied your ability to diagnose the condition of the unicorn foals.

Magical Radiology and Scrying (2 Points): You employed your magical radiology skills to examine the internal magical structures of the unicorn and the foals.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Enchantment Healing (2 Points): Applying enchantment healing principles, you blessed the unicorn mother and foals, promoting their well-being and magical health.

Arcane Surgery (1 Point): While not a surgical procedure, you physically assisted in the birth of the unicorn foals, showcasing your knowledge of magical anatomy.

Magical Intervention:

Rehabilitation (2 Points): Your budding understanding of magical creature physiology and your intervention helped in the successful birth of the twin unicorn foals.

Magical Care:

Magical Reproduction and Breeding (3 Points): Your deep knowledge of equine mating rituals and reproductive processes contributed to the smooth delivery of the unicorn foals.

Total Points Earned for Twin Unicorn Foals: 15 Points

Case Name: Fall Seasonal Checkup (50 Sheep)

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (2 Points): You skillfully utilized diagnostic magic to assess the overall health of the sheep.

Seventh Sense (2 Points): Your heightened senses gave you deeper insights into the sheep's well-being.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Arcane Blessing (1 Point): You applied your knowledge to administer treatments and preventive measures as needed, ensuring the sheep's continued health.

Magical Therapies:

Herbalism and Potioncraft (2 Points): Your expertise in magical therapies allowed you to apply treatments, balms, and other therapeutic measures to keep the sheep in optimal condition.

Total Points Earned for Fall Seasonal Checkup: 7 Points

Progress Report:

+3 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 5/25 Points earned.

+12 Magical Diagnosis: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned

+4 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 5/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 2/25 Points earned

+5 Magical Care: Novice Level: 6/25 Points earned

+3 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 4/25 Points earned

Ethan read over the stats carefully, feeling excited about being so far along in Magical Diagnosis and daydreaming about what his next level ability might be. He soon fell asleep to the crackling of the fire downstairs and dreamed of that dark cave from the painting.

The sweet sound of songbirds roused Ethan from his slumber, and he awoke feeling invigorated. As his mind rebooted, he remembered the expedition to the cave and excitedly threw off the covers. He quickly washed up and shaved, then took his time picking out an outfit for the quest. He wanted to look good for Rose, but his options were limited to the hand-me-downs provided by Ruuz, which consisted of Kazian’s old clothes, and he doubted he’d catch her eye wearing her father’s old duds.

It was time for some ingenuity.

Ethan found some scissors in a drawer in the old work bench and selected a light brown cloak. It was much too long and worn on the bottom from being dragged through the dust and dirt, so Ethan cut it off at the hip. He didn’t have any means to create a seam, but figured it wouldn’t fray too much in a day. Next, he cut off the sleeves all the way up to the shoulder, turning the old tattered brown cloak into a light vest with a hood. He selected the cleanest, whitest blouse from the pile of clothes, cut off the puffy fringe at the wrists, then rolled the sleeves up to just below his elbows. The sun wasn’t up yet, but already it was pleasantly warm, so Ethan decided he might as well make some shorts out of a pair of baggy brown pants. A thick brown leather belt and his big boots finished off the look, and Ethan glanced around for a mirror. Finding none, he called upon Dali.

“How do I look?”

“Not as good as me, sir.” Dali appeared before Ethan in the orange suit Jim Carrey had worn in Dumb & Dumber.

Ethan chuckled. “I see you’ve been watching more movie memories.”

“I have. They are quite enjoyable.”

“I thought you didn’t feel anything and didn’t care about anything.”

Dali pondered this. “I thought the same thing,” he said with a frown. “But I find the movies from your world quite fascinating. You are a such a funny, dramatic, and tragic lot.”

“You should read the books I have in my memory. The books are always better. Wait! You haven’t watched The Lord of the Rings yet, have you?”

“No, but it’s at the top of my list. I’ve been going through your favorites.”

“Do not watch that movie until you’ve read the book. I mean the movie is amazing, but the books are always better. That goes for all the book/movie combinations I have in my memory. Always read the book first, alright?”

“Why are books always better?” Dali asked.

“Because…” Ethan had to think about it. “Books are always better than movies because the imagination has no special effects budget.”

“As you wish sir.”

“So what do you think?” Ethan asked again. “Do I look like a badass arcane veterinarian about to set out on a quest?”

Dali looked him up and down with those big, wild eyes. At length he waggled his mustache and coughed. “Dapper, sir.”

“Dapper? I don’t look dapper! Awe man, I look stupid, don’t I?”

“Sir, since when are you concerned with your looks?”

“I don’t know, I guess… Wait a minute, what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just, you always have such a carefree way about your appearance most of the time.”

“Are calling me a slob?”

“Of course not.”

Ethan sighed. “Whatever. Look, we’re going to this cave today and I want you present.”

“Ah yes, the cave from the painting. You think it has something to do with Malazar’s campaign to buy up Arcane Acres.”

“Exactly. We’re going to find out what’s in there, and I’m going to need your help.”

“Of course sir, that’s what I’m here for.”

“There’s another thing I wanted to talk to you about,” said Ethan. “I need you to figure out a way for me to transfer some of your power to Rose.”

“As I said before, sir, it is quite impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible. Just work on it, will you?”

“I’ll try,” Dali said with a nod.

“And change your clothes. I can’t take you seriously in that outfit.”

Dali blinked in surprise. He didn’t look happy about the command, but he complied all the same, changing into the Indiana Jones outfit, complete with coiled whip. “Is this better?”

“Better than seeing you in Lara Croft’s tight pants.” Ethan shook his head. “How many movies have you watched?”

“Three-hundred and fifteen,” Dali said proudly.

“Dude, isn’t there something better you could be doing with your downtime, like figuring out how to transfer your power to Rose? It means a lot to me. The arcane crystal was meant for her, and like the dumbass I am, I accidentally absorbed your power.”

“Of course sir.”

“Alright, come on.”

Ethan joined Rose and Ruuz in the sunroom for breakfast, where Hailu was dishing out eggs and hash. Rose greeted Ethan warmly. She was sleepy-eyed and cute as a button with her hair up in a pony tail, wearing baggy beige trousers and a white button up blouse tied off at the waist that showcased her firm midriff. She glanced at his outfit and grinned, but Ethan couldn’t tell if she liked it or not.

“Hey guys! Happy Seventhday!” Dugh strode into the sunroom, his big frame eclipsing the rising sun behind him.

“Good morning Dugh,” said Ethan, and he mentally noted that Seventhday was Sunday on this world.

“Morning,” said Rose.

“You’re a bit late,” Ruuz noted.

Dugh sniffed at the hash and offered the elf a shy grin. “Sorry ‘bout that. I got into the juice a bit last night.”

“You get into the juice a bit every night,” Ruuz said dryly.

“You’re right!” Dugh said with glee. He sat down before a heaping plate and started scarfing it down.

“No matter, you’re coming with us today,” said Rose. “The hedges can wait.”

“Where we going?” he said through a mouthful of food.

“We’re going on a bit of a quest.”

Dugh froze, mouth agape. His fork thudded to the table. “A quest?” He swallowed hard. “A real, honest to goodness, torchlit adventure into the depths of the unknown, surrounded by mystery, intrigue, danger and derring-do?”

Rose laughed. “Yeah Dugh, one of those.”

“Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy!” Dugh rubbed his hands together nervously. “What’s the quest, no, wait, let me guess. We’re climbing Mount Vexmire in order to steel harpy eggs! No, no, we’re going into the dark forest in search of werewolf pixies!”

“None of those things, Dugh,” said Rose.

Ethan said, “We’re exploring a cave near Karrizian Falls.”

“A cave?” Dugh’s face lit up. “I love caves!”

“Then you’ll be perfect for the job,” said Ethan.

“What are we looking for?”

“I don’t know yet. But it’s got something to do with the hexes on the enchanted animals, I just know it.”

Dugh was so excited to get going on the quest that he abandoned his food and rushed outside to get the horses ready. Ethan blanched when he realized he’d be expected to ride his own horse. He’d been around the animals a little during his education, but he’d never ridden a horse before.

“Um… shouldn’t we bring a wagon just in case we find something we need to transport back,” He said in hopes of getting out of it.

“Like what?” said Rose.

“Oh, I don’t know. Treasure?”

“There is no treasure in that cave,” said Ruuz. “At least there wasn’t the last time I was in there.”

“When was that?”

“A few hundred years ago,” said the elf.

“Well, that was a long time ago.”

“We don’t need a wagon,” said Rose. She grinned at him knowingly. “Unless, of course, you can’t ride a horse.”

“What?” Ethan blew raspberries. “As if.” He laughed weakly and glanced at the big black stallion Dugh was holding for him. “Okay, okay, I don’t know how to ride a horse. We don’t really use them anymore on my world.”

“Why didn’t you just say so?” said Rose. “You can take Gustwing instead.”

“Really?” Ethan’s embarrassment turned to elation.

“Sure.” She put two fingers in her mouth and whistled shrilly.

“Thanks,” said Ethan. “I appreciate it.”

He was embarrassed by his lack of riding skills, but he was happy about the outcome. Flying through the clouds on Gustwing was well worth the embarrassment. As Rose, Ruuz, and Dugh rode through town and out into the country, Ethan enjoyed the warm wind in his face and a million-dollar view of the countryside.

He realized it had been a week since Kazian summoned him to Aerth, and it was strange to think of his life back on Earth. It seemed like so long ago, so far away. Just a week ago he’d been a broke, debt laden student who’d finally passed his North American Veterinary Licensing Exam, and now he was a veterinary apprentice with zero debt, in a world with magic, on a quest to help enchanted animals!

“Life is so weird,” Ethan muttered into the wind.

A feeling of the deepest serenity washed over him then. He closed his eyes and lifted his face to the sun. Stretching his arms wide, he sat up in the saddle and reveled in the joy of simply being.

The ride to the waterfall was a long one, but Ethan didn’t mind. He felt bad for the others, clopping along down there on horseback when he enjoyed his high perch, and he wondered if Rose would want to fly back with him. It would give Ethan a chance to be alone with her, and she would most likely want to steer her mount, which meant that he would end up sitting behind her.

“That might be a little weird,” he said, picturing himself clinging to her back with his arms wrapped around her slender waist.

When he imagined it the other way around, he smiled, almost feeling her soft weight against his back, her arms around his waist, and her head on his shoulder.

“Focus dude,” he told himself. “You’re on a serious quest, one that might determine the fate of Arcane Acres.”

Ethan smiled to himself again. He loved his life!

Gustwing banked left hard, and a magnificent waterfall came into view. Ethan spotted the dark cave entrance instantly. It was just like the painting with the exception of the surrounding trees, which had been pine but were now dominated by a sort of weeping maple. The red leaves lazily fell into the waterfall, speckling the foamy waters below with scarlet and collecting on the banks in a red carpet.

Ethan’s friends crossed the river downstream and came around the east side of the waterfall where they tied off the horses and hiked on foot up to the cave entrance. Ethan got there easily with Gustwing, and landed on the shelf as his friends topped the last hill.

“What a spectacular sight that was,” said Ethan. He slid down from the saddle and stroked Gustwing’s feathered neck. “Thanks for letting me fly with him again, Rose.”

Rose, Ruuz, and Dugh stood staring at him panting.

“Glad you enjoyed it,” she said. “Because I’m riding Gustwing on the way back.”

“I was uh, I was going to mention that to you. We should both fly back on Gustwing. I wanted to show you something that can only be seen from the air.”

“Oh?”

“Yup. It’s hard to explain. I’d rather just pointed it out.”

“Does it look like this?” said Dugh, and he turned around, hugged himself so that his arms looked like someone else’s, and pretended to be smooching someone.

Rose covered her mouth and tried not to smile. Ethan chuckled and stammered, “You dork. That’s not what I meant to give her, er, show her!”

“I’m just playing with you,” said Dugh.

“If you kids are ready to proceed…” Ruuz said like an amused chaperone. “I think we should move on before we attract unwanted attention.”

“You think someone’s watching the place?” said Ethan, suddenly alert to how exposed they were, especially from the road.

“If there is a secret to be discovered within the cave, then there may be someone looking to guard it.”

“Good point,” said Ethan. “Let’s go.”

Dugh lit and handed everyone a torch, and they proceeded into the mouth of the cave. Ethan was instantly assaulted by a heavy waft of an earthy aroma. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but it was definitely stale. He was reminded of a dank basement and earthworms, of wet leaves and the pungent musk that only time and darkness can produce.

The cave was narrow at first, and Dugh had to go through ducking sideways, but it soon opened up to a larger chamber. The floor dropped down steadily, and their torchlight danced upon speckled walls. As they continued downward, deep into the heart of the cave, Ruuz took Dugh’s place at the front. Rose and Ethan walked side by side, and Ethan was so distracted by the possibility that their hands might brush up against each other that he failed to notice the low ceiling. A flash of white burst in his vision when his head slammed into the stone shelf, and he let out a long groan, rubbing his head gingerly.

“Watch your head,” Dugh said in his hunched stance.

“Thanks for the warning,” Ethan mumbled.

“Are you alright?” Rose asked, her face all twisted up like she was looking at an imbecile.

“Yeah, yeah I’m fine.”

They continued deeper into the cave, but soon had a choice to make, for the way branched off into two separate tunnels, both dark and foreboding.

“What are we looking for anyway?” said Dugh.

The four stopped and pondered the two routes.

“We don’t know,” said Ethan. “But I think we’ll know it when we see it.”

“Should we split up?” said Rose. She glanced at Ethan. “You and Dugh to the left, Ruuz and I to the right?”

“Sure,” Ethan replied, wishing she’d suggested Ruuz go with Dugh.

“Here,” said Ruuz, and he handed Ethan a piece of gray chalk. “Mark the walls at every fork so you don’t get lost, a check mark for the route you take, an X for the one you don’t. If you find anything, come back to this spot and wait for us.”

“Got it,” said Ethan, and he followed Dugh down the left passage.

When they were far away from the fork in the tunnel, Dugh grinned sidelong at Ethan and nudged him with his elbow. “So, when you going to pop the big question?”

“What?”

“To Rose, silly.”

“What question?” Ethan did his best to feign ignorance.

“Don’t try to act simple. You know what I’m talking about. Why, I haven’t seen someone so lovestruck since, since, well I ain’t never seen someone so lovestruck as you!”

“Lovestruck!” Ethan scoffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Ever seen a hungry man stare at a nice plump juicy fruit, or the look in a fisherman’s eyes when he gazes upon a sleek new boat, or the way a woman looks through a shop window at a beautiful dress she can’t afford, or⁠—”

“I get it, I get it! Jeesh, you really know how to wax poetic don’t you?”

“Wax poetic. I like that! You mind if I use that one sometime?”

“Go ahead, I don’t own the phrase.”

“Oh that’s a good one two.” Dugh regarded Ethan with admiration. “You really got some good sayings.”

“Thanks.”

“You want to hear a dirty joke?”

“Sure,” said Ethan, trying to pay attention to the tunnel ahead but barely getting a chance to think with the big guy chattering in his ear like they were taking a stroll in the wild flowers.

“Alright, why did the garden go to the witchdoctor?”

“I don’t know, why?”

Dugh tried to contain his laughter. “Because it had deep seeded issues!”

Ethan gave a helpless chuckle and shook his head, more amused by how much Dugh cracked himself up than the cheesy joke.

Their branch of the tunnel eventually led to a steep slope that opened to a large, flat chamber. Ethan marveled at the shimmering walls, the stalactites and stalagmites that came together in places to create massive pillars. Bats clung to the ceiling in the thousands like an oily blanket, making it look alive, and soft, white mist hung about the rocky outcroppings.

“This is neat,” Ethan said as he ventured into the chamber.

“It’s beautiful,” Dugh said dreamily. “I could live here!”

Ethan took one step forward, and suddenly the floor beneath his feet gave way. Before he could react, he fell screaming into the darkness.


CHAPTER 16


Ethan’s short life flashed before his eyes as he fell into oblivion. His screams were cut violently short as he slammed into a stone shelf. His torch was knocked from his hands when he collided with the wall, and it tumbled down the slope as he tried to grab a handhold. It was no use. The slant was too great. No matter how he groped, he kept sliding on the slick stone. He came to the edge and slid off, barely catching himself on the lip. Fighting the urge to look down, Ethan desperately clung to the handhold, but his grip was slipping. He wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer.

“Oh no, come on!” He urged, squeezing with all his might. But his slippery fingers lost hold and he fell again.

This time the fall was a short one, and he miraculously landed on his feet on another shelf just below the first. Ethan tried to catch his breath and laughed to himself. He rested his head against the wall and thanked the gods for his luck.

“That was a close one.”

Ethan turned in a circle and nearly lost his breakfast. There was nothing in front of him but empty space. Glancing down, he realized that he’d barely landed on the only ledge in sight. His torch, however, hadn’t been so lucky. He could see it burning down there, far, far below beyond the mist that hung thick across the narrow expanse.

“Dugh! Dugh, can you hear me?” he called up to the darkness.

“Ethan…” Dugh’s voice echoed from above.

There was the faintest glow of light way up there where the floor had given out, and peering at it, Ethan felt doomed. How was he ever going to climb back up? He searched the mist for answers and noticed that it was beginning to part. And there, beyond the shroud, was an electric, pulsing glow.

“What in the world?” Ethan made himself dizzy looking down and decided on a safer approach, sitting down cross-legged to gaze at the mysterious light.

“Ethan!” Dugh called again from above.

Ethan cupped his hands over his mouth and bellowed as loud as he could. “Get help! Need rope! Understand? Need rope!”

Dugh might have understood, or he just as easily may not have. Either way, he disappeared from the small hole. Gazing up at the hole he’d fallen through made him queasy. He’d almost died! Again! Twice in seven days! He wasn’t a statistician, but Ethan knew that if he kept playing the game of life with odds like that, he wouldn’t be on Aerth very long.

As he waited for help to arrive, he gazed down at the glowing mist, and as it slowly continued to part, the silver glow beyond grew more distinct.

“Dali,” he called, and a moment later the avatar appeared sitting beside him wearing the Indiana Jones duds.

“Sir…” Dali’s attention was quickly drawn to the glow coming from the bottom of the narrow cavern. “Amazing,” he muttered.

“What is it, Dali?”

“You seem to have stumbled upon a magical energy stream embedded deep within Aerth.” Dali’s head jerked toward Ethan and the eyes of a lunatic studied him. “How did you know this was here?”

“I didn’t. I fell through the ceiling, er, the floor. Weren’t you paying attention? I told you to be alert in the cave!”

“I…” Dali bit his lip, looking like a paranoid little greasy weasel.

“You were watching movies again!”

“Guilty!” Dali suddenly blurted. “It was so boring watching you all fumble through the cave. I put The Temple of Doom on in the background. I’m sorry.”

“No more movies, dude! Not until you figure out a way to get Rose the magical power she deserves.”

Dali shriveled like a meek wretch, and Ethan had the sense that the entity had to obey him.

“So tell me about this energy stream,” said Ethan.

“I’ve never seen anything like it, not even in books—and I’ve read almost every book in Genland. Scholars have hypothesized about the existence of such a thing, but to see it up close. What you are gazing at are called arcane ley lines. Natural rivers of magical, cosmic energy. Such ley lines are hypothesized to have been responsible for the dawn of time, the beginning of all things. They are also said to be made from the stuff of gods, the ichor of the gods, if you will.”

“Wow…” Ethan gazed at the shimmering river of arcane power, and everything became clear.

“Dali, could someone tap into the magical current down there?”

Dali’s eyes went wider than Ethan had ever seen them. He looked like a psychopath, and his two spear-like mustaches, matching eyebrows, and fear-filled nostrils didn’t help the look at all. He slowly nodded. “Yes. Yes, I believe they could. It would be extremely dangerous, of course, and might possibly cause the magical river to erupt and spew arcane plasma everywhere, no doubt destroying Arcane Acres and possibly the entire kingdom.”

“What!”

“It’s a possible scenario. But not likely,” Dali assured him. “Do you think that’s what Malazar is up to? You think he’s buying up Arcane Acres so that he can have the power of the ley lines to himself?”

“Yes,” Ethan said softly. His heart thudded in his chest as he envisioned the crazed sorcerer down there in the depths trying to tap into the endless well of power churning within Aerth itself. Suddenly, his little veterinary mystery took on a whole new magnitude. Suddenly, he felt the crushing weight of responsibility on his shoulders.

“He must be stopped,” said Dali. “Now do you see why you should have chosen to become an overpowered sorcerer?”

“I don’t need to blast fireballs from my palms to fix this problem,” said Ethan. “I just need to expose Malazar as the criminal he is.”

“That will prove difficult, I fear. He has already gotten away with the murder of Kazian for a week now.”

“We need to remedy that as well,” said Ethan. “But we’ve got to have solid proof. Like Rose said, it’s my word against his, and my accusation that I saw him in that tower will also be an admission that I was there when Kazian died. Malazar could twist that fact.”

“Yes, Malazar is a very formidable foe, especially for a veterinarian,” Dali said with a quick sidelong glance.

“Would you please stop with the whole, ‘you should have been a sorcerer’ shtick, alright? I mean, it’s not like I can switch, right?”

Dali sighed. “Unfortunately, you cannot. Or rather, I cannot. Once you chose to become an arcane veterinarian, I calibrated myself to that task. Kazian created me in such a way that I can only be calibrated once by any one person.”

“Any one person?” Ethan leaned back against the stone wall and regarded Dali suspiciously. “What do you mean, any one person? I thought you would die if I died.”

“I may have stretched the truth a bit to spare you any, how should I say it, um, paranoia.”

“Paranoia about what?”

“I didn’t want you to think that I would grow tired of being bonded to you and move on to someone else.”

“Wait a minute, is that possible?”

A quick laugh escaped the eccentric Arcane Intelligence. “No, no, of course not.”

Ethan frowned. “You’re getting weird.”

Dali frowned and bowed his head, his big eyes staring at his Indiana Jones boots. “I know,” he said solemnly.

“Alright, listen. You wanted me to be a sorcerer so badly, then help me think of a way to transfer some of your power to Rose. Or figure out another way to restore her power. You can use your time trying to help more people than just me, you know. You could take an interest in the town, try and help me solve this mystery.”

“I am helping you solve it.” Dali shifted nervously. “But you see, I don’t really understand people. Your kind are a complete mystery to me, so to assume to understand anyone’s motives is nearly impossible. That’s why I watch your movies, to better understand the sloppy enigma that is the human race. No offense.”

“None taken,” said Ethan, feeling like now he understood Dali a lot better than he had a few minutes ago. “Don’t feel inadequate though. You’ve been a big help. I believe in you, and I think that someday you can rise above your station, become a free entity, not by like, taking over my mind or anything, but with your own body. Maybe we can transfer you to an animal’s body or something. It’s kinda along the lines of veterinary care.”

Dali’s eyes lit up. “You are a clever one, Ethan Critteli!”

“What? Why?”

“Veterinary care. That’s it! I could get around the parameters of my calibration by giving you the ability to change humans into animals, which you could do to Rose. I could also give you a power that awakens magical abilities in animals, and you would then use it on Rose in animal form, thus reawakening her magical abilities!”

Ethan’s heart burst with hope. “Really? You could do that?”

“Yes, yes!” Dali’s wild eyes were not that of a madman anymore. They were still startlingly animated, but now in a way that reminded Ethan of a genius who’d struck mental gold. “It would have to be a high level spell, possibly even master level, but I know I could formulate it.”

“Sounds like it would take a long time.”

“Only as long as it takes you to level up your skills,” said Dali.

“No cheating, eh?”

“Sorry. Overpowering you too soon might kill you.”

“Right. At least it’s a start.”

A snake suddenly fell in Ethan’s lap, and he let out a shrill shriek.

“Sir, it’s just a rope,” said Dali.

Ethan’s heart had gone off like a bomb, and he grabbed the rope and clutched his chest, trying to steady himself. “Dude, that scared the crap out of me!”

“I could tell, sir.” Dali grinned. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

“For what?” said Ethan, but Dali was gone.

Ethan tied the rope around his waist, praying that the three of them could pull him out of the cavern, and praying further that the rope would hold. He glanced down at the throbbing energy source one last time, then tugged on the rope to let them know he was ready.

“There’s a magical river down there!” Were the first words that came out of his mouth when his friends pulled him out of the hole.

“What?” Rose cautiously glanced into the hole in the floor.

“I think they’re arcane ley lines,” said Ethan.

“Arcane ley lines?” Ruuz said thoughtfully.

“Yes,” said Ethan. “Don’t you see? That’s why Malazar is buying up the town. He knows these rivers of magical energy are beneath Arcane Acres, and he wants to tap into that power! That’s why he’s been hexing the enchanted animals and doing everything he can to get people to sell to him.”

“Diabolical,” said Dugh.

An explosion in the distance made everyone jump, and the cavern began to quake. The hole Ethan had been pulled from widened. Long fissures appeared in the stone floor, which began to fall apart.

“Run!” Ruuz bade them as he pushed Rose toward the tunnel.

Ethan was hot on Dugh’s heels and barely made it back to the tunnel when the entire cavern collapsed behind them.

“This way!” Ruuz urged as gray dust invaded the tunnel, making it hard to breathe.

Choking and hacking, they made their way back to where they’d split up. When they finally got back to the cave entrance, Ruuz cursed under his breath.

“Someone set off an explosion to block our exit,” said the elf.

The torchlight revealed a pile of rocks and debris clogging the entrance, and Ethan tried not to panic. “It must be Malazar,” he whispered. “He knows we’re here!”

“Step aside,” said Rose. She put her pack down on the floor and withdrew a metallic gauntlet with gems embedded in the knuckles.

“Whoa!” said Dugh. “What’s that?”

“Something my father made for me,” she said as she slid her right hand into it and waggled the fingers. She made a fist, and the shiny gauntlet began to glow blue. “He felt so guilty about my magical disability that he made all kinds of crap for me to use, including this gauntlet. It’s powered by kinetic energy, and it’s been strapped to the royal pendulum on the giant grandfather clock in the library for a year.”

“That’s sooo awesome,” said Ethan.

“I’m going to blast us out of here, but they might be lying in wait, so we need to be ready,” she replied.

Ruuz slowly pulled his curved sword from its sheath and raised it vertically to eye level. “Enyui, my love, awaken,” he whispered, and as his breath touched the immaculate steel, the sword began to hum and glow.

“Who’s Enyui?” Ethan whispered to Rose.

“She was my one true love,” Ruuz answered. He lent a finger across the smooth back of the blade. “When she died, she poured her essence into this blade. It is powered by our love.”

“Ooohhh… ” Ethan said dreamily.

“I got something magical brewin’ too,” said Dugh.

“You do?” Ethan replied, feeling increasingly inadequate.

“Yeah.” Dugh grimaced and rubbed his bulbous belly. “I think I had too many gallons of ale last night, and too much sauerkraut.”

As if in reply, Dugh’s belly rumbled and squeaked.

Ethan took a step back.

“Here,” said Rose, and she held out two wands.

“What’re those?” Ethan asked apprehensively.

“They’re called wands,” she said in a voice reserved for clueless tourists.

“I understand the concept. But what do these wands do?”

“This one spews thick smoke,” she said, holding up one beset with a gray stone. “And this one, with the gray-blue gem, it shoots lightning.”

“Lightning!” Ethan glared at the wand. “That thing shoots lightning?”

“Here,” she said, thrusting them on him. “To use them, simply thrust them forward and say the words…” she sighed. “Dad was such a clown. The phrase to enable the wands is, uh, suck on these.”

A laugh escaped Ethan. “Oh, sorry. You’re serious.”

He took the two wands with shaking hands, the lightning shooter in his left and the smoke-maker in his right.

“Now, Ethan, when I blast us out of here, I want you to create some cover by blowing smoke all over the place. If we stay behind you, we’ll be able to see through the smoke like it’s hardly there, but anyone on the other side will be blinded by it.”

“And the lightning wand?” said Ethan.

“Let’s hope you don’t have to use it.”

“Got it.”

“Now Dugh, you’re already strong as an ox.” Rose handed him a biscuit. “But if you eat this biscuit, it will double your maximum speed for five minutes, which should give us enough time to get to the horses and escape.”

“Wow! A magic biscuit!” Dugh took it between forefinger and thumb and popped it into his mouth. “Mmmnnn, it even tastes magical!” He brought up his fists and threw a flurry of punches that were nothing but a blur.

“Is everyone ready?” said Rose.

Ruuz pulled Dugh and Ethan back away from Rose. “Ready,” he said.

Rose turned toward the stone, cocked back the gauntlet, and with a scream she punched the largest stone. There was a deafening boom as the pent-up kinetic energy exploded against the stone. When Ethan opened his eyes, sunlight was pouring in through the dusty opening.

“Ethan!” Rose yelled at him.

He wasted no time and rushed to the entrance, wands at the ready. Two hooded figures lay in wait outside, hands glowing with arcane power. Ethan pointed his smoke wand at the ground between them and screamed, “Suck on these!”

Rather than harmless smoke, a great arc of lightning blasted out of the tip of the wand and slammed into the space between the sorcerers. One surrounded himself with an energy bubble, but the other wasn’t so fast, and he was electrocuted so badly that his boots exploded.

“The smoke wand, Ethan!” Rose yelled. “The smoke!”

“Crap!’ Ethan brought up the other wand. “Suck on these!”

Thick gray smoke spewed out the end of the wand, and Ethan felt a big hand grab him by the back of his vest. It was Dugh, and suddenly they were speeding away from the cave and smoke and attackers. The big half giant had ahold of both Ethan and Rose, and Ruuz rode upon his back, head down, sword drawn back.

“More smoke!” Rose insisted.

“Suck on theeese!” Ethan yelled, and the gray stuff billowed from his wand.

Rose put her fingers to her mouth and whistled shrilly, calling for Gustwing. An explosion sent Dugh staggering to the side. He careened into a tree and snapped it in half, but he kept on going. They were speeding down the forest path as fast as a galloping horse. Ethan was low to the ground hanging by his vest and pants, and his face was plowing a way through the underbrush, ferns, pickers, and thorns.

“Higher!” He begged.

“Oh sorry!” said Dugh, and he hoisted Ethan and Rose over his shoulders so that they hung like backpacks beside each other.

It was then that Ethan noticed the men on horseback racing after them. There were three of them in a line, and they were gaining!

“It’s no good!” said Rose. “They can see through the smoke!”

“Can they see through this?” Ethan unleashed the power of the lightning wand to devastating effect. Trees burst into flames, a nearby creek hissed and boiled as the white-hot bolts crashed into it. One of the horsemen was struck clear off his horse.

Arrows zipped past Ethan’s head. The other two riders were relentless, pushing their horses faster and expertly firing arrows from a seated position. Ethan tried to blast them again with lightning, but the wand only fizzled. Another arrow zipped by and Dugh let out a cry as one of the projectiles sank into the back of his leg. He went down hard, and everyone was thrown from him like unfortunate bull riders.

Ethan spun through the air and busted through a dead tree. He landed in a heap on the side of the wide forest path. Rose had landed beside him, unconscious.

“Rose!” he screamed. The clopping of horse hooves diverted his full attention to the path behind them. The horsemen were coming.

“Rose, Rose! Wake up!”

The riders bore down on them. Where was Dugh? Where was Ruuz? Ethan couldn’t think. Instead, he acted. He yanked the gauntlet off Rose’s hand, slid it onto his, and stood between the woman and her attackers.

He cocked back his arm, mentally preparing himself to leap to the side and punch the rider in the leg as he passed, but all his plans went out the window when Ruuz leapt from the bushes and tackled both riders right off their horses. There was a scuffle, a flurry of curses, the blur of a silver blade, and then there was silence.

Ruuz strode out of the bushes with a bloody sword. “Let’s move!”


CHAPTER 17


Gustwing tore through the canopy of trees like a gale and landed beside his mistress.

“Take Rose on the griffin!” said Ruuz. “Dugh and I will find our way.”

“I can’t leave you,” Ethan protested.

“Go! Now!”

The elf’s tone and demeanor had changed so dramatically and was now so fierce, that Ethan couldn’t find his voice to argue. Gustwing stood on one leg and carefully scooped a sleeping Rose up with the other talon. Ethan hurried up onto the saddle and strapped himself in, and Gustwing leapt into the sky with a great thrust of his massive wings. As they ascended above the trees and into the air, Ethan looked back regretfully. Dugh was still down and clutching his leg. He couldn’t just leave them like that. But he had no choice, for Gusting was soon high above the trees and heading for home.

Rose was roused from her deep slumber by a strong gust of wind that forced Gustwing down into a calmer airstream.

“What! Where are we? What happened?” She frantically cried.

Ethan tried to see her by leaning in the saddle, but he could only make out her flailing arms.

“It’s alright Rose!” he called to her. “You’re safe!”

“Gustwing, put me down!” she demanded.

The griffin obeyed, and banked hard, bringing them down on the side of a tall, stony hill. Ethan slid off as Rose was getting to her feet.

“What happened?” she demanded.

“Dugh was hit in the leg and went down. We got thrown off and you got knocked out,” said Ethan.

“I know that!” she said, rubbing her bruised forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m always a little cranky when I’ve got a concussion.”

“Um, that’s understandable,” said Ethan.

“So what happened after I went out?” she pressed.

“Oh, right. Well, I grabbed your gauntlet and was ready to like, you know, protect you from the horsemen, but they were spared my wrath by Ruuz. Yeah, he tackled them off their horses before I could get a shot in, then he killed them. He insisted I take you and Gustwing out of there. I argued, but he insisted. So here we are.”

“We’ve got to go back there! They might be in trouble!” said Rose.

Something behind her caught his eye, down there in the meadow about a mile away. It looked like… “Look, it’s Ruuz and Dugh!” He told her.

“Come on!” she urged, and deftly climbed up into the forward saddle.

Ethan joined her in the back and soon they were gliding down the hill, mere feet from the ground. Gustwing swooped down to the bottom of the valley then shot across it.

“Fly past them, Gustwing!” said Rose. “We need to make sure they’re not being followed!”

The griffin squawked acknowledgement and shot past the two surprise riders like a bullet.

“Hey guys!” Dugh called and waved happily.

Ethan scanned the road behind them, and Rose had Gustwing circle the perimeter three times before she was happy that they weren’t being followed. She then steered Gustwing toward the road home. Finally alone together, Ethan and Rose followed Ruuz and Dugh as they raced their mounts down the road. It would take some time for them to get back to the manor, and Ethan wanted to use it wisely. He wanted to come clean about Dali once and for all and confess to accidentally stealing her birthright.

Ethan gathered his courage and spoke from the heart, hoping she wouldn’t kill him for it.

“Rose, I’ve got to tell you something.” He stared at the back of her head, waiting for a reply, but oddly, her head seemed to be lolling. “Rose?” he said and gave her shoulder a shake. This time her head fell to the side. She was out again, sleeping with a concussion, and Ethan knew that was a very bad thing.

“Rose! Rose! Wake up! Gustwing, something’s wrong with her. Hurry! You’ve got to get us to Madam Morgus’s place!”

It seemed like hours before Gustwing put down right in Madam Morgus’s backyard, hours during which Ethan feared and fretted, cradling Rose’s head in his arm and urging the griffin on faster.

The witch came rushing out the backdoor of her cottage with the wooly sprite Smidgen flying right behind her.

“What’s happened?” Madam Morgus hurried to Gustwing’s side and took hold of Rose’s feet. Ethan carefully slid her down the griffin’s wing into the witch’s waiting arms.

“She had a nasty bump on the head. She was awake for a little while, and very lucid, but then she passed out on the flight back. I think she has a bad concussion.”

“Help me get her into the healing hut!”

The witch took Rose’s feet as Ethan picked her up under by the armpits, and together they ferried her into a small hut behind the house.

“Put her on the bed,” said Madam Morgus. “Careful of the post.”

Ethan gingerly lay Rose on the bed and looked to the witch. “What can I do to help, Madam Morgus?”

“Call me Matilda,” she said with a warm smile. “And don’t worry, Rose is going to be alright. I need you to go inside and put the pot on the stove. I’ll give her an herbal tea to bring down the brain swelling and an elixir to speed her recovery.”

“Okay, water on the stove. I can do that. Thanks Matilda.”

Ethan hurried out of the hut, and just then, Dugh came limping into the backyard carrying a bleeding Ruuz across his shoulders.

“Dugh!” Ethan cried and rushed to his friend. “What happened?”

Dugh fell to his knees and placed Ruuz on the ground. The elf groaned, and Ethan was heartened to know that he wasn’t dead.

“They caught up with us,” said Ruuz. “Ambushed us just outside of town. But we got them good, didn’t we Dugh?”

“We sure did,” said a teary-eyed Dugh.

Ethan saw what caused his tears. Ruuz was holding his stomach, and there was a terrible amount of blood.

“Matilda!” Ethan called.

She was soon at the elf’s side pressing a cloth to his stomach. “Smidgen!” She blew the hair out of her eyes and found the hovering little wooly sprite. “Cancel all my appointments today. These fools are a mess!”

Ethan and Dugh waited outside the healing hut as Madam Morgus worked to close up the elf’s injuries. Dugh still had the arrow sticking out of his hamstring, but he didn’t seem to notice it anymore. He just sat there, wringing his hands, worrying about Rose and Ruuz, and recounting the ambush.

“The sorcerers, there were two of them. They came out of nowhere as we was crossing that bridge as your heading out of town, that one made of black stone.”

“I know the spot,” said Ethan, for he had crossed that bridge a few times with Byron. It was the main route out of town heading west.

“Well they were some real mean fellas, I’ll tell you,” said Dugh. He sniffled and wiped his nose on the back of his scorched sleeve. “Good thing Ruuz put the first one down so fast, deflected a spell right back at the bugger with his magic sword, that elf did. But the other sorcerer, the one with the red eyes, he was a tough one.”

“Red eyes? Malazar!”

“Yeah, Malazar, that mean bugger. He almost blasted me to your world, but Ruuz was there again with his magic word, you know, the one powered by his true love’s essence or whatnot?”

“Yes.” Ethan offered him a comforting smile. “I know that sword. It’s a beautiful sword.”

“Yeah, well, Malazar got him with a nasty spell before slinking away. There was so much blood.” The big guy blinked heavily; his eyes were locked on the ground but saw nothing. “So much blood. Is he, is he gonna live?”

“I think he’s in good hands, Dugh. Matilda’s taking care of him.”

“Matilda?”

“Madam Morgus.”

“Oh, the witch. That’s a pretty name, Matilda.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“And she’s a pretty lady. Pretty lady witch. If anyone can save Ruuz, it’s her.”

“Everyone will be alright,” said Ethan. “You’ll see.” And he hoped he was right.

After an hour of waiting, Matilda came outside to tend to Dugh’s wounds. He recounted the tale to her, and Ethan watched the witch for her reaction. There was little surprise in her eyes, just righteous frustration. She brought Dugh to another healing hut so that he could get some rest, then she lit incense and left the big guy stretched out on a creaking cot.

“The one thing nobody has told me is what you were all doing,” she said to Ethan when they were in the house. She poured him some tea and they sat at the table where she’d tried to read his palms.

Ethan didn’t want to give away too much. He trusted the witch, but he felt the information was too sensitive should he be wrong about her. “We were, uh, looking for magical animals.”

She frowned at him. “Fine, keep your secrets. But who do you think attacked you?”

“It seemed like everyone. There were men on horseback shooting arrows at us, and sorcerers like Dugh said.”

“It was that bastard Malazar wasn’t it?”

Ethan didn’t say anything.

“Look,” she said, reaching across the table and putting her soft hand on his. “I can’t help you if you won’t be truthful with me, and right now I think you could use all the help you can get.”

A sigh of resignation escaped Ethan. “Yeah, I think it was Malazar. He knows we’re onto him in a big way, and he’s trying to get rid of us.”

“Onto him? You think he’s behind what’s going on with the enchanted animals?”

“I do.”

She waited for him to elaborate but he did not.

“And what proof do you have?”

“Well, he’s been buying up land all over the place, like it’s going to be worth something one of these days. I think he’s behind the drought and the infestation this place had a few years back. I think he’s the one thwarting Kazian’s enchanted animals too. He’s trying to drive prices down so he can buy up the whole town.”

“Okay. But why?”

“Because… because there are ley⁠—”

“Ethan!”

He whipped his head around and saw Rose leaning on the doorway, her head wrapped in a tie-died bandage.

“It’s time to go,” she said tiredly.

“Rose!” Madam Morgus was on her feet in a heartbeat and striding with intention toward the shorter woman.

“Stay away from me,” Rose warned, and Matilda froze.

“Why… are you alright child?”

“Don’t call me child,” said Rose. To Ethan she said, “Let’s go.” Ethan could see Dugh behind her, and Ruuz was out there too, wavering on unsteady legs.”

He hurried to the door and took her hand. “Rose, what’s going on?”

She said nothing but pulled him after her. Ruuz led the limping procession out the back yard gate, and Ethan managed to catch a glimpse of the witch frowning after them, her sprite sitting on her shoulder whispering in her ear.

“What was that all about?” Ethan asked Rose once they were heading down the street toward Kazarian Manor.

“I don’t trust that woman. You never should have brought us there.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do, you⁠—”

“What did you tell her?” Rose’s eyes were ablaze with anger, and he was glad he hadn’t told the witch the big secret.

“I didn’t tell her about finding the ley lines.”

“Curses, Ethan. Didn’t you just meet her yesterday?”

“What have you got against her anyway?”

“She’s a witch,” said Rose. “What more is there to say?”

Rose trudged on through the front gate of the manor, into the house, and down the stairs. She told Ethan to light the hanging torches, which lent a soft golden glow to the oily stone walls.

“What are you looking for?” Ethan asked Rose, who was rummaging through the cabinets of an antique buffet table.

She didn’t answer but kept on searching.

“Help me get Ruuz onto this bench,” Ethan asked Dugh, and together they lowered the groaning elf onto the seat.

Ruuz said, “Don’t worry Dugh, once Rose finds the elixir, you’ll feel no pain.”

“Me?” Dugh proclaimed wide-eyed. “I just got this little pin prick in the back of my leg. A gallon of ale will do me good enough. It’s you who’s got that nasty gash.”

Ruuz chuckled, which led to more groaning. “You’ve got an inspired bedside manner, my friend.”

“We’re friends?” Dugh said, eyes wide with hope and wet with emotion.

“You’ve a good heart, giant. See that nothing ever changes.”

“Finally!” Rose victoriously held a vial of blue liquid to the light and limped over to Ruuz. She uncorked the vial with her teeth, saying, “One sip should do the trick.”

“I thank you, my lady.” Ruuz accepted the vial and carefully took a sip.

Ethan watched with mounting anticipation for something to happen: for Ruuz’s stomach to start glowing, for the bloody bandages to suddenly become clean, or for the color to return to his once golden but now ashen face. But nothing of the sort occurred. The elf did smile, however, and that was enough for Ethan.

“Your turn Dugh,” said Rose. She accepted the vial back from Ruuz and dabbed it with the edge of a small bit of cotton. “Hike up that pant leg. Ethan, get that bandage off.”

“He’s got stitches,” said Ethan.

“Never mind that.” Rose dabbed the cotton to the stitched-up wound a few times and nodded. “That’ll fully heal in a few hours. Mind you to favor your other leg though. Don’t be doing anything strenuous. In fact, you should go upstairs and have Hailu bring you a pint. Then you should sleep here. Both of you.”

“They might try something tonight,” said Ruuz, and to Ethan’s amazement, he got to his feet on strong knees. “I shall be at my post.”

Dugh and Ruuz limped upstairs, leaving Ethan and Rose alone.

“That was a healing potion, wasn’t it?” said Ethan.

“What do you know about healing potions?” she asked wryly.

“I’ve used them in video games.”

“Video games?”

“They’re like, okay, so imagine a crystal ball that displays a fantastical landscape, and you can see a person down there. That person is you; it’s called your avatar. Then you’ve got this paddle, and with it you can control the avatar on the screen, er, in the crystal ball, and you go on all kinds of adventures and quests and use magic and fight monsters and stuff.”

She cocked a brow at him. “Sounds like a children’s game.”

“Oh, no, no, not at all. A lot of adults play video games.”

She shook her head and put the vial back in the drawer.

“Wouldn’t it be smart to keep a health potion like that on you at all times?” said Ethan. “Never know when you or someone you know will need it.”

“Sure, but it’s hard enough remembering where I put my keys,” she replied.

Ethan laughed. Rose was beautiful and funny! “So do you have mana potions too? They have those in video games all the time.”

“They exist. But they’re more trouble than they’re worth half the time.”

“Really, how so?”

She wriggled her nose. “They create a lot of gas.”

“Gas? Are you serious?”

Her straight face cracked when Ethan laughed.

“Come on,” she said. “I could use a pint myself.”


CHAPTER 18


Ethan happily accepted the froth-covered pint and took a long, grateful gulp.

“Mahhh,” he kissed the air. “Delicious beer, Hailu!”

She was watching with hands on hips to see his reaction to her brew, and she nodded contently. “Knew you’d like that. Another family recipe. Yessir, my uncle Vex was a drunk, but he could sure brew some beer! You work on them drinks and I’ll fix up some lunch. It’s lamb skewers and pumpkin mash!”

“Pumpkin mash,” said Ethan. “Sounds great!”

“She loves having a new mouth to entice,” said Rose, still wearing the colorful head wrap that Ethan thought made her look mystical. Without hair around her face, she looked like an angel to Ethan.

“So tell me more about these powers of yours,” Rose said abruptly, throwing Ethan off guard.

“Um, well, they all seem to have to do with veterinary care,” he said carefully.

“How so?”

“I can see animal’s auras and chakras, and that can let me know if something’s going on with the creature. For instance, I could tell the sheep where hexed because I could see the hexes. They’re blocking up what I call the stomach chakra.”

“And you just sort of started gaining these powers when you got here?”

“Yeah,” he gave a nervous laugh. “It’s really weird. There’s no magic in my world. Just plain old boring laws of science.”

“We acknowledge laws of science,” she said somewhat defensively. “Magic doesn’t necessarily break the law of physics or science or anything, well, I mean, not most of the time. You see, there is magical energy all around us, and that energy is absorbed by some people more readily than others. Sorcerers and witches act as conductors of arcane, or conduits. We… I mean they, can then use that gathered arcane power to manifest and control things, you know, perform magic. Make sense?”

Ethan shrugged. “It’s all Greek to me.”

“You mean Graek.”

“I suppose so.”

Dugh could be heard snoring in the library, his nasal trumpet blaring steadily then wheezing inward. The sunroom was bright and colorful, with flowers, ferns, and small trees carefully situated around the perimeter of the three glass walls. It had turned out to be a beautiful day, and Ethan still felt bad about missing work. He made a mental note to go see the old doctor after dinner and apologize.

“So Rose, what are we going to do about Malazar?” Ethan asked. He didn’t want to spoil the moment, but the problem had been eating at him.

“I’m going to kill him,” she said and challenged him with her steely gaze.

Ethan leaned forward. “Kill him? Can’t we have him arrested? I mean, I was there when he killed your father. Ruuz and Dugh were there when he attacked us outside the cave. There’s the ley lines, the hex on the animals. We know everything he’s done and everything he’s trying to do! All we have to do is tell the authorities. You do have law upholding authority figures in this world, don’t you?”

“Of course we do. And we also have a little thing called corruption. Malazar is the head of Spectrum Tower, Grand Sorcerer of his Cabal, he is also the second cousin of the Duke of Silverhold. He personally knows King Falinx! This isn’t just a matter of getting the authorities involved; it’s a matter of attaining undeniable proof of Malazar’s crimes, surviving his inevitable retaliation, winning in a high court of law, then hoping he’s given a sentence befitting the crime, which he will not! There’s only one way to make Malazar pay for his crimes, and that’s to put him in the ground.”

“Maybe you’re right,” said Ethan. “But how do we kill Malazar? We barely made it out of the cave alive.”

“When I figure that out,” she said. “You’ll be the last to know.”

“What?”

“This isn’t your fight. Besides, you’re not a fighter.”

“This is most definitely my fight,” he replied, somewhat vexed by her dismissal of him. “Malazar wants me dead, in case you’ve forgotten.”

“You should just lay low for a while. Ruuz and I will take care of it.”

“I don’t think so.” Ethan took a long pull from his beer, and Rose did the same. Their eyes remained locked on each other the entire time, and it became a battle to see who would stop gulping down the beer first. Neither gave up until the pints were empty, and they slammed them down on the table in unison.

Rose’s stern expression slowly softened to one of mischievous adoration. “You’re not going to lay low, are you?”

“Nope,” said Ethan.

“But you’re not going to help us kill Malazar either, are you?”

Ethan shook his head. “No, I’m going to make him admit his crimes in front of everybody.”

A musical laugh escaped her, and she hiccupped, covering her mouth with surprise. “How on Aerth do you intend to do that?”

He shrugged. “I’ll figure it out. By any chance, do you have like magical recording devices on this world?”

“We do, they’re called listening crystals and seeing stones, but Malazar cannot be recorded in such a way, nor can he be scried.”

Ethan was reminded of the night Kazian died, and the image in the crystal ball of Malazar on the other side of the door. In mere seconds, fire had engulfed the scrying device.

“Damn,” he said. “No worries, I’ll figure something out. It shouldn’t be as hard as trying to figure out how to kill him.”

“Ruuz was a legendary warrior in his time. He’s fought and defeated many sorcerers—human, elven, dwarven, gnomish, you name it.”

“Sure, but he’s eight hundred years old.”

“He’s committed his life to the protection of this family.”

“And he’s given half of it.”

She scowled at him then glanced at her mug like she wished there was something in it. “You like to argue, don’t you?”

“No,” he said, sensing that perhaps he’d overstepped his bounds. “I’m sorry, I’m just worried. I don’t, I don’t want anything to happen to you or Ruuz, or Dugh. I feel like, I don’t know. I feel like if I’d never shown up, things might have gone differently.”

Rose could have used the opening to attack Ethan, and she could have used it to garner more sympathy for herself, instead she used it to encourage him, and he loved her for it.

“That’s nonsense,” she said at length. “Without you, I’d be in the dark about what really happened to my father.” She reached out and touched his hand. “I’m glad you’re here Ethan. I need your help. This town needs your help.”

They gazed into each other’s eyes. She blinked softly and smiled. Their closeness made Ethan’s stomach flutter. He wanted to kiss her, and he wondered if she wanted him to. Her eyes seemed to say yes, but she wasn’t going to be the one to initiate it. He glanced at her lips. She glanced at his. Their eyes met again. They grinned.

Hailu coughed. “Care for another pint?”

Rose withdrew her hand and straightened soberly. “Yes, thank you Hailu.”

“Aye.” Hailu topped them both off and offered Ethan a wink. “You taking lunch out here?” she asked Rose. “Or did you want to take it out among the flowers? Dugh’s almost got the gardens looking presentable. A miracle that! It’s quite romantic this time of day.”

“Romantic? What are you going on about?”

Hailu chuckled like a chipmunk and ambled back into the kitchen, laughing all the way.

“Rose,” said Ethan. “By any chance did your father have any hexed items laying around? If I could practice lifting minor hexes, I might eventually get strong enough to lift the ones affecting the enchanted animals.”

“Well let me think.” She tapped her chin and frowned, her gaze wandering around the ceiling. “I think there might be some stuff in the attic. Just minor hexes like you say. He liked to collect oddities, you know, clocks that run backwards, baby dolls that won’t stop crying, compasses hexed to point south, gold coins that explode if spent, knives that can never be sharpened.”

“That sounds exactly like what I need!”

“Would you like to go up and pick out some stuff before we eat?”

“Sure! Can we bring the beers?”

She laughed and raised her glass. “Have beer will travel!”

Ethan found the perfect items to practice on and, after lunch, returned to his little cottage with growing excitement. He placed the items on the work table: a locket that Rose claimed brought bad luck to the person whose portrait was placed inside, a ceramic cup that would always spill its contents before anyone could drink from it, a spoon that caused indigestion, and a thimble that melted needles.

Despite the threat of Malazar looming over him and all his friends, Ethan felt comfortable and safe within the walls of the Kazarian Estate. The property was a full five acres, with half the square stone wall butting up to other buildings and streets, and the other half separating the estate from the rolling hills and swaying green fields of grass. They’d taken a walk after lunch, and Ethan had discovered that there was another twenty acres of pasture that belonged to the family, as well as a number of barns and sheds that were not being used. Ethan knew that it was due to the estate’s low funds. It seemed that Kazian was a squanderer of the family fortune, and his many experiments, endeavors, and quests to find magical creatures—not to mention his terrible money management—had gotten the estate where it was now.

“Kazarian Estate employed over fifteen people and consisted of most of the town in its day,” Rose had said. “But that was a long time ago. A series of land sell-offs, tragedies, bad management, family infighting, and just plain bad luck reduced it to what it is today.”

Ethan had tried to assure her that her family estate was still something to be proud of. After all, it had been in the family for four hundred years, and in Ethan’s world, the place would be worth millions. But she couldn’t get over what it had once been.

“It can be like that again, if you want it to,” he’d told her. “I have faith in you, Rose. And I think you can turn this place into anything you dream.”

That had made her smile.

Ethan was smiling now as he gazed at his reflection in the small hand mirror that was hexed to make people look ugly. He was really beginning to like Rose, and every minute he spent with her was the highlight of his day. He frowned at the hideous reflection. Did she feel the same way?

“Her father just died,” he said to his reflection. “She’s not thinking like that. Besides, she’s the daughter of a sorcerer, a beauty, and a beauty with a good family name. And what are you? A measly veterinarian?”

“An Arcane Veterinarian!” his hideous reflection said. “Come on broheim, you’ve got the power of the arcane crystal pumping through your veins, you’re young, you’re skilled, you’re…kinda good looking?”

He gave up. Talking to himself in the hexed mirror was like trying to give Quasimodo a pep talk about the possibilities of a modeling career. He also had the misfortune of his conscience popping up just then, reminding him what a piece of crap he was for stealing Rose’s birthright and taking it as his own, and for lying to her, and for not telling her the truth despite his many chances, and, and, and. Was there any end to the list of personal flaws he could think of?

Ethan sighed and tried a calming technique he’d learned from some self-help guru. He pictured a mousehole and only a mousehole, then he waited to see if the mouse would pop its head out. He watched the mousehole for a long time, thinking of nothing else, just waiting, not expectantly, not apathetically, he simply observed.

It worked. By the time his mind conjured a mouse’s nose peeking around the edge, Ethan was calm, and his mental noise had simmered to a nice little idle hum.

“Time to get to work. Ready Dali?”

“Ready for what, sir?” Dali appeared by the fireplace with a book in his hand. Ethan craned his neck to read the spine.

“Ah! The Lord of the Rings.”

Dali let the book snap shut and leered at Ethan tiredly. “Yes, and it got me thinking. I could have given you powers just like Gandalf. Even better than Gandalf actually.”

“That’s going a little too far. Gandalf isn’t even a human. He’s like an elven angel or something. I don’t even know if there are limits to his power.”

“Really?” Dali glanced at the book in his hand with newfound wonder.

“Yeah, but you know what the coolest thing is about Gandalf?”

“What?”

“He’s not flashy. He only uses his power when there are no other options.”

Dali yawned and rolled his tongue around his mouth, looking every part bored out of his mind. “Interesting.”

“Wait a minute, you didn’t watch the movie yet did you?” Ethan asked.

“No. I’ve heeded your warning.”

“Good. Now, can you give me a hand with this? Show me what I’m supposed to do?”

“What have you got there?” Dali walked over to the work table and gazed down at the objects Ethan had placed there.

“These items have all been hexed,” Ethan explained. “Not powerful hexes, mind you, just something to practice on.”

“Your ability encompasses lifting hexes from animals magical and non-magical. It does not include inanimate items.”

“Well why not? I mean, you’re the one who tailored my craft, my skill trees. Just include inanimate items. It’s not like what I’m asking is outside of your parameters.”

Dali frowned and pondered. “Perhaps.” Those crazed eyes suddenly lit up. “Did you enjoy using that lightning wand? Because I believe something like that would fall within the parameters of your training.”

“How do you mean?” said Ethan, intrigued.

“In your world, you have something called a defibrillator. I believe that if you had a similar power, for instance, imagine you could create an electrical charge in the palm of your hands, it might come in very handy in emergencies where the animal’s heart has stopped.”

Ethan laughed. “You’re going to keep bending your own rules until I’m a sorcerer, aren’t you?”

Dali grinned devilishly. “Maybe.”

“I gotta admit, electric hands would be epic. It’s like I said, you know, with turning Rose into an animal so that I could reawaken her magic. Whatever helps me become a better arcane veterinarian, I’m open to hearing about it.”

Dali nodded agreement. “Very well. I shall include inanimate objects to the list of things you can lift hexes from. Who knows what powers you might need to help animals? Besides, you aren’t going to be able to level very quickly if you can only practice on animals with minor hexes. I can’t imagine there are many out there.”

“And maybe I’ll find out something about the hexes. There might be hexed food or pastures. Who knows what lengths Malazar has gone to.”

“Indeed.” Dali regarded the hexed items again. “Shall we begin?”

“Definitely,” said Ethan, and he took a deep breath.

“Now, look at one of the hexed items. Look at it very closely, and you might notice something that you did not notice before.”

“Okay.” Ethan stared at the locket, noting its tarnished brass, the silver inlay of floral patterns on the face, the tiny velvet bed for the picture to lean on, the clasping mechanism. Then, Ethan saw it, a tiny pinprick of light right in the center, floating in the space that would house the small portrait. “I see a light.”

“With hexed items and creatures, you will see such a light, or a lack of light, perhaps a refraction of light, something that doesn’t look quite right. There are many different types of hexes, and they are all unique in their design. Each caster is like an artist, his or her brushstrokes unique. With practice, for instance, you can learn to identify a practitioner’s work if you come across a lot of it. For now, let us delve deeper into the hex. Look deep into it until it is all you see.”

Ethan stared intently at the spot, and to his shocked delight, it seemed to grow bigger. It was like zooming in on a house from satellite view, moving deeper and deeper into the image, layer after layer. Ethan blinked, and suddenly he was a disembodied consciousness floating in the ether. Before him that tiny light blazed, but it was no longer small. It hummed and floated in front of him, and as he looked closer still, he realized the hex was actually an intricate knot made of shimmering light. Like all knots, this one could be undone. It seemed like it would be easy, really. The ball was simply a clump with one band wrapped around the rest. It he just pulled that main strand…

He didn’t realize he was doing it, but he was pulling on the small strand, not with his fingers, but with his mind. There was slight resistance, but soon the strand pulled free, and the entire knot unwound itself and disintegrated before his eyes.

“Ah! Very good my lad!” Dali cheered, and Ethan was back in the room, looking down at the locket. He had touched it after all, with the tip of his finger.

“Was that it? Did I do it? Did I lift the hex from the locket?”

“Yes, you did. You are on your way to becoming a master hex lifter.”

Ethan rubbed his hands together. “Sweet! Give me the next one!”


CHAPTER 19


Ethan leapt out of bed, eager to get to Ledbetter’s place and apologize for missing work. He’d been up until the wee hours of the night lifting hexes with Dali and felt like he could have used about a week more sleep, but his sense of duty propelled him forward, out the door, and into the darkness. He slipped into the main house and wanted to kiss Hailu when he found a coffee pot and pastries set out. He also noticed an envelope addressed to him from one Baronlion Fuzzybottoms.

“What the heck is this?” he wondered as he inspected the sealed envelope. He broke the seal and fished out a piece of embroidery. It read:

Dear Doctor Ethan ‘Criter’ Critelli,

You are cordially invited to Baronlion Fuzzybottoms Fizzywitz’s Seventh Annual Autumn Ball, which will begin promptly at 5:00p.m. Sixthday, the 15th of Samhain, 1523 A.I. Formal dress preferred. Guest not required.

Forever your Baronolion,

Fuzzybottoms Fizzywitz

“A cat’s ball?” said Ethan. “Now I’ve seen it all.”

“Oi, you found your letter,” said Hailu. She set a heaping plate of sausage and side pork on the table and leaned over to peek at the embroidered invitation. Ethan tilted it for her to read and she let out a whistle. “High society that. You’re going places, eh Ethan?”

“I guess so,” he said with a laugh. “Hey, what is Samhain, and is this the year, 1523 A.I.?”

“Yessir. 1523 A.I. The A.I. stands for After Inception, Inception being the moment at which God created the universe. That is if you follow the Crowtian religion.”

“Crowtian?”

“Aye, the followers of the word of Jeezum Crow.” She frowned at him. “You know, as in the daughter of God? You must have seen her hanging from the saltire above the entrance to the church.”

“Jeezum Crow? Are you serious? I guess the Vermonters had it right all along.”

“Vermonters?” she said.

“Nothing, never mind. What about this, Samhain?”

“It’s the tenth month of the twelve month year.”

“Ah, like October. What are the other eleven months?”

“Well, starting from the beginning of the year, you’ve got Aequinox, Solarynth, Verdantide, Blossomara, Florastra, Solarian, Lunaris, Regalus, Equilumina, Samhain—as you know—then Frostwane, and lastly Celestalis.”

“That’s a lot,” said Ethan. “Do you perhaps have an extra calendar laying around?”

“I imagine I can dig one up. I’ll have Dugh put one by your door when he gets to work.”

“Thanks Hailu.” Ethan grabbed a sausage and stuffed the invitation in his back pocket. “I’m off to work!”

“Have a good day!” Hailu called after him.

Ethan made his way to Doctor Ledbetter’s place as the sun’s first rays began to peak over the distant hills. There were a lot of people about this morning: shop owners, farmers, blacksmiths, and butchers, all preparing for another beautiful day in Arcane Acres. So far it was a mild Samhain, or October, in this part of Genland, and Ethan hoped it stayed that way. Of course the climate wouldn’t be exactly like the one he knew, but he thought he knew what to expect given that, by all indications, Aerth was an alternate Earth, and Ethan was on the parallel island of Great Britain.

When he reached Ledbetter’s place, he found the old man loading up the wagon for another day of farm visits. “Hello Byron!” he called as he approached.

“Aye lad. What happened to you yesterday?”

“I’m really sorry about that,” said Ethan. “Something important came up, something to do with the enchanted animals.”

“Oh?”

Ethan wondered how much he should tell the old man. But he determined that if he couldn’t tell Byron Ledbetter what was really going on, he couldn’t tell anyone.

“I think I’ve discovered who is hexing the enchanted animals and why.” he said.

“Well then…” Byron glanced around wearily. “We should be careful where we speak of such things. Help me load the rest of the supplies and tell me once we get on the road out of town.”

Ethan told Byron the whole story as the horses led the wagon up through the hilly countryside, and they were miles out of town by the time Ethan got to the end of the tale.

“Well I sure hope your friends are all right,” Byron said thoughtfully.

“They’re okay. Rose’s health potion set them all right.”

“Malazar.” Byron said the name like a curse word. “And these ley lines. You say they’re made of pure magic?”

“I guess so. I’m not very familiar with the whole concept, but Rose is looking into it. She thinks that her father must have known about them.”

“I wonder if the folks at Spectrum Tower are aware of their existence.”

“I don’t know. The only people I’ve met from Spectrum Tower have tried to kill me.”

Byron glanced around at the rolling hills and the clumps of trees where sunlight had not yet shone. “You think it’s safe for you to be out and about?”

“I don’t know. But I’m not going to live my life in hiding. Besides, Rose let me keep the wands.”

Byron’s eyes grew wide. “You mean you’ve got them on you now?”

“Yup. They’re within reach,” said Ethan, and he leaned forward to reveal the wands poking out from the small of his back, where they were tucked into his pants. “The lightning wand is good for at least four or five blasts, then it needs to recharge in the sunlight for a day or so.”

Byron whistled and gave an ironic chuckle. “I’ll tell you, veterinary care has changed since my day.”

Their first stop was a small dairy farm with twenty-five head of cattle. But these weren’t just any cattle, Byron said. They had been enchanted by Kazian to produce chocolate milk of all things, but, of course, their milk came out looking and tasting quite ordinary.

“Chocolate milk?” Ethan laughed. “Kazian was such a wierdo.”

“You’ve got that right, god bless the man. He had some really crazy ideas.”

“The craziest part is that I think it would have worked if not for the hexes. I’m going to inspect the cows, and I bet I’ll find hexes on them as well.”

Sure enough, when Ethan looked at the cows with his magical sight, he saw the same hexes located near the stomach chakra.

“Always the stomach chakra,” he said as he and Byron crouched beside a big brown Heffer.

“You think it’s something they’re eating, being that it effects the stomach?” said Byron.

“Seems like it, but how would Malazar get to them all?”

Byron frowned. “They graze like all the other animals. Could it be a plant, or a hex on the soil?”

“I don’t know.” Ethan walked the pasture with Byron, who pointed out and pulled up a few invasive plants that he said could make cows sick. Ethan inspected these plants, touching them to bring up his interface and using his Magical & Non-Magical Flora Property Identification skill to study the various plants. He logged many types of grass, roots, mushrooms, weeds, flowers, vines, and even trees as he inspected the pasture, noting their useful properties and keeping an eye out for harmful attributes. After logging dozens of types of flora, Ethan was no closer to solving the mystery. Still, he was sure it must be something the cows were eating.

“Ye find owt in field what hurt me cows?” the farmer called from the barn as Byron and Ethan were returning from the pasture. The man’s accent was thick and the dialect foreign to Ethan, who struggled to make out more than ‘field’ and ‘cows.’

“Nay, nay,” said Byron, who took on a bit of the accent every time he conversed with one of the old Notch farmers.

“Kazian was right daft anywho, thinkin’ them bovine ever be makin’ candy milk,” said the farmer. He was a grizzled man with huge, rough hands and a thousand lines on his face, but his blue eyes were bright and lively. Shaped like a barrel, the farmer stood comfortably, his big belly out front and center for the world to see, a testament to his success in raising dairy cows.

“I think it would have worked,” said Ethan, having picked up the man’s gist. “Are these cows eating anything but grass?”

“Nowt but grass,” said the farmer. “’Cept ‘course that medicinal grain Madam Morgus be sendin’ once week.”

“Medicinal grain…” A light went off in Ethan’s mind.

“You think?” said Byron. He stared at Ethan with wide eyes.

“Let’s have a look at it!” said Ethan. “I put some in the wagon two days ago. Is it still in there?”

“Aye, it is!”

Ethan and Byron hurried to the wagon with the farmer hot on their heels. Byron grabbed a small sack of the stuff and opened it for Ethan, who scooped up a handful and stared at it. Immediately his interface came to life.

You have identified corn grain

Properties:

Carbon (C): 45%

Oxygen (O): 45%

Hydrogen (H): 6%

Nitrogen (N): 1.5%

Potassium (K): 1%

Phosphorus (P): 0.5%

Sulfur (S): 0.2%

Magnesium (Mg): 0.2%

Calcium (Ca): 0.2%

Iron (Fe): 0.1%

Trace Elements (Various): 0.3%

Ethan tapped on Trace Elements and frowned at the words hovering before him.

Essence of Spiritbane

This time Ethan selected Spiritbane.

Spiritbane: Arcane poison crafted by sorcerers and witches using many rare and exotic ingredients, including but not limited to vitreous of condemned man, tallow of dragon, dust of unicorn horn, dried wing of water sprite.

Among other things, spiritbane is used to disrupt magical energy flow, and in high doses can leave even the most powerful practitioner magically impotent.

What is the antidote for spiritbane poisoning? Ethan asked the interface.

There is no known antidote that can reverse the effects of spiritbane. Blessings and health elixirs may lesson symptoms, but time is the greatest factor in recovery.

Can spiritbane be used to strengthen a hex?

Yes, spiritbane can be used to strengthen hexes and curses.

“Well then, ye see nowt or ye see owt?” said the farmer.

Ethan didn’t want to say anything about the grain that would tip off the farmer. He’d been warned by Byron that these Notch farmers had loose lips, and rumors traveled faster than time around these parts. The last thing Ethan wanted to do was tip off Madam Morgus that he was on to her.

He felt stupid when he thought of how he’d gushed over her, all the while she was playing him like a cheap fiddle. It occurred to him also that everything he’d said to her had likely made its way back to Malazar, since, apparently, the two were working together.

“Um, no, no, this grain looks fine,” Ethan assured the farmer. “Could I take a sample of milk with me?”

“Sure, sure, it just be goin’ to waste anyhow,” said the farmer. “Don’t trust it to drink it.”

Ethan collected the sample and corked the sterile bottle. “Sorry we couldn’t help today. Maybe we’ll find out more from the sample.”

“Aye, let’s hope ye do. I be losin’ lot o’ money housin’ these useless cows. Ain’t for knowin’ how I ever let Kazian talk me into housin’ ‘em ‘ere in t’first place.

“Once we get this all figured out, I’m sure you’ll make your money back and then some,” said Ethan.

“Ah, are ye now? Ye willin’ to make up difference if’n yer wrong?”

Ethan had nothing to say to that, and the farmer nodded knowingly.

They left the farm, and as the wagon bumped down the rutted driveway leading to the road, Byron asked Ethan what he’d really found when he inspected the grain.

“It’s been tainted with something called spiritbane,” Ethan reported.

“I don’t believe it!” said Byron. “Do you mean to tell me that Matilda has been giving me poisoned grain to give to the enchanted animals?”

“It looks that way. But I think there’s more to it. The poisoned grain is just there to increase the effectiveness of the hex, to keep it powered up so to speak. Malazar and Matilda are working together. He must have put the hexes on the animals, and she’s been reenergizing them.”

Byron scowled at the road and shook his head for a full minute. “Matilda Morgus in league with Malazar,” he said at length. “I can hardly believe it.”

“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” said Ethan.

“The truth is worth knowing, son. Whether its good news or not, the truth is always preferable to falsehood.” Byron looked at Ethan with sympathy. “Sorry you got caught up in all this in my district. If I was a younger man, maybe all this wouldn’t have slipped under my nose. If my brother was still alive, he might’ve picked up on the deception.”

“Awe, don’t beat yourself up over it. This is a witch and a sorcerer we’re talking about. And somehow, they were doing this all behind Kazian’s back. That’s what I still don’t understand. If I could discover the hex, why couldn’t he?”

“Maybe you’re more powerful than you think you are,” said Byron.

“My powers are focused on helping animals, not fighting battles.”

“Well, I think the people of Arcane Acres can use all the help they can get. How are we ever going to overcome this foe?”

“For now, we have to keep what we know a secret,” said Ethan. “We keep on taking Madam Morgus’s poisoned grain. We don’t let on that we know what’s she’s up to.”

“Well we can’t keep feeding those poor animals that grain.”

“I know. We’ll start giving them our own grain, maybe I can find something to counter the effects of the spiritbane. Then, we wait for the hexes to weaken enough for me to lift them. If I keep practicing and they keep deteriorating, eventually the powers are going to meet in the middle, and I’m going to win. It’s just going to take some time. In the meantime, we keep on like nothing’s happening, and we hope that Malazar doesn’t decide to just kill me and be done with it.”

“You need some insurance lad.”

“What do you mean, like Geico?”

“What? No, I’m not talking about lizards. I mean information, or an alliance of some sort, something that would make you more valuable to Malazar alive than dead.”

“Hmm, I don’t know. Sometimes being more valuable alive can suck too, like if someone wants to torture you for information.”

Byron frowned at him. “You’ve got a very colorful imagination.”

“I’m a 21st century Earthling from America, we’ve pretty much seen it all.”


CHAPTER 20


Byron and Ethan visited a farmer who had been given seven pregnant mares by Kazian, and the sorcerer promised that the foals produced by these magnificent gray and white speckled mares would be the fastest horses the world had ever seen. That had been a year ago. The foals had been born, but they hadn’t exhibited legendary speed. They were fast enough horses in their own right, but nothing like what had been prophesied. The man in charge of the not-so-amazing horses was one W.D. Bookheart III, owner of a sprawling five-hundred acre stud farm called Equine Pines. Byron had grumbled about the place, complaining that half his calls to the property throughout his career had been to scrape pine pitch out of the hooves of the many hundreds of horses kept there. Eventually Mr. Bookheart employed a couple full-time vets from the big city, and Byron had celebrated with a fifteen year old bottle of whiskey he’d been saving for a decade. The only reason they were visiting the stud farm now was to check up on the enchanted yearlings.

Mr. Bookheart himself greeted them in the roundabout in front of the big stone mansion. Ethan could almost smell the scent of gold coins wafting off the immaculately dressed man as he stood, smoking a massive cigar, with hands on his hips and shoulders back in a carefree manner. Ethan realized the man was posing like Superman. He wore riding clothes, but these were made of fine, sleek, black and red leather. High boots were adorned with a multitude of brass buckles, and he wore a helmet that might have been made from a black turtle shell. His jacket was tight, accentuating his incredibly muscular frame. He was the type of man who was instantly the center of attention in any room he entered, whether he spoke or not. In his late thirties and devilishly handsome, W.D. Bookheart III gave off the air of a rich, globetrotting playboy, and a very successful one.

“Byron Ledbetter, the best pine pitch scraper I ever did meet!” the man boomed.

“Mister Bookheart, how are you now?” said Byron, shaking the man’s hand.

“And this must be the new apprentice I keep hearing about,” said Bookheart, and he grabbed Ethan’s hand and wrung it like a dirty rag.

“That’s right sir, Ethan Critelli’s the name.” He pulled back his wounded hand and stuffed it in his pants pocket where it could suffer in private.

“Aye, I heard about you from Baroness Fizzywitz. She said you helped her giant cat. Said you were a bit of a pussy whisperer.”

Ethan chuckled. “It seems as though my reputation proceeds me.”

“I also heard you were looking into the enchanted animals Kazian left in our keeping.”

“Yes,” said Ethan. “Byron and I have been knocking our heads together trying to figure out what the problem is.”

“Well, I’d say the problem is that Kazian was out of his depth on this one. Not one of his enchanted animals has shown the slightest bit of magic. The grays that came from his pregnant mares are just plain horses, no faster than any other yearling. And the mares like Missy in there were enchanted as well, Kazian said, kind of like a byproduct of enchanting the unborn inside them. But they aren’t any faster than normal either.”

“I know. But I think the enchantments should have worked,” said Ethan. “I personally think the animals were hexed, and I’d like to take a look at yours if you don’t mind.”

“Be my guest,” said the man, and he put an arm around Byron. “While he’s doing that, I’d like you to come and have a look at my newest acquisition. The biggest damn stud I’ve ever seen. Bought him from a sheikh waaayyy out in Eastern Arabicia.”

Byron glanced at Ethan, who nodded a silent assurance.

Ethan was led to the stable housing the enchanted gray horses by one of the stable boys, a lanky kid with a million freckles and big ears called Tate.

“You gonna be able to make their magic work?” Tate asked as he led Ethan inside.

“I sure hope so,” Ethan replied.

“This one’s Missy,” said Tate. “And that one’s Firefoot, and Princess, and Viceroy, and Thunder, and⁠—”

The boy continued to list the names of the fifteen horses, but Ethan wasn’t listening; he was focusing on the horses with his aura sight enhancement, tracing the magnificent rivers of flowing arcane energy. Once again, he found the hex located right where he thought it would be. He wished that he was powerful enough to lift the hex right then and there. He was growing tired of being so powerless when his adversaries were so damned powerful.

“—and that one there is King Bringer,” said Tate. “He’s my favorite.

Ethan smiled. “Do you like working with horses?”

“Oh, I do very much, Mister. Been riding horses since before I could walk.” The kid climbed up on the stall door and walked it like a tightrope. All the while his mouth never stopped. “My family has been working for the Bookhearts since my granddad was a lad. Since my grandad was a lad!” he sang. “Since my granddad was a lad, since my granddad was a lad! Do you like my song?”

“Oh yeah, it’s great,” said Ethan.

“Yeah, well, my granddad’s not a lad anymore though.”

“I should hope not.”

“Naw, and he don’t work with horses no more on account of being dead and all.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, it was sad. He got kicked by a horse and never got up again. That was two years ago when I was seven. Do you know how old I am now?”

“Uh, nine?”

“Boy, you sure are smart. You gotta be smart to be a veterinarian, eh? Read a lot of books.”

“Yes—”

“I don’t like to read. It hurts my brain. You know?”

“Yes, I⁠—”

“I like to be read to though. Do you like to read to kids? My mom reads to me sometimes. She used to be a witch, but when she met my dad, she found Jeezum Crow, and now she’s been saved. Have you been saved?”

Ethan waited to see if the kid would steamroll over him again, and indeed, the freckle-faced word slinger went on and on.

“Uh, Tate, could you get me a sample of their feed? I need some of it collected and put in a jar. You can leave it on the wagon bench.”

“Sure thing Mister. I’m good at collecting specialmens, specialmints, speci—bah! I hate that word!”

“Spec-i-mens,” said Ethan.

“Yeah, that’s what I said.”

The kid skipped out of the stables, leaving Ethan shaking his head.

“Do you have to listen to that every day?” Ethan asked Missy the Mare. He gently stroked her face and stared into her large brown orbs.

Words didn’t come to Ethan, but images did. He saw open fields and a large group of galloping horses, wild and free. Missy whinnied, which Ethan knew to be a sign of boredom and insecurity.

“You want to run with your friends, huh?”

Another image came to Ethan, it was the same group of horses—all the grays there in the stable—but this time, they were running like super horses, tearing up great clumps of earth and speeding through a field of dandelions.

“You know something’s wrong with you, don’t you?” said Ethan, and the horse whinnied again. Then, Missy nickered and nudged Ethan’s hand as if to say ‘fix me, fix me now!’

“I’m trying,” he said. “I’m really trying.”

Another image came to Ethan, of him trying to ride a horse and repeatedly falling off. Somehow Missy sensed correctly that Ethan didn’t know how to ride a horse and was afraid to try.

“Now you’re just teasing me,” said Ethan.

Another nicker. Another image: Ethan riding on the back of Missy.

Tate returned suddenly, saying he was already done collecting the “spe-simon.”

“Hey Tate, you think you could saddle up Missy here and uh,” Ethan coughed to clear his throat. “Give me a riding lesson?”

Tate’s face screwed up in confusion. “You don’t know how to ride, Mister?”

“Nope. Never learned. Studied all about horses, but I always kind of made myself invisible any time our equine studies led us to a stable and the instructor picked out volunteers to learn to ride.”

“Well, there’s nothing to it!” said Tate. He didn’t tease Ethan like he thought he might. Instead, he leapt to the task, eager to teach what he knew.

The warm midday sun bathed the red barn in shades of gold as Tate saddled up Missy and led her out of the stables. Ethan followed close behind, feeling like he, rather than Tate, was the child in this scenario.

“Now Mister, don’t you fret none. Missy here’s a real good girl. I’ll show you what’s what, don’t you worry. Horse riding’s in my blood, you know.”

Ethan looked up at the tall back he was supposed to sit on, nodded, and gulped. He couldn’t help feeling a mix of excitement and apprehension.

With his shaggy orange hair and sprinkle of freckles on his cheeks, Tate was more knowledgeable about horses than any nine-year old deserved to be. He deftly adjusted the saddle and bridle, enthusiastically explaining each step to Ethan who drank it all in. He wanted to be able to ride with Rose and show her that he was a competent rider and a competent man.

“Now listen up Mister⁠—”

“Please, call me Ethan.”

“Alright Mister Ethan. Now when you approach a horse, always make sure they can see you coming. Talk to her gentle-like, soft-like, sweet-like. She’s a sweet girl, and sweet girls like sweettalk.”

“Oh do they?” Ethan chuckled, but the lad nodded stoically, like there was no joke to be heard.

Tate animatedly spit on the ground. Ethan squinted at the spittle; was that tobacco the kid was chewing on?

“Come on then, say hello,” said Tate.

Ethan followed the rascal’s lead, approaching the mare in clear view and speaking in hushed tones. Missy regarded Ethan with large orbs of understanding, sensing his uncertainty.

“Hey girl,” Ethan cooed. “Easy now, easy.”

He met her eyes and offered her the mental image of the two of them racing through the field of dandelions. She shook her head excitedly and paced.

Tate positioned himself near the stirrups, his voice a confident yet soothing cadence. “Now Mister, put left foot in stirrup there, then swing your right leg over the saddle. Go on then, you can do it. Missy don’t mind.”

Ethan’s heart pounded and he tried to calm himself. He didn’t want Missy to sense his fear, so he bottled it deep and lifted his chin confidently. “Here we go.” With Tate’s guidance, he stepped up and swung his leg over, and soon found himself sitting comfortably in the saddle.

Missy sent him another image of them speeding through the meadow, and Ethan countered it with a calming image of them entering the pasture and taking it slow at first.

“Good, good,” said Tate. He was beaming, and Ethan realized he was too. “Alright now Mister Ethan, you’re doing great. To make Missy go, just go on and give her a little tap with your heels. Say, ‘walk on, Missy.’”

Ethan nodded. He gently nudged the mare with his heels. “Go on walk, Missy.”

To his relief and amazement, the horse began to walk forward with a graceful stride. Tate opened the gate wide and told Ethan to make a clicking sound in the corner of his mouth, which Ethan did. “Tell her to trot, gallop, run, and sprint when you feel you’re ready!” the boy yelled as they passed.

Ethan made the sound, saying, “Trot now Missy. Trot.”

Missy obliged and Ethan started bouncing around. He remembered the instructor from the stud farm he’d gone to with his class, lecturing them on how to move once the horse started going. A rider had to move with the horse, becoming one fluid being. He went along with Missy’s rhythm. It was like a dance, and Ethan found that she was a very good lead.

“Alright, Missy. Gallop.”

Missy picked up speed, shaking her head excitedly and blowing air out her nose in great exhalations. Ethan laughed, his own excitement fueled by hers. “Go on Missy! Let’s skip the run. Sprint girl! Sprint! Spr-oh-my-god!”

Missy broke into a charge that left Ethan missing beats and getting slammed in the backside by the heavy saddle. He found the rhythm before it was too late and held on for dear life, standing in the stirrups bent low, pumping his legs and arms, two hands on the reins and a big smile on his wide-eyed face. Missy might not have had super speed like she was supposed to, but Ethan thought she was still pretty damned fast. He let out a hoot that was answered by the mare, and together they sped across the meadow into a field of dandelions.

Ethan returned to the stable a half hour later with his new friend panting contently. Tate was there with a big bright smile on his face and expectation in his sparkling green eyes. “Well then, how was it Mister Ethan?”

“A sweet taste of freedom, Tate. It was sick!” Ethan reported.

Tate frowned. “Sick? You say the horse got sick?”

“No, no, I mean the ride was sick. Er, it was amazing!”

Tate nodded and spat a big wad of tobacco snot on the ground.

“I’ve got one question though,” Ethan admitted with a meek smile. “Uh, how do I get down?”


CHAPTER 21


“You’ve a lucky day ahead of you, lad,” Byron said as the wagon bumped down the road away from Equine Pines.

“I know, it’s not every day you learn how to ride a horse,” said Ethan, beaming at the memory of riding through the flowers with the wonderful Missy. He hadn’t felt so free since…since… He had to think about it, and realized that indeed, he’d never felt so free. He determined then to get himself a horse. Maybe Missy!

“Well that too,” said Byron. “What I meant is we’re going to visit the dwarves.”

“You mean?”

“Yessir, you’re going to see your first dragon!”

Ethan could hardly sit still as they made the long journey toward Mount Ironfoot, the distant home of the dwarves. Byron silently puffed on his pipe, so Ethan took the time to bring up the Dali Interface and see how he was getting on with his progress points.

Case Name: Lifting Minor Hexes (Inanimate objects):

Magical Diagnosis

Aura Sight Enhancement (3 Points): With dedicated practice, you've honed your diagnostic magic abilities to effectively identify and remove minor hexes from various inanimate objects.

Magical Care:

Seventh Sense (2 Points): Your heightened magical senses allow you to perceive the subtlest magical imbalances in these objects.

Total Points Earned for Lifting Minor Hexes: 4 Points

Magical Intervention:

Hex Identification: (3 Points): Sharpening your skills, you have successfully used your abilities to lift various hexes from inanimate objects.

Total Points Earned:8 Points

Case Name: Hexed Cows

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (3 Points): Through your diagnostic magic skills, you efficiently diagnosed the hexes affecting the 50 cows, identifying the root of their troubles.

Magical Care:

Seventh Sense (2 Points): Your heightened senses played a crucial role in detecting and assessing the hexes' effects on the cows.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Arcane Blessing (2 Points): You applied Arcane Blessing to bless all fifty cows, increasing their overall health and well-being.

Total Points Earned: 7 Points

Case Name: Field Inspection

Magical Therapies:

Magical and Non-Magical Flora Property Identification (2 Points): You’ve expanded your knowledge of Aerth flora and assisted in identifying the invasive and poisonous plants.

Total Points Earned: 2 Points

Case Name: Corn Grain Tainted with Spiritbane

Magical Therapies:

Magical and Non-Magical Flora Property Identification (2 Points): Your expertise in identifying the properties of magical plants and herbs allowed you to recognize the poison, spiritbane, within the corn grain.

Total Points Earned:2 Points

Case Name: Hexed Horses

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (3 Points): You skillfully utilized diagnostic magic to identify the hex on the seven horses.

Magical Care:

Seventh Sense (1 Point): Your heightened senses gave you deeper insights into the hex.

Magical Disease and Epidemic Management: (2 Points): You are becoming increasingly proficient in identifying and treating magical diseases (Hexes).

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication (1 Points): You established a mental connection with Missy, calming the creature and forming a bond.

Total Points Earned: 7 Points

Case Name: Learning to Ride

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication (1 Points): Your empathic connection with the horse helped you communicate effectively, making it easier to learn to ride.

Magical Therapies

Psychological and Emotional Well-being (2 Points): You addressed the psychological needs of the hexed horse and brought her out riding, thus enhancing her well-being and putting her on the road to recovery.

Total Points Earned: 3 Points

Progress

+2 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 7/25 Points earned.

+9 Magical Diagnosis: Novice Level: 24/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 7/25 Points earned

+6 Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 8/25 Points earned

+7 Magical Care: Novice Level: 13/25 Points earned

+3 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 7/25 Points earned

Congratulations Ethan!

You have accumulated 24/25 points in Magical Diagnosis. One more point and you will advance from Novice Level to Apprentice Level, thus unlocking a new ability.

“That’s cool,” Ethan said aloud.

“What’s that lad? Getting a chill, are you?” said Byron.

“No, I, uh, I meant the mountain,” said Ethan. He pretended to be swatting a fly and dismissed the interface. “Just look at it. It looks so cool.”

“I suppose at the very top there it’s a big nippy.”

Ethan still had his map up in the corner of his vision, and he peered at it for a moment, noting their distance from Arcane Acres. It was nearly twenty-one miles, and soon they would come to the little hamlet where the Wee Canary Lasses lived and worked.

“Are we stopping in Hammerwackin’?” Ethan asked Byron. “I’d like to see Brindle Marble again. She said she’d have some local honey for us next time we visited.”

“I suppose we can stop in, see how the birds are doing,” Byron replied affably. He was sunning his face, eyes closed, happily puffing away with his short pipe wedged between two molars.

Ethan put his hands behind his head and sat back contentedly. “Aaahhh,” he sighed. “Hell of a commute you’ve got, Byron. Hell of a commute.”

“Not bad, is it lad. Not bad at all.”

To Ethan’s delight, they arrived in Hammerwackin’ just in time for lunch. Brindle greeted them warmly, calling Ethan, “Doctor Critelli,” which he liked very much. A number of the Wee Lasses were in attendance at the luncheon, which took place outside the large birdhouse beneath a triangular patchwork sun shade. There were four picnic tables, one upon which sat Ethan, Byron, Brindle, and three young dwarf females, and the other three tables were full of gossiping Wee Lasses in pigtails. Each and every one of them were plump, with rosy cheeks and hair of brown, black, blonde, strawberry, and even a few silver-haired silly-hearts. Ethan noted their complexion, features, and skin tone. They didn’t look like any single people from Earth, for they possessed vibrant skin that shone golden, bronze, copper, and even zinc. Their features were brutish, but not in a completely off-putting way. Ethan even considered a few of them pretty, gorgeous even, especially one in particular, a Lass sitting at their table called Sophyre. She had zinc skin that shone like polished metal due to the sheen of humidity that, indeed, everyone was wearing on this warm afternoon. Her eyes were half as big as a human’s, yet they were slanted, the azure irises shining like icicles in the full moon. She seemed the only young lady at the table who wasn’t giggling every time Ethan spoke. In fact, she scowled at the others and rolled her eyes. She sat upright and proper, with one arm tucked against the small of her arrow-straight back. With her right hand, she carefully ladled soup into her mouth with a spoon. She looked and acted like royalty, and Ethan wondered.

“That honey I gave you, wait till you try it on Hailu’s butter biscuits,” Brindle was saying. “That’ll make your tastebuds do a little dance, that will.”

“I can’t wait to try it,” said Ethan. “So how do you know Hailu? was she a Wee Canary Lass when she was younger?”

“Aye, and a darn good one. Used to sing with the birds every mornin.’ And oh, how she took it hard whenever one was lost to gas in the mines. Used to cry for days. But her callin’ was food, and you can’t be complete if’n you don’t follow the call.”

“Ain’t that the truth!” said Byron, who was on his second—and very potent—honey vodka.

Ethan was still nursing his first golden amber offering, more involved with the delicious pumpkin soup and meat pie sitting in front of him. “So,” he said to Brindle. “It being called Wee Lasses, I’m assuming this isn’t something most dwarven girls make a career out of.”

“No, no, except me I suppose,” she giggled happily and covered her mouth. “No, this is one of many little jobs the girls can work at until they’ve settled on a lad to marry.”

With this, half the girls began to giggle and blush.

“Rubella wants to marry Ethan!” One of the girls at the other table yelled, and the one beside her, presumably Rubella, blanched and stared at her friend mouth agape.

“I do not, you, you, you thorn in the heel!”

Ethan glanced at Sophyre, and they shared a grin.

After lunch, Ethan and Byron said their farewells and continued on, a gallon of honey richer, toward the base of the mountain where the most recent mining operations were taking place. They came upon a wide river spanned by an iron bridge that Ethan would have thought impossible to build in this world, but then again, this world did have magic.

The bridge was at least a hundred yards long and sat high above the water, three large arching pillars holding it aloft. The stones used in its creation were massive and had to weigh tons upon tons. Ethan imagined that dragons had been used to move them, dragons or magic—or both. There was a crossroads at the mouth of the bridge on this side of the river, where the eastern, northern, and southern roads all converged with the western road that crossed the bridge and led to the mountain. The traffic at the crossroads was more than Ethan had yet see on Aerth. Of course, he’d only been to sleepy Arcane Acres and the surrounding Notch highlands.

Byron watched Ethan marvel and slapped his apprentice’s leg. “Quite a sight, eh?”

“Quite a sight indeed,” said Ethan.

They paid a small toll at the bridge to a dwarf with scalp tattoos, two full ink sleeves and a missing eye, and Byron coaxed the two-horse team across. On the dwarven side of the river, Ethan could see a bustling harbor. Beyond that stood a large town with many chimneys, each and every one of them bellowing fire smoke. The little town possessed many oddly shaped stone buildings and everything seemed just a little bit crooked, but it only added to the whimsical feel of the place.

“Welcome to Understars,” said Byron.

Ethan chuckled at the fanciful name. “Understars, huh?”

“Yep. Dwarves never used to allow traders or merchants into the mountain city. They’d tell them they had to go sleep under the stars if they wanted to stay, and so the name Understars stuck. At first it was just a few traders, merchants, nomads, and the like, all who were attracted to this place, but soon a small hamlet grew out of all the ramshackle shacks, wheeled carts all slapped together, mobile booths, tents and huts. Now there’s proper plumbing and permanent structures, even a darned mayor and village council!”

“And it’s not a dwarven village?”

“Nay, nay, not at all. Dwarven merchants live here, sure, sure, but it’s mostly humans, elves, giants, gnomes, ogres, and a few orcs that live here.”

“Wait a minute,” Ethan stared at him. “You have orcs?”

“Yes, of course. Do you on your planet?”

“No, no nothing like that. I mean, there are orcs in literature and movies and stuff like that. It’s weird that we have myths about such creatures, yet they exist here on Aerth. We’ve only got humans on our planet, like I said.”

“That’s too bad,” said Byron. “Granted, it wasn’t always easy, and it’s still hard sometimes for some folks, folks on all sides. But much was learned from the great Interspecies Wars of bygone eras, and no one, I mean nobody, wants to revisit the horrors of the past. Almost killed ourselves, we did.”

“Who was fighting who?” said Ethan.

“The better question would be who wasn’t fighting who. At one time, humans were allies to the dwarves, then we weren’t. Then we waged war on the elves, the orcs waged war on us, we became allies to the dwarves again, and together waged war on the giants, the ogres, even the poor gnomes. T’was the death of the last cyclops in existence that finally brought peace to the many peoples of the Genland Empire. Tuskull was his name. So it goes.”

“Man, I’m glad I wasn’t around for that.”

“Right you should be. There are more ghost cities out there than there are songs. You can’t imagine the magical weaponry that was created back in those days. You see, every race has magic users but the cyclops, which is probably why they are no longer with us, God help them. But now it’s the magic users who ensure the peace is kept. The sorcerers of Spectrum Tower oversee this region, for instance.”

“Not so great for me,” said Ethan.

“Right, your trouble with Malazar.”

“Exactly.”

“I been thinking about that, lad, and I think to hell with it. You’ve got the truth on your side. You should march right up there to Spectrum Tower and lay out your accusations. Malazar isn’t a man with many friends, especially at Spectrum Tower.”

“I thought he was the leader, the head of the cabal?”

“Sure, sure, but all leaders have someone secretly scheming to take their place.”

“I don’t know. I’m kind of letting Rose take the lead on this one. Kazian was her father after all, and she doesn’t think we have a chance of a fair trial.”

“Then what’s her plan?”

“I, uh, I don’t know,” Ethan lied, not wanting to admit that Rose wanted to kill Malazar.

They took a left on the other side of the bridge, the road leading around a ridge that led to a sight which stole Ethan’s attention. Before them was a huge, sprawling pit that corkscrewed its way down deep into the earth. To Ethan, it looked like a giant had spooned a football field sized chunk out of the ground. Down there in the depths, dwarves could be seen hard at work leading small dragons up the spiraling ramp pulling wagonloads of materials.

“Holy crap!” said Ethan. “I expected, well, I don’t know what I expected, but this operation is huge!”

“This is just a bit of it,” said Byron.

They came to a large, heavily fortified gate guarded by barrel-chested dwarves in matte gray armor.

“State yer name ‘n purposes,” a guard yelled over the clamor of the mining operation behind him.

“Byron Ledbetter veterinary doctor, and Ethan Critelli, apprentice. We’re here to see about some sick dragons.”

The dwarf nodded knowingly. “Aye, best push over then, I’ll lead ye in.”

Before Ethan could scoot over, the thick dwarf had climbed up onto the wagon and plopped himself on the edge of the bench, shoving Ethan into Byron, who puffed his pipe and snapped the reins. Ethan sat there squished between the old smoking vet and the huge stinking dwarf for a claustrophobic ride through the mining area.

They went past two more giant pits and saw monstrous machinery consisting of an untold number of cranks and gears, pulleys and heavy chains. Massive iron balls were lifted by chains and dragon power, then unceremoniously dropped onto boulders and large stones, constantly pounding and thundering in long rows stretching hundreds of yards into the dusty distance. This was a place of heavy industry and toil, of back-breaking, lung-clogging work.

Ethan pitied the dragons, for even though he had never seen a real dragon before and had no reference but those existing in the realm of fantasy on Earth, he still knew that these dragons must be mere shadows of their former selves. They varied in size from small, cart pulling dragons the size of a Clydesdale horse, to medium, which Ethan compared to a box truck. Then there were the monsters, the big dragons, who stood fifteen feet tall at the shoulders while on all fours. Their scales were large and numerous and may have been striking in color, but the dust was so thick on the beasts that they all had a matte-gray hue to them. They had horns as well, and the bigger the dragon, the larger and more dangerous the horns. Some spiraled from the temples, others jutted out from the crown, and still other dragons had dozens upon dozens of smaller horns that shot out in every direction from their face and head. One thing the dragons all had in common were their auras, which were ash gray.

The wagon drew close enough for Ethan to see the color of one medium dragon’s eye, and he almost gasped, for where their scales were matte and pallid, the eyes shimmered like precious stones. The chains that bit into their ankles and necks were sad to see, but sadder still were the too-small wings, which Ethan knew had been bred into the dragons as a way to control them. If the wings proved still too large, the dwarves took care of that by simply cutting them off, or at least that’s what Ethan assumed when he saw numerous dragons in such a state. He turned his eyes from the long-ago cauterized stumps between the shoulder blades and felt the dwarf’s gaze on him.

“Ye look like ye never saw no dragon afore,” said the grizzly guide.

“Actually I never have, or had. We don’t have them on my, uh, where I come from.”

The dwarf appeared to be chewing a giant wad of tobacco. He rolled it around to the other side of his mouth, turned his head to the side and spit in the dust. Wiping his dusty beard with his thick leather forearm guard, he slowly turned his gaze back to Ethan, but said nothing. He just stared with beady brown eyes surrounded by a thick, connected canopy of wild eyebrows.

Ethan tried to ignore the gaze and took in the incredible mining operation unfolding around him. The conveyer belts used to move the raw materials out from the depths of the mountain emerged from the dark caves at a steady pace, while stout dwarves with arms as thick as Ethan’s thighs cranked great wheels or whipped dragons in a never-ending circle around a kind of modified horse walker. Ethan gazed in amazement at the wonder of engineering. Much like a horse walker, the dragons walked on a platform, but instead of wood, this platform was one massive slab of circular stone set on its side, rotating around a central, vertical axle. As the dragon walked in place within its confines, the stone wheel slowly spun, and in turn, the central axle spun. Through a system of gears and pulleys, the force created by the dragon was transferred into the conveyor belt, which pulled the guts of the mountain out from the depths in a constant stream. Such belts were also used on the surface to transport raw materials to sorting bays, where again dragons provided the main source of power.

Ethan had assumed that the dragons were stripped of their ability to breathe fire as a safety measure as well, but when he saw one blast an enormous vat of bubbling liquid metal, he shot upright, pumped his fist, and cheered. “Hell yeah!”

Byron chuckled, but the dwarf scowled.

“Ye be in favor’o Hel? Ye be in favor’o dragon fire and what it done to me ancestors?”

“What? No, no, I, it’s just a saying.” Ethan sat down, feeling the many beady dwarven eyes on him. “I was excited to see the dragon breathe fire. You know, it’s a pretty incredible sight. No, I’m not in favor of hell.”

“But ye said Hel yeah.”

“I meant, you know, it’s just a saying where I come from.”

“What kind’o place ye be comin’ from got a sayin’ blessin,’ blessin,’ bah, I can’t even be sayin’ the words together.”

“Good dwarven sir,” Byron interjected. “While our cultures may be different, we can appreciate that understanding is not needed, instead tolerance should be our north star when we find ourselves lost in the darkness of confusion.”

“Aye, aye, in the words’o the great one-eyed prophet, so shall me tongue and me mind find rest.”

Ethan glanced from one to the other. The dwarf attempted a smile and offered Ethan a respectful downward nod, much different than the challenging upward nod. “The great one-eyed prophet?” Ethan asked them both.

The dwarf shifted uncomfortably, causing the edges of his thick metal armor to grate against Ethan’s right side, arm, and leg.

“The great Tuskull, of course,” said Byron, and he regarded Ethan with the biggest bug-eyes he could muster.

Ethan caught on quickly. “Oh, right, Tuskull, the last cyclops, the one-eyed prophet.”

“The very one,” said Byron. “He who died so that we might live together in harmony.”

“Aye, the Peace Bringer,” said the dwarf. “Ye heard’o him where ye come from?”

“Of course, of course.” Ethan laughed nervously. “Who hasn’t heard of Tuskull.”

Ethan watched the dragon blast immense jets of fire at the bottom of the iron cauldron. It was one of the largest dragons he’d seen, and he couldn’t imagine a creature like that rampaging across the countryside. As important as it must have been to beat these monsters into submission, Ethan still didn’t agree with them being enslaved so. The dwarves weren’t good to the creatures, that much was apparent. They whipped the beasts mercilessly if they didn’t obey commands. The whips were modified with enchanted metal blades that crackled with electricity, biting into the scales and shocking the protesting creatures. Dwarven sorcerers stood by with glowing staffs in hand watching over the dragons, and as Ethan observed, one of them hit a nearby unruly dragon with a writhing ball of lightning that bit the big shoulder muscles and electrocuted the beast until it was on its belly panting.

“I guess Tuskull’s words of brotherly love didn’t include the dragons,” said Ethan. He knew it would anger the dwarf, but he didn’t care. What he was seeing in the mines was wrong, and as a veterinarian he had to put the well-being of the animals first.

“Dragons can’t talk. They ain’t smart like us,” said the dwarven guard.

“Well, as someone who can communicate with animals, I beg to differ. I’m sure the dragons are very smart, and I’m sure they have a lot to say about how they’re being treated,” said Ethan.

“How they’re bein’ treated!” The dwarf yelled. “What business’o yers it be how they be treated?”

“What Ethan means to say—” Byron began, but Ethan could speak for himself, and he did.

“I’m a veterinarian,” he said. “The treatment of animals is my business.”

Byron had come to a large gate, and the dwarves manning the gate frowned at the three of them. “Somethin’ amiss here?” A blonde-haired dwarven guard asked the one riding with Byron and Ethan.

“Oh, summat be amiss alright!” The dwarf leapt down off the wagon, jostling it hard. “This human be thinkin’ it be his business how these monsters be treated!”

“Good dwarf,” Byron said to the new gate guard. “We are here at the behest of your head dragon wrangler. My apprentice is new to this country and I’m afraid cultural differences are at play here. He means no offense, I’m sure.”

“Hold ‘ere,” said the guard, then he and the irate dwarf conferred with others.

“What’s gotten into you, lad?” Byron asked out of the corner of his mouth.

“I’m sorry, Byron. But you must see that this isn’t right. I mean, just look at those poor beasts.”

“I know, I know,” Byron gave a weary sigh. “But you don’t understand what the dragons have done, how they terrorized this countryside for hundreds of years, and how they still terrorize other parts of the world. The dwarves have no love for the dragons, and they never will.”

“But these dragons have done nothing. The poor creatures are prisoners, and their only crime is being born dragons.”

“Some things you can’t change, lad. At least the dwarves have asked us here to address an ailment that we might be able to cure. If you want to help these dragons, keep your righteous opinions to yourself.”

Byron let it go at that, and soon the guard returned to tell them to continue on to the next gate where they would be escorted to the dragon’s den. The wagon rolled along through the dusty mines, and Ethan became increasingly sickened by the abuse he witnessed.

When they came to the next gate, the guards ordered them down from their wagon and blindfolded each of them. They were then transported to mules and led into the mountains. It was a long, slow ride, and Ethan called Dali after about twenty minutes of wondering in the dark.

Dali, are you there?

Of course I am, sir. How can I be of assistance?

I’m blindfolded, but can you see our surroundings?

Yes, sir. I do not require the use of eyes to see, but rather a combination of⁠—

That’s fine. I don’t need to know. What I want to know is can you transfer what you see to me?

Hmmm, it may be quite uncomfortable for you to experience the world as I do. Give me a moment to try and convert my sensory perception to your eyes.

At length, Dali’s voice returned to Ethan’s mind. Prepare yourself, sir. This may look… strange at first.

Ethan’s vision returned and he gasped, for it was not his normal vision, it wasn’t even on the spectrum of human vision. Through Dali, Ethan saw many spectrums of light that weren’t visible to humans, and on top of that dizzying visual display were soundwaves and the colorful pulses of nearby lifeforces.

Dali, can you dial it in a bit? My brain doesn’t understand the UV spectrum and all this other noise around me.

Working on it, sir. Ethan closed his eyes, but it was no use. The images weren’t in front of his eyes, and closing the lids meant nothing when the images were being beamed into his brain directly.

Suddenly, mercifully, Ethan’s perception changed from garbled chaos of light, soundwaves, and energy fields to a very primitive black and white representation of optical sensory perception.

That’s much better. Ethan tried to look around with his eyes, but it didn’t work. Instead he found that moving his head changed his angle, as though his eyes were fixed forward.

They were in a tunnel now, their ponies being led by stocky dwarven guards. It was another half hour before the mules were stopped and Byron, Ethan, and the supplies the old man insisted be brought with them were loaded onto a railway cart. Soon, they were zipping through darkened tunnels, precariously speeding around corners on tracks that seemed to be floating in space. Ethan even cried out once or twice, for he could see how dangerous the ride was. Byron, on the other hand, sat there placidly. Apparently, he’d either fallen asleep or was used to the treacherous railway ride into the depths of the mountain.

Ethan became increasingly motion-sick, and he vomited his tasty lunch over the side of the cart, getting some of it on the gleaming armor of the dwarven guard sitting directly behind him.

When the cart mercifully came to a stop, Ethan staggered out onto the hard stone and leaned against an oily stalagmite, panting and trying not to throw up again.

“Are you alright, lad?” Byron gently asked.

“Yes, yes I’m fine,” said Ethan. “Can we take off these blindfolds please?”

“Not yet,” said a dwarf, and the two of them were pulled along one foot through another series of tunnels.

Eventually their blindfolds were lifted, and Ethan squinted against the bright firelight illuminating a large dragon stable set up in a massive underground cavern. There were dozens of large stalls, some currently housing dragons and many more of them empty. The dragons that were there all had gray auras, which Ethan soon associated with being defeated and enslaved, something that no other beast of burden he’d inspected ever exhibited.

“What seems to be the problem,” Byron asked one of the dwarves.

“Ask the head dragon wrangler,” said the dwarf. “Here he comes now.”

They turned to find a tall dwarf built like a genetically modified bodybuilder. The head wrangler had huge muscles bulging against a dragon-hide jerkin. He had a vast collection of scars on his exposed skin, one eye was missing, and the left side of his head and face had once been badly burned.

The remaining eye settled on Ethan and Byron as the dwarf approached. He frowned and inspected Ethan. “This the new apprentice?”

“Hello Gaerth,” said Byron. “Yes, this is my new apprentice, Ethan Critteli.”

“Hello,” said Ethan, not daring to offer his hand to the mass of walking muscle.

“This way then,” said Gaerth. He led them to an iron-barred stall that housed a medium-sized silver dragon with pathetic little wings. The dragon was curled up in the corner of the stall like a sulking dog, it’s eyes open but unmoving. It, like all the other dragons, had a sad gray aura. To his surprise, Ethan also noticed that the dragon’s magnificent chakra energy rivers were blocked around the heart area.

“How is this possible?” said Ethan.

“What’s that lad?” Byron worriedly asked.

“This dragon has been hexed!”


CHAPTER 22


“Hexed?” said Gaerth, and he squinted at the dragon as though he might be able to see what it was that Ethan could see.

“Yes, just like the enchanted farm animals, except this dragon’s heart chakra is being affected. Has it been having respiratory issues?”

The dwarf frowned at him, confused.

“Uh, breathing problems.”

“Aye, aye, just like the others,” said the dwarf. “They’re all raspin’ and coughin’ and got no strength left in ‘em.”

“Can I look at the others?”

“Aye,” Gaerth extended his thick arm. “They all be the same.”

Ethan toured the dragon keep, inspecting the dragons from afar, and he found the exact same blockage around the heart chakras of all the dragons. He returned to the pen of the lazy silver dragon. “Can I get a closer look?”

Gaerth nodded and moved to the wall, where an assortment of medieval looking metal instruments hung; large spears with barbed ends, spiked collars and shackles, mystical rods with shimmering crystals at the end. He took hold of one such rod and tested it on an exposed rock, resulting in a startling explosion of crackling electricity.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Ethan.

The dragon wrangler, who Ethan realized was a sorcerer in his own right, frowned at him and glared with his one good eye. “What’s that ye be spittin’?”

“I don’t want this animal tortured while I inspect it.”

“Tortured?”

“Yes, tortured,” said Ethan. “What is its name?”

“Name?” Gaerth said the word as though it carried a bitter taste. “Dragon’s ain’t got no names, they got numbers.”

“Fine. Can you open the stall door please?”

Gaerth looked to Byron, who simply shrugged.

“Fine, but it be yer funeral if’n when anythin’ happens.”

“Fair enough,” Ethan replied.

Byron took him by the arm and held him back with surprising strength. “You sure about this, lad?”

“I’ll be alright,” Ethan assured him.

“Well, torture or not, the moment that dragon goes for ye, Gaerth here’s gonna hit it with the lightning rod.”

“Please, I don’t want that threat looming over the poor creature⁠—”

“Bah, poor creature?”

Ethan ignored Gaerth. “Please trust me,” he told Byron.

Byron conceded with a heavy nod.

Ethan focused his attention on the sad silver dragon, watching it intently. He tried to relax and clear his mind. He didn’t want to bring any baggage into that pen that might pollute the energy field he was trying to maintain. Ethan imagined the energy field, one of peace and warmth and love and concern. He imagined that warmth enveloping the unhygienic pen, imagined the dragon fit and healthy and alert, alert to Ethan and his motivations, understanding that he meant no harm, that he only wanted to help.

When Ethan’s foot touched the moldy straw, the silver dragon’s piercing violet eyes lifted. Ethan took three steps, and the dragon slowly lifted its head. “Hello there friend,” he said warmly. “My name is Ethan, and I’m here to help you.”

“Friend!” Gaerth barked a laugh that made Ethan jump.

Ethan offered the dwarf a glare. “You said it was my funeral,” he growled, his anger surprising himself. “If that is so, please try and avoid being the nail in my coffin!”

Gaerth, big as he was, backed down. He folded his arms and leaned back as if to say, Go ahead hotshot, let’s see what you’re made of.

Ethan took a few calming breaths and tried to recreate the vibe he’d conjured before entering the pen. For its part, the dragon offered little. Its eyes followed him intently, but no other part of it moved: not a nostril, not an eyelid, not a filed-down claw.

“Is it alright if I call you Silver?” Ethan asked the dragon.

Those big violet eyes held him in a sudden, intense gaze, and a faint voice drifted up from the depths of Ethan’s mind.

Cryxissss.

Ethan took in shuddering breath as the deep voice filled his mind and echoed in the chambers of his subconscious. “Cryxis,” he whispered. “Your name is Cryxis.”

At the sound of his name, Cryxis lifted his head.

“I hear you’re not feeling so well.” Ethan’s heart thundered as he anticipated the dragon’s response. Would it come in images like Gustwing’s thoughts, or would the dragon be able to communicate with words? Already it had voiced its name in Ethan’s head. Maybe it knew other Genlish words.

Cryxis the Silver stared intently into Ethan’s eyes, giving him the impression that it was trying to speak.

Friend?

The word drifted up from the depths of Ethan’s consciousness. It was far away and unsure, but Ethan thought he understood.

“Yes, I am your friend. I’m here to help.”

Friend?

How?

“I am a friend to all creatures great and small.”

Friend…

“May I come closer?” Ethan asked from the edge of the pen. “I think I know what’s ailing you, but I need a closer look.”

You.

May.

“Thank you.”

Ethan approached the dragon slowly, hands out and fingers splayed to show he wasn’t hiding anything. Gaerth shifted uncomfortably but Ethan ignored the dwarf and his bad energy. Cryxis gazed at Ethan with watery, purple pools. The dragon had been hosed down by its captors, and the beauty of the silver scales became clearer. “How I would love to see you clean and shimmering in the sunlight,” Ethan murmured.

Freedom. Came the voice.

Ethan glanced at the gathering of dwarven dragon keepers warily. An empathetic lump had formed in his throat with the dragon’s words, and Ethan took a knee as a wave of depression, shame, and hopelessness washed over him.

“Sir?” Dali was suddenly kneeling by his side. He wore his regular tuxedo and pointed mustache. The wild eyes were filled with not craziness but concern, which looked tragic on the over-animated avatar.

Ethan didn’t trust his emotions to allow him speech.

“Sir, I noticed that your cortisol levels have dramatically increased. Are you alright?”

Ethan used his mental connection to Dali to communicate, not wanting anyone to hear his secrets. I think…I think I’ve made a mental and emotional connection to Cryxis.

Ah, yes, I can feel it too. So sad. So much shame. So much pain. I feel that this creature, that this creature wants to die.

Yes, hopefully we can change that.

How?

By making a promise. By giving him hope.

Dali stared at Ethan, but Ethan was focusing his attention on the scared silver dragon. Listen to me, Cryxis. I’m going to get you and your friends out of here someday. Do you understand me? I’m going to figure out a way to bring you somewhere else, somewhere safe, a sanctuary where you can live out your lives with dignity away from the biting lightning of the dwarven sorcerers and the grueling labor. Do you understand me? Someday soon you will be free…

Ethan straightened. He rose to his feet with purpose. He had an idea!

“Gaerth!” he said and turned toward the dwarf. At least a dozen other dwarfs had gathered to see the human witchdoctor work with the sick dragon, and they watched intently as he strode across the pen and faced Gaerth through the bars. “I need to take this dragon back to the laboratory with me.”

Gaerth almost went cross-eyed with incomprehension. “Aye?”

“You heard me. I need to take Cryxis back to my lab if I’m to find a cure for what ails him. It’s the only way.”

“Cryxis?” said the dwarf.

Byron appeared confused and concerned, but he had Ethan’s back nevertheless, and Ethan loved him for it. “If my apprentice says he needs to take the dragon back to the laboratory, then that is what we must do.”

“Take it back? Laboratory?” Gaerth shook his head adamantly. “Like hell ye will. No dragons are ever to leave these mines, ‘specially by any but a dwarf!”

Ethan glanced at Cryxis, who had risen to its front legs and squatted in the pen, watching him intently. Ethan winked and exited the pen. He walked around the bars to face Gaerth, even pushing the boundaries of the dwarf’s personal space by an inch or so. “Listen to me and listen good. This dragon is on the brink of death, and I suspect your entire herd shall soon be as well. Now you can either let me take this sickly beast back to my lab where I have the necessary instruments to work on the creature and figure out what’s wrong with it, or you can explain to your king why every single one of your precious working dragons died because you couldn’t simply part with this one here.”

“Well…” Gaerth glanced at the other dwarves and became mean-faced. He marched toward them swatting at the air. “Go on then get! Nothin’ to be seein’ here. Get yerselves gone!” He returned to Ethan sour-eyed. “Now listen here human. I don’t trust ye, and I don’t trust what ye say. Ye got a queer affection for these monsters that I be findin’ unsettling.”

“Gaerth,” said Byron. “If I may. Ethan isn’t from here. That much you know. But the truth is that he’s from another planet altogether. A planet far, far away, with technological wonders that would make your head spin. Why, on their planet, the humans have gotten to their moon and back!”

“No!” Gaerth exclaimed at Ethan wide-eyed.

“Yup,” said Ethan. “And the first one to land on the moon was a dude named Neil Armstrong.” Ethan pointed at the dwarf’s massive biceps and emphasized. “Armstrong.”

Byron continued, “Now, you may not trust Ethan, but you and your king trust me, and you trusted my brother. You know what the name Ledbetter stands for. For Crow’s sake, I was there when you subdued your first dragon.”

“That be true,” Gaerth said with a nod, his resolve slowly weakening.

“If you ever trusted me, trust me now. I think Ethan can get to the bottom of this. Indeed, it may be related to what’s been going on with Kazian’s enchanted animals, and if we aren’t allowed to take this dragon for further study, your entire herd may indeed die, which, of course, would be a death sentence to this small mountain kingdom.”

Byron’s words had hit home in a real way, and Gaerth nervously wrung his hands. “You really think the alien lad can help?”

“I do,” said Byron.

“I can,” said Ethan.

Gaerth’s face tortured itself, but at length he nodded. “Fine then. Fine. I’ll prepare the beast for transport. But the other dragons cannot see this one leaving, or we’ll have a riot on our hands. You bring your wagon to Hammerwackin’ and wait. We’ll be there by nightfall.”

Ethan and Byron were led back through the mountain blindfolded, and again Ethan vomited on the disorienting railway ride. By the time they returned to the wagon, Ethan was starving and dizzy. The open air, dusty as it was, felt good, and the sunlight on his face was invigorating. He climbed into the wagon and rummaged through the back for a jug of water and drank his fill before handing it to Byron. The old man was already leading the horses out of the pit and accepted the jug with a grin.

“You really stood up to Gaerth back there,” said Byron. “I’m very impressed. I can see you’ve really got a passion for helping animals.”

“I guess I do,” said Ethan. “Maybe it’s the injustice I can’t stand, but the way those dragons are treated, Byron, it should be a crime.”

Byron nodded stoically as he gazed upon the working dragons. “That may be true, lad, but you’d be hard pressed to find many who agree with you, dwarven, human, elven, or otherwise. The scars of the past go too deep I’m afraid.”

“Well, if you’ve all learned to forgive and live with each other, perhaps you can be convinced to forgive the dragons. After all, the crimes of the father are not the crimes of the son.”

Byron grinned and shook his head. “Wise beyond your years, I think. Wise beyond your years.”

They reached Hammerwackin’ an hour before sunset, and rather than visit the Wee Conary Lasses again, Byron brought Ethan to his favorite Hammerwhackin’ pub, a hole in the wall with a crooked sign called Pint-a-Guzzlin.’ They sat at the empty bar of the dark pub, and Byron ordered them two dwarven reds from a female bartender that Byron called Cinder.

“Been up to the mines?” she asked, wriggling her tiny nose “Ye smell like dragon, the both’o ye.”

“Your nose does not lie,” Byron replied. “Been seeing about a sickness that’s spreading through the herd.”

“Aye, I heard ‘bout that. Right tragedy that’d be if the herd were lost.”

“That’s what we hope to prevent,” said Ethan.

“What do you have in the kitchen?” Byron rubbed his stomach. “I’m about as hungry as a dragon after the day we’ve had.”

“Ye be in luck,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “Got yer favorite we do, pickled pig’s feet and liver.”

“You don’t say!” Byron exclaimed. “Why, you’re a dwarven angel you are! I’ll take an order to be sure. How about you, Ethan?”

“Um, I’ve never been a big fan of, ah, liver or,” he swallowed hard, his stomach still very sensitive. “…Pig’s feet. Any chance you’ve got, like, breaded chicken fingers?”

Cinder stared at him dubiously. “Chickens ain’t got no fingers.”

“Right. How about bread?”

“Bread and butter it be then.” She stopped in her turn toward the kitchen and eyed him playfully. “Ye do eat butter, right?”

“Sure, love the stuff,” Ethan replied.

She shook her head and went through the kitchen door which emitted a waft of—Ethan had to admit—delicious smelling food.

“You’re taking on a big task by bringing that dragon to Arcane Acres,” said Byron, and Ethan realized Byron’s concern.

“Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to house Cryxis at your place. I’d planned on bringing it to the Kazarian Estate. They have good sized stables for Gustwing. Hopefully the griffin doesn’t mind sharing his space with a dragon.”

They supped and drank and shared tales of veterinary failure and successes. As sunset approached, they returned to the crossroads at the outskirts of town to wait for Gaerth and Cryxis. Ethan was beginning to think that perhaps the dwarven dragon wrangler was going to renege on the deal, and he was pleasantly surprised when he finally spotted the dwarf leading the dragon by a thick chain. Ethan knew that Gaerth was able to control the beast with his lightning rod, and that made Ethan wonder how exactly he was going to keep Crixus under control if the beast decided to simply run away.

Ethan’s fears were cured, however, when he saw the state of the dragon. It appeared that Gaerth had indeed been using his lightning rod during the journey from the mountains, for the poor beast’s scales were still smoking in places where it had been zapped.

“This plot o’ yers better be workin,’” Gaerth said as he approached.

“Thank you for delivering Cryxis,” said Ethan. “But was it necessary to zap him repeatedly?”

The dwarf laughed and poked the dragon with the rod again, his eyes alight with malicious glee.

“I’ll take him now.” Ethan didn’t wait for the dwarf to hand him the lead; instead he snatched it out of his hands and drew the dragon away from the spiteful wrangler. He looked into the scared creature’s eyes and sent a mental suggestion, reminding Cryxis that he was a friend and that he promised freedom. The dragon groaned deep in its throat, gaining him a scowl from Gaerth.

“I do believe that we must be off,” said Byron.

“How long ye gonna keep the beast?” said Gaerth.

“As long as it takes,” Ethan replied.

The journey back to Arcane Acres was a long, slow one. Ethan told Byron to go ahead and take the horses and the wagon home, that he didn’t have to crawl along with Ethan and the dragon, but the old man was apprehensive about leaving them in the darkness. He knew, as Ethan knew, that Malazar could attack again at any moment. What Byron planned to do about it if Malazar attacked, Ethan could not imagine. Indeed, he’d have felt better without the old man to worry about. But he had a lightning wand and he had a dragon. As sickly as Cryxis was, the dragon’s presence still gave Ethan confidence. The beast had to weigh at least a ton, and although its claws and teeth were filed down and some of its longer horns had been cut and blunted, it was still a formidable creature.

Ethan communicated with Cryxis, who agreed through modest mental speech to let Ethan use his Arcane Blessing. To their shared delight, the blessing gave the dragon increased strength and stamina, even healing some of its wounds and elevating its mood.

It took four hours to get back to Arcane Acres, and they finally arrived at midnight. Byron sleepily wished Ethan luck and took his leave, saying that the creaking wagon would likely only draw attention. After a long look around to make sure no one was about, Ethan started the nerve-wracking trek across town, trying not to be seen with a dragon, which surely would not go over well with anyone. Now Ethan cursed the moon, feeling naked as he crossed the cobblestone with the enormous dragon. It had been easy to be tricked into thinking that perhaps Cryxis wasn’t that large when Ethan had been traveling across the open countryside beside the beast, but now, within the confines of the small village, Cryxis was HUGE! Even when Cryxis walked crouched like a prowling panther, his shoulders reached the second floor level of the buildings they snuck past and some of the alleys that Ethan tried to take proved too narrow for the dragon.

Somehow Ethan managed to get Cryxis to the gates of Kazarian Manor, and as he whispered his name to the gate, he worried that Cryxis wouldn’t be allowed to enter. The house and surrounding property was, after all, magically protected. Despite Ethan’s fears, the gate opened for them, and no magically animated suits of armor came to intervene.

He brought the dragon to the stables and tied him off to a post outside so that he could go in and talk with Gustwing about sharing his space with the dragon. The griffin was sleepy and a little grumpy, but after some coaxing, he gave his permission. By the time Ethan got Cryxis settled in one of the largest pens, the dragon was droopy eyed and limping badly. It plopped down on the clean hay in the corner of the stall and let out a deep sigh.

“That’s right, you can rest easy now. You’re safe now,” said Ethan.

Friend.

“That’s right buddy, we’re friends now, and friends don’t let anything bad happen to each other.”

Ethan asked if it was alright to tend to some of Cryxis’s wounds, and the dragon gave his sleepy approval. Byron had given Ethan a big leather bag to be his own, and he now took from it everything he would need to tend to the dragon’s many minor wounds. He took a few minutes to inspect the body thoroughly, and was deeply concerned when he spotted two badly infected holes in the throat that he hadn’t seen before due to their location on the underside of the neck, just below the jaw, where a human’s tonsils would be. The holes were oozing green stuff and smelled like roadkill.

“What have they been doing to you?” Ethan whispered as he stroked the groaning dragon’s long neck.

Milking.

Fire.

“Milking fire?” Ethan was disgusted. He didn’t know what the juice might be called, but he realized the dwarves had been extracting whatever flammable chemical the dragons produced in their fire glands. He didn’t have to ask why; he could guess the many things such a volatile liquid might be used for, and none of them were good.

Ethan worked for hours, starting with the infected holes in the fire glands. He first cleaned them, then closed them, and finally bandaged the neck. It was hard work getting a needle through the tough skin between the scales. Even with the biggest needle in the set Ethan had a hard time of it, and by the time he was done with the neck holes alone, his fingers were raw and sore. Undeterred, he then went to work on the other wounds: cracked and infected scales, a small infection beneath the left eyelid, sore claws that had been cut to short, and a nasty fungal growth on both hind feet. The wings had a number of small, fresh tears that needed to be addressed which filled Ethan with sorrow, for it was evident by the dozens of tiny holes in the wings that even if they were big enough, they would never carry Cryxis through the clouds in their current state.

“I’m sorry,” he found himself saying over and over as he dabbed with clean cotton, sewed with needle and thread, and bandaged half the body. After many long, lamplit hours, Ethan finally finished the task and wiped his itchy cheeks. Dawn was fast approaching, and Ethan felt like he could sleep for three days, but he pulled himself up and staggered to the main house to see what Hailu had whipped up for breakfast.


CHAPTER 23


“Good morning Master Critelli,” said Ruuz.

Ethan shuffled into the sunroom and slumped into one of the chairs. He reached across the table and grabbed a slice of bacon, sighing contently as he munched the salty fat. “I thought you didn’t eat breakfast.”

“On occasion,” Ruuz replied. He took a nibble of the corner of some plain toast and sipped his tea thoughtfully. “You look like you’ve been up all night,”

“I have. I uh, brought a patient home last night.” Ethan grabbed a plate and started loading it up with more bacon, hard-boiled eggs, toast, and jam, hoping Ruuz would drop the subject.

“Oh?” said Ruuz. “One of the enchanted animals?”

“Nope.” Ethan ignored the elf’s gaze and stuffed his face.

Ruuz frowned at him. “What kind of animal did you bring home then?”

“Oh, you know, just a, uh, a sick dragon.”

Ruuz choked on his tea and spewed it across the table. “A what!”

“It’s alright, Ruuz. Cryxis is harmless. The poor creature couldn’t hurt a fly if it wanted to. You should see what those dwarves are doing to the dragons out at the mines. It’s criminal!”

“That could be said for bringing one into town!” Ruuz sternly countered.

“I had to, Ruuz. It was the only way to save its life.”

“Ethan—”

“Someone’s hexed the dragons of the Ironfoot Mountains, and I needed to bring Cryxis back to study the hex. If I can cure him, I can cure them all.”

Ruuz shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to be you when Rose hears about this.”

“When I hear about what?” Rose said as she walked into the sunroom.

Ethan glanced at Ruuz and shook his head pleadingly. He was temporarily saved by Dugh, who strode into the room with a big bright smile on his face singing, “Good morning everyone, good morning, good morning!”

“Good morning Dugh!” they chorused.

“So what were you talking about?” Rose asked as she slathered jam on a biscuit and accepted a cup of tea from Ruuz.

Ethan swallowed the wad of food in his mouth. “I, um, I brought a, uh, a patient home⁠—”

“So whose dragon is that in the stable?” Dugh interrupted.

“Dragon?” said Rose, and the food almost fell out of her mouth.

“Yeah.” Dugh smiled brightly. “Real pretty silver dragon in there sleeping its head off. Snoring even! It’s all bandaged up. Looks like it’s had a rough time.”

Rose turned her unbelieving eyes from Dugh to Ethan, who grinned nervously. “A dragon?” she repeated.

“I brought it here a few hours ago,” said Ethan.

“Why on Aerth would you bring a dragon here?”

“It’s hexed, Rose. All the dragons that the dwarves have enslaved are hexed. All of them.”

“Okay, but why is it in my stable?”

“I needed to keep it somewhere and I didn’t want to leave it with Byron. Besides, the gate let it in. I figured if it was good enough for an enchanted gate, it was good enough for you.”

“I want to see it.”

Ethan tried to keep up as she purposefully marched to the stables. He feared that she’d freak out and insist he take it away from there, but when she got to the stable and looked over the wooden gate, she stopped cold and blinked. All anger left her face and pity replaced it.

“He looks like he was hurt real bad,” she whispered, for Cryxis was sleeping soundly and she didn’t want to wake him up.

Ethan came to stand beside her. “He was on the brink of death. I’m hoping he’ll eat something when he wakes up.”

“Ethan, this wooden stable won’t hold a dragon if it decides to leave.”

“I know. But you don’t have to worry. I’ve spoken with him, and he understands that he’s a guest on this property.” Ethan smiled at the memory. “I told him that a pretty lady lived here and if he was good, she might let him stay.”

“What did you say?” She asked, gazing into his eyes.

“I told him you might let him stay if he was good.”

“No, the other part.”

Ethan was exhausted and had to think of what he’d said before that. “Oh, I uh, I told him a pretty lady lived here.”

She blushed and smiled sweetly, and Ethan wanted to kiss her more than he’d ever wanted anything in his entire life. They shared a time-stopping gaze. Rose’s eyes moved to Ethan’s lips. He ever-so-slowly moved closer, his heart pounding.

“The dragon got a name?” Dugh yelled from the stable doors.

Ethan closed his eyes and took in a slow, steadying breath. “Not so loud,” he said. “Cryxis is sleeping.”

“Ah, Cryxis,” Dugh whispered. He lumbered over and squeezed between Ethan and Rose and nestled his chin on the top rail of the pen. “Sure is pretty, even with all those bandages.”

“You said all the dragons were hexed?” said Rose, fanning herself despite the chill in the air.

“Yeah, it looks like Malazar has been busy. But this hex is different; it’s not just blocking magical energy flow like the ones affecting the enchanted animals, this one is targeting the heart. It’s killing them slowly.”

“What a maniac,” she said angrily.

“He’s really going to anger the dwarves,” said Dugh.

“That’s right,” said Ethan. “They’ll be furious, and they’ve got their own sorcerers! Rose! That’s it! We tell the Ironfoot dwarves exactly what’s been going on, how its Malazar who’s trying to kill their dragons and bring down their kingdom. I mean, hell, they’d probably kill him!”

“Ethan. Are you trying to start a war?” said Rose.

“No. I’m trying to save the dragons. I’m trying to help the enchanted animals. We can’t just keep taking it from this guy. It’s time to start fighting back, or we might as well just leave Arcane Acres and the magical ley lines to Malazar and find a new place to live.”

“That’s not what I mean,” said Rose. “We don’t know for sure that Malazar is the one responsible for the hexes.”

“Are you kidding me?” said Ethan. “You know as well as I do that he’s behind it.”

“Sure, but we need proof.”

“You and your proof!” Ethan scoffed.

Cryxis stirred, and Ethan gestured for Rose and Dugh to follow him out of the stable. They returned to the sun room and sat back down to finish breakfast. Ethan rubbed his bleary eyes and tried to think.

“Alright, how do we get the kind of proof that’s going to nail Malazar’s ass to the wall?” Ethan asked Rose.

When she didn’t answer, he threw his arms up in exasperation. “Exactly. That’s why we need to make a move!”

“You’re talking about going to war with one of the most powerful sorcerers in all of Genland,” she said at length.

“Rose,” he said with mounting frustration. “He’s already at war with us, and he’ll never stop. Not until he takes control of this entire village.”

“You can talk to animals, right Ethan?” said Dugh.

“Yeah Dugh, I can talk to animals.”

“Well then, why don’t you get yourself a little mouse or bird to be your spy? Maybe you could get hard proof of what he’s up to that way.”

Ethan did a double-take. “You know, Dugh, that’s not a bad idea.”

The big guy grinned and nodded happily as he ate. “I’m full of good ideas. It’s one of the things I’m good at.”

“It might work, but I’d be putting the creature’s life at risk.”

“You might be able to find a volunteer,” said Dugh. “There are some alley rats out behind my mom’s place who’d probably do just about anything for a brick of cheese.”

“Rats huh?” said Ethan, his mind churning. Maybe once he got the power to change humans into animals, Dugh or Rose could spy on Malazar. No, that was no good. If they got caught and something happened to either of them, he’d never forgive himself.

“This is my fight,” said Rose. “You two don’t have to keep putting yourselves in harm’s way.”

“Miss Rose, your fight is our fight. Right Ethan?” said Dugh.

“That’s right Dugh.”

When Dugh finished his breakfast and left to go work on the grounds, Ethan moved to the seat beside Rose. “Listen,” he said. “I think I might have figured out a way to restore your magic .”

“What?” She frowned and regarded him warily.

“My power… it’s growing, and I think I might have figured out a way to restore your lost magic. You see, I will soon have the ability to restore magical animal’s innate abilities, and I will soon be able to turn humans into animals.”

“Soooo, let me get this straight. You want to turn me into an animal so you can restore my magic? Then turn me back into a human?”

“Exactly.”

“Ethan, are you insane?”

“What? Why?”

“What you’re talking about is incredibly difficult. Not only is it extremely dangerous to change humans into animals, it requires an understanding of magic that you cannot possibly possess.”

Ethan shrugged. “Like I said, since I arrived here, I’ve been changing… a lot.”

She was still frowning and searching his eyes for answers. “How do you know you’ll soon have these powers? As far as I can tell you’ve not been studying, you aren’t a sorcerer, and you have no mentor. Magical powers don’t just blossom in a few weeks.”

“I’m from another planet. Maybe things work differently for me.”

She didn’t buy that. “Even if you could do what you say you can do, I’d still be no match for Malazar. He’s been studying the arcane arts for decades, and he’s incredibly powerful. Not only that, but he’s got allies—very dangerous and very powerful allies.”

“I thought you’d planned on killing him. If you can’t do it with restored magic, how can you?”

“I don’t know, Ethan… I just don’t know.”

“Miss Rose?” Ruuz strode into the sunroom. “The sorcerer Draven is here to see you.”

“Draven?” said Rose, and her face brightened. “Please, see him in.”

Ethan didn’t have time to ask who Draven was, for as soon as she said the words, in walked a tall, handsome young man with long, wavy, raven-black hair, bright gray-blue eyes, and the face of a model. Draven reminded Ethan of a superhero. He was well over six feet tall, dressed all in black, with an athletic frame and a chin like superman. The rugged five o’clock shadow gave him a dangerous look, not to mention the oily onyx staff in his left hand. Draven wore sleek dragon-scale boots, tight leather pants, and a dragon-hide jerkin that glowed dark blue within the cracks between the scales. He had muscular arms twice as thick as Ethan’s, bare and bulging and barely covered by the black cloak that hung from his shoulders. On the young man’s fingers were a number of beautiful rings, and from his neck hung a dark crystal at the center of which a purple light slowly swirled.

“Rose Kazarian.” Draven smiled at her like an old friend. “Well aren’t you a magical sight for a sorcerer’s eyes?”

Great, Ethan thought, even his voice is beautiful.

“Hello Draven,” she said with an equally enchanted smile.

He strode forward as if neither Ruuz nor Ethan were in the room and took Rose’s hands in his. “I heard about your father. I’m so sorry, Rose. I wish I could’ve been here sooner.”

“How did you get away at all?” she asked, and Ethan noticed how comfortable her hands were cradled inside Draven’s.

“Special leave,” he replied. “I’ve served the king’s cause for five years now, and I’ve made some friends in high places.”

Ethan cleared his throat, and Rose looked toward him like she’d forgotten he was there. “Oh! Draven, this is Ethan Critelli. He’s a veterinarian apprenticing under old Doctor Ledbetter.”

“Arcane veterinarian,” said Ethan. He shook hands with Draven, who arched an eyebrow and grinned.

“Arcane veterinarian?” said Draven. “Interesting. I dabble in the arcane arts myself.”

Rose laughed and slapped Draven’s shoulder. “Draven is a battle mage in the King’s 2nd battalion. He’s an old family friend.”

“A battle mage?” Ethan looked the man up and down. “Now that’s impressive. Looks like you showed up at just the right time.”

Draven frowned and regarded Rose quizzically.

“It’s a long story,” she said.

Draven sat down and helped himself to tea. “I’ve got all the time in the world.”

Rose and Ethan told Draven everything that had happened, including Ethan being summoned from another world and witnessing Malazar’s attack on Kazian’s tower. The only thing left out of the story was Ethan’s absorption of the arcane crystal, and because it was omitted by Ethan, Rose and Draven wasted time and effort on the non-mystery.

“I think the important thing is stopping Malazar,” said Ethan. “If he gets his way, Arcane Acres is doomed.”

Draven nodded gravely. “I’m sorry Rose. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you needed me. You must be feeling so alone.”

“Well, not totally alone,” Ethan murmured, but Draven didn’t seem to hear him.

“I promise you, Rose Kazarian,” Draven went on, once again holding her hand across the table. “Your father will be avenged.”

Ethan’s gaze moved from Draven to Rose and back again, and he felt even more the third wheel as they stared into each other’s eyes.

“Ah, look at the time,” said Ethan. “I’ve got to get to work.”

“You’re working today?” said Rose. “Have you even slept?”

“Not a wink.” Ethan rose from the table and pushed in his chair. “I’ll be alright. Besides, I’m sure you two have a lot of catching up to do.”

“You’re right there,” Draven said with a grin.

“Great,” said Ethan. “Oh, Rose, is it alright if I keep Cryxis in the stables for a bit? I’ll check on him before I leave, but I’m sure he’ll be no trouble at all.”

“Of course,” she said with a kind smile.

“Nice to meet you, Draven.”

“Same to you, Ethan,” said the battle mage.

Ethan shuffled out of the house feeling a mix of emotions. On the one hand, he was glad that they’d acquired a powerful ally in their struggle against Malazar. On the other hand, he was crushed, for there was obviously a spark between Rose and Draven.


CHAPTER 24


When Ethan arrived at the office, Byron looked relieved.

“Ethan,” he said brightly, “it’s good to see you. Come in, come in.”

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Nonsense, my boy. You were no doubt up all night dealing with Cryxis. I’m surprised you even showed up. How is the dragon doing?”

“Better. I tended to his wounds and fed him this morning. He’s drinking a lot of water, which I take to be a good sign.”

“Ah, good, good.” Byron shuffled past the waiting room into the office and settled in his chair behind the desk. “Tea?”

“Sure, thank you.”

“Sugar, cream?”

“One each please.”

Byron fixed the tea and handed it to Ethan. Then he went to his desk and rummaged around for a time. He chuckled to himself. “I do believe that you’ve been working with me for a week now. How time flies. Here you go lad, here’s your first week’s pay.” He set a small sack on the desk. “Four silver crowns, as promised.”

Ethan perked up; he’d completely forgotten about getting paid. “Oh, sweet! Now I can get some new clothes!”

“Speaking of clothes.” Byron got up from the desk with effort and went into the back room. He returned with a beautiful light brown trench coat with dark brown embroidered hems. “This used to be my brother’s, but he’s got no use for it anymore. I believe that it will fit you nicely.”

Ethan accepted the jacket in disbelief. “Wow, Byron, I don’t know what to say.”

“Try it on and say it fits,” the old man said with a laugh.

Ethan tried it on and found it to be a perfect fit.

“Just as I thought,” said Byron. “Fits you like a glove. Enchanted it is too; nearly indestructible, rainproof yet airy, and impervious to filth and muck and the like.”

“This is too much,” Ethan began, but Byron would hear none of it.

“Nonsense, you’ve earned it. You’ll find it cool in the sun and warm in the cold as well. Quite handy.”

“Thank you, Byron. Thank you.”

“My pleasure, lad.”

Ethan noticed that Byron’s eyes were watering, and he busied himself with drinking the tea and trying to act like he didn’t notice the old man wiping one eye.

“Take the rest of the day off,” said Byron. “You’ve earned that too. Besides, I imagine you’ve still a lot of work to do with Cryxis.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure.”

“Thanks Byron.”

Ethan left with a new pep in his step and went directly to the closest tailor. He bought two pairs of pants in earth tones and of the style he’d seen younger men his age wearing around town, along with two matching long sleeve shirts, one short sleeve shirt, a couple pairs of drawstring undershorts, and two pairs of socks. He already had a great pair of boots, not to mention the sneakers he’d been wearing when he’d arrived, but he did notice a pair of dress shoes, which reminded him of the upcoming ball.

His eyes scanned the store for a suit, and he was relieved to find a small collection in the back.

“Ah,” said the shop owner, and squat man with big pork chop sideburns and bright red suspenders over fine clothes. “You look like a man in need of a suit.”

“Yes, I need something for the ball this weekend.”

“Ball?” the man inquired. “Baroness Fizzywitz’s ball by any chance?”

“Yes, exactly,” said Ethan. “Sounds like it’s a well-known event.”

The squat man clutched his chest and frowned at Ethan, looking him up and down and no doubt wondering how Ethan ever got invited. His eyes lingered on the trench coat, and his face suddenly brightened with realization. “Wait a minute, I’ve seen that coat before on Anderson Ledbetter. You must be Byron Ledbetter’s new apprentice.”

“Yes. I recently treated the baroness’s cat, Mister Fuzzybottoms. Hence the invite.”

“Ah, that explains it. Lucky you, just getting into town and already invited to the grandest ball of the year.”

“Yeah, lucky.” Ethan laughed nervously. “How much is that one there?” he asked about a fine looking suit.

“Twenty silver crowns,” the shop keeper replied, closely watching Ethan’s reaction.

“Only twenty?” Ethan joked, but the shop keeper didn’t find it amusing. “Um, any chance you might be willing to rent it out?”

“Rent?” the man considered the word. “Hmm, rent a suit for the night. What a novel idea!” He regarded Ethan with newfound interest. “Perhaps I could rent a suit to you for but one night, for, say, two silver crowns?”

“One crown and you’ve got a deal,” said Ethan.

The shopkeeper rubbed his chin and considered the counteroffer. “One crown, but if you stain it, rip it, dirty it, or otherwise damage it, then you’re paying to have it cleaned and/or fixed, and if it cannot be cleaned and/or fixed, you will have bought it for full price.”

“Deal,” said Ethan. He paid for the upcoming rental and the clothes he’d picked out, which came to two and a half crowns total, then left with his significantly lighter coin purse.

After dropping off his things at his cottage, he sought out Ruuz and paid the elf back the crown he owed him.

“Ah, thank you Ethan,” said the elf.

Ethan glanced around the house. “Where’s, uh, Rose?”

“She and Draven went flying. I believe they will be returning tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Ethan was crestfallen. Where were they going that they had to spend the night? Were they spending the night in the same room? The same bed?

Ruuz knowingly averted his gaze to Ethan’s new work coat. “Ah, I see that you’ve received some new work clothes. I take it things are going well with your apprenticeship.”

“What? Oh, yeah, things are going great. There’s a lot more work than Byron let on, but that’s fine. I’d rather be busy than bored. So, uh, Ruuz, what do you know of this Draven guy?”

“Draven? Well, he’s a friend of the family. I’ve known him since he was a youngster. He used to be over here just about every day. He and Rose were playmates for many years until Draven left at the age of twelve to study the arcane arts.”

“Playmates, huh?”

“Oh yes. They were quite inseparable.”

“Inseparable, huh?”

“Very much so.”

Ethan suddenly felt sick to his stomach. His fatigue caught up to him all at once and he blinked heavily.

“Are you feeling alright, sir? You seem a bit…green.”

“Yeah, just a little tired.”

“Perhaps a nap would do you good.”

“Probably, but I don’t have time for that. Too much work to do.”

“Ah yes, the sick dragon.” Ruuz furled his brow in thought and tapped his chin. “I may have something that will help. Excuse me.”

He left Ethan standing in the great room and returned shortly with a small vial.

“What’s this?” Ethan asked when Ruuz handed it to him.

“A special tincture that I use on rare occasions. It will make you feel as though you’ve had a good night’s sleep for half a day.”

“Oh sweet. Ho much do I drink?”

In answer, Ruuz produced a tea spoon. “One of these should do it. But I must warn you that once it wears off, all your fatigue will suddenly catch up to you and you will indeed feel terrible. I recommend getting to bed before the twelve hours is up.”

Ethan downed the medicine and smacked his lips, enjoying the sweet blackberry flavor. The effect on Ethan was instantaneous: his mental fog cleared and his thoughts became crisp, all aches left his body, and his energy level went from hovering just above zero to something akin to being plugged into a wall socket.

A jittery laugh escaped him. “Wow, this stuff is incredible! What do you call it?”

“It is a family recipe going back thousands of years, consisting of many things: blackberry juice, turmeric root, a certain type of mushroom that only grows on a certain hill very, very far away, and of course the main ingredient, nectar of the coca plant,” Ruuz said merrily.

Ethan coughed and almost choked. “Excuse me? What was that last part?”

“Nectar of the co-ca plant,” Ruuz replied slowly. “It’s a natural elven remedy for fatigue.”

“Hah! It’s a natural remedy for fatigue back on my planet as well, and very much illegal.” Ethan laughed like a chittering chipmunk and ran his shaking hands through his hair. “What’s done is done, I guess.”

“Indeed.” Ruuz grinned and took a little sip from the bottle.

Ethan left the house with more pent up energy than he knew what to do with, and it was then that he remembered he’d never tallied up his points for helping Cryxis. He was close to getting a new ability in the Magical Diagnosis branch of his abilities and tending to the dragon had surely put him over the top.

He retreated to his workshop-turned-living space and closed the door behind him. Wringing his shaky hands, he called to Dali, who appeared before him in a blue Star Trek outfit from the 1960’s.

“Live long and prosper, sir,” Dali said, holding up Spock’s iconic hand gesture.

“You’re killing me, Smalls.”

“Excuse me, sir? Is there a problem?”

“No, never mind. Do you think you could beam up my points from helping Cryxis? I believe I’ve surpassed the 25 points needed to advance in Magical Diagnosis.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” said Dali, and he pulled out a Star Trek phaser. “Set to stun!” he said, then shot Ethan in the forehead with an illusionary laser beam.

Case Name: Healing the Dragon Cryxis

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication (2 Points): Through telepathic communication, you established a connection with Cryxis, the afflicted dragon, understanding his ailment and anxiety.

Empathic Evaluation (2 Points): Your empathic abilities allowed you to sense the distress in Cryxis, pinpointing the heart chakra hex and its impact on him.

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (2 Points): Skillfully utilizing diagnostic magic, you identified the hex affecting Cryxis's heart chakra, unraveling the complexities of the magical imbalance.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Magical Disease and Epidemic Management (2 Points): Your skills in identifying and treating magical diseases are increasing.

Arcane Blessing (1 Point): Your Arcane Blessing enhanced Cryxis's overall well-being, boosting his resilience and aiding in his healing process.

Magical Therapies:

Psychological and Emotional Well-being (2 Points): Through your many abilities, you addressed the dragon’s psychological needs and offered magical therapy.

Magical Care:

Magical Creature Physiology (2 Points): Your budding understanding of magical creature physiology guided the application of bandages and treatments, ensuring Cryxis's wounds were properly tended to.

Magical Intervention:

Hex Identification (3 Points): Using your trusty Hex Identification, you discovered a deadly hex affecting the dragons of the Ironfoot Mountains.

Total Points Earned for Healing the Dragon Cryxis: 16 Points

Progress Report:

+4 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 11/25 Points earned.

+2 Magical Diagnosis: Novice Level: 25/25 Apprentice Level Achieved: 1/50 Points earned

+3 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 10/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 10/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Care: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned

+3 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 10/25 Points earned

“Congratulations, Ethan!” said Dali. “You have earned the 25 points needed to advance to Apprentice Level in Magical Diagnosis. Are you ready to receive your new Magical Diagnosis ability?”

“Oh yeah, baby.” Ethan rubbed his hands together like a little kid on Christmas morning.

“You already have the ability to see the auras and chakras of animals, and with this new ability, you will be able to feel their discomfort,” Dali said with a wild grin.

“Why does this one sound painful?”

“Because it is!” Daily laughed maniacally and pulled a paintbrush from thin air. He dabbed it in something imaginary and swiped Ethan’s forehead.

“Wait!” Ethan cried, but it was too late. Pain coursed through his body, dropping him to his knees then to his side where he curled up in the fetal position, wracked with agony.

Congratulations!

You have acquired an apprentice level ability!

Ability - Pain Empathy: You can now empathically connect with magical animals, experiencing their pain and discomfort. This connection will enable you to pinpoint the source of their distress, facilitating accurate diagnosis and targeted treatment.

“Okay, okay! I get it!”

The pain suddenly and mercifully stopped, leaving Ethan drenched in sweat and drooling on the floor. Dali grinned down at him like a mad scientist, eyes wide and expectant. “So… how does it feel?”

“You suck,” Ethan groaned. He peeled himself up from the floor with the help of a nearby chair and hugged himself. “That was terrible.”

“Apologies,” said Dali. “But sometimes progress hurts.”

“Dude, it didn’t have to hurt. You literally made it hurt.”

“No, sir, I did not. You’ve attained a very powerful magical ability. The nature of said ability is empathetic pain… Pain Ethan.”

“Yeah, alright, I get it. I guess I was just hoping for something more, I don’t know, something that would help me against Malazar.”

“Oh!” Dali raised a brow. “Do you mean, like sorcer⁠—”

“Don’t. Even. Say. It.” Ethan warned.

“Wouldn’t think of it, sir.”

Ethan sighed. “Well, I might as well try out the new ability. Hopefully Cryxis isn’t in too much pain.”

He left Dali—if that was possible—and made his way to the stables, rolling his sore shoulders as he went. He took off his new coat and hung it on a nail as he entered the stables and sniffed, seeking the scent of infection that had permeated the air around the dragon earlier in the day. He was happy to pick up only the sweet, earthy scent of fresh hay.

“It’s just me, Cryxis,” he called out as he approached the large stall. He couldn’t see the dragon so he knew it was still lying down, which he didn’t know how to take. Cryxis was getting his first opportunity to relax in who knew how long, and Ethan felt bad about possibly waking him up. His fears were alleviated, however, when he found the dragon sitting up, big eyes sleepy but alert.

“How you doing buddy?” Ethan asked as he stepped onto the first iron bar of the gate and looked over the top.

Cryxis held his gaze, and that deep voice sounded in Ethan’s head louder than before.

Better…

“Good to hear. Do you mind if I come in?”

Enter, yes.

Ethan moved into the stall and left the gate open behind him to show Cryxis that he wasn’t a prisoner. The silver dragon regarded Ethan with a quizzical tilt of the head. In the faint sunlight, Cryxis’s clean silver scales were beautiful to behold, studded with tiny flashes of azure and green predominate in a pinfire pattern and spots of a more muted blue over a gray-ish color.

“How magnificent you will look in the sunlight once you’re healed properly,” said Ethan.

Sunlight?

Mines, no sunlight.

Ethan swallowed his sympathy hard. “You’re not going back there,” Ethan blurted, then seeing the hopeful look in the dragon’s eyes, he committed further to the statement, adding, “Ever!”

How?

Where?

“I’ll tell the dwarves you were stolen. And once you’re healed, you could, uh, you could live here. Maybe I can figure out how to restore your wings with magic.”

Wings?

Cryxis looked to the roof, but Ethan knew he was seeing the wide-open, clear blue sky in his mind’s eye.

Fly?

“If it is in my power, I will make it happen. I promise you.”

Cryxis’ large eyes regarded Ethan with something akin to respect.

Others?

“The other dragons?”

A nod.

“I’m going to do what I can.”

You… good, little, person.

“Thank you, Cryxis.” Ethan gently stroked the dragon’s neck. “I’ve learned a new spell; it helps me to understand the pain you’re in so that I might better help. Do you mind if I try it on you?”

You feel pain? The voice came hesitantly.

“Yes, but only for a moment…I think. It’s okay, really. I want to.”

The dragon blinked heavily and nodded.

Ethan slowly rubbed his hands together, trying to build up his nerve. It was like getting ready to touch an electric fence or put his tongue on a nine-volt battery. “Okay, here goes.” He placed his hand on the dragon’s chest. Nothing happened.

“Uh… enable Pain Empathy.” As soon as the words left his mouth, a searing pain entered his chest that took his breath away. In the same instant, he felt the dull soreness of the dragon’s other wounds as well, even those on his wings. His ribs ached, his cracked scales itched, the too-short claws throbbed, and the holes where he’d been milked of his fire burned steadily on the inside.

Cryxis groaned mournfully, and Ethan’s eyes filled with tears.

“You poor thing,” he whispered. “What have they done to you?”


CHAPTER 25


Reenergized and more determined than ever after his empathetic bond to Cryxis, Ethan went up to the attic of the big house determined to lift the hexes from every single afflicted item in the strange collection. He started with simple things—a top that refused to spin, wool gloves that made the wearer’s hands cold, a spoon which, left a sour taste in the mouth when eaten from—before moving on to harder items like a hexed doll that fought to get away when hugged.

Hours later, exhausted and having unraveled the magical threads of thirteen hexed items, Ethan brought up his interface and eagerly read the progress report.

Case Name: Hexed Toys in the Attic

Magical Intervention:

Hex Identification (7 Points): Through dedicated practice, you've become proficient in diagnosing and lifting hexes from various objects, both minor and major.

Total Points Earned for Hexed Toys in the Attic: 7 Points

“Are you serious?” Ethan screamed in frustration. “Dali! DALI!”

“I’m right here, sir.”

Ethan whirled around and searched for the avatar, but he found no sign of him.

“Up here, sir.”

Ethan looked up and found Dali in a full Spiderman costume, hanging from the ceiling by fingers and toes.

“Get down here and quit messing around! And take off that ridiculous outfit,” said Ethan.

Dali disappeared from the ceiling and reappeared before Ethan in his usual suit and oily appearance. “Is this better, sir?” Dali pouted.

“Dude, I just lifted thirteen different hexes and for some reason your stupid system only gave me 7 points, all in Magical Intervention.”

Dali swiped at the air with his paintbrush, and the progress report appeared in the air between them.

Progress Report:

Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 11/25 Points earned

Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 1/50 Points earned

Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 10/25 Points earned

Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 10/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned

+7 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 17/25 Points earned

“Yes, you are correct sir,” said Dali.

“I need points in other skills. All that hex lifting must have counted somewhere else.”

“I understand your impatience, sir. But tonight your actions were a bit redundant. I explained to you that the potency of an action will diminish the more you do it. Perhaps you should explore more in your potion making abilities. If you were to gather ingredients for, say, a hex weakening potion, then successfully brew it, I think that would get you closer to your goal.”

Ethan let out a long sigh. “Alright. Okay. But how long until I can lift the hexes on the enchanted animals? I mean, I’m apprentice level now. Am I getting close?”

“It is hard to say since the unraveling of such spell threads takes not only raw power but also intelligence, and I’m afraid that in your current state of exhaustion, you would fail miserably.”

Ethan slumped down onto the attic floor. He looked out the window and was surprised at how dark it was outside. Ruuz’s tincture had to be wearing off. The elf had warned him about such an event, and he had also warned Ethan to be in bed by then. Now Ethan understood why. Weariness and lethargy washed through him, leaving him barely able to lift his head without getting dizzy.

“Dali… Dali, I⁠—”

“Rest now, sir. Tomorrow is a new day.” Dali’s words came to Ethan through a soup of muddled confusion, and a moment later he knew no more.

Many hours later, Ethan’s consciousness floated up from the depths of oblivion and he opened his eyes. They focused on the grooves of ancient wood grains, and the busy little ant making its way across the miles-long plank. Ethan’s eyes moved across the floor, to the stack of old musty books, the broken suit of armor scorched so badly that it’s once polished silver metal barely shown. His eyes followed a thick wooden beam, a part of the big house’s skeletal system, to the old dusty coat of arms sitting beside a mold-spotted sewing dress form, to an old rocking horse that may have once belonged to little Rose Kazarian, to a large foggy mirror, to the small, octagonal stained-glass window.

Ethan blinked. There was something odd about the window. Something important. He lifted his head off the floor and wiped the large puddle of drool streaming from his cheek. “Uh…Dali, you need to see this.”

“See what, sir?” Dali appeared beside him in a rocking chair.

“The stained glass window there.”

“Very pretty, sir. Lovely flowers,” he said of the depiction of roses bursting from the rays of the rising sun.

“It’s a picture of flowers emerging from the sunrise when you look at it like that, but look at it like this,” Ethan laid back down and glanced up over his brow at it. “Look at it upside down and tell me what so see.”

Dali joined Ethan, lying beside him and craning his neck so. “Oh!” he said in surprise. “Is that… is that Rose?”

“I think it is,” said Ethan. “Look at the face, the color of the hair, the dress. I’ve seen her in that pink dress before.”

“But she’s casting some sort of fire spell,” said Dali. “See there? The stem of the rose right side up becomes Rose’s hand when viewed upside down. The burst of fire, it’s coming from her hand.”

“What does it mean?” Ethan asked himself and Dali.

“Do you think Kazian put it there for you to see knowing that you would wake up on the floor and discover its true meaning?”

“True meaning,” Ethan whispered. “What is Kazian trying to tell us? He must have put this here like you said. It must be some sort of prophecy. Perhaps he means for me to understand that Rose’s magic will someday return.”

“Perhaps,” said Dali. “Or perhaps he means to convey that her abilities were never gone in the first place. Look at her heart chakra, it glows like the fire in her spell. The heart chakra is supposed to be the origin of magical ability and can never truly be taken away or lost.”

“I have to show this to Rose.” Ethan sprang up from the floor and cried out when he banged his head on the low ceiling. His vision went white and stars danced in his peripheral as he rubbed his head. He took the stairs down two at a time, rubbing the lump and cursing to himself.

“Heya, Hailu,” he said when he found the dwarf in the kitchen.

“Breakfast’ll be ready promptly, doctor,” she said from the counter where she was dicing potatoes.

“Is Rose back yet? I need to talk to her.”

Hailu grinned knowingly. “Nay, not that I know.”

Ethan went to the sun room, where Ruuz was sipping tea and reading a small book. “Is Rose back yet?” he asked the elf.

“No,” he said absently.

“Damn. Alright, I’m going to wash up and head to work. If Rose gets back, can you send word with an errand boy or something? I’ve got something important to tell her.”

“Anything I should be aware of?” Ruuz looked up from his book with concern in his weathered face.

“No, no, nothing too crazy.”

“Very well.” Ruuz returned to his book and Ethan went to his cabin out back to freshen up.

He cleaned his body and washed his hair as best he could in the wash basin, then dressed in his new clothes. He threw on his enchanted trench coat and hurried out the door, waving at Dugh who was trimming the hedges and humming to himself.

“Have a good day at work, doctor!” Dugh hollered with an enthusiastic wave.

“Same to you!” Ethan called back, grinning at the half-giant and his wonderfully constant and refreshingly optimistic mood.

Ethan checked on Cryxis and found the dragon to still be sleeping, so he decided to leave him be and walked through town to Ledbetter’s place.

“Morning!” he said when he let himself into the office.

“Good morning, Ethan!” Byron called from the surgery.

Ethan joined him and was surprised to find the old man setting a dog’s broken leg. “Oh! What happened?”

“Poor bugger got its leg run over by a wagon. T’was the Farthington’s wagon done the deed. The whole family was packed up and heading out of town quick like, beneath the cloak of night so nobody would see, and they ran right over the General here.”

“The General?” Ethan took a better look at the sleeping dog. “As in General Ruffington?”

“The one and only,” said Byron. “Mister Farthington felt bad, but as soon as the General’s owner, that’s Jacob Crout, sent his boy to fetch me, the Farthington’s were off again. That’s the second family this week to leave town. Pretty soon there won’t be anyone left with animals to tend to!”

Ethan extended his hand toward the dog, thinking he might as well use Pain Empathy to check to see if the dog had any more injuries, but he thought better of it; the dog had been put under by a local anesthesia and Ethan wasn’t bound to feel anything.

“What’re you thinking?” said Byron as he finished up the job.

“Um, I was thinking that I need to level up, er, practice brewing healing potions. Do you have any literature on the study of such things?”

“Actually I do. Passed down from my brother. Help me with the cast and I’ll fetch it.”

When they’d finished setting the cast and cleaning up, Byron led Ethan across the path to his house and further into the small study. Ethan had never been in this room; indeed, he’d only ever hovered around the kitchen table in the week or so that he’d worked there, and he was amazed by the collection of books.

“A reader, are you?” Byron inquired, then he laughed. “Of course you are, being a student and all. What I mean is do you read much fiction?”

“Yes, I do,” Ethan replied.

“Well then, you’re in luck. I’ve got nearly a hundred fiction books, novels, novellas, short stories, collections, and the like, and I’d wager my fortune that you’ve never read any of them before!” He laughed and patted his bulbous belly, bulging the buttons of his brown vest.

Ethan shared the good doctor’s mirth. “I fancy you’d win that wager.”

“You can borrow any of them that you like,” Byron said as he continued to rummage through the shelves. He moved to the other wall where another grand collection was housed in a beautiful, dark cherry book case with brass trimmings, which stood as regal as a grandfather clock.

“Thanks, I appreciate…uh,” Ethan stammered, for he’d seen something that confused him greatly. “What’s this?” He held up the book to Byron and read the title. “The Dinosaur Riders of Los Angeles?”

“It’s a fantasy series by R. R. Weatherby,” Byron replied.

“Okay,” Ethan said slowly. “But in my world, there is actually a city called Los Angeles and there were dinosaurs on our planet millions of years ago. We’ve dug up tons of bones.”

“Really? You have dinosaurs on your planet?”

“Had,” Ethan corrected. “Do you, er, did you have them here?”

“No, no, of course not. They’re a fantasy construct, or at least I thought they were. You say they used to exist on your world?”

“Yeah.” Ethan was flabbergasted. “How is it that an author from this world can make up creatures and places from Earth?”

Byron shrugged. “Well, you said on Earth people invented dragons in literature. Perhaps people on both sides are actually getting some sort of glimpse of the other world. Perhaps it comes to them in dreams.”

“Yeah, like somehow authors on both planets are able to tap into the universal consciousness and pull from it information about other worlds, information that is indeed true.”

“Ah-ha! Here it is!” Byron exclaimed. He pulled a book down from the top shelf of the brass and cherry bookcase. “Here it is.” He blew dust off the cover, adjusted his glasses, and read aloud, “High Witch Druidia Falconsdaughter’s Complete Collection of Animal Remedies Both Mundane and Arcane.”

“Damn, that sounds legit,” Ethan replied. “Thanks!” He accepted the book and flipped through it, his eyes wide as his mind expanded with possibilities. He thumbed to the back of the book and glanced over the supposed magical plants listed in great detail. “These roots and herbs and flowers with magical properties, do you have any of this stuff?”

“Hhmm.” Byron shuffled over and scoured the list, but it went on and on for pages upon pages. “I don’t know. Don’t think so. But the regions where they are to be found are listed here, see, beside the time of year they can be harvested. You want to look for plants that are to be found in Western-Central Genland, that’s technically our region, though it is known by other names.”

Ethan found the key and identified some of the plants that might be found in the area. “I’m going to make a list of stuff I need to make a potion for Cryxis and the enchanted animals, something that will help weaken the hexes. That is, unless you’ve got more pressing work for me today.”

“No, not at all. Nothing is more pressing than that. Too bad about Madam Morgus being in cahoots with Malazar, she’s most definitely got many if not most of those magical plants at her place, or else knows exactly where to get them.”

“I think I might know someone who can help,” said Ethan.

He returned home and found Dugh moving hay into the stables.

“Hey Dugh!”

“Morning Ethan.” The half-giant tossed the hay off a pitchfork and wiped his brow. “Gonna be a warm one I reckon.”

“I think so too. Say, do you know where I could get some of these ingredients?” Ethan opened the book to a saved page that listed a variety of flora that was supposed to grow in the region.

“Whoa, is that a spell book?” he asked, mystified.

“I guess it is in a way,” said Ethan.

Dugh read over the plants and nodded, “Oh yeah, I know where to find stuff like this. Red-eye mushrooms, bogroot, yellow thistleberry. I know where all that grows.”

“I’d like to start collecting this stuff as soon as possible,” said Ethan. “How about I help you with your chores so that you can get done earlier, then you and I can go out foraging.”

“That sounds like a good idea!” said Dugh. “Are these ingredients for fixing magic medicine for the animals?”

“Yes, they are.”

“Well then,” Dugh tossed the pitchfork into the back of a nearby wagon. “We best get at it and forget about chores. I think Miss Rose would find it more important for me to help the animals than cut the grass.”

“Is she back yet?” Ethan asked, inwardly cringing at how obvious he must be.

“Don’t think so,” said Dugh. “Gustwing would be munchin on hay if she was.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“I’ll get a horse and wagon ready. We’re gonna be doing a lot of traveling today.”

“Okay, Dugh. Let me just check on Cryxis, then we’ll be off.”

Ethan found the dragon still lying in the corner where he’d left it. Cryxis was awake, however, and he perked up when Ethan popped his head over the gate.

“Good morning, Cryxis,” he said, staring into those large pools.

Friend, came that deep voice in his mind.

“That’s right. Are you hungry?”

Cryxis growled low in his throat, and Ethan had the distinct image of fish in his mind.

“You like fish huh?”

Cryxis made a series of interesting sounds in his chest.

“Hmm, alright, let me see if I can find some for you today. In the meantime, I’ll check with Hailu. Be right back!”

Hailu indeed had meat in storage, but she wasn’t very keen on handing it over for a dragon to eat. “If you think I’m feeding a dragon, then you’ve got another thing coming. It’s hard enough keeping Dugh fed, let alone a dragon!”

She then directed him to the town butcher, and said that since he was going shopping, he could pick up a few things for the house.

Ethan returned to the stables and told Cryxis he’d be back shortly with his breakfast, then he and Dugh hopped on the wagon and headed into town. They passed many people in the streets that morning, and to Ethan’s surprise, he recognized quite a few of them. The townspeople recognized him as well, and they waved or called out ‘Good morning, Doctor Critelli’ as he passed.

“You sure are making some friends ‘round town,” said Dugh. He had a long piece of straw hanging out of the corner of his mouth and wore the same happy grin he always wore.

“Everyone’s been great,” said Ethan, and he waved at a farmer he recognized from a few days back.

In the heart of the bustling market square stood two local butcher shops, the first an old shop with dusty red brick, and the second a much newer store made of thick lumber. The two butchers were brothers, Dugh told Ethan, and they’d once had a single shop—the stone building called Ye Ole Butcher Shop—but a quarrel had put a wedge between them and now they competed fiercely for business. The newer building was called AA’s Finest Butcher Shop and featured large windows that showcased coiled sausages and birds hanging from hooks. Hailu had her preference, so into Ye Ole Butcher Shoppe Ethan and Dugh went. Upon entering, the two friends were enveloped in the rich aroma of freshly smoked meat that mingled with the scent of fragrant herbs and spices. Ethan’s mouth watered in anticipation and his stomach reminded him that he hadn’t had any breakfast.

Rows of succulent smoked meats were neatly arranged on low shelves, showcasing the day's offerings. A variety of cuts from different animals were available: plump sausages coiled like sleeping serpents, marbled cuts of beef and veal, and racks of lamb, trimmed and ready for roasting. Pheasants, rabbits, and ducks hung from hooks, their feathers removed, waiting to be transformed into hearty stews and roasts. The centerpiece was a massive oak counter, polished to a shine from years of use. Behind it, the skilled and apron-clad butcher worked diligently, his hands moving with practiced expertise.

“Good morning gents!” the big man called without looking up from his work.

“Good morning, Mister Mickleson!” said Dugh. “Boy oh boy something smells good.”

“That’d be the smoked pork and fennel,” said Mr. Mickleson.

Ethan bade the man a good morning and marveled at the nearby jars that held pickled eggs, pickled pigs feet, pickled tongues, and even pickled fish. Behind the butcher block, jars and sacks of exotic spices lined the shelves: cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg imported from distant lands. Fresh herbs like rosemary, thyme, and sage were bundled together, their aroma wafting through the air. In one corner, a display of gleaming knives, cleavers, and grinding stones was arranged meticulously. These polished tools were the pride of the butcher shop, each one carefully crafted to ensure precision in every cut.

“What can I do you for?” said the butcher, and he took a break from his work to focus on Dugh and Ethan.

“I’ve got a list here from Hailu,” said Ethan, handing the man the parchment.

“Let’s see here, pheasant, pork roast, five sausage links… Alright, give me but a few minutes and I’ll have it all wrapped up and ready.”

“Uh, any chance you have fresh fish?” Ethan asked.

“I get fresh fish in from the coast but once a week, on Firstday. You gotta get here early, too, because it goes fast,” the butcher replied.

“Firstday, gotcha. Um, can I add two racks of lamb to that order? You can just put it on the Kazarian tab.”

“Coming right up,” said Mr. Mickelson, and whistling he went to the back of the shop where entire animals hung.

Dugh added some meat sticks to the order, and he and Ethan chomped happily as they rode back through town with their purchased wares. When Ethan brought the two massive racks of lamb into the stables, Cryxis quickly found the strength to rise to his feet.

“Look what I got you buddy ole’ pal,” said Ethan.

Cryxis licked his lips with a thick, serpentine tongue and sat on his haunches drooling in anticipation.

“Ready? Catch!” Ethan threw the first rack into the pen, and Cryxis made a little leap to catch it in his teeth. He crunched the bone and eagerly gulped it down, then looked from Ethan to the other rack on the floor beside him. Ethan tossed him this one too, and with a mental thanks, Cryxis brought the other half of his prize to the corner of the pen to eat at his leisure.

“Enjoy! I’ll be back tonight, alright? You just relax and rest up. I’m going to find you some really good medicine.”

Friend.

Good friend.


CHAPTER 26


Hailu had made Ethan and Dugh a picnic for their trip, so they set out into the countryside in search of rare and exotic magical flora with basket in hand. It indeed turned out to be a hot day, but there was a nice breeze in the hills and the thick forests that the road sometimes wound through offered abundant shade.

It felt good for Ethan to have a day off of sorts, and Dugh was pleasant company, telling Ethan all about Arcane Acres and how giants used to live in these hills in the old days. Back then, it wasn’t called Arcane Acres or even Nibbler’s Notch, but rather Ughhenden Et Galdenven, meaning ‘Green Hills with White Teeth’ in the old giant tongue.

They stopped beside a babbling brook that trickled through a craggy clutter of pine trees. There, Dugh showed Ethan some red moss which grew on the southern face of the trees, whose roots delved into the sparkling water. “I think I saw that one on your list,” said the half-giant. “That there’s called crimson carpet.”

“Sweet,” said Ethan as he conferred with his book and found that indeed it was listed as flora with many magical properties.

Dugh harvested some, and Ethan touched it with his finger, which instantly triggered his identification ability.

Magical Flora Property Identification Report: Crimson Carpet Moss

Properties:

Arcane Aura: Radiates a soft, calming aura, instilling a sense of tranquility in those nearby.

Sensitivity to Magical Energy: Absorbs and resonates with nearby magical energy, making it an excellent indicator of magical disturbances.

Conductivity: Conducts magical energy efficiently, often used in spellcasting circles for enhancing rituals.

Growth Acceleration: Responds to arcane stimuli, growing faster in areas with high activity.

Healing Energy: Contains natural healing properties, promoting regeneration and vitality when applied to wounds or injuries.

Magical Luminescence: Under moonlight or arcane influence, the moss emits a gentle, ethereal glow, providing natural illumination in dark environments.

Protection Ward: Often used in protective enchantments due to its ability to absorb negative energies and create a shield against malevolent forces.

Magical Interaction Notes:

Crimson carpet moss is highly revered among practitioners for its versatility and potent properties. It has been historically used in various rituals, potion-making, and protective spells. Its ability to absorb, conduct, and amplify arcane energy makes it a sought-after component in many magical traditions. When properly harvested, prepared, and combined with other ingredients, the moss can enhance the potency of healing spells, divination rituals, and protective wards.

“This is perfect,” said Ethan. “Thanks for coming along, Dugh. I would have been lost without your expertise.”

“That’s me,” Dugh said with a grin. “A regular expertise! Oh! Double luck.” He pointed at a clump of mushrooms that were dripping an inky-blue substance from their caps. “Them there’re ink-bottle mushrooms!”

Ethan touched one of the mushroom caps and read aloud the report in front of him.

Ink-Bottle Mushrooms

Magical Properties:

Inky Stabilizer: The inky liquid extracted from these mushrooms serves as a potent stabilizer in potion-making. When added to magical brews, it prolongs their shelf life and enhances their effectiveness by preventing the degradation of magical properties. Alchemists highly prize this substance for its ability to maintain the potency of various potions over extended periods of time.

Temporal Binder: When combined with specific rare herbs and ritual chants, the inky fluid can be transformed into a Temporal Binder, a magical ink that, when inscribed on surfaces, can preserve writings and spells for centuries, making it invaluable for grimoires and ancient texts.

“That’ll come in handy.” Ethan carefully collected a small bottle of the inky black syrup and corked it, slipping it into his coat pocket. “See anything else of use? Dugh? Dugh?”

“Over here!” said the half-giant, and Ethan hurried to his side. Dugh pointed at the shrubbery. “Well, they ain’t magical, but there are a whole bunch of blackberries in there!”

Ethan grabbed a bucket out of the wagon and joined Dugh, and in no time they’d filled the whole thing up, as well as their bellies.

“Wait and see the pie my mother bakes out of those,” Dugh mused as they rode away.

“I’d love to meet her,” said Ethan.

“She wants to meet you, too. I told her all about you and how you’re trying to fix the enchanted animals.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, she said that Kazian was crazy and you must be crazy too.”

“She did?” said Ethan, taken aback.

“Yeah.” Dugh laughed. “It’s alright though. My mother likes crazy people more than she likes any other kind. She says that if you ain’t a little crazy from this crazy world, then must be something’s wrong with you.”

“She might be right,” said Ethan.

Dugh urged the horses up the steep hillsides. After a good climb, they stopped far from the pine forest and trickling creek, atop a hillock with a lone tree. It was a kind of willow tree that Ethan had never seen on Earth, and a slightly luminescent moss like old man’s beard hung from it.

“The hanging moss from that there tree is on your list,” said Dugh.

“It is?” Ethan conferred with the potion book, but none of the names gave him any indication they belonged to the hanging moss. “Which one is it?”

“That there tree be called a winter willow, and that moss that hangs from it is called winter’s fringe,” said Dugh as he repeatedly tossed blackberries into his big mouth. His lips were already stained dark with the stuff, as were his teeth, and Ethan wondered if he himself looked foolish.

He hopped off the wagon, collected a fresh jar from the back, and gathered some of the dry green moss into it, reading the properties reported by the interface.

Winter Willow Moss

Magical Properties:

Hexbane Affinity: Winter willow moss possesses a unique affinity for weakening hexes and curses. When incorporated into protective charms or potions, it enhances their effectiveness in breaking or lessening the impact of negative enchantments. Witches and wizards often use it as a vital component in counter-curse spells.

Warding Aura: When carefully woven into magical wards, the winter willow moss forms a protective aura against negative energy. It acts as a sentinel, repelling malevolent spirits and weakening the influence of dark magic within its vicinity. This property makes it highly sought after by practitioners specializing in banishment and protective spells.

Harmonizing Presence: The moss emits a subtle magical resonance that promotes harmony and balance in its surroundings. It can be used in rituals to create a peaceful atmosphere, conducive to meditation and magical practices requiring a focused and serene mind. Some practitioners incorporate it into spellwork for emotional healing, allowing individuals to find solace and tranquility in its presence.

They continued riding through the countryside and collecting what they could find until the encroaching darkness forced them to turn for home, being that they were miles away and would barely make it back before dark. Dugh didn’t seem worried at all about being caught wide open in the dark, but Ethan had his reservations. There were, after all, people who wanted them silenced.

Ethan’s unease steadily grew as the sunlight continued to wane. When finally night was upon them, the cold hand of dread gripped his heart. Soon every shadow contained nefarious secrets and every whisper of wind was a warning.

“How far from Arcane Acres are we?” he asked Dugh, who’d never stopped eating the blackberries they’d found and now looked like a kid on Halloween who’d gone crazy over black licorice.

“A few miles,” said the big lug. He glanced over at Ethan and frowned. “What’s wrong? Something out there?”

“I don’t know if it’s my nerves or what, but I feel like we’re being watched.”

“Probably,” Dugh said agreeably. “I imagine there’re all kinds of creatures taking an interest as we pass, like crickets, ladybugs, bats, owls, paranoid squirrels peeking from their front doors…” Dugh went on and on.

“No, I mean like being watched by something… I don’t know, something bad.”

“You mean like Malazar?” said Dugh, and for some reason the name spoken out loud in the dark of night made Ethan cringe.

“Yeah, I guess. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“Don’t be so sure.” Dugh glanced around. “Sometimes it’s good to listen to your instincts. Take for instance, this one time my aunty made me a tainted meat pie. Now, she wasn’t the best cook on Aerth, mind you, and I’d gotten sick off her food before, but I had a feeling about that meat pie. Don’t know what it was, call it a sick sense, but I had a feeling it would make me green, and low and behold⁠—”

“Sshhh! Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Dugh whispered.

Ethan had heard a cry in the distance, and now it sounded again, high-pitched and terrified.

“Oh, that,” said Dugh with a wave of the hand. “That’s just a field mouse getting eaten alive. Sounds like some baby owls are going to eat good tonight!”

When finally the glowing street lamps of Arcane Acres came into view, Ethan let out a pent up sigh of relief. He’d been clutching the lightning wand so hard his fingers were numb.

“You brewing your magical concoction tonight?” Dugh asked as they crossed a small bridge and turned onto Main Street.

“I was thinking about it,” Ethan replied.

“Need an assistant?”

“I think I’ll take you up on that offer, Dugh. Thanks. Everything we need is up in the attic, and there are some beakers and other chemistry instruments in the shop.”

“Oh yeah, Kazian had all kinds of potions making paraphernalia. You know, I helped him brew a few potions.”

“You did?”

“Well, not really. Mostly I peeked at him while he was cursing and stirring and blowing stuff up by accident. He’d get really mad when I laughed.”

“Well, hopefully I don’t blow anything up.”

“Like an animal. How gross would that be?”

“Geez, Dugh. Don’t jinx me.”

“Oh I can’t jinx you. Got no witch blood in my family. No warlock either.”

In the attic, Ethan stared at the old dusty alchemy supplies that had been haphazardly stuffed into large crates, and he wondered what half of it was used for. “Uh, Dali, could you possibly put up the definitions of the items I’m looking at and what they’re used for?”

“Certainly,” came the voice in his head.

A heartbeat later, words appeared beside the various supplies.

Alembic: Distillation apparatus used for purifying substances through heating and cooling.

Mortar and Pestle: Used for grinding and pulverizing various substances.

Retort: Glassware with a curved tube, used in distillation processes.

Crucible: A small, heat-resistant container used for melting substances at high temperatures.

Spatula: Thin, flat tool used for handling small amounts of chemicals.

Still: Apparatus used for distillation, often employed to extract essential oils or purify liquids.

Pipette: Thin tube used for transferring small amounts of liquid.

Calcinator: Used to heat substances to high temperatures for calcination processes.

Filtering Funnel: Used with filter paper to separate solids from liquids.

Alembic Beaker: Wide-bottomed glass container used in distillation.

Crucible Tongs: Long-handled tools used to handle hot crucibles.

Filter Paper: Porous paper used in filtration to separate solids from liquids.

Balances and Weights: Used for measuring precise amounts of substances.

Bellows: Air pump used to increase the flow of air to a fire, aiding in heating.

Glass Stirring Rod: Long, thin glass rod used for stirring substances.

Phial: Small glass container used for storing liquids or small quantities of substances.

Cauldron: Large metal pot used for heating and boiling substances.

Alembic Stand: A support structure for holding the alembic apparatus during distillation.

Crucible Furnace: Furnace specifically designed for heating crucibles to high temperatures.

Distillation Flask: Glass container used in distillation processes to collect purified liquids.

“Aerth to Ethan,” Dugh was saying. “Aerth to Ethan!”

“What? Oh, sorry. I was just looking over everything. We’re going to need it all.”

“Gotcha boss,” said Dugh, and he hefted the largest crate.

It took two trips each, but they soon had all the supplies brought into Ethan’s small space and set up as best they could. Dugh got a good fire going, and Ethan read and reread the recipe for a potion that he could make with the ingredients he’d collected.

“Alright,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “First things first; is the cauldron ready?”

“Check!” said Dugh. He wore small goggles on his big head and handed Ethan a pair.

“Oh, thanks.” Ethan put the offered goggles on and looked over the recipe again. “Ingredients, winter’s fringe moss.”

“Check!” Dugh said enthusiastically.

“Ichor of ink bottle mushroom.”

“Check!”

“Crimson carpet moss.”

“Check!”

“Spring water collected at night.”

“Check!”

“Salt.”

“Check!”

“Pink rose pedals.”

“Check!”

“Viper root.”

“Check!”

“Four leafed clover, which, by the way, I can’t believe you found.”

“Check!” Dugh grinned. “I could say that I’m lucky like that, but truth is they grow all over out in the fields around Arcane Acres.”

“Hmm, good to know. And finally, the last ingredient: the tear of a half-giant.”

“Check! Er, wait, what did you say?”

“Sorry Dugh, but that’s why I picked this one. Many of the recipes require tears, but this is the only one that requires your tears.”

“Oh! No problem.” Dugh scrunched up his nose and went cross-eyed, presumably trying to squeeze out a tear or two, but to no avail. “Got any onions?”

“Actually, I do,” said Ethan, for he did have onions, as well as a few other vegetables from the garden Dugh tended. He found a nice, ripe white onion in the cupboard and picked up a knife, handing them to Dugh along with a cutting board.

Dugh began cutting the onions, and his cheeks were soon wet with a steady flow of tears.

“Perfect,” said Ethan, “just hold still.” He put a vial against Dugh’s cheek and collected more than enough. He then labeled the bottle and set it beside the other ingredients.

“You want the rest of this onion?” Dugh wiped his eyes and held up the half uncut onion.

“Uh, not right now.”

“You mind if I?”

“Go ahead.”

Dugh nodded happily and chomped into the big onion like it was an apple.

“Next,” said Ethan as he conferred with the recipe. “We need to grind the viper root and clover using a mortar and pestle to create a fine powder of each.”

“Check and check!” Dugh grabbed the mortar and pestle and Ethan added the viper root to it. After ten minutes and a lot of elbow grease, Dugh had the root ground down to powder. Next, he ground the clover, which took far less time to prepare.

Ethan carefully added the powder to a glass distillation flask, then poured the tear into the flask, watching as the liquid shimmered with a faint glow. Next, he added the crimson carpet and winter's fringe moss, both finely chopped.

“Now we have to set up this alembic apparatus and connect the retort to the distillation flask.”

“Say what now?” said Dugh, scratching his head.

“I think I got it,” Ethan whispered as, with utmost care, he began the distillation process, heating the mixture over a controlled flame. As the concoction began to heat up, vapors rose through the apparatus and condensed, forming a clear liquid in the receiver.

Dugh sniffed happily as the room filled with a pleasant, earthy aroma.

“Okay…” Ethan wiped the sweat from his brow and readjusted the nearby lantern. “Now that that is complete, it’s time to add the last ingredient. You want to add a few drops of ink bottle mushroom ichor for me, Dugh?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. Go ahead, assistant.”

Dugh beamed proudly and took up the small bottle of ichor. With shaking hands and his tongue squeezed between big square teeth, he let a few drips drop into the mix. There was a sudden fizzle, and the concoction turned a deep violet.

“I think… I think we did it!” said Ethan, mesmerized by the swirling purple potion.

“It worked?” Dugh asked, mystified.

“I believe so.”

“You’re telling me we just made a magic potion without blowing anything up?”

“Yup. It’s called Hexbane.” Ethan shared Dugh’s grin. “Now let’s just pray that it works.”

Dugh instantly fell to his knees, brought his hands together to create a triangle sign on his forehead, and with eyes closed, chanted, “Almighty Vaspaar, please let this potion work not for the sake of our vanity, but for the sake of the enchanted creatures that don’t get to be their best selves because of wrong-doers, and for the farmers and this town, who really, really, really need your help. Thank you Almighty Vaspaar, oh great and powerful Vaspaar, Father of all Giant Folk, Vaspaarrrr.” Dugh growled out the last letter of the last word and opened his teary eyes.

“Well said!” Ethan helped his friend up, and the big guy smothered him in a hug.

“I hope this works,” he said between sniffles.

“Me too, buddy. Me too.”

With the potion complete, Ethan carefully decanted the Hexbane into small vials, sealing them with wax to prevent any leaks. He then meticulously labeled each vial with Dugh’s help, indicating the potion's name, ingredients, and its potency against hexes and curses.

Ethan stepped back and studied the twelve small vials of Hex Bane they’d created. “I guess the only thing left to do is test it on the animals.”

“Who you reckon we should try it on first?” asked Dugh, “Cryxis or the sheep you got being kept at Doctor Ledbetter’s place?”

“I think we should try it on the sheep first. We can do it tonight.”

Dugh grinned. “The pub is on the way,” he said with dancing eyebrows.

Ethan chuckled. “Even better! It’s been a long day, and we’ve cause for celebration.”


CHAPTER 27


The sleepy town was quiet and beautiful. The October—or, as it was called in Genland, Samhain—night was mild, and a pleasant breeze rustled the small maples that sporadically lined the streets and the distant oaks that towered over the wattle and daub and stone buildings like sentinels. Pumpkin spice rode the air, mingling with the fresh musk of the nearby forest and the dust of industry which sat thick on some porches. The horse manure randomly deposited on both sides of the road added to the earthy bouquet, which all came together in an invigorating blend of life and nature and toil and season. It was the kind of night that filled Ethan with wonder, with the pure joy of being alive.

He and Dugh arrived at Byron’s place and quietly crept around to the small stable where the sheep was penned up in a crate. Ethan used his telepathic connection to the sheep to keep it calm, even blessing it for good measure, then carefully fed the potion to the animal with Dugh’s help.

“I guess we’ll see if there’s any change tomorrow,” Ethan whispered, and like thieves in the night, he and Dugh crept back down to the road and onward to the pub, where their reward for a hard day’s work waited.

They left the pub three hours—and six pints—later, and the both of them seemed to be under a kind of spell, the sort that tilts the world on a slight angle and lends to boisterous, imbecilic laughter. Giggling over Dugh’s impression of the pub owner, the two said their farewells and went their own ways, Dugh back to his mother’s and Ethan to his cozy little cottage on the wonderous property that was the Kazarian Estate.

Embers still glowed in the fire at home, so all Ethan had to do was add a few pieces of kindling and two crossed logs to get a cozy fire going. He stripped out of his new clothes and washed up with his eyes closed and giggles still in his belly before sliding into bed with a sigh.

With a backdrop of dancing firelight on the ceiling, Ethan brought up the latest progress report, eager to see what he’d earned for creating twelve doses of hex bane.

Case Name: Foraging for Magical Ingredients & Brewing Hexbane

Magical Therapies:

Foraging for Magical Ingredients (3 Points): By foraging for magical ingredients you have begun your quest to become a master potion brewer. Your gathered magical ingredients will serve as potent resources for various treatments and preventive measures.

Hex Bane Brewing (3 Points): The careful brewing of Hex Bane displays your budding proficiency in creating magical treatments.

Hex Bane Administration (2 Points): Administering the potion demonstrates your ability to provide magical care and prevent further hexing.

Magical Intervention:

Foraging for Magical Ingredients (2 Points): The magical ingredients you foraged contribute to your intervention techniques, offering unique solutions to hexed creatures.

Chemistry Lab Setup (3 Points): Establishing a functional medieval chemistry lab showcases your dedication to improving your magical intervention skills.

Total points Earned for Foraging for Magical Ingredients & Brewing Hexbane : 13 points

Progress Report

Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 11/25 Points earned

Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 1/50 Points earned

Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 10/25 Points earned

+8 Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 18/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned

+5 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 22/25 Points earned

“I’ve almost reached Apprentice Level in Magical Intervention,” Ethan mumbled to himself. “I wonder what my next ability will be?”

He never answered the question, for exactly one second later, he fell fast asleep.

Ethan was awoken violently when something incredibly loud and powerful slammed into the side of the cottage. The collision sent Ethan, bedsheets and all, flying off the bed and through the hole in the floor. He landed hard at the bottom of the ladder, but the blankets—not to mention his blood-alcohol level—cushioned the fall. If he’d been an older and more sober man, he might not have gotten up from the floor for a very long time. But, young and light and spry and right pie-eyed as he was, he leapt from the tangle of bedsheets and blankets and sprang to his feet, crying out in a deliriously tormented voice, “What’s the ruckus all about, Birtha!”

Ethan didn’t now know nor had he ever known a Birtha, but he screamed the name all the same, his crossed eyes scanning the dark room with purpose. It was then that he heard a delicate sound, a metallic sound, a nervous metallic sound. His ears led his eyes to the source: the jiggling hinges of the door. Ethan frowned and peered closer. He was reaching out to touch the shivering brass when the door burst forth and once again he was tossed through the air like a dog’s plaything. He hit the opposite wall like a wet sponge and slid to the floor as a dark figure took up the doorway. Beneath a wide black hood, glowing red eyes watched him puddle onto the floor.

“I believe it is time that we had a little talk, Ethan Critelli of Earth!” The deep voice was known to Ethan, and it was feared, for it was the indominable voice of Malazar the Murderer.

“How…how did you get p,p,past the enchanted gate?” Ethan groaned.

Malazar reached out with a clawed hand, his fingers unnaturally long and boney, the flesh gray and stretched, and the fingernails, all but one, long, pointed, and fungal-yellow.

Ethan felt an invisible hand on his throat begin to pull him forward. “Holy crap!” he said in a strange mix of terror and geekish excitement. “I’m being force-choked!”

He was indeed being force-choked, then pulled up from the floor and through the lone window. He crashed into a rose bush and rolled onto the lawn, hacking and spitting and coughing and…

“You laugh now, you drunken fool,” said Malazar, “but we shall see who gets the last.”

Ethan hiccupped, groaned, and drunkenly rebuked the sorcerer. “Usually the one who laughs last laughs loudest, and in that regard, I’d say, I’d say I won, because you’re like, you’re like not even laughing at all.”

As Ethan was making his case, Malazar was stalking closer like a vulture-panther hybrid, a graceful floating shadow of flapping black fringe and fiery eyes. Now he was standing over Ethan offering him the wickedest of grins.

“Where is the arcane crystal?” said the dark sorcerer. He said it in a way that let Ethan know that he was only going to ask the question once before he started breaking bones.

Ethan thought of a wonderful quip, one that involved Malazar’s mother and was sure to be rewarded with broken teeth or a scorched family jewels purse, but he didn’t want any of those things to happen, so he answered truthfully. “I accidentally absorbed the power of the arcane crystal, and now it’s power resides within me and it can never be extracted, so suck on that for a while, bro.”

Somehow, Malazar became uglier and more terrifying: his eyes glowed like furious twin stars, his nostrils widened like those of a bull seeing red, cracked lips peeled back from glossy teeth. “You did what?”

Again, that invisible hand wrapped around Ethan’s throat and he was lifted into the air where he hung before Malazar like an alien abductee.

“I told you. I absorbed it. It’s gone. It’s out of your reach!” Ethan screamed, hoping that someone would hear him.

“We’ll see about that!” Malazar pointed two deadly fingers at Ethan’s chest, eyes flaring with anger and hatred, then plunged them forth in an effort to rip out his heart.

However, no such thing occurred.

Rather than have his heart ripped out, Ethan somehow gathered in his core a colossal amount of magical energy, and the moment the sorcerer’s yellow fingernails touched Ethan’s skin, Malazar was repelled by a blast of golden, arcane light. The sorcerer, who had just a moment ago seemed like the deadliest entity in the universe, now looked the clown. He was splayed out on the ground facing away from Ethan with his scorched robes mere rags and his boney rump smiling at the moon.

Malazar scrambled to his feet, something strange glittering in the flickering embers of his eyes. It was fear that Ethan saw, and it was fear that now laced the sorcerer’s words.

“It’s impossible!”

“Nothing’s impossible,” Ethan said as he gently floated to the ground feeling very much like a badass.

With a snarl of seething anger, Malazar flung his right hand forward, and as he did so, a crackling ball of lightning manifested and struck out at Ethan in a blinding flash. The writhing projectile stopped short of its target, halting mid-air and mid-crackle in front of Ethan like it had fallen into a slow-motion vortex. It was then that Ethan noticed the magnificent silver aura hanging around him in a four foot wide outline of his body.

“Dali, meet Malazar,” said Ethan. Then he grinned. “Malazar… meet Dali!”

On cue, Dali let the suspended ball of lightning loose, sending it right at Malazar’s face. The cursing sorcerer barely had time to bring up any defense, yet he did so, and the energy field that he produced in front of himself successfully absorbed the ball of lightning though it taxed Malazar greatly. He stood there smoldering and panting, his once impressive garb more now resembling garbage.

“You’re no mage!” Malazar bellowed in defiance of his defeat. “You had no right to take the power of the arcane crystal for yourself!”

“And you didn’t have the right to kill Kazian!” Ethan retorted just as loudly.

Malazar grinned. He laughed. “You know nothing of Kazian. The fool would have killed us all had he been allowed to continue.”

Ethan waited and he listened, and in doing so, he treated Malazar’s words with the suspicious contempt they deserved.

Malazar continued, spitting the words, “Had I not convinced him to hex those abominable creatures, they would have destroyed us all.”

“You’re a liar. Why would Kazian hex his own enchanted animals?”

“Because you inept turd, like everything else Kazian did, he screwed up the enchantments. Oh, they worked alright, just not the way he wanted them to.”

“Why should I believe you? All you want is to destroy the people of this town and claim the magical ley lines for yourself.”

“Idiot!” Malazar spat. “Those ley lines have been known to Spectrum Tower for a hundred years! It is the power of the ley lines that makes Kazian’s blunder so much worse. But you will see for yourself. Your meddling in the hexes shall bear fruit, my naive friend, and so you will see what happens to Kazian’s enchanted animals.”

Ethan didn’t know what to say, and it didn’t matter anyway, for Malazar suddenly disappeared in a flash of red light and smoke.

“Ethan!” It was Rose, and she ran right through the smoke and hugged him tightly.

“Rose… where did you come from?”

“I just got here.” She held him at arm’s length and looked him over. “You’re bleeding.”

Draven came to a graceful stop beside them, hands glowing with icy blue swirls of light and snow. “Where have the attackers gone?”

“There was only one,” said Ethan. “Malazar. But he’s gone now.”

“Then I shall return to Ruuz,” Draven said with a grave scowl. “By the grace of the gods I may be able to save him.”

Ethan watched the majestic battle mage race into the main house with ghostly grace. “Save him?” He looked to Rose for answers.

She bowed her head and pursed her lips, overcome with grief.

“Oh no!” Ethan groaned. He ran into the house and skidded to a stop, momentarily frozen by confusion upon seeing the many bodies and body parts strewn about the place. They weren’t human bodies, he quickly realized, but the suits of armor that had previously come alive to escort Malazar and his cronies out of the house. They had come alive again tonight in defense of the house, and they had lost.

“In here!” Rose ran past him, catching his hand as she did so, and led him into the library where scorched books and thousands of pages littered the floor. It looked like a small bomb had gone off in the room. In the corner, they found Draven kneeling beside an almost unrecognizable Ruuz. He lay on the floor with his burnt eyelids closed and his broken sword resting across his charred chest.

“Oh god,” said Ethan. “I can’t believe… How did this happen? I should have been here. I should have heard it. I⁠—”

“What could you do against the might of Malazar?” said Draven, not accusingly but matter-of-fact.

“Rose, I’m so sorry,” said Ethan.

“There is no time for that,” said Draven. “You are said to have arcane healing abilities. They are much needed right now.”

“I…,” Ethan’s mind raced. “I can’t just heal burns like this. Not even on animals.”

“You must have something in your repertoire,” Draven pressed.

“I have a blessing,” Ethan offered with desperate hope.

“Then bless Ruuz and pray that it works.”

“I’ll try.” Ethan reached out a hand and placed it gently on Ruuz’s bloody bare shoulder. I bless you, Ruuz. May your wounds heal and may your health return. Uh, bless you brother, bless you.

Sir…

Ethan ignored the voice in his head and desperately continued the chant. I bless you Ruuz, I bless you!

Sir… Dali’s voice was sympathetic, which infuriated Ethan. Here his friend was laying on the floor, his breath so shallow it hardly existed, his face and body burned beyond recognition, and Dali was trying to interrupt to tell him that he couldn’t do it, that he couldn’t heal Ruuz, that he should have chosen to be a sorcerer in the first place, and that he’d have been able to prevent something like this from happening.

I bless you, brother, I bless you. Please, please accept my blessing. Let it work, oh God, let it work!

Sir…

“Not now Dali!” Ethan barked, and he realized that Draven and Rose were staring at him questioningly.

“Who is Dali?” said Rose.

“What? Who? Oh that… I uh, I’m sorry, but I don’t think my blessing will work on an elf.”

“Then there is no time to spare,” said Draven. “I must preserve him in his present state. It is the only way.”

“Preserve him?” Ethan was worried by the phrase. “What do you mean preserve⁠—”

“Out of the way please,” said Draven, and Rose gently pulled Ethan back with her.

“What’s he doing?” Ethan urged.

“The only thing he can do,” said Rose. “Encasing him within a field of anti-time so Ruuz can be transported somewhere he can be helped.”

Ethan turned from her with amazement and watched Draven work his magic, hoping with all his might and beyond all hope that it would work.

Please God let it work!


CHAPTER 28


Ethan stood hand in hand with Rose as they watched Draven fly away with Ruuz cradled in Gustwing’s talons. Morning was still many hours off and the moon was shy, but the stars were bold and proud: a million pinpricks in a drapery of antimatter. There was spent magic in the air, the scent of which was an oxymoronic blend of acrid and sweet. Ethan’s every fiber vibrated like a cello string, and his mind raced to the exhausting rhythm of love and fear.

“He’ll be alright,” said Rose, and Ethan supposed she had to say that, for what else was there to say? She continued, her shimmering eyes still following the shrinking griffin as it flew toward a glittering belt of stars. “The elven mages will tend to him. He’ll be alright.”

“I know he will,” said Ethan. He squeezed her hand, and they shared a hug. Ethan felt himself grow stronger with Rose clinging to him, and he realized just how badly he’d been needing a good hug. He realized then just how in love with her he was. The soft floral scent of her hair, the comfort of her bosom as she pressed herself against him, the way her breath tickled the tiny hairs on his neck like a feather, and the entwined shadow they made on the courtyard was all so overwhelming yet familiar.

She looked up at him, and he at her, then she put her head on his chest and he kissed her crown with a sigh.

“Ethan, what happened here tonight?” She let go of his hands and backed up a step, pulling herself together and returning to that perfect posture he admired so, which put her almost on level with his slouching self.

He thought to divert the attention from himself by saying they should address the small fire in the library or the large mess the house had become, but when he looked in a window, he saw the many characters from the paintings doing the job for them.

“Hey, where’s Hailu?” said Ethan, remembering his favorite dwarven chef.

“Visiting her mother for a few days,” said Rose. “Please tell me what happened between you and Malazar, and how exactly you survived.”

Ethan sensed a hint of suspicion in her voice and demeanor, and he hated the guilty feeling of lying to her for so long. Tired and hungover and heartbroken over Ruuz, he had the urge to just tell her the truth, once and for all, and just get it out of the way. She might hate him for it, and perhaps rightly so, but at least the two tons of guilt and self-loathing he was carrying would be lifted from his shoulders.

He felt the confession bubbling up inside him, and he glanced around, expecting to be interrupted like he had before, but no one came. He thought about kissing her then and erase the question, but he hadn’t the nerve and it wasn’t the time. His lips moved, but the admission never came out.

Instead, he swallowed his good sense hard, and he lied.

“I repelled his attacks.”

Rose frowned. “How?”

“It’s like this forcefield I can conjure up in times of danger. I mean, I don’t even really conjure it, it just kind of shows up.”

“I caught a glimpse of you from the air,” she said, her eyes darting between his, right to left, right to left. “I saw you standing before Malazar, and you had a huge silver aura around you.”

“Yeah!” A nervous laugh escaped him, and he rubbed the nape of his neck. “Isn’t it weird?”

She was perplexed, her face slack and dumbfounded, even adorably so. “Isn’t it weird? Yes, yes, it’s weird. It’s very weird, and very unlikely. People don’t just, just, sprout abilities like the pox. Magic doesn’t just grow in you and do things on its own. Magic has no mind, no will, no want, no life. It is power, pure and plain and simple. And that power is wielded, shaped, transferred, manipulated, and conjured. But it does not act on its own.”

“Yeah, I know. I think it like, er, I think that my subconscious sort of casts spells,” Ethan offered, but he suspected that she knew full well he was serving a big turd on a platter and calling it caviar.

“Your subconscious casts spells?”

“Look, I’m from another planet. I don’t know better than anyone else why these things are happening to me. I just hope that they continue to happen, that my power continues to grow, and maybe then I’ll become powerful enough to kill that snake Malazar.”

“Kill?” She frowned at him and shook her head. “Ethan, you are not a killer, you’re a veterinarian.”

“Well then I guess I’m a killer veterinarian.” He chuckled tiredly at his own stupid joke.

She smiled and shook her head. “You shouldn’t even be caught up in all of this. If it wasn’t for my father summoning you here, you’d still be safe on your home planet.”

“Sure, safe, but also in debt and bored out of my mind. Besides, if Kazian hadn’t summoned me here, I never would have met you.”

That got another smile, which Ethan took a mental snapshot of.

“Be that as it may,” she said. “I don’t want you getting hurt. So leave the fighting to the fighters.”

“You mean like Draven?”

Her eyebrows leapt in agreement and she nodded. “Yes, exactly.”

“You two… You go way back, right?”

They’d begun strolling toward the house, and every once in a while, Rose glanced back at the spot where Gustwing had disappeared into the stars.

She said, “Yes, about as far back as two people can go who aren’t related.”

Great, he thought, then said, “Oh cool.”

“Our parents went to the academy together and fought side by side in The War of the Hundred Peoples.”

“I’m sorry?” said Ethan. “The what war?”

“The War of the Hundred Peoples. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it. You know, if you’re going to live here you really should start reading up on the history of Aerth.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Anyway, the war was worldwide and included some one-hundred species and races. That was sixty years ago.”

“Oh, okay, wait, was that when the one-eyed cyclops dude showed up and convinced everyone to live in peace? What was his name, uhhh, Tuskull.”

“That’s right. Perhaps you’re not so out of touch,” she replied.

“I’ve picked up a few things.”

They walked into the house and Ethan froze, for everything was as it should be and as it had been except for a few new scorch marks and a few new chunks missing from the grand pillars. The characters from the many murals, tapestries, and paintings were returning to their posts, be they contained within canvas, tile, stone, or burlap.

“Amazing,” Ethan murmured.

Rose went to the pantry and returned with two bottles of ale. She handed one to Ethan and led him into the sunroom, which turned out to be just as enchanting at night; the hanging moss, which in the daylight was a dull gray, was now glowing vibrant jade.

Rose said, “You told me how you survived Malazar, but not what was said. What did he want?”

Ethan took his sweet time drinking the cool beer. Then he took some more time wiping his chin. Finally he felt the fool and replied with a shrug, “He was after the arcane gemstone thingy again.”

“The arcane crystal?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Why does he insist that you have it?”

“Beats me.”

“He took a major risk coming here to confront you, and nearly killed Ruuz in order to do so.”

Ethan shrugged. “The dude must be unhinged.”

“Unhinged indeed.” She frowned and pondered the ceiling as she gulped down half the bottle.

Ethan said, “There was something else Malazar said, but I don’t know what to make of it.”

“Oh?”

Ethan took a moment to remember it all, and to present it in a way that made sense. “Malazar said that Kazian put the hexes on his own enchanted animals⁠—”

“What!”

“AND he did so because something was wrong with the enchantments. Malazar warned that if the hexes were successfully lifted, I would see the truth of it.”

“How close are you to lifting the hexes?” she asked.

“Well, me and Dugh just made a batch of Hexbane last night, and we administered it to one of the sheep who are supposed to produce like super warm and waterproof wool.”

“Yes, Kaythrin’s enchanted sheep.”

“Right.”

“And how long is the potion supposed to take?”

“The book Byron gave me said twelve to twenty-four hours.”

“And what exactly did Malazar say was wrong with the enchantments?” said Rose.

“I don’t remember what he said exactly, but I think he indicated that the magical ley lines we found were involved. He said that Spectrum Tower has known about them for a hundred years.”

“Did you believe him?” Rose asked, and she watched him closely as he answered.

“I don’t know. But it explains why Kazian wasn’t able to lift the hexes—because he put them there himself.”

“If that’s true, it means that Madam Morgus wasn’t working against Kazian, but with him and for him.”

“You’re right!” said Ethan, his brain doing backflips to keep up.

She blinked heavily, and Ethan suddenly realized his own fatigue.

“I need to sleep on all this,” she said at length.

“I feel you there,” Ethan replied with a yawn.

“In the morning we’ll see about the sheep and go from there,” she suggested.

He nodded and smiled. “Good plan.”

She smiled back, and the smile slowly died. She said, “I hope Ruuz survives. I love him dearly.”

“He will,” said Ethan. “He will.”

Back in his own cottage, Ethan closed the door and barricaded it with a chair. “Dali, we need to talk,” he said as he paced.

“Sir?”

Ethan turned and found Dali sitting at the table in the other chair wearing wizard robes, which, Ethan had to admit to himself, looked good on the avatar of the eccentric painter.

“Dali, if I could hug you, I would.”

Dali smiled in a way that Ethan had never seen before. “Well, sir, I believe that I can manipulate your nervous system in a way that will allow you to experience the sensation that I am whole and real.”

“Never mind that,” said Ethan. “What the heck happened back there?”

“Oh. That. Well, you see, I was defending myself.”

“You were defending yourself?”

“Yes, I exist within your mind and body. If any harm comes to you, I am affected as well, and since you cannot fight off Malazar on your own because you decided not to become a sorcerer, I have no other option but to intervene on my own behalf.”

“So you’re telling me that if anyone tries to attack me you’ll bust out the magic and fend them off?”

Dali nodded.

“And exactly how powerful are you?” Ethan’s interest spiked. “Could you kill Malazar if you wanted to?”

“I cannot attack anyone or anything outright. As you will recall, I simply repelled the attacks back at the attacker.”

“Right, but you beat him,” said Ethan. “He couldn’t touch us.”

“I suppose I did beat him, didn’t I?” Dali grinned proudly.

“You did great, Dali. Thanks again. The look on his face was priceless.”

“You are welcome. But don’t get too cocky. I can repel magic because I am a magical entity. I might not be able to help you if someone decides to put a dagger in your gut or an arrow in your back.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Dali grimaced. “Hope is feeble armor, sir. I’ve run the numbers, and at the rate you’re getting into conflicts on this planet, you will most certainly be killed within the year.”

“Damn, that’s a pretty bad mortality rate for an arcane veterinarian,” Ethan tried to joke. “So what are you saying?”

“What I’m saying, sir, is that Malazar must be dealt with once and for all, and soon.”

Ethan didn’t sleep very well or very long and he was up before the sunrise. Looking out the lone window, he saw faint light bloom in Rose’s room. Ethan leapt down from the loft and raced out the door, already dressed having slept in his clothes.

Rose met him at the gate, and they smiled at each other eagerly.

“Are you ready to check on the sheep?” she asked.

“Ready as I’ll ever be…” Ethan happened to glance up at the house, and he saw the stained glass window in the attic.

“What is it?” Rose followed his gaze.

“I wanted to ask you about it yesterday,” said Ethan. “Come with me, I need to show you something.”

He led Rose into the house and up to the attic, then had her lie down and look up at the stained glass window. “What am I supposed to be looking for?” she asked.

“Don’t you see it?”

“I see an upside down—” She blinked and frowned. “What is that? Is that supposed to be me?”

“I think so,” said Ethan. “I think Kazian was trying to tell you something.”

She offered him a deadpan stare.

“What? Look at it,” he urged. “It depicts you regaining your magic.”

“It’s a window, Ethan.”

“It’s a prophecy,” he retorted.

She shook her head and got up off the floor. “Ethan, my father did a lot of weird stuff like this. It means nothing.”

“I don’t believe that,” he pressed. “I think it’s a prophecy, and I believe that prophecy will come true. You will regain your magical abilities.”

“Can we go? I’m eager to see what effect your potion had on the sheep.”

“Fine,” said Ethan. “But I’m right.”

The sun rose behind them as they crept up the stone path toward the office. The crate that housed the sheep was out beside the building just inside the stable, where morning dew hung fat on those long blades of grass which had been missed by gardening sheers.

Inside the pen, the sheep stood staring at them meekly. Ethan used his enhanced sight to peer into the creature’s body, beyond blood and bone to the expansive world of arcane energy within. “The hex has weakened,” he reported. His excitement grew. “I think it’s weak enough for me to lift.”

“Really?” she said with halted excitement.

He grinned at her. “Yes. It’s time.”

A half hour later, Ethan finally unraveled the last strand of that made up the body of the hex and kept it functioning. As it died out with a puff of arcane smoke, Ethan let out a puff of air and breathed deeply the scent of victory.

“I think I did it,” he said. “The hex is lifted.”

“So now we wait,” said Rose. “See what, if anything, happens to the sheep.”

“I wish you could see it Rose.” Ethan stared at the shimmering enchantment within the sheep. Void of the hex that had afflicted it, the beautifully knotted enchantment pulsated and glowed with golden light.

The sheep suddenly bleated and looked at Ethan with terrified eyes.

“What’s happening?” said Rose.

“The sheep’s aura is changing. It’s scared.”

Ethan’s eyes and mind were drawn to the arcane rivers and concentrations of energy within the scared creature. The stomach chakra was no longer bound by the dark energy of the hex, but something new was happening. Tendrils of light like the rivers of arcane energy in the ley lines snaked their way up through the earth and pooled into the glowing chakra, somehow changing it. The animal bleated a heartbreaking cry, then began to shiver uncontrollably. Its eyes rolled back in its head, and the bleating became a guttural growl.

“What’s happening to it?” Rose demanded.

“Arcane energy is coming out of the ground,” said Ethan, trying to explain what he was seeing. “It’s like wispy strands of silver going into the sheep, into the enchantment. I think it’s the arcane energy from the ley lines buried in the ground. It’s changing the sheep… inside.”

“What if this is what Malazar warned you about?” said Rose, and they shared a terrified glance.

The sheep suddenly growled like a bear, and the two backed up many steps.

Rose said, “What do we do?”

“Let me think. Uh, I need to put the hex back on it.”

“Do you know how to do that?”

“No…”

“Ethan, look!” Rose pointed at the sheep, but Ethan was already staring at it. How could he not? The creature was vibrating like a bowstring, and beneath its fur, all kinds of ungodly things were happening. The outlines of large cloven hooves pressed against its side, then the outline of a horn, then, to Ethan’s horror, a hand!

“The poor creature,” said Rose.

Ethan stared in wonder at all the things happening beneath the creature’s skin. The rivers of energy and chakras pulsed with power, they writhed and changed formation, alternating from one form to another. The sheep gave a demonic cry and suddenly burst out of its own skin. But there was no blood, no gore, it was as if the thing pretending to be a sheep suddenly threw off the disguise, for before them now was a creature twice the size of the sheep. Ethan didn’t know how to describe the creature standing before him, for it was still partly sheep in the face, but the body was covered in scales the color of its former fur and it had two hideous rows of teeth where its dull molars had been. The tail, which had been cut short to keep the rear end clean and prevent fly strike, had regrown, not into anything resembling an ewe’s tail but rather that of a scorpion.

“Oh, crap!” said Ethan as the tail reared back. “Look out!”

He lunged at Rose and pushed her out of the way as the tail snapped forward and slammed into the wooden post where her face had been. The sheep monster bleated like a demon and began to morph again, this time into something altogether more hideous and destructive. As Ethan and Rose watched on in horror, horns burst out of the sheep’s soft face, and sharp quills erupted from its back.

“It’s happening faster,” said Rose. “Look!”

Again, the creature burst out of its skin, and now it was so large that it pressed against the confines of the stable door. Nails creaked and boards protested with a squeal, then the entire doorframe blew apart, and standing there in the kindling was a winged sheep-monster from hell.

Ethan put himself between the monster and Rose. He raised a hand to the creature. “Friend! I’m your friend. I, I bless you!” Ethan extended his blessing and reached out with his mind, hoping to make contact with the creature, hoping that perhaps communication would bridge the gap between them.

Then it happened; their minds melded, and Ethan heard clearly the sheep-monster’s thoughts.

You humans enslave us for our pelts and our meat! You separate lambs from ewes, you push on us unfit mates, unfit food, unfit shelter! Your dogs hound us constantly! The time of the meek sheep is over, for now we rise! We will destroy you all! One by one we will destroy you all! And we will wear your skin!

“Ethan!” Rose pulled him back, breaking the connection.

“Holy shit!” he cursed, his mind still echoing the sheep monster’s accusations and promises of carnage. “That sheep monster is really, really pissed. It’s gone all Animal Farm on us!”

The monster’s mouth grew two times larger before their eyes, and Ethan frantically grabbed the pitchfork stuck in a pile of hay and donned it like a revolutionary farmer. “Stay back! Back!”

“What in the blazes?” Byron stood in his pajamas directly behind them.

“Stay back!” Rose urged, and she took the old man’s hand and pulled him back toward the house.

Ethan fended off the angry sheep monster, which was now the size of a bull and growing. He stabbed at it with the pitch fork, regretting every jab and trying frantically to think of something that might help, for as terrible as the things was, he didn’t want to kill it.

“Farack hothen ra! Farack hothen escara!” Madam Morgus pushed past Ethan and stood unafraid before the sheep monster. The creature reacted to her words and her presence like a wolf to flame. She continued the chant and calmly opened a large sack, then poured a pound of salt on the spot on the ground where the ley line energy was seeping into the sheep monster. Ethan watched in rapt amazement as the energy flowing up from the ground abruptly stopped, and the sheep monster’s energy flow returned to normal. Its chakras dimmed as it began to regress, growing smaller and smaller with every syllable of the witch’s chant.

When the creature had reverted back to a bleating sheep, Madam Morgus turned to the astonished group, blew her bangs out of her eyes, and arched an eyebrow at Ethan. “Are you done meddling in the affairs of the magi yet? Or are you trying to cause a monster apocalypse?”


CHAPTER 29


“What did you do?” said Ethan.

Madam Morgus approached the sheep cautiously and stroked its back. “I reestablished the hex that you weakened with your potion. Please tell me you haven’t given that to any of the other enchanted animals.”

“No, just this one. I wanted to make sure it worked first before giving it to the others.”

“At least you’ve done something right.”

“Ethan was just trying to help,” said Rose. “You could have just told us what was going on in the first place.”

“No, I couldn’t. Kazian swore me to secrecy.”

“Why?”

“He didn’t want anyone to know about the power growing beneath this town.”

“The river of arcane energy,” said Ethan.

“Yes, exactly,” replied Madam Morgus.

“Surely you could have told Rose,” said Ethan.

“And she would have told you, and you would have told Byron, and so on and so forth. No, I really had no choice in the matter. I never thought you would actually grow strong enough to unravel Kazian’s hex. I must admit, you are powerful indeed.”

“I am?” said Ethan. He puffed out his chest and shrugged. “I mean, it wasn’t that hard.”

Madam Morgus scoffed. “Show off.”

Rose looked back to the sheep. “What do we do now? Without the enchanted animals, this town is destined to fail.”

“Wait a minute,” said Ethan. “If Malazar wasn’t the one hexing the sheep, then were we wrong about him trying to push everyone out of Arcane Acres?”

“Not at all,” said Madam Mogus. “Malazar might not have been the one behind the hex, but he sure is trying hard to buy up the place. He wants the growing power in those ley lines, of course.”

“Growing?” said Ethan. “What do you mean, it’s growing?”

Madam Morgus’ eyes flitted over to Rose. “The arcane energy beneath this town has been growing for a decade and a half. If it is not harnessed, then it will erupt.”

“Like a volcano?” said Ethan.

“Yes, and instead of molten lava pouring forth, it will be molten magic.”

“But why was Kazian creating enchanted animals in the first place, if not to save the town?” said Ethan.

“The reason is two-fold,” she said. “The animals’ wares would bring great fortune to the town and its people, and the enchantments were supposed to work off the power of the arcane rivers below the surface as a way to harness the energy. But Kazian got it wrong, and for some reason the enchantments don’t work the way there were designed to.”

“So all we have to do is figure out how to fix the enchantments and we’ll be in business,” said Ethan.

“I suppose to,” said Madam Morgus. “But it’s not that easy.”

“We’ve got to try.”

“Well, for now just hold off on administering any more of that potion of yours,” said Madam Morgus. “Until we figure out how to fix the enchantments, the hexes must stay intact.”

“What about the dragons?” said Ethan.

“What about them?”

“They’re hexed as well. It’s different, but it’s a hex alright. I’ve got one of them back at Kazarian Manor. His name is Cryxis.”

“You brought a dragon into town?” she said, aghast.

“It’s alright, he’s harmless.”

“A dragon is never harmless, Ethan.”

“This one is, trust me. We have an understanding.”

“I know nothing about hexed dragons. Kazian never put enchantments on them, so there was no reason to hex them. You said its killing the dragons?”

“I believe so,” said Ethan. “I figured it was Malazar trying to get rid of them so that he could swoop in and buy the mountain from the dwarves. Without the dragons, I can’t see them continuing that operation.”

“It’s possible,” said Madam Morgus. She glanced around at the townsfolk who’d emerged from their homes and businesses nearby and were eyeing Byron’s place. “We shouldn’t talk about such things out in the open like this. Let’s go have a look at your dragon.”

Ethan told Byron he’d be back to begin work shortly and went with the women back to Rose’s place. Cryxis was still in the stall, but he was no longer sitting; he was standing.

“Well, look at you!” Ethan laughed, delighted to see the dragon doing so well. “I guess that food went a long way.”

Friend… the dragon purred in Ethan’s mind.

“That’s right, and I’ve brought some of my friends with me. They would like to help if they can. Cryxis, this is Rose. She’s the owner of this here fine property, and this is Matilda the town witch.”

“Witch Extraordinaire,” she corrected Ethan.

Hello, friends of my friend.

“He says hello,” Ethan told them. He looked at Madam Morgus. “Can you see it?”

“I can see that its aura is tainted by black tendrils, and its magical energy flow is constricted near the heart chakra. But look at the ground. Unlike the sheep, this creature isn’t being affected by the arcane energy flow of the ley lines. That’s what the hex is doing, it’s stopping the dragon from absorbing magical energy.”

“So whoever put the hex on the dragons did so to block the arcane, like radiation, from making the dragons stronger?” Ethan offered.

“Something to that effect, yes.”

“So unraveling this hex won’t turn the dragons into crazy monsters, right? It’ll just let them absorb whatever power is getting to them from the ley lines.”

“Right, but that could be extremely dangerous,” said Madam Morgus.

“Well, it’s extremely dangerous for the dragons to have to endure this hex. It’s going to kill them!”

“I know.” The witch pondered the situation and shook her head. “And you said all the dragons bear this hex?”

“Yes, each one I could see anyway, and the dragon wrangler said they were all a bit under the weather.”

When still she failed to come to a conclusion, Ethan put his foot down. “I’m not going to stand by and watch the dragons die. I’m going to administer the potion to Cryxis and see what happens.”

“I agree with you, Ethan,” said Rose. “But I don’t think it’s such a good idea keeping the dragon here in town while we experiment with potions.”

“Fair enough,” said Ethan. “But where can I take him that will be safe?”

“There’s a cave network not far from here,” said Madam Morgus. “An old mine. That should be far enough away.”

“Alright,” said Ethan. “Then that’s what I’ll do. But I’m going to have to wait until nightfall to move Cryxis out of here.”

“Very well. I’ll go with you and help you administer the potion,” said Madam Morgus. “Meet me at my place around, say… seven?”

“Uh, sure,” Ethan replied.

“Miss Rose,” she said with a curt nod, and in a flutter of robes, she departed.

“I still don’t trust her,” said Rose, watching the witch swagger out of the stable.

“I don’t know,” said Ethan. “I think we might have been wrong about her. You said it yourself, she was helping Kazian all along.”

Rose shrugged and looked at Cryxis. “Do you need help changing the bandages?”

“Sure, thanks.”

As they tended to Cryxis, Ethan tried to think of a way to ask where Rose and Draven had been for almost two entire days, but the right time never presented itself. When the task was done, Ethan washed up and headed off to Byron’s place. Rose told him to be safe, and he was heartened by her concern.

He arrived at Byron’s just as the old man was climbing up onto the loaded wagon.

“Ah, the monster wrangler,” said the old man. “Do you know how many people I had over here this morning asking questions? Even the town constable was here scribbling things down in a little notebook with a charcoal pencil.”

“Sorry about that,” said Ethan.

“Never mind all that. You had no way of knowing the sheep would turn into a monster. So is it true? Is that what’s going to happen to all the enchanted animals if the hexes are removed?”

“Yeah,” said Ethan. “Unless I can stabilize the enchantments.”

“You can do that?”

“I don’t know, but I’ve got to try.”

“Wish I could help, but I never had any magic in me.”

“You can definitely help,” said Ethan. “For me to gain enough, uh, power to help these animals, I have to advance.”

“Advance?”

“Yeah, like the more I work with animals, both magical and vanilla, the more abilities I unlock. And I really need to start grinding if you know what I mean.”

Byron frowned at Ethan “Unlocking abilities, vanilla animals, grinding. I sure don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Let me rephrase that. I need to work my butt off to get better, then I can help more animals.”

“Well then, now you’re speaking my language! If it’s work you need, it’s work I’ll get you.” Byron snapped the reins, and the two horse team jerked the wagon forward.

As they rode out of the town, Ethan brought up his progression page, hoping that he’d gained some points for the effectiveness of the potion, his diagnosis of the new problem, and his actions regarding the sheep monster. He needed desperately to speak with Dali as well, although that was going to be challenging with Byron sitting right next to him.

Case Name: Hexed Sheep and Potion Effectiveness

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Enchantment Healing (3 Points): You have used what you’ve learned about hexes and enchantments to accelerate the healing processes and repair magical disturbances.

Magical Intervention:

Rehabilitation for Cursed Animals (2 Points): Utilizing what you’ve learned through arduous practice, you successfully lifted the hex afflicting the enchanted sheep.

Magical Therapies:

Herbalism and Potioncraft (2 Points): Your potion successfully weakened the hex, allowing you to unravel it with your hex lifting abilities.

Magical Interaction:

Empathic Evaluation (2 Points): Your mental connection to the afflicted sheep monster and attempt at communication bought you precious time.

Total Points Earned for Hexed Sheep and Potion Effectiveness: 9 points

Progress Report:

+2 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 13/25 Points earned.

Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 1/50 Points earned

+3 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 13/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 20/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 24/25 Points earned

Dali?

“Yes, sir?”

Ethan jumped, for Dali had appeared right behind him in the wagon. He was wearing a jumpsuit from the movie Ender’s Game.

“Are you alright?” said Byron, who, of course, couldn’t see or hear Dali.

“Yeah,” said Ethan. “Just a deerfly.”

“Ah,” said the old vet.

Ethan waited to see if the man would start up a conversation, but he seemed quite content staring at the road ahead and smoking his pipe, his eyes squinted in deep contemplation.

Dali, did you see what happened back there? Ethan mentally asked.

“Yes, it was quite amazing. It seems that the arcane energy in the ley lines is acting like a sort of radiation and mutating the enchantments that Kazian put on them. If it hadn’t been for Madam Morgus, I believe you would have been in a world of trouble.”

I need to figure out how to fix the enchantments so that they work as intended. Do you think you can help me out with that?”

“Of course, sir. I am always here to help. Mending the enchantments would have two distinct benefits. For one, it would give the building energy in the ley lines an outlet and two, it would help the farmers of this town, who could then sell their magical wares.”

Yeah I know, that’s why I want to mend the enchantments. Have I unlocked enough power? I mean I already successfully unraveled one of the hexes.

“Indeed you have, and bravo. You did quite well. But to mend such powerful enchantments, you will need significantly more skill than you now possess. There is also the challenge of learning how to fix all the many enchantments. There are some for speed, some that change the quality of the wool, and you may recall the enchantment to turn dairy cow’s milk into chocolate milk.”

Right, so not only do I have to fix all the different enchantments, I also have to tend to each and every animal separately.

Dali nodded as the wagon rolled over a rickety bridge. “Might I offer a suggestion that may save time and energy?”

Please do.

“Rather than mend all the enchantments and learn their intricacies individually, perhaps it would be better to add to the enchantments. The problem seems to be the reaction of the arcane energy seeping up from the ground and interacting with the enchantments, so you could consider putting a sort of governor on the animals, which would regulate how much of the arcane energy they’re absorbing. In my opinion, the problem is simply that the enchantments are drawing too much arcane energy, not the overall design.”

Sounds great, thought Ethan. How do I do that?

Dali pondered this, twirling his mustache to a fine point and staring with those wild, bulbous eyes. “The ability to enhance enchantments would fall under your Magical Treatment & Prevention skillset branch. Here is a reminder for your consideration.”

Magical Treatment & Prevention

Enchantment Healing: Applying enchantments to accelerate healing processes and repair magical disturbances.

Arcane Surgery: Conducting delicate arcane surgical procedures on magical and non-magical creatures.

Novice Level Ability – Arcane Blessing: 25 Points: You have gained the power to bless creatures with your arcane power, increasing their immune system and prompting faster healing.

Apprentice Level Ability: 50 Points

Journeyman Level Ability: 75 Points

Master Level Ability: 100 Points

Grandmaster Level Ability: 125 Points

Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level: 13/25 Points earned

“You now have thirteen of twenty-five points needed to advance to the level of Apprentice in Magical Treatments and Prevention. Gain those last twelve points, and I shall ensure that your apprentice ability consists of enchantment enhancement.”

“That would be sweet,” Ethan said aloud.

“Say what?” said Byron, leaning closer.

“Uh, those apples over there. I was just thinking they must be sweet.”

“Ah, yes,” Byron puffed up his pipe and steered the team toward the side of the road. “That is farmer Potter’s apple orchard. Go ahead and fill your shirt, he won’t mind. He won’t mind at all.”

“Alright.” Ethan leapt off the wagon and selecting the ripest, reddest, sweetest looking apples and filled his shirt by pulling the bottom out to create a sort of bag where he could cradle the load. Five minutes later, he returned and dumped the apples into a crate in the back of the wagon.

Dali had disappeared, but he’d left Ethan with a lot to think about.

Byron accepted an apple from Ethan and took a big, crunchy bite. “Mmnn. Give the rest to Hailu and ask her to put them in an apple pie. Have you had her pie yet?”

“Yes, we had pumpkin the other night at dinner,” said Ethan, and he crunched into his own apple. The sweet juices ran down his chin and he grinned at the old man for indeed, they were marvelous apples.

They rode on for a time, enjoying their apples and the grand view. Ethan had grown to love these hills with their secret valleys, foggy dales, and wind blasted bluffs. Fall was upon them, but Ethan had always loved fall and everything that came with it. As a child, he cherished Halloween, and as a college student he loved Sam Adams’ Seasonal Pumpkin Spice Ale. The fall brought a wonder to the finger lakes region of New York that it also brought here, to Arcane Acres. The rolling green hills were dotted with clumps of trees in the throes of autumn splendor, their leaves pooled around the trunks in thick carpets of blood scarlet, pumpkin orange, sunrise yellow, and summer rust. He took in the clean, crisp air through his nose and released it slowly out his mouth. He thought of the enchanted animals and tried to envision them healthy and whole and thriving, the farmer’s brightly shining faces as they beheld the wonderful wares the animals produced, people coming from all around to sample such wares, and Arcane Acres becoming rich and prosperous, a mecca of trade of untold popularity.

Ethan imagined success because he couldn’t afford to consider failure. He couldn’t let Malazar get his way; he couldn’t let Rose and his friends down.

“So, remember how I told you I needed more experience with certain things to gain new abilities?” he asked Byron.

“I sure do, and I’m still confused.”

“Right, well I need to progress one skill in particular if I’m going to be able to enhance the enchantments to limit the amount of arcane power the animals are pulling from the ley lines. The skillset is Magical Treatment and Prevention, of which my ability to bless animals is a branch. It also pertains to enchantment healing and arcane surgery.”

“So you’re saying that to gain more, uh, what was your wording⁠—”

“Experience points,” said Ethan.

“Right, experience points. To gain more of those you have to bless animals, perform enchantment healing, or perform arcane surgery on them.”

“Exactly.”

“And how is it you perform surgery magically?” Byron asked.

“Well, I haven’t really gotten that far yet, and blessing the animals is the only enchantment healing I can do. But any healing and any kind of surgery will help me gain points.”

“Alright then, I’m glad I chose to visit Mister Timmins first. He’s got a dozen or so buck goats that need to be castrated to create wethers. I’d planned on doing it in a few weeks, but we might as well do it today. He’ll be pleased we’re early anyhow.”

Ethan considered this. “Hmm, leveling up arcane veterinary skills by castrating a dozen little billy goats. Sounds absolutely diabolical.”

“What’s that, son?”

“Nothing,” said Ethan. “It’s perfect.”


CHAPTER 30


By noon, Ethan had castrated the billy goats and stitched them all up, and as luck would have it, one of the farmer’s kids came into the barn crying and yelling for help.

“Lex is hurt, Lex is hurt!” the six year old wailed. “Come papa! Lex is hurt!”

Farmer Timmins, a farm hand named Larz, Byron, and Ethan raced out of the barn and behind it where an older boy was carrying a wounded golden collie in from the field. The boy, around twelve years old, grimaced stoically as he carried his burden, eyes simmering with angry tears.

“Damned coyotes must have got him in the night pa!” he called to his father.

“Bring him inside!” said farmer Timmins and the congregation turned, everyone racing back into the barn.

“Over here,” said Ethan. He cleared off the work bench in the corner and laid down a clean towel, then helped the boy ease the whimpering dog onto it.

“Is Lex gonna die?” asked the six year old.

“Not if we can help it,” said Byron. He looked over to Ethan. “Whelp, you need to do some surgery. Looks like you got your work cut out for you now.”

Ethan nodded, for the golden collie’s hind left leg was badly mangled and the left ear had been torn off. There was a little blood around the neck, but Ethan only felt small puncture wounds there.

I’m hurt, hurt, hurt. Master won’t want me. I’m hurt, hurt, hurt. Need help. Master won’t want me. Need to go. Need to sleep. Need a quiet place.

The dog’s mental chatter made Ethan’s heart ache, and he soothed the animal as best he could.

“It’s okay. Lex. You’re a good dog. I’ll make you all better.”

Better?

“Yes. There’s a good dog. Lex is such a good dog, fighting off those coyotes.”

“Blasted coyotes!” said the twelve year old.

“Blasted coyotes!” his younger brother parroted.

“Looks like Lex gave some back to those coyotes,” said Ethan, and he peeled back the upper lip to expose the teeth. “Look, he’s got a canine missing.”

The six year old sniffled, “I hope it’s lodged in an ugly coyote’s face!”

“I bet it is,” said Ethan. He gazed into the dog’s eyes. They were alert and terrified.

“Byron, can I have a—” Ethan began, but Byron was already handing him a rag that smelled of anesthetic. “Thank you,” he said and gently covered Lex’s snout with the cloth.

“You putting him to sleep?” the twelve year old lad demanded, looking like he might brain Ethan then and there if the answer was yes.

“No,” said Ethan. “Just giving him enough so he takes a little nap and doesn’t feel anything.

“You can fix him up then?”

“I can and I will. But I need silence and I need space.”

“You heard him,” said Farmer Timmins. “Everybody out! Let the man do his work.”

Byron opened the barn doors wide to let in more sunlight, then began to lay out instruments from one of his many leather bags from the back of the wagon. The old man usually walked leisurely, but now with a patient on the table, his short legs carried his stocky frame around briskly.

Ethan washed his hands in a bowl provided by Byron and dried them on a clean cloth. He then went about meticulously cleaning the wounds, carefully removing the dirt, debris, and dried blood. The mangled hind left leg was the most pressing of the injuries, so he started there. Ethan gently probed the leg, feeling for broken bones and assessing the extent of the damage.

Ethan glanced over at the instruments laid out on a cloth beside the block and wished he had tools from modern day Earth. An electrocautery device would have been useful, or a surgical laser, and priceless internal fixation devices like plates, screws, and pins. But Ethan had none of that. All he had was Byron’s supply of scalpels, tweezers, clamps, bone saws, and other rudimentary tools. All was not lost, however, for Ethan had a steady hand, and more importantly, he possessed Aura Sight. Though he did not want to use it, his newest ability Pain Empathy would no doubt come in handy. With it, he would be able to better pinpoint any injuries that his searching hands and eyes might have missed, along with those that might not be visible to him, even with Aura Sight.

Ethan intentionally let the animal come back around a little bit, just in case Pain Empathy made him pass out.

“He’s stirring,” said Byron.

“I know,” Ethan replied. “I want to use a new power that I have, but to do so will require Lex to be awake. It should only take a second.”

“What’s your, uh, power do?”

“It allows me to feel what the animal feels.”

“I don’t know if you want to be doing that, lad. That there pup is pretty tore up.”

“I’ll be alright,” Ethan said, but then though it best to add, “If I like, do anything weird, just break my contact with the animal. Okay?”

“Alright then, you’re the arcane vet.”

Ethan mentally prepared himself for a world of hurt, then placed his hand on the dog’s forehead and thought the command, Enable Pain Empathy.

Instantly he felt his body laid out on the butcher block and felt the numbness of his mangled leg, his missing ear, and the throbbing hole in the gums where the tooth had been. His neck hurt as well, but there was another pain, this one in the middle of his tail, and indeed, the strangest pain of all.

He released Lex and staggered back into Byron’s steady arms.

“I’m alright,” Ethan told his boss.

“What did you learn?”

“Ah, he’s been, um, bitten on the tail as well.” Ethan steadied himself and tried not to puke as the sensations of his own body replaced that of the lingering agony. “Let’s put him back under and get to work.”

Byron dosed the cloth again, and Ethan laid it over Lex’s snout. Using Aura Sight, he studied the mangled hind leg, noting the single break in the tibia, a tear in the superficial digital flexor muscle, and another large gash in the deep digital flexor. The tendons appeared to be intact; no arteries appeared to have been punctured.

Ethan relayed his findings to Byron, then the two began the arduous task of shaving the area around the wounds, stitching up the muscles and flesh, then setting the bones back into alignment. The break of the tibia had been a clean one. Byron wet long, thin bandages in gypsum powder and water then delicately handed them to Ethan, who wrapped the splinted hind leg until he was happy with the results. It wasn’t what he was used to working with, of course, but it got the job done.

Next, they worked on stitching up the ear, which had been viciously torn off, leaving a large gash and little flesh to work with. Byron was confident that it would scab over nicely, however, and Ethan let the older, more experienced vet take the lead on that procedure.

Finally, they stitched up the wounds to the neck and tail and finished up by applying an antiseptic salve to the lacerations called Butterbee’s Best Balm, which, Byron swore, promoted faster healing.

“Speaking of faster healing,” said Ethan, and he laid a hand on the sleeping dog’s chest. “I bless you, Lex. May your recovery be speedy and your strength return to you quickly.”

“Well said,” said Byron.

“Should we be worried about rabies?” Ethan asked.

“Rabies, nah, nah, not much of that around these parts,” said Byron. “Course if it came to that, there ain’t but one cure, and that’s crossbow bolt through the head. You know that’s why I got the crossbow in the back of the wagon, right?”

“I didn’t. That’s good to know.”

Byron nodded. “Hate to have to bring it out, but it’s needed sometimes.”

The two young Timmins boys were overjoyed that the surgery had gone off without a hitch, and, seeing his son’s spirits rise, convinced farmer Timmins to invite Byron and Ethan in for ‘bite o’ brunch.’ They accepted.

The ‘bite o’ brunch’ turned out to be about five pounds of thick cut bacon, homemade sausage, gravy, and potato cakes. After that they were fed little preserve filled pastries, cookies, coffee, and Mrs. Timmins even sent them both off with a tin of treats to take home.

Ethan and Byron left the place well past two o’clock in the afternoon feeling full and sleepy despite the strong coffee. As they rolled down the lane lined on each side with tall weeping willow trees, Byron glanced over at Ethan and laughed. “This job’s got a lot of perks, the kind that lend to adding new notches to the belt!” He patted his own rotund belly and chuckled.

“Tell me about it,” said Ethan, definitely feeling the need to loosen his own belt. “These old Notch farmers sure do eat well.”

“So, ah, how you doing on your points, er, for levelin’ up and whatnot?” said Byron.

“Well, I don’t know yet,” Ethan replied. It felt strange to talk about his abilities and the process by which he advanced them. He hadn’t told anyone about Dali or the arcane crystal, and keeping secrets was a lonely affair. He glanced at Byron fleetingly, and the old man met his questioning eyes. Ethan felt the urge to tell his new boss, his new friend. He was the only father figure Ethan had now that Ruuz was gone, and he so badly needed the advice of an older, wiser man.

“If I looked up the definition of a lad with something weighing on his mind, I daresay it would show your face as it is right now,” said Byron. “What’s troubling you, son?”

Ethan took a deep breath for a long sigh, but it wasn’t a sigh that came out, it was the truth.

“When Kazian died he entrusted me with a powerful relic meant for Rose, but I accidentally absorbed the relic’s power, and that’s what’s given me my abilities.”

“A powerful relic you say?” Byron said with great intrigue.

“Yeah, it’s, it’s also the thing Malazar keeps sniffing around for.”

“You said it was meant for Rose? But she is estranged from her magic.”

“I know, that’s the worst part. The arcane crystal was supposed to reunite her with her power and make her strong enough to take on Malazar, avenge her father, and continue his work. And I’ve ruined it all.”

“And you haven’t told her yet,” said Byron.

“No.” Ethan slumped on the bench. “I meant to tell her when I met her, but she was a stranger to me.”

“You didn’t tell her when you didn’t know her and now that you know her you can’t tell her,” said Byron.

“Exactly.”

“Do you intend to confess to her yet?”

“Yeah, I mean, I was planning to tell her once Dali, er, once I figured out a way to transfer the power of the crystal to her. I’m trying to work it out.” Ethan wrung his hands. “Do you think she’ll forgive me?”

The old man shrugged. His lips pursed. “The heart of a woman contains more mystery than all the galaxies combined, my boy, and if I’ve ever met a fiery one, it’s Rose Kazarian.” Byron laughed at Ethan’s reaction, which had been that of dread. “She likes you though. I can tell.”

“You can?”

Byron grinned and nodded. “Aye.”

“What about Draven? Do you know if they, uh, you know, are they a thing?”

Byron barked a laugh. “Are they, a thing! I like that one. Well I should say no, they’re not, nor have they ever been as far as my spectacles can show me. More like siblings those two.”

“Sure, but they’re not siblings. And he’s this badass battle mage, not to mention he looks like an extra from the Matrix. Hell, all he’s missing are the sunglasses.”

“Oh he has sunglasses,” said Byron. “Or fireglasses as they’re called. If that be your meaning. They’re heavily tinted to keep the eyes from being injured whilst summoning fireballs and the like.”

“Great.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it, lad. Draven is a battle mage in the king’s foreign legion. His life is that of danger and travel and intrigue.”

“Is all this supposed to make me feel better?” Ethan arched a brow, but Byron’s jovial laughter batted it down.

“If it’s meant to be then it’s meant to be, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it, neither you nor me.”

“I like that,” said Ethan. “I like that a lot.”

The old man nodded, his rosy cheeks shining like wax in the bright sunlight. “Something my granddad used to say.”

Ethan’s mind was put at ease, and he felt glad that he’d told Byron his secret. He trusted the old man, and Byron hadn’t judged him, something Ethan was doing enough of himself.

“If you need to perform more surgeries, I think farmer Goble might have something that needs castrating. But it’s unlikely we’ll run into anymore injured dogs,” said Byron.

“Oh, right!” said Ethan. “Give me a sec, and if I like, tap at the air, don’t worry, it’s totally normal.”

“Hhhmmm,” Byron hummed and busied himself by packing his pipe.

Ethan, feeling very much like he was taking all his clothes off in a gym locker room for the first time, mentally brought up his interface and selected progress report.

Case Name: Billy Goat Castrations

Magical Interaction:

Animal Handling (2 Points): Your calm demeanor and understanding of animal behavior helped in the successful castration of 12 Billy goats, ensuring their well-being.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Herbal Medicine (2 Points): Applying herbal remedies, you ensured the goats' post-surgery recovery and prevented infections.

Basic Surgery Techniques (2 Points): Your proficient use of basic surgery techniques in the castration procedures for the Billy goats, demonstrated your growing expertise in surgical interventions.

Total Points Earned for Billy Goat Castrations: 6 Points

Case name: Injured Golden Collie

Magical Care:

Animal Communication (2 Points): Establishing a mental connection with Lex, you soothed the dog, easing its distress and facilitating treatment.

Magical Diagnosis:

Diagnostic Magic (2 Points): Utilizing Pain Empathy, you identified the extent of Lex's injuries, including a broken hind leg, missing ear, and lacerations, guiding your treatment plan.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Enchantment Healing (2 Points): You applied enchantment healing to ease Lex's pain and assist in the healing process.

Basic Surgery Skills (3 Points): With your basic surgical skills, you stitched torn muscles, cleaned wounds, set the broken leg, and created a splint and cast.

Wound Cleaning and Stitching (3 Points): Your attention to detail in cleaning and stitching wounds on Lex, showcased your dedication to proper animal care.

Fracture Management (3 Points): Your effective management of fractures, evidenced in Lex's healed hind leg, earned you valuable points in magical treatment & Prevention.

Total Points Earned for Injured Golden Collie: 15

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” said Ethan. “Fingers crossed, that might have gotten me to twenty-five points in Magical Treatment & Prevention.” He tapped on the icon for the final tally, biting his bottom lip.

Progress Report

+2 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned.

+2 Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 3/50 Points earned

+15 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Novice Level

25/25 Points earned 3/50 Points earned Apprentice Level

Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 20/25 Points earned

+2 Magical Care: Novice Level: 17/25 Points earned

Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 24/25 Points earned

“I did it!” Ethan told Byron. “I’ve surpassed the experience threshold.”

“So now you can enhance the enchantments?”

“Let’s see…” Ethan selected Magical Treatment & Prevention, and the words fizzled out and new words reappeared before him.

Congratulations Ethan!

You have reached Apprentice Level in the Magical Treatment & Prevention Tree and unlocked a new ability in your Enchantment Healing branch!

Apprentice Level Ability: Weaver of Enchantments: 50 Points: You have gained the power to create minor enchantments and enhance all enchantments. Enchantment application shall be limited to small, inanimate objects. Enchantment enhancement shall be limited to minor enhancements, regardless of the subject to which the enchantment has been applied.

Apprentice Level Ability: Arcane Blessing 2: Your ability to bless creatures with your arcane power has increased. Your blessing will now increase immune systems and healing rates by 25%.

“I gained the new ability,” Ethan reported to Byron. “And my blessing increased!”

“Increased?”

“Yeah, my blessing used to increase an animal’s immune system and healing ability by ten percent, and it increased to twenty-five percent.”

“Increase immune systems,” Byron said with a thoughtful tap of his chin. “Best be careful with that one, you don’t want to increase it so much that it puts their system against itself.”

“You might have a point there,” said Ethan. “Thanks.”

“I guess we should return to the office then,” said Byron. “So you can try out your enhancement on the sheep.”

Ethan eagerly nodded. “First, though, let’s pay a visit to Matilda.”


CHAPTER 31


Madam Morgus opened the door on the third knock and seemed happy to see Ethan. “Good news, I take it?” she said as he entered.

“Very good news,” he said. “I’ve gained the ability to enhance enchantments.”

“Oh? So soon?”

“Yeah, I mean, I was on the brink before, I just needed to do a few minor surgeries and one major surgery to gain the points I needed.”

“Points?”

“Uh, that’s just what I call it. Before I work on the animals, though, I’d like to practice on other enchanted items, see if I can enhance those first rather than experiment on a living creature.”

“Hmmm, let me see what I have lying around. Please, have a seat. Would you like tea?”

“Yeah, thanks, Matilda.”

Ethan sat down at the small circular table where Matilda did her readings. Incense burned on a small table by the window, and the waning sunlight illuminated the lingering currents of smoke. The scent of cinnamon sat heavy in the air. Paintings Ethan hadn’t noticed before sat on the walls, and he was enchanted to discover that the subjects in the paintings were animated. In one, Kazian and Madam Morgus stood before a flock of sheep. The two humans smiled and laughed as the sheep slowly grazed behind them.

“Here you are.” Matilda returned and set the tea on the table. “I also went through some of my thing and found these.” She set a pair of small, thin gloves on the table and a snow globe with a tiny village inside. Rather than snow, it rained inside the globe.

Ethan touched the gloves, and his interface flared to life before him.

Enchanted leather gloves:

These thin women’s gloves have been enchanted to increase grip by 50%.

Would you like to enhance this enchantment?

“Wow, just like that I have the option to enhance them. Thanks. And if you don’t mind, I’m going to try and enhance the, uh, rain globe to produce snow instead. Do you mind if I bring these home with me? I’ll change the enchantments back before I do.”

“That’s fine, you can keep them,” she said with a kind smile. “A gift.”

“Thanks!”

“Any word on Ruuz?” she asked.

“Nothing yet. Draven was supposed to be bringing him to the elves. I don’t know how long it will take for word to get back.”

“Oh, he can communicate with Rose through an enchanted hand mirror he gave her years and years ago.”

“Oh, that’s neat,” said Ethan.

She watched him closely. “Those two, I tell you, I’m surprised they haven’t married yet.”

“Really? Byron kind of gave me the impression that they’re like siblings.”

She tossed back her head and laughed heartily at that. “They are indeed close, but not like siblings. I suppose his work keeps him busy. I can’t imagine being the wife of a battle mage is very appealing. The life of a woman in waiting doesn’t seem Rose’s style. She’s always been so independent. But I guess she had to be, losing her mother so young and having an absentee father like Kazian. The poor dear has been trying to reconnect with her power since she was a little girl. You know what happened, right?”

“Yeah, I know.”

Matilda slowly shook her head in pity. “I worked with her for two years, but she’s so damned headstrong. She quit on me, and now I fear that she hates me.”

“Do you think it’s possible for Rose to reconnect with her power?” Ethan asked, thinking of Dali.

“I do indeed,” said the witch. “I told her it was all in her head, that’s why she quit on me. She didn’t want to believe it, but until she realizes it’s her mind holding her back, she’ll never be able to practice magic again. She’ll live out her days poring through spell books, creating potions, and dabbling in cheap magician’s tricks.”

Ethan left Matilda’s place with the enchanted items and a lot to think about. He didn’t know whether to believe the witch about Rose and Draven. He didn’t want to believe it, of course, and suspected that she’d been messing with him. It was perfectly apparent that the witch was interested in Ethan, and despite her being downright gorgeous, he was too hung up on Rose to even consider it. Matilda wasn’t someone Ethan could ever fall in love with he didn’t think, but Rose… She was a different story.

Ethan went through the enchanted gate of Kazarian Manor and noted how quiet it seemed. He found the house empty. Hailu was off visiting her mother, Ruuz was fighting for his life somewhere far away, and Rose was nowhere to be found. Ethan became keenly aware that he hadn’t eaten any dinner, so he went to the kitchen to see what he might be able to conjure up. Soft light emanated from a number of hung lanterns lining the kitchen walls, and when he walked through the door, they flared to life. In the pantry, he found some bread and cheese, cold cuts, an interesting mustard spread, and a bottle of wine that read Pinot Varrassa, Artex Farms, Southern Genland, 1517 A.I.

Ethan remembered that it was currently the year 1523 A.I., which made the wine seven years old. He thought for a moment that perhaps the wine was too precious to drink, but then he remembered the vast wine cellar downstairs. Mind made up, he tossed his goods in a small basket and whistled his way out of the house and into his small cottage.

The sun had gone down while he was inside getting food, so he lit a few lanterns and got a small fire going. He closed the door against the world and laid out his food, wine, and enchanted items on the table. He kept the lightning wand close and kept one ear to the night outside, perfectly aware that he had a murderous sorcerer after him.

Ethan poured himself a glass of wine and paired it with the bread and cheese, chewing and drinking and watching the fire and thinking. He pondered his feelings for Rose, he thought about the lie he continued to tell by omission, he relived the fight with Malazar, and remembered how it had felt when Dali’s magic flowed through him. Ethan thought about all the enchanted animals that were destined to become monsters if the enchantments were allowed to function properly. In his mind’s eye, he saw the families on the wagons leaving town, their dreams crushed and their hearts broken, the remnants scattered like dead leaves on the farms they’d been forced to sell to Malazar.

He also envisioned the defeat of Malazar, the healing of the enchanted animals, the town thriving on the trade created by the enchanted wares. He envisioned marrying Rose and moving into Kazarian Manor, opening up his own practice here on the property.

But before any of that could happen, Ethan needed to learn how to enhance spells.

He took a long pull of wine and put the food off to the side. The enchanted items sat on the table in front of him, and he decided to try the rain-globe first.

“Here goes nothing,” he said, rubbing his hands together.

Ethan touched the rain-globe, and information appeared beside the item.

You have discovered, Enchanted Rain Globe.

This curious globe has been enchanted to produce rain within it.

Would you like to enhance this enchantment?

“Yes, I would,” said Ethan.

How would you like to enhance this enchantment?

“Why am I using the interface?” Ethan asked himself. “Dali, can you give me a hand here?”

“Of course, sir.” Dali appeared by the door. He was wearing the suit from the bench scene from Forrest Gump. There was even a box of chocolates in his hand.

Ethan laughed. “You look so stupid like that, how am I supposed to take you seriously.”

“Stupid is as stupid d⁠—”

“Don’t even say it. Come on, change out of that. Put your tux back on.”

“As you wish,” said Dali.

“So I brought up the interface that asked me if I wanted to enhance this rain globe. How exactly do I enhance it?”

“Well, you could make it lightning inside the globe—but that would be intricate—or you could make it rain harder or softer. Those would both be enhancements to the, uh, code, if you will, of the enchantment.”

“Could I make it snow instead of rain?”

“Yes,” said Dali. “However, that would require freezing temperatures which is not exactly low level stuff.”

“Good, I’m not trying to be low level,” said Ethan.

“Very well, sir,” said Dali. “Then let us begin.”

Two hours and dozens of tries later, Ethan and Dali grinned at the globe and watched snow slowly fall on the little village.

“Well that wasn’t too bad,” said Ethan. “Just a little crash course on arcane algebra. It’s kind of like writing code really.”

“You did well,” said Dali.

“Thanks!” Ethan eagerly focused on the second enchanted item, the women’s leather gloves. These were enchanted to provide 50% more grip, which was a completely different type of enchantment altogether. It was also much easier to enhance. With the enchanted rain globe, Ethan had had to figure out how to alter the enchantment to freeze the rain, whereas with this one, he just had to turn up the effect. He did so, cranking up the grip increase it to 100%.

“You could also experiment with increasing and decreasing the amount of arcane energy the items attract and utilize, therefore making the enchantments stronger or weaker. That will, after all, be what you have to do to the enchants on the animals.”

“Good thinking,” said Ethan. “Uh, how do I do that?”

Dali showed Ethan the thread within the enchantment that dictated how much energy the enchantment drew from its surroundings. It was a small amount of energy, Ethan thought, and he wondered why these enchantments didn’t go haywire like Kazian’s animals.

“Because,” Dali said when he asked. “The enchantments Kazian put on the animals are much more powerful than these mere trinkets. They are much more complicated as well, since a living animal with its own energy field is involved. Enchanting living creatures is delicate work.”

“Then I should probably get working on the sheep,” Ethan said with a yawn. “But I need to rest up. It sounds like I’ve got my work cut out for me tomorrow.”

As he lay there trying to sleep that night, he brought up his interface to view his progress.

Case Name: Enhancing Enchantments on Inanimate objects.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Weaver of Enchantments (3 Points): With your growing mastery, you successfully enhanced two minor enchanted items, imbuing them with increased efficacy and functionality.

Total Points Earned for Enhancing Enchantments on Inanimate objects : 3 Points

Progress Report:

Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned

Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 3/50 Points earned

+3 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Apprentice Level: 6/50 Points earned

Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 20/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 17/25 Points earned

Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 24/25 Points earned

Ethan slept like a log and awoke refreshed and eager to experiment with the sheep. He washed up and shaved in the basin and foggy mirror, then glanced at the suit he’d purchased for the ball.

“The ball is tomorrow!” he told his reflection with a grin. “I’ve almost been here for two whole weeks. Man, time flies when you’re having fun.”

Ethan went to the main house following a hunch given to him by his nose. When he entered, he knew that either Hailu was back or Rose had tried her hand at breakfast, because something good was cooking.

“Hello…” he called as he walked through to the sun room.

“In here,” Rose called from the sun room.

“Good morning,” he said, noticing how beautiful she looked when she was sleepy and how her lithe form moved beneath the fine silken robe.

Ethan poured himself some tea and dropped a sugar cube in. He sat to her left and glanced around at the many paintings. The bear was there sitting beside his cave in the painting of Karrizian’s Falls.

“Hey Rose, how did that bear in the painting know that the ley lines were down in the depths of the cave?”

She shrugged. “The bear must have saw it down there when it was alive.”

“What do you mean, when it was alive?”

“That bear in the painting was once alive. When it died, my father gathered a bit of its essence, um, blood really, and put it in the painting.”

“So, like, the bear’s soul is trapped in the painting?”

“Not it’s soul, it’s essence. Like an echo of its soul.”

“Wild. Is that the same with all the characters in the painting? Like that one of the old wizard. Is he still in there?”

“That is my great, great, great, great, grandfather Karzinius,” she said. “And yes, his essence exists within the painting as well.”

“Can I like, talk to it?”

She shook her head. “No, they cannot talk. But they understand.”

“That bear seemed to talk alright.”

“He’s very vocal sometimes, but he doesn’t say words.”

“True.” Ethan sniffed the air. “Is Hailu back?”

“Tomorrow,” she said, reminding Ethan about the ball. “Dugh is standing in for her. He’s making his famous side pork breakfast smash.”

“Sounds, uh, smashing,” he said.

She laughed tiredly and sipped her tea.

“About tomorrow,” said Ethan, “Are you going to the ball?”

“Of course.” She put her hands in her hair and gave it a shake. When she threw back her head Ethan was once again struck by her beauty. “Baroness Fizzywitz’s balls are wonderful. She has one every year. Do you, um, have something to wear?”

“Me, oh yeah. I already got paid by Byron. Four crowns a week.”

Her eyebrows moved a fraction of an inch and she nodded agreeably. “Oh, good.”

“Is, uh, is four crowns a week a decent wage?”

“It’s a decent starting salary for an apprentice,” she said.

“How does it compare to other jobs? Like what’s the average wage people make around here?”

“Average?” She said the words like she wasn’t quite familiar with it.

Ethan glanced around at the mansion he was sitting in and understood why.

She’s rich you idiot! And you’re trying to impress her with your dinky wage!

“That was probably a stupid question,” he said. “Sometimes I forget you’re like the richest person in town.”

She frowned. “I’m not the richest person in town. Some of those farmers could buy this property twice and have some left for the furniture and all the fixings. And I have held jobs before, you know.”

“Yeah, sure, of course you have. I mean, I wasn’t suggesting you were like a spoiled rich girl or anything⁠—.”

“Is that what people think?”

“What? No! No. I’m, I’m just saying four crowns a week probably doesn’t sound like much to you,” Ethan stammered.

“It is an entirely respectable wage for a young man starting out in a new town,” she assured him.

He wondered… “How much does a battle mage make a week?”

She grinned at him knowingly. “They do very well.”

“How well?” Ethan asked, not wanting to know but having to know.

She shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know, twenty, thirty. But they rarely have a chance to enjoy their money.”

Ethan scoffed, suddenly feeling like a pauper. “Yeah, what with all their heroics and adventures.”

She nodded. “They have very dangerous careers. But, luckily, Genland and most of the world is at peace.”

“Any word about Ruuz?” Ethan asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t I tell you?”

“No, what?”

“Ruuz is alive. He’s being tended to by his people.”

“Good, good,” Ethan said with a quickening of the heart. “What’s his condition?”

“Draven was vague, he said… he said that the elders believe Ruuz has a decision to make.”

“Like, whether to stay or leave?”

She nodded heavily.

“Well, I don’t know him that well, but what I do know of him lends me to believe he’ll opt to stay.”

She smiled, eyes shimmering with little diamond tears. “Me too.”

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Dugh called from the hallway. He appeared a moment later carrying a large silver tray. “I give to you side pork breakfast smash!” With a flourish he slid the tray onto the table.

Ethan looked closely at the pile of scrambled eggs on the tray and tried to make out what all that stuff was mixed in with it There were peppers, onions, potatoes, sausage, bacon, side pork, pork belly, three different colored cheeses, olives, and diced tomatoes—just about everything.

“Everything but the pantry shelves!” Dugh declared as he piled heaping helpings on two plates and slid them toward Ethan and Rose.

They shared a glance.

“Go on, give it a try,” said Dugh.

Ethan forked a big bite and popped it into his mouth. “Mmnnn,” he said. “Those five hundred ingredients really blend together nicely.” He stifled the last word, having just then gotten the first impression of hot spice.

Dugh’s eyes widened with anticipation.

The heat continued to rise until Ethan was choking.

“Too many banshee peppers?” Dugh asked with concern and slapped Ethan’s back.

Ethan managed to swallow down the smorgasbord scramble from hell and croaked, “Any is too many.”

Dugh watched Ethan closely.

“Pay up,” said Rose. “He swallowed it without retching.”

Dugh reached in his front shirt pocket and flipped Rose a coin. She caught it deftly and popped a bite of the smash into her mouth, chewing gleefully. “It takes some getting used to.”


CHAPTER 32


Ethan managed to eat half his helping of Dugh’s concoction and checked on Cryxis on his way out. The dragon was looking much better, exuding an aura of happy colors that he hadn’t seen before.

“Good morning, Cryxis,” he said as he let himself into the pen with his brown leather bag of veterinary supplies.

The morning… is… good, friend, said Cryxis.

“How are you feeling?”

Well.

“Proper English, or is it Genlish? Either way, you’re really coming along with your language skills. Or maybe I’m getting better at understanding you. Anyway, do you mind if I change your bandages?”

The dragon brought its long neck down so that it was eye to eye with Ethan. Those big orbs demanded every ounce of Ethan’s attention, which he paid them.

I stay, I stay here, I stay here forever?

Ethan was caught in that intense gaze, a gaze full of hope and caution, fear and fierce resolve. In that moment, Ethan knew that no matter what, the dragon had made up its mind; it was never returning to the dwarven mines again. If he didn’t give Cryxis an answer that the dragon liked, he might have a very large problem on his hands.

“I don’t know,” he said at length. “That would be up to Rose.”

The eyes demanded more.

“I’ll do everything I can do for you,” said Ethan, “everything in my power to keep you away from those dwarves. But I need you to trust me. Trust that you are safe here and worry only about getting better, getting stronger.”

Get stronger, said Cryxis. Get stronger, free other dragons.

Ethan sighed. “That’s commendable. But right now let’s just focus on you. I still need to figure out how to lift your hex, and if it’s even safe to do so.”

Safe here? Now?

“Yes, you are,” Ethan reassured him.

I wait. I be patient. I heal.

Ethan changed the bandages, blessed the dragon with his level two blessing, and refilled the big five-gallon bucket of water. He gave Cryxis some meat from the vast pantry then bade the dragon farewell.

“I’ll be back soon. You rest easy, Cryxis.”

Ethan walked through the gate and took in the crisp morning air. It was a beautiful day but it was going to be a chilly one, so he pulled his jacket tighter around him as he briskly walked through the bustling morning streets.

“Good morning, Doctor Critelli!”

Ethan waved at the butcher. “Good morning, Mr. Mickleson!”

The man was sweeping off his front porch, but he managed to wave back. “I got some nice leg of lamb today.”

“Sounds great,” said Ethan.

“I’ll wrap it up for you. You can grab it when you’re done.”

I hear you have a message for me, came a thought. No, it was a voice in his head. Ethan whirled around with the lightning wand in hand, expecting Malazar or one of his cronies. Instead, he found an old droopy-eyed hound dog wearing a fresh cast on one leg.

“General Ruffington III?” Ethan said dumbly. He recognized the dog as the patient who’d been run over by a wagon.

The dog nodded, reminding Ethan just then of Winston Churchill. All he needed was the cigar.

“What do you say?” said the butcher from the other side of the street, still leaning on his broom in anticipation.

“Uh, sure, sounds great,” he said. “See you then.” Ethan turned on the dog, who said, What did the cat say?

“How did you know…” Ethan glanced around self-consciously and leaned in. He lowered his voice and hissed. “How did you know Mister Fuzzybottoms had a message for you?”

Word gets around. The dog said expectantly. Ethan noticed no lead on the dog and wondered if he’d run away.

“Uh, he said hello, that’s all.”

Tell me what he said, General Ruffington III pressed, his voice even yet demanding.

“I’d rather not,” said Ethan.

Listen, pup! I survived the war. Whatever that, that pussy has to say won’t hurt me. Now out with it, soldier!

Ethan was startled by the gruff voice in his head. “Alright, alright, quit yelling in my brain.” Ethan cleared his throat and glanced around self-consciously. “Fuzzybottoms said, and I quote, ‘I have feathers, in my poop.’”

General Ruffington III bristled and bared his teeth. Did he now? Very well, this is my response⁠—

“I don’t want to hear it,” said Ethan, defensively waving away the dog. “I don’t want to be a part of this little pissing match of yours.”

You would relay his message but not mine? Then you have taken sides.

“Taken sides? No, I’m not taking sides. I’m neutral in this. That’s the point. I don’t want to take a side, and I don’t want to be in the middle.”

Either relay my message to the cat, or it will be assumed that you stand beside him. And if that is the case… The dog’s eyes narrowed, and a slow growl accompanied the words. Let’s just say that I have very powerful friends in this town, friends that can give a green veterinarian a very, very hard time.

“Are you threatening me?”

Yes, I am.

“Whatever dude. What’s your message?”

The dog grinned mischievously. Tell Mister Fuzzybottoms, word for word, that I said thus. General Ruffington III cleared his throat with a kind of dog cough. Oh what, oh what, pray tell, has become of sweet, sweet Rachel?

“Rachel?” said Ethan, and sudden realization sparked in his mind. “Rachel, isn’t that the racoon Mister Fuzzybottoms is in love with?”

The dog grinned.

“What have you done?”

Let’s just say that my master has a new hat.

“You didn’t!” Ethan said a little too loudly. He’d gained the attention of two posh looking women out early-morning shopping. “There’s a good dog, there’s a good dog,” Ethan repeated over and over until they disappeared into a shop. Ethan leaned in and hissed. “This war between you two has got to stop!”

The General turned lazily and trotted away. He glanced back as he swaggered, adding, Just deliver the message, boy.

Ethan stood at full height and shook his head. “Now I’ve seen everything.”

He continued on to Byron’s place, shaking his head and pondering the war between cats and dogs.

“Good morning, Ethan!” said Byron as Ethan walked into the small barn behind the office. “Did you practice up on, what was it, enchanting the enhancements?”

“Enhancing the enchantments,” Ethan corrected. “Yes, I was at it all night. Think I got about four good hours of sleep.” He held his stomach as it growled in protest of Dugh’s omelet smash. “I think I’m ready to give it a try on the sheep.”

“One night of practice and you’re ready to give it a try?” came Matilda’s voice from the entrance.

“Ah, Madam, good to have you,” said Byron. “Come to see Ethan work his magic?”

“Indeed,” she said as she strode forth in high heels and a long black dress cut to the hip and fringed at the ends. She wore a small fur coat with three long fox tails and a small black pointed hat cocked to one side so far it appeared as though it might slide off. Her gaze moved from Ethan’s toes to his eyes. “One night of practice and you think you’re ready?”

“Yup,” Ethan said with confidence.

She cocked a brow. “I wonder what else you could master in one night.”

Byron coughed to clear his throat. “Can I interest you in tea, Madam?”

“No, thank you. Where is the sheep?”

“Over here in the corner.” Byron led them to where he’d moved the sheep, and Ethan noticed that the crossbow hung from a peg nearby, just in case Ethan couldn’t control the enchantment and the sheep turned into a monster again.

“I’m sorry about the barn door.” Ethan stopped to look at the wreckage. “I’ll fix it for you… If I can.”

“Bah, we’ll prop it up with some sturdy timber.” Byron slapped a big bent beam and tried to shake it. The beam didn’t budge. “It might be cracked and crooked, but I think it’s wedged in there solid. We’ll just cut new doors to match the mayhem. It’ll be a novel thing! A reminder of your first magical folly.”

“That would actually be really cool,” Ethan replied.

They turned their attention to the sheep, which Byron let out of the crate and threw a twine lead on.

“Her aura is good,” Ethan noted.

“Look,” Madam Morgus pointed, “the magical tendrils from the ley lines. They’re searching for her, but they’re blinded by the hex.”

“First things first,” said Ethan. “Let’s enhance the enchantment so that it doesn’t draw so much of the arcane energy.” He overturned a pail and sat down beside the bleating sheep.

“There’s a good girl,” he said as he stroked her back and tried to imbue her with calming energy.

The sheep didn’t communicate through words, but Ethan caught the distinct images of the furry creature changing into a monster and felt how much the animal feared that happening again.

“It’s alright. We’re here to help,” he said. “I bless you, girl. I bless you. Be at peace.”

The sheep stopped protesting and noticeably calmed. Ethan focused on the chakras and the energy flowing through the rivers of life and magic within the creature. He turned his attention fully to the enchantment, looking past the hex and at the building blocks of Kazian’s original incantation. He studied it for a long time, getting used to its design, then enabled his interface and studied it there, scrolling through the extensive text detailing its properties and structure. Ethan didn’t change anything with the enchantment’s main function, which, in the case of the sheep, was to increase the warmth provided by its wool. Instead, he enhanced the part of the enchantment that dealt with powering the incantation, effectively limiting the amount of arcane energy that could be drawn by the enchantment, while at the same time trying to ensure the quality of the enchantment’s intended result.

After more than an hour of deep concentration, false starts, and missteps, Ethan finally stepped back from the animal and glanced at Byron and Matilda. “I think… I think I’ve done it.”

“You think?” the witch replied.

“There’s only one way to be sure,” said Byron.

“Now that the enchantment has been modified, I’ve got to lift the hex and see if the sheep turns into a monster or not,” said Ethan.

“Yessir.”

“No point in waiting for hexbane,” said Matilda. “I can lift the hex quite easily, since I’m the one who reestablished it last time.”

“Oh, sweet!” said Ethan, and he stepped aside. “Be my guest, m’lady.”

Matilda knelt beside the sheep and dramatically placed her hand on the creature’s stomach. She spoke in her language of magic, pronunciation precise, her accent sharp and faintly Germanic. Ethan watched in wonderment as the hex that smothered the enchantment dissipated like a wisp of mushroom spores in the wind.

“That’s it,” she said. “We shouldn’t have to wait too long.”

But they did wait a long time, an hour to be exact, before they were convinced that nothing terrible was going to happen. Ethan studied the enchantment, which drew some of the arcane energy from the ground and the immediate surroundings, but it didn’t draw a continuously increasing amount like before.

“I think you’ve done it, my boy,” Byron said after sharing his hopeful prognostication with Matilda for the last ten minutes.

Ethan looked to the witch, who nodded and smiled. “The enchantment appears to be functioning as intended.”

“Then that means we can fix the other animals,” said Ethan. “It means…”

“It means that Arcane Acres is about to earn its name!” Byron said excitedly. “We’re going to have enchanted animals!”

They all let out their pent up anxiety with a laugh and a cheer. Hugs went all around, and Ethan didn’t at all dislike how Matilda’s hug lasted longer and was tighter than Byron’s.

It was noon by then, and Byron insisted on celebrating by making them lunch and opening a bottle of wine he’d been saving for just this type of occasion. The three of them spent the better part of the afternoon in Byron’s small conservatory drinking wine and speculating on what the new revelation meant for the town.

Ethan was given the rest of the day off and was even paid early by Byron, with a bonus of five more crowns for his diligent work in fixing the enchantment. When Ethan weakly argued against taking the bonus, Byron said with a tear in his eye, “lad, it’s the least I can do. Because of you, Kazian’s dream of a rich and prosperous Arcane Acres will come to fruition.”

After lunch, Ethan walked Matilda home, thanking her for her help with the animals.

“I’m sorry I doubted you,” he told her at the entrance to her fragrant garden.

“I never doubted you,” she said, her eyes lingering on his lips. “Are you going to the ball?”

“Yeah, I think I’m going with Rose and Dugh.”

“Well, if you find yourself in need of a ride, just let me know.”

“I will.”

“And Ethan,” she said as he turned.

“Yeah?”

“I’m eager to see how you Friggit.”

He frowned. Had he heard her right? “Sorry?”

“Just make sure you save me a dance.”

A dance!

Ethan hurried back to his cottage, his mind reeling from the fact that he didn’t know how to dance, and he sure as hell didn’t know any of the popular dances of the time—or place!

“Idiot!” He chastised himself. “You were invited to a ball ,and it didn’t occur to you that you’d be expected to dance?”

He found Dugh hacking away at a big patch of stubborn vines that were pulling down one of the many balconies attached to the rooms on the north side.

“Dugh!” Ethan skidded to a stop beside his friend. “I need you to teach me how to dance!”

The half-giant stopped wrestling with the giant vines and grinned. “You been talking to Miss Rose?”

“No, not recently, why?”

“Because everybody knows I’m the best dancer in town. My rendition of the Friggit is famous.”

“Great, then you can teach me.”

“I don’t know, Ethan. You can’t teach talent, and you’ve got, like, barely a day left to practice.”

“How do you know if I’ve got dancing talent or not?” said Ethan.

“Do you?”

“No, but that’s beside the point.”

Dugh laughed.

“Come on, man, I’m in a bind.”

“Alright,” said Dugh. “But I can’t make any promises.”

Dugh put his shears down, dusted himself off, then extended a hand to Ethan. “Can I have this dance m’lady?”

“Why am I the lady?”

“Because you don’t know the dance and I need to lead.”

“Oh,” said Ethan. He glanced around for Rose and took Dugh’s hand.

The big half giant began to laugh merrily. He released Ethan. “I’m just fooling with you. The Friggit is a solo dance.”

“It is?” said Ethan, horrified.

“Yup, and it goes a little something like this.”


CHAPTER 33


Ethan awoke the next morning with child-like excitement. Today was the day of the ball! He washed up, whistling a happy tune, then dressed in a new pair of brown trousers and a wine-colored button-up shirt. He ran his fingers through his unruly mop of brown hair and considered his stubbly beard, remembering he’d seen a barbershop in town.

“Progress report,” he said as he pulled on his boots.

Case Name: Enhancing Sheep Enchantment

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Advanced Enchantment Understanding (3 Points): Through your meticulous study and practical application, you've gained a deeper understanding of enchantments, successfully enhancing a complex enchantment on a sheep. This intricate spell now functions flawlessly, preventing the sheep from transforming into a monster.

Total Points Earned: 3 Points

Progress Report:

Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 15/25 Points earned.

Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 3/50 Points earned

+3 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Apprentice Level: 9/50 Points earned

Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 20/25 Points earned

Magical Care: Novice Level: 17/25 Points earned

Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 24/25 Points earned

“Every little bit helps,” Ethan mumbled to himself before dismissing the interface. He stuffed his coin purse in his pocket, liking the weight of it, and strode out into the new day. He almost bumped into Dugh, who wore a new pair of light green overalls with a brown short-sleeve shirt underneath. He had on new boots too; they were the largest boots Ethan had ever seen.

“Good morning, Criter!” Dugh said happily.

“Good morning, Dugh. New boots?”

“Yeah, you like em?”

“They look great. What size is that, like twenty-four?”

Dugh shrugged. “My mother made ‘em custom. She still wants you to come to dinner.”

“I still want to go. Maybe this week,” said Ethan. “Hey, how would you like to get a haircut and a shave? It’s on me.”

Dugh grinned knowingly. “Getting all spiffed up for the ball?”

“Might as well. I mean, hey, we’re two of the most handsome eligible bachelors in town. We gotta represent.”

“Sure, then we can get a pint and watch the pig wrestling out behind the pub. They do it every three weeks or so. It’s a lot of fun.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Ethan, and the two made their way through town to the barber shop, where an old farmer was getting his mustache trimmed by a tall, skinny barber in his fifties. He had absolutely no hair himself—not on his head, eyebrows, face, or arms.

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?” he said as he snip, snip, snipped away at the seemingly sleeping farmer’s stache.

“We came to get our ears lowered,” said Ethan, and Dugh burst with raucous laughter.

The barber offered Ethan a queer look, and the farmer even opened one eye. The other eye popped open with recognition. “Well if it isn’t Doctor Critelli!”

Ethan took a closer look at the man. “Oh, hello Mr. Brighton.”

“Good morning Mr. Brighton,” Dugh offered in greeting.

“This is my friend Dugh,” said Ethan.

“Oh, I know Dugh,” said the farmer. “Used to have to run him off my property once a week. Was always stealing my wild mushrooms.”

Dugh smiled meekly. “Sorry about that. Let me buy you a pint or two to make up for it. Me and Ethan are grabbing one after this and going to watch the pig wrestling.”

“Aye, I’ll be there anyway. Got a pig in the pit myself. But I’ll gladly accept free beer.”

“You can’t trust a man don’t accept free beer,” the barber agreed.

“How’s that cow of yours doing?” Ethan asked. “The one with subclinical ketosis.”

“Awe, she’s doing just fine, just fine,” said Mr. Brighton, and he glanced at the barber. “We got us a new hotshot veterinarian in town. An arcane veterinarian to boot.”

The barber frowned at the farmer. “I know that you fool. I’m a barber, I know everything!”

Ethan and Dugh enjoyed a good shave and had a few inches taken off their heads, then they went to the pub for pickled eggs, ale, and pig wrestling. It seemed like half the town had turned out, including most of the farmers and their families.

Dozens of picnic tables had been put out at the back of the pub where a small lawn was situated and was surrounded by the neighboring fences. In the buildings beyond the fences, children watched from windows and rooftops, just as rowdy and jubilant as the adults. At the center of the lawn was a fifteen foot wide mud pit. Four massive boars stood on one side and the largest of the lot, one S.S. Snorts, must have been close to eight hundred pounds. On the other side stood a dozen happy, drunken young farmers wearing only pants, each one big and tall and utterly jacked.

“Hold my beer,” said Dugh. He proceeded to unclasp his overalls and pull off his shirt. He kicked off his boots and punched fist to palm.

“You’re pig wrestling?” said Ethan.

“Yup, and so are you.” Dugh rolled his shoulders and grinned. “Come on, I’ve already signed you up.

“You did?” Ethan squinted to see the bracket board near the back of the pub and spotted his name up there with the rest of them. “Are you crazy?”

“No,” Dugh leaned in and tapped his head. “I’m smart. I’ve got five silver crowns on you winning the whole thing.”

“Winning the whole thing?”

“Keep your voice down.” Dugh glanced around conspiratorially. “With your arcane abilities, you can pacify and pin down any hog here, right?”

“Well, I, I guess. But that would be cheating.”

“Says who? There aren’t any rules against using magic.”

“It wouldn’t feel right,” said Ethan, content that he could hide behind the excuse and get out of wrestling a pig.

Dugh looked distraught. “I already put in the wager.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” said Ethan. “You said we were coming to watch.”

Dugh ignored him. He was looking for someone. “Alright, I’ll ask the judges.”

“Please don’t.”

“You there!” Dugh bellowed, gaining the attention of the entire crowd, even the pigs. “You there, judges!”

The two men and one woman sitting at the judge’s table with the bracket board behind them perked to attention.

“Is it against the rules to use magic whilst wrestling the hogs?” Dugh yelled.

“Are you going to use magic, half-giant?” the woman asked.

Everyone laughed, Dugh with them.

“Naw, not me. My friend Criter here. He’s the town’s new arcane vet if you haven’t met him. And he’s one of Arcane Acres’s most eligible bachelors, second to only myself.”

“I don’t see a Criter here,” said the female judge as she searched the contestants names.

“The name is Doctor Ethan Critelli!” Byron boomed from behind the judges. He appeared with Rose at his side, and the two joined Ethan and Dugh at their picnic table. “So?” He said to the judges. “Can he use magic?”

The judges hunched together to confer, and the crowd began to murmur their opinions and positions on such things, if indeed they had one.

“You’re wrestling?” Rose asked with a grin. “How exciting.”

“I, I don’t know,” said Ethan, who’d downed his whole pint as he worried and waited for the judges’ ruling.

At length, the judges all nodded agreement and the female stood up. “To all present, we, the judges of the 40th annual pig wrestling championship, do so declare that, as pertaining to the question of whether or not magic is allowed during the wrestling of pigs, such arcane powers as spells, hexes, curses, incantations, or magical manipulations of any kind, are not allowed!”

“Crap,” Ethan cursed under his breath. “Thanks a lot Dugh. Now I get to be smooshed by a thousand-pound pig.”

Dugh bit his bottom lip, his mind racing. “What about telepathy?”

The crowd went silent, and all heads whipped back toward the judges.

Again they conferred, and again the female made the proclamation. “To all present, we, the judges of the 40th annual pig wrestling championship, do so declare that, as pertaining to the question of whether or not telepathy is allowed during the wrestling of pigs⁠—”

“Aw, come on then, out with it! Yay or nay?” a grizzled farmer yelled, and many in the crowd agreed.

“Yay!” the judge called out, and Dugh pumped his fist.

“What you gonna do, magic vet?” called one of the competitors. “Talk the pig into giving up?”

“Just ignore him,” said Rose. “He’s just jealous.”

Ethan glanced at the chiseled young man and scoffed. “Jealous of what?”

“This,” said Rose, and she kissed him on the cheek long enough to get the crowd leering.

Ethan felt his cheeks flush as his heart floated into the stratosphere, and the next thing he knew, he was standing with Dugh and the other competitors wearing only his pants, staring down the giant pigs.

As the pig wrestling got underway, farmers with fistfuls of promissory notes cheered on their farmhands as they wrestled the big pigs. Dugh went up against a wide boar that bristled with anger and charged right at him as soon as the heavy bell tolled. Big as he was, Dugh had a rough time with the beast, but Dugh tried to go toe to hoof with the thing, offering up no finesse whatsoever. To the half-giant, this was a test of strength, and in the end, he toppled the big, barking pig and pinned it down for the allocated three seconds, its hooves pointed skyward.

“Good one,” said Ethan as Dugh emerged from the mud pit, taking half the mud with him.

“You’re up next,” said Dugh, and he slapped Ethan’s back, caking it with muck.

“Next contest, Doctor Criter versus Boombastic!” said the crier from his soapbox in the corner.

“Good luck,” said Rose.

“Go get ‘em,” said Byron.

“If the beast gets you pinned, stick a finger in its bum,” said Dugh. “It works!”

Ethan chuckled weakly as he stepped ankle deep into the mud. Across from him, the massive boar snorted and barked and kicked at the mud like a bull.

“Hello Boombastic,” Ethan said as he and the pig circled each other. “I’m Ethan.”

Mate, mate, mate, mate! was the only thing on the boar’s mind. Ethan felt a wave of sexual frustration wash through him as he mentally connected with the boar, and he inwardly cringed.

“Oh crap!”

The boar barked and charged forward, and Ethan turned tail and ran. The crowd laughed and laughed as the boar chased Ethan around the fifteen foot circular enclosure. When Ethan slipped, they guffawed even harder.

“Pig, I’m your friend!” Ethan tried to relay as he scrambled to his feet and barely prevented himself from being stampeded by the beast.

Mate, mate, mate, mate! The boar’s mind churned.

“Use your telepathy!” Dugh cried as Ethan raced by on his sixth lap.

“What am I supposed to say to a randy pig?” Ethan demanded.

“Promise him a sexy sow!” one of the farm hands offered, and the crowd laughed.

Ethan thought that idea wasn’t half bad, and he projected an image at the boar, one of Ethan pinning it down then offering it a plump sow mate as reward. But the boar didn’t seem to like that first image, not at all. It suddenly lurched forward, aiming to take out Ethan’s legs. Ethan leapt away and struggled through the mud to get behind the boar. Next, he found himself leaping on the creature’s back and riding it around the pen like a drunken monkey.

“You got it Ethan, wear it down!” Dugh encouraged between big pulls from his beer mug.

“Soothe the beast!” Byron offered.

Again, Ethan offered the boar an image of a plump sow, and again he showed the creature the scenario that would gain it access to the sow. He was thrown off and landed at the edge of the pit where Dugh was ready with a pint.

“Here, drink this!” Dugh put a mug to Ethan’s mouth, and he took a long grateful pull. He was covered in mud and cold, wanting nothing more than to be a drunken spectator warm in his long jacket.

“Nothing is working,” Ethan told his friend as the boar stalked him in half circles.

“The trick is to get their legs out from under ‘em,” said Dugh.

“It weighs like 600 pounds!”

“The bigger they are, the harder they … look out!” Dugh pushed Ethan out of the way, and a moment later the boar crashed into the fence. Ethan leapt on its back again and tried to trip the beast, but instead he got a hoof-stomped calf muscle for his efforts. Ethan cried out in pain and changed tactics. He reasserted himself into the boar’s mind, forcing his will upon the creature.

“Stop!” he commanded it both in mind and voice, and to his utter astonishment, the boar stopped.

Ethan rolled off the beast as the crowd grew quiet.

Now you will go down on your side and you will not fight, or retaliate in any way. You want to lie down for a little while. You are very sleepy. You’re sick of wrestling. The mud is so cool. You’re getting tired now.

Ethan sent images along with the words, pushing his will with a stubbornness born of pain. He approached the boar bravely, shouldered into its side, and pushed it over. The boar lent its own weight to the movement and went down hard, splashing the onlookers with mud. Ethan gave a show of it, pretending that the boar was fighting back, then rolled it on its back and held it there with all his might with hooves pointed skyward.

“One, two, three!” the crier counted out, and Dugh gave a hoot.

He leapt into the pen and threw Ethan on his shoulder like he was a toddler. Rose and Byron cheered and clapped. The pig just laid there and snored, long after Ethan had left.


CHAPTER 34


After the pig wrestling contest, Ethan and Dugh doused themselves off with the other contestants and bought the place a round before returning home to clean up. They ate lunch in the form of soup that Rose had made, then spent the rest of the afternoon laughing and drinking honey wine in the sun room. It was the best day Ethan had had since arriving on Aerth, only dampened by the absence of his friend Ruuz.

Around four o’clock in the afternoon, Ethan returned to his cottage to get ready for the ball, feeling very good indeed. He hummed to himself and recalled the dance routine Dugh had taught him, then slipped into his new suit and smiled at his reflection.

It was going to be a good night!

Dugh had the horses and wagon ready by the time Ethan emerged, and he looked around for Rose who was supposed to be riding with them to Baroness Fizzywitz’s mansion.

“Where’s Rose?” Ethan asked his friend.

“She said something came up, and she’d be there eventually,” Dugh reported with a knowing look of sympathy.

“Something came up?” said Ethan. “What could have possibly come up?”

Dugh shrugged. “Beats me.”

“How’s she getting there?”

“Gustwing, of course.”

“Oh, right.” Ethan let out a disappointed sigh and climbed into the wagon.

“Chin up, Ethan. You’ll see her tonight.”

They rode through town and took the road leading into the rolling hills. The sun was bright and the sky clear. The temperature had climbed to a comfortable seventy-something, and there was just enough of a breeze to refresh the senses.

“You know,” Ethan began as he watched the beautiful countryside creep by. “Tomorrow will be two weeks since I’ve been on this world, but it feels like it’s been months.”

“So you think you’re staying?” said Dugh.

“Yeah, I mean, I don’t think there’s really a way to get me back to Earth, not with Kazian gone. Besides, I wouldn’t return even if I could. I like it here. Life is a lot simpler, a lot quieter. I haven’t used a cellphone in two weeks, and I don’t even miss it.”

“What’s a cell phone?” Dugh asked.

“It’s, uh, it’s a device that allows you to talk to people far away, and you can even see them in real time if you want to.”

“Oh, just like a crystal ball or an enchanted mirror.”

“I guess so.”

“Like Rose’s enchanted mirror, the one she uses to talk to her friend Draven all the time.”

Ethan withered. “Yeah, just like that.”

Dugh chuckled. “I’m just messing with you; they don’t talk all the time.”

“So what about you? You got your eye on any of the ladies in town?”

“Me? Nah. I still gotta make my fortune before I can consider taking on a wife.”

“Is that common?” Ethan asked with mounting worry. “Is a man expected to make a fortune before choosing a wife?”

“Sure it’s common. I mean, what woman would give herself to a man who didn’t have something going for him? But I wouldn’t worry if I were you, Ethan, you’re almost as good looking as I am, and you’re an arcane veterinarian, so you won’t have any trouble finding a wife.”

Ethan laughed. “Do you think I’ve got a shot with Rose?”

Dugh glanced at him and grinned. “Sure, why not?”

“Do you think she likes me?”

“Sure she does. Rose likes lots of people.”

“You know what I mean.”

Dugh smiled sideways and seemed to be weighing his response. “Well, Rose is an independent woman, you know? She’s always got her nose in books, always keeping up on her studies. Since her magic left her, she’s tried to be the best herbalist and potion maker she can be. Have you ever seen her laboratory?”

“No,” Ethan said with a sinking feeling. “She never showed it to me.”

“Oh, she never shows it to anyone, but she’s always down there cooking up something. She makes a lot of money selling her potions to the king’s legions, healing potions mostly.”

“Maybe that’s why she’s so secretive about it,” Ethan suggested. “Since she’s making potions for the military.”

“She’s always been a private person,” said Dugh. “I wouldn’t take it seriously that she didn’t show it to you.”

A wagon shot by just then, and Byron yelled out playfully, “Out of the way, slow pokes!”

Dugh laughed and snapped the reigns, and in no time, Ethan was in the midst of a high-speed wagon race. They flew into Baroness Fizzywitz’s place early, and Ethan’s eyes widened when he saw the long line of wagons and ornate carriages waiting to unload their passengers.

“Those carriages,” said Ethan. “They look like they belong to royalty.”

“Some of them do,” said Dugh. “This event is a real high society shindig. I’m impressed that you got invited.”

“Well, you were invited as well,” said Ethan.

“Not really invited. I’m working the function tonight. A little extra coinage. The Baroness always pays her help well, and I volunteer for all her parties.”

“Oh,” said Ethan, self-consciously smoothing a wrinkle in his pants.

They pulled up behind Byron, who emerged from his wagon wearing a smart tailored suit and top hat.

“You look like a shiny new silver crown,” Dugh told the old man, who was also leaning on a sleek black cane with an eagle-head handle.

“Well thank you, good sir,” said Byron.

“Should I have bought a top hat?” Ethan asked, seeing many other distinguished gentlemen sporting them.

“No, it’s fine,” said Byron. “It’s an older style that men your age never embraced. I suppose they’d rather show off their hair since they still have it!”

Byron and Dugh shared a laugh, and Ethan attempted one. Noticing Ethan’s nervousness, Byron put an arm around him and gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Just be yourself, lad, and you’ll do just swimmingly.”

“Well, this is where I say goodbye. Gotta report to the kitchen,” said Dugh. “I’ll bring around the best snacks and treats. Keep an eye out for me inside.”

Dugh hurried off to a side entrance while Ethan and Byron shuffled in with the crowd, who were all personally greeted by Baroness Fizzywitz and Mister Fuzzybottoms. When Ethan and Byron finally made it to the entrance, Mister Fuzzybottoms scowled at Ethan.

Did you relay my message to General Ruffington? The cat’s voice asked in Ethan’s mind.

Yes, he replied whilst smiling at the baroness and kissing her offered hand.

“Thank you so much for the invitation,” Ethan said to her.

She recoiled playfully. “But it wasn’t I who invited you to Mister Fuzzybottoms’s ball, it was Mister Fuzzybottoms. You should thank him.” She winked and nudged her head toward the unimpressed Maine coon.

Ethan gave a small bow. “Thank you for inviting me, Mister Fuzzybottoms.”

What did the dog say in reply?

“Did he say thank you?” Baroness asked with delight. “You can hear his thoughts after all.”

Tell me what the dog said! The cat demanded, even adding an annoyed, mewling groan.

“Yes, he did,” said Ethan. “Mister Fuzzybottoms said I was welcome, and that I should try your champagne.”

Don’t put words in my mouth you pig! You swine!

“Oh, delightful!” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “What is he saying now?”

Tell the nitwit I said her breath smells like garlic and her farts stink of cheese!

“He said his mummy is the sweetest, kindest, most wonderful baroness in all the lands,” said Ethan.

I said no such thing! Mister Fuzzybottoms hissed and swatted at Ethan, scratching the back of his hand.

“Oh my!” said the Baroness. “You’re bleeding. Why would Mister Fuzzybottoms do that?”

“He wanted me to add something else,” said Ethan. He shot the cat a scowl. “I was apprehensive, but he insisted with a scratch.”

“Why were you hesitant? What did else did he want you to say?”

That your face looks like a turkey’s gobbler!

“That your beauty is greater than even the goddess of love herself,” Ethan said, making sure he was out of swiping range.

“What a wonderful pussy!” The Baroness hugged the scowling cat.

This isn’t over, human! I want to know what the dog said!

“Hello Baroness,” said Byron. “I trust that you will save me a dance.”

“You know I love to Friggit,” she replied, and Ethan shook his head, unable to imagine that someone their age would even attempt the dance Dugh had shown him last night.

They followed the arriving patrons through the main entrance down a hallway Ethan had never ventured and into a huge ballroom with a wide marble staircase leading to the second story and wraparound balcony. The egg-white ceiling opened to a massive dome that radiated like an opal with fiery translucence. A small orchestra was set up against one wall beneath a huge mural of Baroness Fizzywitz and Mister Fuzzybottoms sitting on a velvet throne, and the music they played encouraged light-hearted banter and fond greetings. Tables were set out in a semi-circle around the highly polished tile floor, and Ethan became nervous that they might have reservation tabs on them and that his would be missing.

He was anxious about Rose as well. She hadn’t arrived yet, and he couldn’t stop wondering what it might have been that caught her attention. Was Draven back? Had there been bad news about Ruuz? Was she distraught? Had Ethan missed his cue to go to her and ask if she needed him? Was this the work of Malazar?

“Ah, Byron Ledbetter,” a fat man with a huge mustache and twinkling blue eyes said as he approached.

“Duke Hargrove,” said Byron. “Let me introduce my new apprentice, the arcane veterinarian, Ethan Critelli.”

“Arcane?” said the man as he shook Ethan’s offered hand.

“Nice to meet you, Duke Hargrove,” said Ethan. “Um, yes, I use the arcane arts in my tending to the needs of animals. Nothing major. You could say that I’m a dabbler.”

“Dabbler!” Byron laughed and slapped Ethan on the back. “If you dabble in magic then I dabble in cake!” He patted his portly belly and chuckled.

“I’d love to hear more,” said Duke Hargrove. “Are you a horse man, Doctor Critelli?”

“Yes, well, I should say that I’ve learned a very great deal about them at school, and I’ve had some practical experience. I just recently learned how to ride.”

The Duke frowned at Ethan, for what a queer thing it was to say that he’d just learned how to ride to someone living in a society that still depended heavily on horses.

“You just recently learned to ride?” The duke pressed with a curious brow overshadowing his gaze.

“Ah, yeah,” he glanced at Byron, who watched on expectantly. “With a saddle! I mean. I’ve just recently learned how to ride using a saddle. Where I’m from we like to do it bareback. Er, ride I mean! We like to ride bareback. You know, without a saddle”

The duke’s eyebrows leapt in amusement, and the man took renewed stock of Ethan and seemed to come to a higher estimation.

“The reason I ask,” he said, “is because I have a great many horses and I’m looking for someone with … unique abilities to tend to them.”

“Um, I don’t know if—” Ethan began, but Byron promptly cut him off.

“He’d be honored by the chance to work with your racing horses, my lord.”

“Excellent. I’ll send letter by post in the near future with more information.”

“Thank you,” said Ethan, again shaking the man’s hand. “Then I shall await your, uh, correspondence with grand anticipation.”

The duke nodded, and Byron bowed, something that Ethan promptly mimicked.

“What is he the duke of again?” Ethan asked after the man mingled himself away.

“Silverhold,” Byron replied, and waved at another man coming their way.

“The Duke of Silverhold.” Ethan pondered. “Where have I heard that before?” Then he remembered and almost choked. “Oh crap, Rose said that Malazar was the second cousin of the Duke of Silverhold!”

“Did she mention they can’t stand each other?” Byron said out of the corner of his mouth as he reached out to shake hands with the next man. “Ah, hello High Chancellor Marcillon!”

Ethan was introduced to dozens of lords, ladies, bishops, fellow doctors of veterinary medicine—it turned out that Mister Fuzzybottoms employed no less than four veterinarians throughout the barony—professors, clergymen, tax collectors, landowners, and officers of the law, not to mention the eldest princess of Genland herself, sixteen year old Marylin-Allison the Third. It turned out she was the one who, five years ago, gifted Mister Fuzzybottoms to Baroness Fizzywitz.

An hour had past and Rose still hadn’t shown up. Ethan took another glass of wine off a servant’s tray and drank half of it down, aware that he was getting buzzed but needing it to survive in the stuffy ballroom.

“You did well,” said Byron as they took a reprieve at one of the tables where a sulking couple sat staring off into space.

“Thanks, that was a lot.”

“You met a lot of powerful people tonight, Ethan. I think soon you’ll be on your way to the big time.” He whistled. “The Duke’s offer alone is a great opportunity. You also gained the interest of the biggest dairy farmer in Genland, not to mention Doctor Vector, who’s got a huge practice in the city.”

“I’m not interested in living in the city,” Ethan replied. “Not anytime soon, anyway. I like Arcane Acres, I like tending to the farm animals, I like the people, and I like working for you.”

Byron’s eyes watered and he smiled like a proud father. “And I like having you,” he said, patting Ethan’s knee.

Something brushed up against Ethan’s leg, and he looked down into the squinting, judgmental eyes of Mister Fuzzybottoms.

Now you tell me what the dog said, or I shall shred you like an age-worn curtain, came the threatening voice.

And I’ll tell you what I told him, Ethan mentally replied, I don’t want anything to do with your petty feud.

You delivered my message, and I demand to hear the reply!

Fine, but after this, I’m done.

Agreed.

Ethan let out a long sigh. General Ruffington said, and I quote, Oh what, oh what, pray tell, has become of sweet, sweet, Rachel?

Mister Fuzzybottoms hissed. No!

I’m, I’m sorry for your loss, said Ethan. But you must let this go. This feud of yours will end with⁠—

It will end with the death of that canine menace! Mister Fuzzybottome glared at Ethan one last time and slunk away, his aura taking on the hue of an angry bruise.

“Hey guys!” Dugh came to their table with a huge tray of appetizers on small plates. “How’s it going?”

“Have you seen Rose?” Ethan blurted.

Dugh popped a snack in his mouth and shook his head. “Nah.”

The sulking couple balked at Dugh and walked away, but the half-giant didn’t notice; he was too busy eyeing the tray in search of his next sampling.

“These crackers and goat cheese things are great. Oh! And try the little sausages, they’re amazing! And these maple syrup and honey cookies, WOW!”

Byron helped himself to a few, but Ethan was too nerved up to partake.

“I think I’m going to go get some air,” he said.

“Oh, hey,” Dugh said through a mouthful of food and pointed. “There’s Rose now!”

“Where?” Ethan followed Dugh’s eyes and spotted her just coming through the door.

Rose Kazarian walked into the ballroom with her raven hair now bouncing with curls draped over her shoulders. She wore just enough makeup to accentuate her big azure eyes, high cheekbones, and perfectly pink lips. She wore a peach dress embroidered in the front with white lace patterns. The bottom of the dress hung lower in the back than the front, which stopped at the knee with a hem of lace. Her slippers were peach as well, and a single flower behind her ear as pink as her lips finished off the outfit.

Ethan nervously took a glass of wine off Dugh’s tray and downed it in three gulps.

Rose spotted her friends and began to make her way across the room, but being who she was, soon became bombarded by friends and admirers, and it took a full ten minutes for her to get to their table.

“Ugh,” she said when she arrived. “I wish one of you’d come and saved me. One of those rich vultures even had the gall to ask me if the manor was for sale now that my father is gone.”

“What a dink,” said Ethan.

Rose regarded him with a grin and chuckled. “My thoughts exactly.

“Wine?” Ethan offered her a glass of white.

“Thank you.” She took a sip and glanced around. “Not much dancing for a ball.”

“Ethan can’t wait to dance,” said Dugh. “Can you Ethan?”

Ethan flashed his eyes at Dugh. “So, what held you up earlier?” he asked Rose. “Is everything alright?”

“I’m fine,” she said, but that was all.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” came the voice of Baroness Fizzywitz, who now stood upon the conductor’s podium smiling down on her guests. “It is time to judge the best Friggit dancer!”

Ethan glanced at Dugh, who chomped his pastries and grinned slyly, even offering Ethan a wink.

“Who would like to be the bravest of the night?” the Baroness asked the crowd. “Who would like to go first?”

Ethan bounced on his toes as he looked around like everyone else, waiting for a taker. He worked himself right up to volunteering, drank the rest of his wine in one swallow, and grinning at Rose, raising his hand. “I’ll go first!”

Rose looked impressed, and playfully slapped his shoulder as he passed. Ethan strode to the widening dance floor as everyone made a circle around him.

Baroness Fizzywitz beamed at him. “Oh, how delightful! If it isn’t Arcane Acres’s very own arcane veterinarian, the one and the only Doctor Criter Critelli!”

The crowd clapped dutifully, Dugh roared encouragement, Byron offered an “Atta boy” and Rose clapped her hands together in front of her mouth like an excited lass.

“Music please,” said the Baroness, and the small orchestra began playing an upbeat, whimsical song featuring a violin. The music for the Friggit turned out to be a real barn stomper, and Ethan had to recalculate a much faster pace than the count Dugh had taught him.

He began the dance as Dugh had instructed, with a high and long leap forward with arms spread out wide. He landed, twirled on his right foot once, then twice, before dropping down into a squat and bursting forth with a high kick. He then wiggled his butt, hopped like a bunny, then shuffled to the left and the right. With another squat, hop, and twirl, Ethan went through the intricate hand gestures Dugh had taught him.

Ethan finished with one last high kick, and even threw in a moonwalk at the end for fun. This last move made eyes pop and hands clap, so he did it again, even adding some additional moves from the King of Pop that he’d picked up in his day. The crowd cheered, Dugh hooted, and Ethan beamed when he saw Rose’s smiling face.

“That was perhaps the most interesting and energetic expression of the Friggit dance I’ve ever seen!” Baroness Fizzywitz told the crowd. “Let’s hear it for Doctor Critelli!”

The crowd redoubled their applause, and Ethan took a few bows before rejoining his friends.

“That was amazing!” said Rose, and she gave him a quick squeeze.

“Thanks, Dugh taught me the Friggit last night,” Ethan said breathlessly.

Rose’s nose scrunched up, and Dugh grinned guiltily. “What do you mean?” said Rose.

Ethan frowned at Dugh, who was chuckling. “What’s going on?”

“There is no one version of the Friggit dance,” said Dugh.

“What?”

“The Friggit is different for every person every time they do it. It’s a whatever dance, you know, like saying ‘frig-it, I’m just going to dance the way I’m feeling.’”

“It is?” Ethan said, confused. “Then what did you teach me?”

Dugh shrugged. “I just made something up. You were so nervous and worked up about the dance, I knew I couldn’t tell you it was an improvisational dance or you would have frozen up!”

Ethan laughed. “You know Dugh, you’re probably right. Thanks brother.”

“Anytime, Criter.”

“I thought you did splendidly,” said Rose.

“A real polish on the image of the practice that was,” said Byron.

Other people took their turn at the Friggit, including Byron, Rose, Dugh, and other people from town that Ethan knew and even Baroness Fizzywitz herself, whose dancing skills and agility were indeed impressive. All in all it was an uproarious affair. Ethan was especially taken by Rose’s performance, for her impression of the Friggit was a slow, mournful, soul-filled dance of heart and grace.

When the music switched to a song which had its own dance associated with it, Rose grabbed Ethan’s hand and pulled him to the dance floor. Laughing, she took his hands in hers and held them out between them.

“I don’t know this dance,” Ethan whispered in alarm.

“Don’t worry, I’ll lead,” she said, and a heartbeat later they were twirling around the dance floor with the other couples, everyone moving with speed and grace, missing each other by mere inches as they twirled and glided like a flock of colorful birds.

The music slowed, the dancers closed the distance between themselves and their partners, and Rose gazed into Ethan’s eyes. They smiled at each other, then they kissed.

Ethan might as well have been transported to another world again. Rose’s lips were like a gateway, an incantation that transported him, mind, body, heart, and spirit, into the realm of infinite bliss.

They parted and shared a loving gaze.

“Ethan Critelli! You are under arrest for the murder of Kazian Kazarian!” It was Malazar, and he was standing upon the podium with gleeful malice in his hateful eyes.


CHAPTER 35


“This is preposterous!” yelled a red-faced Byron.

Malazar stood at the podium with six other sorcerers, three on each side of him, all cloaked in deep scarlet hoods, their eyes alight with arcane power.

“I forbid this in my house!” Baroness Fizzywitz passionately declared.

“The King’s Law cares not who’s house justice is served in, just so long as it is served,” said Malazar.

Everyone backed away from Ethan but his friends, and a large part formed in the crowd, creating a chasm of polished dance floor between Ethan and Malazar.

“How dare you come here and accuse Ethan of killing my father!” said Rose, coming to stand beside Ethan and pointing a shaking finger at Malazar. “You killed my father! It was you!” She looked to the crowd for support. “Ethan was there, he saw everything, and now Malazar is trying to lock him up to silence him!”

“Oh yes,” Malazar’s canines gleamed bone-white behind a hyena grin. “Ethan was indeed there when Kazian died, for he was the killer.”

Rose began to protest, and Dugh even put in a few choice words, but Malazar silenced them with a booming voice.

“AND! He took something from Kazian’s tower, something that was meant for you, Rose. Do you know what it was?”

Rose’s fierceness diminished and she looked to Ethan, whose blood went cold.

“Ask him,” said Malazar. “You two seem to be close. Ask him what he took from the tower.”

Everyone was looking at Ethan now, and Byron, knowing Ethan’s secret, bowed his head in empathy for his young friend.

Ethan gulped down a desert’s worth of guilt, his throat suddenly dry as sand.

“What is he talking about, Ethan?”

“Rose, I …”

The last of her hope fractured, and she shook her head in despair. “Ethan?”

He summoned his courage and finally set the truth free. “Before he died, Kazian gave me something to give to you,” said Ethan . “It was⁠—”

“It was the arcane crystal!” said Malazar, his gaze falling upon the shocked crowd. “Ethan murdered Kazian in cold blood, then stole a magical item of incredible power, one created by Kazian to aid his poor daughter in regaining her lost magic. In his infinite greed, Ethan took the arcane crystal for himself.”

“Is this true?” Rose’s eyes searched Ethan, taking renewed stock of him, stock of a lesser value.

Ethan swallowed the lump of sorrow growing in his throat. “I never meant to hurt you, Rose.”

The devastated expression on her face broke Ethan’s heart. He wanted to take her up in his arms and make her understand that it had been a mistake, that he hadn’t meant to absorb the power, that he loved her and he was sorry, but he never got the chance.

“Take him!” said Malazar, and like harbingers of doom, the six sorcerer’s spread out and stalked toward Ethan.

“Rose, it was an accident, I never meant to⁠—”

One of the sorcerers lashed out with a wand and spoke a hissing command, and from it a silver serpent of light sprang forth and wrapped itself around Ethan. Before Ethan could react, Dali responded to the arcane threat, and light burst from Ethan that destroyed the serpentine spell.

“Behold!” Malazar bellowed. “The power of the arcane crystal! Is this not proof of his guilt?”

The crowd was horrified by Ethan’s display of magic, for it was not that of a mild-mannered, Friggit-dancing arcane veterinarian, but the power Dali displayed was that of an advanced sorcerer of untold power who could extinguish the incantation of a sorcerer of Spectrum Tower with ease.

Ethan searched the crowd for an ally, but he only found fear-filled faces. Not wanting anyone to get hurt in the inevitable battle that would ensue when the sorcerers attacked him again, he turned on his heel and fled for the door.

“Apprehend that man!” Malazar bellowed.

Just then, General Ruffington III limped into the ballroom with his master, Jacob Crout. “Are we too late for the Friggit?” Jacob asked, sporting a brand new racoon hat.

Ethan was racing toward the door when suddenly Mister Fuzzybottoms flew through the air and landed on the dog’s face. Mayhem ensued as the cat and dog fought to the death. Tables were overturned, food flew in every direction as spells meant for Ethan hit the desert table, women fainted, men punched each other for no good reason but to do so, and the ballroom was soon in chaos. The alarmed cries of the crowd and the stomping feet of the pursuing sorcerers followed Ethan out of the ballroom, through the mansion, and into the night.

Ethan raced across cobblestone onto the grassy island of the cul-de-sac and stopped. His mind scrambled to discover a means of escape. He saw the stable to his far left. He could steal a horse and flee, then regroup back in town and figure out what to do.

“Mínum vilja skaltu verða skilinn frá þinni galdramætti!” Malazar’s voice echoed through the night and exploded in Ethan’s mind. His strength gave out and he fell to the ground where he writhed in agony. He felt something being torn from his body, mind, and soul. On his back and screaming into the heavens, Ethan saw Dali being torn from him, the avatar of the arcane crystal’s power was stretched thin. They’d been pulled apart to the waist, but even that tether was slowly shredding.

“Sir!” Dali desperately called to Ethan. “Malazar is severing our connection, and I cannot stop him!”

“Dali! Fight it!” Ethan groaned.

“Leave him alone!” Rose screamed. She and many others had spilled out of the place.

Dugh grabbed one of the sorcerers and slammed him into the ground, leaving the magi unconscious and bloody. Next, he charged for Malazar, who was in deep concentration trying to pull Dali out of Ethan, and Dugh almost got to him, but was stopped cold and frozen in place by an incantation cast by one of the other sorcerers.

Rose produced a dagger from her garter and with a quick lunge stabbed Malazar in the side. Ethan instantly felt the terrible incantation that was killing him mercifully weaken. Malazar cried out in rage and backhanded Rose, sending her spiraling to the ground.

Dali had almost returned to Ethan fully, but Malazar redoubled his efforts, invigorated by incantations cast from the other sorcerers, directly into him.

“He’s too strong,” Dali warned as he struggled against the separation.

Ethan could say nothing. The pain was immense, leaving him writhing and screaming on the ground. He resigned himself to his fate and prayed that it would be quick, for he feared that he could take no more of the terrible ripping sensation, the forceful tearing of Dali from the very fiber of his being.

Then, something miraculous happened. As Ethan watched with teary eyes, Rose climbed to her feet and planted them in the ground with purpose, and her eyes were glowing! Her dark hair churned in a fierce gale that seemed only to affect her. Those azure eyes radiated with arcane power, and she slowly lifted her clawed hands.

“I. Said. Leave. Him. Alone!” she screamed, her voice echoing like a maelstrom of terrible power. She thrust her glowing hands forward, and from her palms exploded a bright blue incantation, a spell so powerful that when it hit Malazar, he exploded into a spray of crimson gore before everyone’s eyes.

The night drew deathly quiet.

Ethan’s pain instantly disappeared, and Dali merged with him once more. He rose to his feet shakily and, like everyone else, stared at Rose in bewilderment. She, in turn, gazed at her glowing hands in horror. Then she fell unconscious upon the lawn.

“Rose!” Ethan rushed over to her and knelt beside her, feeling for a pulse. It was there, but it was weak.

“Step away from her and submit to being taken into custody!” said one of the sorcerers, and the remaining five moved toward Ethan and Rose threateningly.

“Stay away from her,” Ethan warned as he stood to face them.

“She murdered Malazar, and she will stand for judgement,” said the eldest of them all. “You would be wise not to hinder us and allow yourself to be put under arrest. Might I remind you that you are still charged with the murder of Kazian Kazarian. Come with us now or suffer the consequences.”

“What consequences?” Ethan stood before them in bold defiance, even taking a determined step forward. “I possess the power of the arcane crystal. If any of you take one step closer to Rose, what I do to you will make what she did to Malazar seem like a mercy.”

The sorcerers’ resolve faltered, and all looked to the eldest, who leered at Ethan. “You would dare defy the Tower of Spectrum? We are under authority of the king!”

“If the king wants us, then the king can come and get us himself. I will explain to him what happened, as can anyone here; that I was attacked by the lying murderer Malazar, and surely would have been killed had Rose not intervened. She destroyed him in my defense. You came here to apprehend Kazian’s killer, and now he’s dead. Justice has been served. There is nothing more for you here, gentlemen.”

“What happened here tonight will not go unanswered,” said the elder. “We will be back, and in number.”

“You do whatever you gotta do,” said Ethan. “And so will I.”

At that moment, Dali added a little encouragement for the fearful sorcerers, showing himself as a huge golden aura surrounding Ethan.

The eldest sorcerer recoiled from the display and, with one last leering glare at Ethan, he ordered his men to collect the unconscious sorcerer that Dugh had knocked out. Then they all vanished with a flash of light and billowing cloud of smoke.

“Step aside, I’m a physician!” a man barked as he pushed through to Rose.

Ethan hurried to help, and they ferried Rose into the mansion. The crowd parted from Ethan like he carried the plague. Baroness Fizzywitz led them to a quiet room and ushered the crowd away, while the physician and his assistant—along with Byron, Dugh, and Ethan—all hovered over Rose.

“What’s wrong with her?” Ethan asked the physician, a tall, thin man of middle age with a regal air.

“Arcane exhaustion,” said the physician. “I’ve seen it before on the battlefield.”

“The battlefield?”

“Ethan, this is Doctor Dennings of his majesty’s third battalion,” said Byron.

“Will she live?” Ethan asked.

“It depends,” said the doctor. “She passed too much arcane power through her body, and to heal from it, she must slowly draw healing energy into herself. But to do this, she must accept her newfound ability.”

“How can we help?” Ethan asked.

“Pray,” said the doctor. “And let me do my work.”

Long after the guests had all left, Ethan paced outside the door to Rose’s room waiting for an update on her condition. Byron and Dugh sat on a couch in the hall sleeping against each other and snoring, and Baroness Fizzywitz checked on Ethan every ten minutes, wringing her hands and fretting that he should drink some tea.

Mister Fuzzybottoms came limping into the hall and regarded Ethan with a feline grin. I see that we have both gotten revenge this night.

Ethan nodded, for it was true, while Ethan was fighting for his life outside, Mister Fuzzybottoms had been fighting the General, and had managed to scratch the dog’s left eye so badly that he was now blind in it.

“Ethan? Where is Rose?” came the voice of Madam Morgus.

“Matilda? Where have you been?”

“I was put under house arrest by sorcerers of Spectrum Tower at the behest of Malazar,” she explained. “They didn’t want me here tonight.”

“I can see why,” said Ethan, then told her everything that had happened.

“Her magic came back to her?” she said with surprise.

“Yeah, you should have seen it. It was incredible. Rose utterly destroyed Malazar, like blew him up!”

“Good,” she replied with a curt nod. “He deserved it for what he did to her father.”

Matilda knocked on the door and enquired with the doctor. Then, after some bickering, it was decided that Matilda should take Rose back Kazarian Manor where she could rest safely under the protection of the enchanted property.

Ethan awoke Dugh and Byron, and they all left Baroness Fizzywitz’s estate in the early hours. By the time they arrived at Kazarian Manor, dawn was near. Even then Ethan did not rest, but waited by Rose’s bedside until sleep overtook him.

He awoke with sunlight stinging his eyes. “Ugh!” he said as he squirmed in the chair. “Shut the shades.”

“Leave them open,” said Matilda, who Ethan hadn’t seen sitting on the other side of Rose’s bed. “She can use all the healing energy she can get.”

“Has she awakened?” Ethan asked groggily.

“No, she has fallen into a coma.”

“What!” Ethan hurried to her bedside.

“Please, your fretting will get her nowhere.”

“Aren’t you going to do something?” he demanded.

“I’ve done all that I can do. It is up to Rose now.”

“What do you mean, it’s up to Rose?”

“She nearly killed herself when she destroyed Malazar, and it will take a great force of will to recover. Please, your fear is toxic to her in her condition. Go home. Eat and rest. I’ll send word if anything changes.”

Reluctantly, Ethan left Rose’s room and went downstairs. Hailu was back from visiting her mother, and her sympathetic frown told Ethan that she knew everything that had happened. The dwarven cook surprised him by giving him a big hug.

She glanced up at him and sniffled. “Will she be alright?”

“Yes,” he whispered. “She has to be.”

Hailu nodded, understanding that to think otherwise might doom their friend.

Byron and Dugh visited Rose, but nothing changed all day. By nightfall, Ethan was beyond exhausted, so he forced himself to get some sleep knowing he was no use to Rose in his current state.

Tomorrow was a new day, and Ethan was determined to make the most of it. If he couldn’t help Rose awaken, then he would do what he could to make the world she finally awoke to one that made her smile. He would finish her father’s work and fix the enchanted animals once and for all.


CHAPTER 36


First thing in the morning, Ethan hurriedly dressed and raced into the house to check on Rose. Unfortunately, nothing had changed. Fortunately, that also meant that she hadn’t gotten any worse. After sitting with Rose for a half hour, Ethan joined Dugh and Matilda for breakfast. He told them his plan to fix the enchanted animals, and they were both eager to help in any way they could. Byron was excited by the prospect too, and began listing all the farms where Kazian had enchanted the animals. The list ended up stretching farther than Ethan had assumed it would, and he quickly realized that it would take the better part of a week to get it all done. Not only were there more than a dozen farms to visit, but there were also hundreds of enchanted animals to tend to. He needed to deal with the dragons as well, who were still under the effects of the hex Malazar had put on them in an attempt to get rid of the dwarves.

After loading up Byron’s wagon for a long day of enhancing enchantments, they all piled in. However, as they were about to leave, a lone carriage adorned with the emblem of Spectrum Tower pulled up and blocked their path.

“Not again,” Ethan groaned, and he and his friends all braced themselves for violence.

The door to the carriage opened, and Ethan peered into the dark space, waiting for the glowing eyes of an enemy. Instead, a very old, very tall man emerged. He did so slowly, as if every movement was a labor. At length, the old man straightened and peered quizzically through thick spectacles.

“Ethan Critelli? Doctor Ethan Critelli?”

Ethan gestured to his friends that he’d be alright, then leapt down from Byron’s wagon. Despite his assurances of his safety, Byron, Dugh, and Matilda all climbed down and stood beside him.

“I am Ethan Critelli,” he replied.

“Ah, yes, I can see it now. You possess the power of Kazian’s arcane crystal. How wonderful!”

“Wonderful?” said Ethan, confused. “Then you’re not here to try and take it from me?”

“Me?” The old sorcerer’s bushy eyebrows leapt. “Heavens no, I wouldn’t be that foolish. No. I’m here to make sure that you are alright, and to thank you for all you and your friends have done to rid us of Malazar the Malicious, as I believe he will be known from now on.”

“I don’t understand. I though he was the head of your cabal.”

“Oh, he was, he was indeed. But, well, we’re getting ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?” The old man extended a hand that held many jeweled rings. “I am the new head of Spectrum Tower, Merland Merovingian.”

“Well met, Merland” Ethan shook the man’s hand, sensing great power in those rings.

“You are not aware, but Spectrum Tower has recently experienced a bit of a civil war. I will not bore you with the details, but let’s just say those of us who weren’t corrupted by Malazar have been trying to get rid of him and his followers for quite some time. Kazian used to be the head of that movement, and he was killed for his efforts, as you well know.” Merland’s brow leapt and he suddenly grabbed Ethan’s arm. “That reminds me! Rose, how is she doing?”

“She’s on the mend,” Ethan said cautiously, not quite knowing what to think of this Merland Merovingian just yet.

“Excellent.” The old sorcerer’s face beamed. “I’m so pleased that she reconnected with her power. I felt it, you know, when she extinguished Malazar’s life. We all felt it, for she drew from the power of the ley lines buried deep beneath Arcane Acres.”

“You felt it?” Ethan said in amazement.

“Indeed. To be honest, I’m surprised she’s still alive.”

“Well,” Ethan bowed his head. “To be honest, she’s fallen into a coma.”

Merland nodded gravely. “Then it is as I have feared. But alas, all is not lost, for I believe I know how she might be healed.”

“How?” said Ethan.

“The ley lines,” the old sorcerer replied. “Bring her into the caves depicted in the painting in Kazarian manor. Do you know the one of which I speak?”

“Yes, I do.”

A nod. “Bring her there, closer to the source.”

“The source?”

“The ley lines that run through Arcane Acres move throughout the entirety of Aerth, but they are just closer to the surface here. I believe that, at a young age, she tapped into that power buried below the town. I believe that is why it proved too much for her. But now that she has opened herself up to magic once more, the arcane energy will help her mend.”

“If you think it will help,” said Ethan.

“I believe it will,” he replied and glanced at the wagon. “I assume you are off to mend Kazian’s enchanted animals.”

“How did you know?”

“I’ve been watching you from afar, Ethan Critelli.”

“You have? Then why haven’t you helped? Why didn’t you do anything to stop Malazar?”

“I’ve helped you in ways you will never know, my young friend.” The old sorcerer laughed. “You don’t believe me, and you don’t trust me.”

Ethan said nothing.

“Understandable, understandable. The truth is that I have not been able to help because I was imprisoned in the tower, as were most of my cohorts. But, as I said, Spectrum Tower was in the midst of revolution last night, and we were freed. Still, I understand that I will have to earn your trust, so let me begin by assuring you that you will have no more problems from the sorcerers of Spectrum Tower. Malazar’s cohorts have been weeded out and will be tried for their crimes, and all the property that Malazar bought up through nefarious means will be returned to the town to do so as the townsfolk see fit. Perhaps you could put in a bid for a piece of land. I have a feeling you’ll be with us for a long time to come.”

“I think I will,” said Ethan.

“Very well. We shall talk again soon, hopefully in the company of a healthy Rose.”

Ethan watched the carriage disappear down the lane and looked at his friends. “Rose should be brought to the source, but … I don’t know if she’d want me to be the first person she sees when she wakes up.”

“Of course she’d want to see you,” said Dugh.

“I don’t know. The way she looked at me when the truth of the arcane crystal came out. She looked heartbroken.”

“I can do it,” said Matilda.

“No offense,” said Ethan. “But she’s not very fond of you either.”

Madam Morgus shrugged. “It needs to be done either way.”

“I’ll take her,” said Dugh. “You guys go ahead and fix those enchantments, give Rose something to smile about when she wakes up.”

“Are you sure?” said Ethan.

“Sure I’m sure. I’ve been there before, and I can take Gustwing. He’ll get her there safely. I’ll just make camp inside that cave and make sure Miss Rose is comfortable. You can come check on her tonight after you’re done.”

“Thanks Dugh. I’ll do that.”

Ethan, Byron, and Matilda took the wagon out of town and headed straight for the dwarven mountain to help the dragons, who were still suffering from life-threatening hexes. The road to the dragon mountain was long, so Madam Morgus and Ethan passed the time going over the basics of hexes and the different techniques used to unravel them. Matilda, in her infinite wisdom, had taken it upon herself to brew hundreds of doses of Hexbane over the past two days, which would aid greatly in weakening the hexes.

When they arrived at the mountain, Ethan was alarmed to see how bad the dragons looked, and he was infuriated to see that they were still being used for work. He demanded to see the head dragon wrangler, Gaerth, and when the gruff dwarf arrived, Ethan asked why the dying dragons were still being forced to work.

“Bah! Who else ye suggest do the work?” the dwarf replied.

“The same people who are going to do the work once you kill them all,” said Ethan. “Don’t you understand that these dragons need rest?”

“I don’t think ye be understandin’ how much ore and the like we send out o’ here on a daily basis. What ye expect, that we’d just shut it down on account o’ some sick dragons?”

“These dragons are dying. They’ve been hexed, and they will all surely die if the hexes aren’t lifted.”

“Ye’ve had that dragon ye took for more than a week. Did ye figure out how to lift the hex or not?”

“I did, and Madam Morgus and I can lift the hexes on the rest of the dragons.”

“Well then, what ye waitin’ for?”

Ethan stood tall before the dwarf. “Now listen here, head dragon wrangler, some things need to change around here.”

“Is that so?” said dwarf.

“Yes, it is.”

“And what ye be thinkin’ needs changin’?”

“For one, the way you lot treat your dragons. If Matilda and I are going to go about lifting hundreds of hexes, we want the assurance of your king that steps will be taken to improve the lives of these magical creatures.”

“And if we tell ye to go pound salt?”

“Then your dragons will die and Understars will be a ghost town before spring,” Ethan replied with confidence. “You know it and so do I. Without these dragons doing all the hard labor, this mining operation would be one tenth of what it is. And we believe it is high time you show these dragons some of the respect they deserve.”

The dwarf looked like he wanted to punch Ethan in the face, but he had to agree, for Ethan was the only one who could help. He said bitterly, “ye go ahead and write up yer suggestions, and I’ll be sure to send it along to me king.”

“I will,” said Ethan. “And there’s another thing.”

“What now?”

“I’m keeping Cryxis as part of my fee. I will also be coming around monthly to check on my patients and ensure they are being treated properly.”

The dwarf bristled. “Like I said, I be passin’ it along to me king. Ye be hearin’ from him, don’t ye be doubtin.’”

They were led through the stomach-turning railway system to the inner dens, and Ethan got to work lifting the hexes from the dozens of dragons. To expedite the process, Byron and Madam Morgus set up a system wherein the dragons that had been first treated with Hexbane were brought to Ethan, who’d set up shop in a large chamber. It took him a frustrating hour to lift the first hex, but the second one he disentangled in a half an hour, the third took fifteen minutes, and so on, and by the end he was lifting the hexes in less than two minutes.

By the time Ethan and his friends emerged from the mines, it was past midnight. They had successfully lifted the hexes afflicting over one-hundred dragons, which left them exhausted, but the crisp night air and some hot stew offered up by the dwarves, not to mention a few pints of dwarven mead, had them all feeling much better.

“Do you know where Karrizian Falls is?” Ethan asked Byron as the three of them climbed into the wagon.

“Can’t say that I’ve ever heard of it,” said Byron.

“I know how to get there,” said Matilda. “From here it would be fastest to take Old Millers Road down the east side of the highlands into the crags. Karrizian Falls is off the right side of Jeezum Pass Road.”

“That’s right,” said Ethan. “You mind bringing me there?” he asked Byron.

“To see Miss Rose? Of course not,” his boss said, making himself comfortable on the wagon bench. “I been fretting over her all night myself.”

Note: Due to the volume of Hexes lifted, you will temporarily be awarded more than three points for each action.

Case Name: Dragon Hex Lifting

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication 5 Points): Your empathic bond with the dragons allowed for effective communication, soothing their fears and gaining their trust.

Magical Diagnosis:

Aura Reading (5 Points): Utilizing aura reading, you discerned the nuances of the dragons' magical energies, identifying the hexed areas accurately.

Seventh Sight (5 Points): Your heightened magical senses provided deeper insights into the hexes' effects, aiding in precise removal.

Magical Intervention:

Arcane Blessing (5 Points): You applied your blessing to enhance the dragons' natural defenses and overall well-being.

Magical Therapies:

Herbalism & Potioncraft: (5 points): Utilizing your potion making abilities, you administered enough Hexbane to treat over one-hundred dragons, showing your growing prowess in the field.

Magical Care:

Magical Disease and Epidemic Management: (5 Points): Your proficiency in the field of Identifying and Treating Magical Diseases is growing. Well done Sir!

Total Points Earned for Dragon Hex Lifting: 30 Points

Your remarkable efforts in soothing, communicating, blessing, and lifting hexes from the dragons have not only saved lives but also significantly advanced your magical intervention skills. Your adeptness in understanding and interacting with magical creatures is becoming truly exceptional. Keep honing these skills, and your ability to assist magical beings will only grow stronger.

Progress Report:

+5 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 20/25 Points earned.

+5 Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 8/50 Points earned

+5 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Apprentice Level: 14/50 Points earned

+5 Magical Therapies: Novice Level: 25/25 Points earned: Apprentice Level: 0/50

+5 Magical Care: Novice Level: 22/25 Points earned

+5 Magical Intervention: Novice Level: 25/25 Points earned: Apprentice Level 0/50

New Ability Unlocked!

Magical Therapies Apprentice Level Ability: Soothing Voice: Your soothing voice has the power to ease animals’ fears and anxieties and lull them into a state of deep relaxation.

New Ability Unlocked!

Magical Intervention: Apprentice Level Ability: Healing Touch: You have gained the ability to draw upon your arcane power to heal minor wounds with but a touch.

“What you doing there, lad?” Byron asked.

Ethan had been using his hand to scroll through the interface floating in front of him, which must have looked strange to Byron.

“I, uh, I can see words floating in my field of vision. It’s one way I interact with the power of the arcane crystal.”

“Ah. So these points you earn, you must have gotten a lot of them lifting the hexes on all those dragons.”

“I sure did. I’m now an Apprentice Level arcane veterinarian in four of my six branches. I picked a couple new magical abilities too, one called Soothing Voice, and another called Healing Touch.”

“Pretty self-explanatory that one,” Byron noted. “Should come in handy on a daily basis.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. To be able to heal with but a touch. It’s a dream come true!”

Ethan napped on the ride to the waterfall, excited and apprehensive about Rose’s condition. He was proud of the good he’d done and content that he’d eased the suffering of so many magnificent creatures, but he saw only Rose’s disappointed face when he closed his eyes. He awoke with a profound sense of loss, knowing that Rose would never forgive him for lying to her. He’d had his chance to come clean numerous times, but he’d failed.

Ethan wondered, if the roles were reversed, would he be able to forgive Rose for keeping such a secret from him? He thought he would, but then again one could never really judge how they would react to anything until the thing happened; in that moment they might surprise even themselves.

People were funny like that, on Earth and on Aerth.

“We’re at the waterfall, sweetheart,” said Matilda, waking him.

“Thanks,” he said groggily. He could hear the crashing of the distant waterfall, and as he scanned the dark roadside and watchful forest, he was reminded of the attack that had occurred the last time he was here. “I can’t believe I agreed to let Dugh bring Rose here all alone.”

“Are you afraid of this place?” Matilda asked with concern.

“What?” Ethan blew raspberries and chuckled. “Afraid of it? Of course not.”

“Can you feel it?” she asked, her eyes wide and eager as she glanced down at the ground. “The rivers of arcane power beneath our feet. So much energy within our grasp, but too wild and powerful to harvest.”

“I bet you Malazar had plans for harvesting it,” said Ethan, and he was reminded of the old historical pictures of Nikola Tesla sitting in a room full of electrical bolts. “Like a big power plant with the ability to safely harvest the arcane power down there.”

“Ideas like that are how monsters are made,” she replied.

“Not necessarily. Imagine a power plant that could harness this energy and, say, run power through the entire town, enough to run complex machines, light and heat houses, and keep food cold in all temperatures.”

“I get the distinct feeling that you’re talking about luxuries from your home world,” she said.

“You’re very perceptive.”

Byron tied off the horses and they crossed the road. It took Ethan a few minutes to find the path that led down to the cave, but with the light from Byron’s torch it was easy to traverse.

“If the things you left behind are so wonderous,” Matilda said as they maneuvered the steep decline. “They why don’t you want to return?”

“I don’t know. I feel, I feel like I belong here. I never really felt that way on Earth.”

“That’s sad,” she said with pouty lips.

The face made Ethan grin. “Oh well, sometimes life is sad.” He saw Dugh’s silhouette in the mouth of the firelit cave and smiled. “And sometimes it’s not.”

“Hey guys!” Dugh called when he spotted them coming down the path.

“How’s she doing?” Ethan asked. He looked under Dugh’s shoulder and saw Gustwing curled up in the corner, Rose’s hand sticking out from behind the griffin.

“She hasn’t woken up.” Dugh led them in to the cave with a big grin on his face. “But will ya look at this!”

Ethan, Byron, and Madam Morgus all stopped in their tracks and bumped into each other. Dugh stepped aside and Rose’s prone form came into view. Her body was covered in a soft white sheet, and all throughout it and around Rose’s body, wispy tendrils of arcane mist slowly coalesced. Ethan followed the origin of the tendrils into cracks in the floor and walls.

“The source power,” said Madam Morgus. “It’s, it’s seeping into her.”

Ethan wished that he could see what was happening inside Rose’s body like he could an animal’s.

“Dali, are you seeing this?” he said, glancing at the others.

“Yes,” Dali replied.

“What’s that you said, lad?” said Byron, his head turning toward Ethan, but his eyes glued to glowing Rose.

“I was talking to Dali, he’s uh, he’s the avatar of the arcane crystal’s power incarnate, if that makes any sense.”

“None at all.” Byron beamed. “Could we meet him? I mean, now that the rat’s out of the bag, so to speak?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Dali?”

Dali appeared before Ethan wearing a black tuxedo with extra pointy and greasy mustache spears. “Well,” he nervously pondered. “You can see me because I project a mental image into your brain. And since I do not have access to anyone else’s brain … I believe I would have to take a different route. Perhaps I could resonate my words through your mouth.”

“I don’t think so,” said Ethan.

“Yes, awkward,” Dali replied thoughtfully. “Does anyone have a crystal?”

Ethan asked the three, and Madam Morgus spoke up at once. “Of course I do.” She pulled one out from between her cleavage: it was large and white and octahedron shaped.

“Thank you,” Ethan said as she handed him the crystal on a leather string necklace. “Now what?” he asked Dali.

“Now, I need but a moment.”

“He needs a minute,” Ethan explained to them all.

“Oh boy, we get to meet Dali the arcane crystal?” said Dugh. He reached into his pack and produced a handful of nuts and berries, which he popped into his mouth, looking like a movie-goer as he eagerly stared at Ethan.

Suddenly light sprang from the necklace and expanded from the floor upward, creating a holographic image of Dali in his best tux. “Hello to you all!” he said excitedly, his voice resonating from the pendant with a crystalline hum.

“Oh, this is sick!” said Ethan, happy to be able to share Dali with the others.

“Wow!” said Dugh.

Byron just laughed and slapped his knee.

“Incredible,” Madam Morgus said with delight. “What a strange little man you’ve chosen as your avatar.”

“Thank you,” Dali replied.

“Hey Dali, can you explain to us all what you see happening inside Rose’s body?” Ethan asked.

He looked Rose over with interest. “I’ll do you one better. I can show you.”

A paintbrush appeared in his hand, and Dali swiped outward with his hand, drawing the brush over Rose’s form. The silver mist that flowed into her from the floor suddenly appeared superimposed over her in holographic clarity as rivers of energy moving into her arcane spirit veins and glowing chakras.

“Look!” Madam Morgus cried out and pointed at her third-eye chakra.

Ethan sucked in a shocked breath when he noticed the blockage in Rose’s chakra. It was a mean, black-tendrilled thing. It was agitated, swirling much faster than the light that tried to penetrate it, and somehow turning that light away.

“What is it?” Dugh asked, peering closer.

“It’s a hex,” Ethan said in breathless astonishment.


CHAPTER 37


Ethan stared at the evil swath of darkness choking Rose’s third-eye chakra, and he instantly thought of Malazar. He looked towards Matilda, who seemed to read his mind.

“Malazar,” she whispered. “I’d bet anything that what we’re witnessing is Malazar’s death hex in action. Many sorcerer’s have them in place, you know, just an extra screw you to the person who manages to kill them.”

Dugh said, “Jeezum Crow, that guy even sucks when he’s dead.”

“You got that right,” Ethan replied.

“Another hex?” Byron shook his head. “Back in my day the worst we had to deal with was blocked udders. I don’t envy you magical kids.”

“I can’t perform magic on humans,” Ethan told Matilda. “Can you lift this hex?”

“In time, and after extensive preparation,” she said. “Yes, I do believe I can. But not here. This is a death hex, and the lifting of it must be performed in a cemetery.”

“How interesting!” said Dali, still projecting his image through the crystal.

“Are you serious?” said Ethan.

“Very,” Matilda replied. “And it will have to wait until tomorrow night. During the day, I will prepare the necessary talismans, potions, hex bags, and so on, and you can busy yourself with your enchantments. We will transport Rose then, and at midnight, the ritual shall begin.”

“I’ve never seen a death hex lifting,” said Dugh. “What should I bring for snacks?”

The group slept in the cave that night, and luckily Byron had an assortment of clean linens and blankets in the back of the wagon just in case they were needed during a house call. The one thing he didn’t have in there was food, and they weren’t yet hungry enough to get into the animal feed.

Ethan, Byron, and Matilda set out early from the cave, leaving Dugh to watch over Rose, who’s condition appeared not to have changed for better or worse. In town, Matilda reiterated the plan, saying she’d meet them at the cave after dark. The ritual would take place at the Olde Cemetery outside of town, and if all went according to plan, Rose would awaken from her coma no worse for wear. Ethan had to trust Matilda, for he could do nothing for Rose on his own.

Ethan stopped at the cottage for a wash and change of clothes, then he raided the pantry for food. He’d promised to bring Dugh back something to eat, since he’d run out the night before and wouldn’t have eaten in twenty-four hours by the time Ethan returned to the cave with the food.

An hour after getting into town, Ethan and Byron were off again. The first enchanted animals they visited were the sheep on Kaythrin’s farm, and Ethan once again had the pleasure of watching the big woman and her sheep dogs work together. Once all the animals were penned they were led through a corral where Ethan waited to enhance their enchantments. He worked diligently, utilizing what he’d learned from the sheep that had turned into a monster, to alter Kazian’s enchantments to only draw a limited amount of arcane energy. By the time he got to the last one it was clear that none of them were going to turn in to monsters, and Ethan let out a sigh of relief.

“Is that it?” Kaythrin asked. “Is that all?”

“That’s all,” said Ethan. “Now their enchantments should be working the way they were intended. Of course we won’t know until you have them sheered and create something out of the wool, but I have the utmost faith that it’ll work and you’ll have wool that is two times warmer than regular wool.”

“Couldn’t have come at a better time,” she said, looking relieved. “Things haven’t been going so great lately. I’m behind on royal taxes, and, well, I thought I might have to sell the place to Malazar after all.”

“Haven’t you heard?” said Byron.

Kaythrin frowned. “Heard what?”

“Malazar is dead. He won’t be badgering you anymore.”

“Dead? What on Aerth happened?”

Byron told the story, making Ethan and Rose sound like heroes, which made Ethan slightly uncomfortable since he felt like he’d been anything put a hero compared to Rose.

“Sounds like I missed one heck of a ball!” Kaythrin said. “You sure have turned out to be a blessing for Arcane Acres, Doctor Critelli.”

It was noon by the time they left Kaythrin and her enchanted sheep, and on the way to the next farm, one that Ethan hadn’t been to yet that featured enchanted hens which were supposed to lay glowing eggs, he brought up his interface to see what effect enhancing the enchantments on fifty sheep had to his skill tree.

Note: Due to the volume of enchantments being enhanced you will temporarily be awarded more than three points for each action taken. Moving forward, however, you will receive less points for mass enchantment enhancements and hex lifting.

Case Name: Enchanted Sheep Hex Lifting & Enchantment Enhancement

Magical Interaction:

Animal Communication (5 Points): Your empathic communication skills aided in calming and understanding the sheep, making hex removal less stressful for them.

Magical Diagnosis:

Aura Reading (5 Points): Your ability to read auras helped identify the specific hexes affecting the sheep accurately.

Magical Intervention:

Hex Identification and management: (5 Points): You utilized your hex identification skills to cure the enchanted sheep of their magical malady.

Magical Therapies:

Soothing Voice: (5 Points): Once again showing the gentle touch you possess, you have successfully used soothing voice to calm the wary animals, thus ensuring their spiritual and emotional wellbeing.

Magical Treatment & Prevention:

Enchantment Enhancement: (5 Points): By fine-tuning and enhancing the sheep's enchantments, you ensured they worked as intended, adding to their overall magical health.

Magical Care:

Seventh Sense: (5 Points): Your continued mastery of seventh sense has lent greatly to your recent successes.

Total Points Earned for Enchanted Sheep Hex Lifting & Enchantment Enhancement: 30 Points

Your success in lifting hexes from the sheep, combined with your ability to enhance their enchantments, highlights your mastery in magical therapies. Through empathic communication, aura reading, seventh sight, blessing, hex removal, and enchantment enhancement, you've significantly improved the well-being of these magical creatures, ensuring their harmonious existence within your care. Your continued dedication to refining these skills will undoubtedly lead to even greater accomplishments in the realm of magical therapies.

Progress Report:

+5 Magical Interaction: Novice Level: 25/25 Points earned: Apprentice Level: 00/50

+5 Magical Diagnosis: Apprentice Level: 13/50 Points earned

+5 Magical Treatment & Prevention: Apprentice Level: 19/50 Points earned

+5 Magical Therapies: Apprentice Level: 05/50 Points earned

+5 Magical Care: Novice Level: 25/25 Points earned: Apprentice Level: 02/50

+5 Magical Intervention: Apprentice Level 05/50 points earned

New Abilities Unlocked:

Magical Interaction Apprentice Level Ability: Master of the Senses. Innate:

Magical Care Apprentice Level Ability: - Matchmaker: Associated with the Magical Reproduction and Breeding branch of your Magical Care Tree, matchmaker gives you the ability to encourage stubborn of seemingly disinterested animals to successfully mate.

“I gained a new ability!” Ethan told Byron. “And I’m officially an Apprentice Level arcane veterinarian now!”

“Ah, for enhancing the enchantments on all those sheep,” Byron tapped his temple. “I’m catching on. What’s your new ability?”

“Well, I got two technically, but one of them was already an innate ability, so I kinda got gypped on that one. But this other one is, uh, interesting. It’s called Matchmaker, and it says here, and I quote, ‘Matchmaker gives you the ability to encourage stubborn and seemingly disinterested animals to successfully mate.’”

Byron let out a low whistle. “Now that’s a good one!”

They both shared a hearty laugh and joked about the possible instances when such an ability might be utilized, and the hilarity that might ensue.

They arrived at the farm that housed Kazian’s enchanted firefly chickens, whose enchantments were supposed to give them the ability to produce ever-glowing eggs. The owner of the place, Farmer Goble, met them by the barn when they rolled up the driveway.

“Oi! Well if it ain’t ole Doctor Ledbetter,” said the cheery man.

“Good day, Farmer Goble,” said Byron.

Ethan extended a hand. “Name’s Ethan Critelli. I’m Byron’s apprentice.”

“I’ve heard of you, young man. An arcane veterinarian they say.” Farmer Goble raised a brow at Byron, who nodded.

“Yup, a magical apprentice, how do you like that?”

Farmer Goble shook his head jovially. “Well I think I’ve seen it all now. I suppose you’re here to fix me enchanted chickens? At least I hope you are.”

“I am,” said Ethan. “Sorry it took so long.”

“Say…” Farmer Goble leaned closer. “How long after you fix the enchantments do you think them hens’ll start producing them glowing eggs?”

“I’m not sure. Hopefully instantly.”

“Wouldn’t that be something? I already made a deal with the mayor to put my hens’ glowing eggs in all the light posts in town, of course I haven’t been able to produce results yet.”

“I’m eager to get to it, Farmer Goble. With any luck you’ll be selling your glowing eggs at market in no time.”

“Now that would be something,” said the farmer. “They’re over here. Got their own special pen they do.”

There turned out to be only a dozen firefly hens, and while they looked no different from other hens, Ethan was sure that once he was done with them, they’d be the most unique hens ever seen in Aerth. He gave the Hexbane to Byron to administer to all the chickens, then went down the line enhancing the enchantments while Farmer Goble wrangled them and held them still for him. The entire affair took less than two hours, and Ethan was pleased that he finished many hours before sunset.

To his surprise, one of the first hens he’d worked on laid an egg even as he was finishing up the last enchantment. To his amazement and that of both Byron and Farmer Goble, the egg glowed bright white even in the daylight!

“Well I’ll be darned,” said Farmer Goble. “It actually worked.”

Ethan laughed, and once he started he couldn’t stop. The laughter turned to tears of joy. Ethan was tired and he was worried for Rose, and the violence of the night before was still fresh on his psyche. He was still tense, but with the discovery of the glowing egg his nerves finally relaxed and he realized he’d done it. Finally, after all the struggle, he had proof that his enhancements were going to work.

“You did it, Ethan,” said Byron. The man gave him a one-armed hug as they gazed upon the glowing egg. “You really did it.”


CHAPTER 38


Ethan and Byron were invited for dinner with Farmer Goble and his family, then headed out before sunset. When they got to the cave, they found Madam Morgus already there with Rose, burning sage and singing, her beautiful voice echoing through the cavernous expanse and spilling out into the forest and lending an enchanting and whimsical melody to the moonlit night. The full moon had risen behind them and followed Ethan and Byron through the hills, now shining down on the waterfall giving the illusion of not water flowing from the ancient cliff, but molten silver.

“How is she?” said Ethan.

“No change,” Dugh replied.

Matilda smiled at them as she finished her song, and Ethan pulled the glowing egg out of his pocket. Her song abruptly stopped.

“Oh, my! Is that, is that one of the enchanted chicken eggs!” She shrieked and clapped her hands, racing to Ethan to give him a big hug. “You did it! You brilliant, brilliant man, you did it!” She kissed his cheek and gave him an extra squeeze.

“Yeah, somehow,” said Ethan.

“Good job, buddy!” said Dugh, giving Ethan a fist bump.

With midnight just six hours away and many preparations to be made, the group gathered up their things and Dugh carried Rose out of the cave, up the ravine, and into the back of Byron’s wagon. Matilda had never flown on Gustwing, so, playing on Ethan’s sympathies, she convinced him to give her a ride to the cemetery. That way, she said, they could get there early and set up. Ethan agreed, but he was reluctant to leave Byron, Dugh, and Rose too far behind in the wagon, so he circled them for an hour as they came out of the highlands then flew ahead once they’d entered the sprawling valley.

Matilda directed Ethan to the cemetery by following familiar roads. She held Ethan tight as they flew through the chilly night, clinging to him for warmth no doubt, although it felt keenly intimate to Ethan.

“That was amazing. Thanks Ethan,” she said as they circled to land beside the cemetery.

“It’s thrilling, isn’t it? Can you imagine that my first introduction to the wider world of Aerth was on the back of Gustwing?” Ethan stroked the griffin’s neck and received a coo. “He’s a good griffin, the best there is.”

Ethan dismounted and unloaded Matilda’s supplies, then sent Gustwing the mental image of the griffin flying back and locating the wagon and escorting them to the cemetery. The creature cawed and rose up on its hind legs before leaping into the air and flying through the brilliant full moon and away.

“Alright.” Ethan rubbed his hands together. “What do you need me to do?”

The witch turned from the full moon, gazed at Ethan, then, with purpose, she strode toward him and kissed him full on the lips. She pulled away slowly, winked, then spit into a small vial. “A stolen kiss,” she explained. “It’s one of the main ingredients for the version of Hexbane I’m going to make.”

“A main ingredient, huh?” he teased.

She grinned and arched a brow. “Doctor Critelli, I am a professional. I would never steal a kiss from a handsome young man and claim it wasn’t an ingredient in a spell. What kind of witch do you take me for.”

Ethan grinned slyly and nodded. “Mmmhmm. I’ll be interested to see that stolen kiss go in the cauldron. It’s sure to create fireworks.”

She threw back her hair and laughed beautifully. “You’re a flirt, Ethan Critelli.”

“I’m a flirt?” he said, resulting in a bubbly laugh.

They gathered firewood and dug a small pit, then lit kindling to get a fire going and hung a small cauldron over it. A half-gallon of water went into the cauldron first, followed by a chalky powder Madam Morgus called “the ground bones of a thief, a rich man, and a beggar.” Ethan didn’t ask her where she got such bones, but watched with rapt excitement as she performed her version of potion crafting. Her magic was altogether different from Ethan’s, but there was still much he could learn from her. She added to the mix the blood of a human, an elf, a dwarf, and a mermaid, then spoke a long string of multi-syllable words that sounded like nothing more than gibberish to Ethan. Next, into the bubbling cauldron went the hair of a mountain troll, the favorite penny of a friend, five drops of melted hale from a lightning storm, and last but not least, a newly fallen maple leaf that never touched the ground.

The bubbling concoction took on an unearthly, green hue, glowing mildly and stinking like onions.

“Everything about death hexes stink,” Matilda explained. “Even the antidote.”

“I don’t care if it stinks as long as it works,” said Ethan.

She surprised him by saying. “You really love her, don’t you?”

“I do,” he said without hesitation. “But … I don’t think she feels the same way. At least, I don’t think she will anymore. Not after the way I lied to her.”

“She’ll forgive you in time.”

“I don’t know.”

“She will.” Matilda assured him with a smile and a squeeze of his arm. “After all, she rediscovered her magic on her own after all. She never needed the arcane crystal.”

“I guess, but that doesn’t change the fact that I kept it from her for so long and I had so many chances to come clean. It was just never the right time.”

“I’m sorry, Ethan.”

“Thanks. I guess time will tell.”

“Look on the bright side. Malazar is gone, you’ve figured out how to fix the enchantments, and soon Rose will be back with us.”

“Speaking of Rose,” said Ethan. “Here they come.”

The silhouette of the wagon appeared on the road beneath the pearl moon. Soon, Gustwing’s outline could be seen against the heavenly white orb. Byron brought the wagon to the cemetery gates while Dugh deftly leapt out to open the way looking eager as ever.

“What a nice night for a death hex removal,” he said with a stretch.

“Damned chilly night,” said Byron, who wore a blanket over him in the driver’s seat. He blew out his breath, which was visible in the moonlight.

Dugh, who wore a leather jerkin and brown trousers with no shoes, rolled his shoulders and frowned. “You think so? I find it quite nice. Not even jacket weather yet.”

“You’re a half giant!” said Byron. “And giants always run hot!”

Ethan had never seen Byron this grumpy, and he wondered if he’d be seeing a different side of the old vet this coming winter.

“We can talk about the weather later,” said Matilda. “Right now I need my patient brought down from that wagon and placed on my grandmother’s grave.”

“Your grandmother is buried here?” Ethan glanced around, reading headstones.

She nodded. “A lot of my family members are buried here.”

“Are they going to, like, help?”

“No,” she said with a laugh. “What kind of ritual do you think this is?”

“I mean, we are removing a death hex. Stands to reason the dead might be involved in that, right?”

“Well, I don’t practice necromancy, and the spirits of my deceased relatives aren’t restless, they’ve moved on. Well, all but Aunt Merryweather anyway. She still haunts my cottage.”

“She does?” Ethan said, sure he was being put on.

“Yes,” Matilda said straight-faced. “I wouldn’t joke about something like that.”

“That’s wild. A real ghost,” he said, lost in reverie.

Dugh carefully extracted Rose from the back of the wagon and placed her on the grass by the grandmother’s headstone. Matilda determined that the potion was done simmering and filled a vial to the top before setting it aside to cool.

“Is it ready?” Ethan asked anxiously.

“It will be very soon,” she replied, “once it cools down and changes from brown to blue That’s when we need to administer it.”

Ethan sat on the grass beside Rose and held her head while Byron and Dugh stood by and watched. They all stared at the vial, and once it turned blue and Matilda gave the word, Ethan tipped Rose’s head back and carefully opened her mouth.

Matilda said, “Now hold her steady, the body might involuntarily try to spit it out or cough it up, but we need it to get down her throat.”

“I’m ready,” said Ethan.

Matilda brough the vial to Rose’s lips and pulled her jaw down to open her mouth wider. Carefully, she poured the potion into Rose’s mouth, and once some of it disappeared without incident, she promptly poured the rest in and closed the mouth, holding it shut and waiting to see Rose swallow. It took some time, but finally Rose swallowed a few times. She coughed and moaned as well, but it was nice to see some life in her.

“Now what?” said Ethan.

“Now you step back and let me work my magic.”

Ethan joined Dugh and Byron, and together they watched the witch go through an elaborate dance that involved spinning around the prone Rose, throwing sparkling dust on her, dousing her with sage smoke, and chanting a strange language in a musical voice.

If Ethan had witnessed anything like this on Earth from a so-called witch who was trying to lift a hex, he would have laughed his head off, but here on Aerth, where magic was so obviously real, he observed the affair with rapt attention.

Matilda finished her chant and dropped to her knees beside Rose, her eyes following something Ethan could not see, something that was apparently floating up into the moonlight.

“It’s working!” She waved her hands over Rose and pushed her thumb against the center of Rose’s forehead. Then, with alarming speed, she yanked out an oily, writhing shadow. The thing reminded Ethan of a demonic slug. It shrieked and twitched as Matilda bellowed a word that definitely meant begone! , and the ghostly thing went up in a puff of vile smoke.

To Ethan’s astonishment, Rose’s eyes opened, and she blinked. “What happening? Where am I? What’s going on?”

“It’s alright Rose,” said Ethan. He rushed to her side and fell to his knees beside her. “You’re safe.”

Rose recoiled from Matilda, weakly pushed Ethan away, and looked up at Dugh. “Please help me up,” she said hoarsely.

“You were in a coma Miss Rose, on account of using too much power to explode Malazar,” Dugh said as he helped her to her feet.

“Malazar…” she whispered, her eyes coming alive with remembrance. She steadied herself on her feet, blinking repeatedly. “I, I killed him.”

“Yup, but it’s alright though. Nobody wants to arrest you or nothing,” Dugh said happily. “You were just protecting Ethan after all. You saved him the other night. You’re a real hero!”

“The other night? How long has it been?”

“The ball was two days ago, sweetheart,” said Matilda.

“What is she doing here? And why am I in a cemetery?”

Ethan caught her gaze and tried to hold it, explaining, “When you killed Malazar, you were afflicted with his death hex. Matilda realized it in the cave. She’s the one who lifted the hex and brought you back to us.”

“Oh,” Rose looked softer at the witch. “Well, thank you.”

“It was my pleasure,” Matilda replied.

“It’s all starting to come back to me.” Rose looked at Ethan, her eyes unreadable. “Malazar was attacking you. He was, he was pulling something out of you.” She looked around like she’d lost something, then her eyes flashed. “The arcane crystal! It was real. Father made it for me. And you, you took it for yourself.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Ethan blurted. “It was an accident.”

“You lied to me.”

“Rose, I⁠—”

“Bring me home, please,” she said to Dugh.

“Rose…” Ethan moved toward her, his arms reaching for her.

She stopped him with an outstretched hand. “I can’t, Ethan. Not right now. I need time to think. To clear my head.”

Ethan’s throat burned and he swallowed down his sorrow.

Dugh and Rose mounted Gustwing, and together they flew off into the night.


CHAPTER 39


Ethan returned to Arcane Acres after a miserable wagon ride, wondering if he was even welcome at Kazarian Manor. Byron stopped the wagon by the gate, and Ethan stared at it.

“Well,” he said to his boss. “If Rose doesn’t want me staying in the cottage, I suppose the gate won’t let me in.”

“Sounds reasonable,” said Byron.

“You can always stay at my place if you don’t want to take your chances,” said Matilda, draped across the wagon just behind the bench, one long leg having slipped out of the dress.

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Ethan replied.

Byron shrugged. “I got some aged whiskey just waiting for a reason for someone to drink it, and the way I see it, we’ve got a lot to celebrate. And if you stayed at my place, we could get right to fixing the rest of the enchantments first thing in the morning.”

Ethan thought about it for a minute and nodded his head. “You know what, I think I’ll take you up on that.”

“You’re welcome to join in of course,” Byron said to Matilda.

“Thank you, but I’ll leave you boys to your fun. It’s been a long night, and I need a hot bath.” She winked at Ethan, who couldn’t help but grin.

They dropped off Matilda, who gave them both kisses and left red lips outlined on their cheeks, then returned to Byron’s place. The old man showed Ethan to a nicely kempt room with a bed that looked much more comfortable than the one in the loft of the cottage. Ethan even had his own small hallway leading directly to a separate outhouse, and the washroom had everything he needed.

“Settle in and meet me in the study,” said Byron. He walked out of the room, then stopped, holding his lantern high. “Are you hungry? I’ve got cold cuts.”

“Extremely,” Ethan replied, rubbing his belly. “Thank you.”

Byron chuckled sleepily. “I’ve got some fresh bread as well, and mustard sauce. Oh, and a wonderful aged cheese. Yes, yes, let me get it all sorted.”

He shuffled into the house and Ethan washed up. He’d brought extra clothes with him, not knowing if they’d be staying in the cemetery or not, so he changed into a fresh shirt and some light cotton trousers that he’d become accustomed to sleeping in.

Once he was clean and comfortable, he went into the study and heard Byron still shuffling around in the kitchen. “Need a hand?” he asked.

“No, no, I think I’ve got it,” Byron yelled out. “I poured you a glass, it’s on the mantle.”

Ethan found the glass of amber liquid and took a savoring sniff as he gazed at Byron’s collection of books. Most were on veterinary practice, but there was also a whole row of encyclopedias and even some novels. A small painting of a man looking to be in his thirties sat on a shelf beside a stuffed crow. The young man looked a lot like Byron, and he took him for a son.

“Here we are,” said Byron, setting a tray of food on the small table between two large leather armchairs.

“I saved the first drink for a toast,” Ethan admitted, holding up his glass.

“Oh!” Byron wiped his hands on his pants and looked around for his drink. He found it and raised it, grinning at Ethan.

“To new friends and new faces, to new adventures in new places!” said Ethan.

Byron’s eyes widened with his smile. “Hear, hear!” he said, and they clanked glasses and drank.

“Aaahhh, that is good.” Ethan coughed from the fumes but savored the smokey, oaken taste of the velvety whisky.

Byron’s face puckered as he added with reverence, “It’s like liquid leather!”

They sat back in their twin recliners, eating and drinking, laughing and telling tales. Many hours later, Byron eyed the glass he was pouring the last of the whiskey into and said, “I must say, Ethan, I’m proud of you. You are, you’re a godslen … godsend! And this town’ll be, it’s better off, with you, innitt.”

“Thank you.” Ethan blinked, his head suddenly far too heavy to keep up straight. He leaned it on the headrest and sighed. “I just wish I woulda done some things different.”

“Ahhh, yes. Rose.” Byron hiccupped tipsily. “What did I tell you b-before, lad?”

Ethan thought about it, and together he and Byron said with a smile, “If it’s meant to be, then it’s meant to be, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it, neither you, nor me.”

The two drunken philosophers fell asleep right there in their big chairs. In the morning, the sun shone through the large bay window like a lighthouse beam. Ethan awoke with a groan, his head pounding, and glanced over at Byron. As soon as the sun hit the old man’s eyes, he instantly wrestled off his blanket, leapt out of the chair, and waddled into the kitchen whistling a tune.

“I’ll put on some bacon!” he bellowed merrily.

Ethan chuckled and held his aching head.

“Yoo-hoo!” came the voice of Matilda. “May I come in?”

“Yes, yes, good morning!” Byron called from the kitchen.

Matilda walked in looking like a fresh fall morning. Her dress was big and puffy and very orange, and over it she wore a brown corset. She grinned at Ethan and held up a bottle of green stuff. “I knew you two wild and crazy veterinarians would be hitting the sauce pretty hard last night, so I whipped up some hangover potion. You’ve got a lot of enchantments to fix today.”

“Thank you,” said Ethan, feeling like a giant frump in her presence. He accepted the green potion, uncorked the vial, then chugged down half the bottle without hesitation. Even the worst taste in the world was worth it if it could clear up his monstrous headache. To his surprise, the stuff tasted a lot like a green smoothie, and the effect was instantaneous. “Holy crap,” he said. “If you could bottle this and sell it on my world, you’d be a billionaire.”

“What’s a billionaire?” Matilda asked.

“A very rich person. This stuff is great!”

“Thank you, it’s my mother’s recipe.”

Ethan ate a quick breakfast and excused himself, eager to see how Rose was doing. When he got to the manor, he found Dugh trimming the hedge like usual and waved at his friend.

“Is Rose awake?” Ethan asked as he approached.

“Sure is,” said Dugh. “She’s having tea now.”

“Did she, er, how is she doing?”

“Pretty good for all that she’s been through.”

“Did she say anything about me?”

Dugh glanced at the house sheepishly. “She, uh, asked me if I knew your secret all along.”

“What did you tell her?”

“The truth.” Dugh mulled over something before quietly adding. “Why’d you lie to everybody about where your powers came from?”

Ethan let out a sigh. He’d been so caught up in the fact that he’d been keeping his secret from Rose, that it hadn’t occurred to him that others might be hurt by the deception as well. “Awe, Dugh, I’m sorry. I really am a shit, aren’t I?”

Dugh shrugged. “I’m really bad at keeping secrets, so it’s probably for the better.”

“I should have confided in you anyway, but I don’t know, once a lie is born it grows up really fast, and before you know it, that little lie is a full grown monster. You know what I mean?”

“I think so.”

“Listen,” said Ethan, hoping to cheer his friend up. “I’m going to be spending the next week or so fixing all the enchanted animals, and that means your golden egg laying goose.”

It worked like a charm, and Dugh’s eyes lit up. “Awe man! I’d almost forgotten that rotten honker was useful. Kazian swore that it would produce a golden egg someday, and that’s how he said it, all vague like. He said it might be the first egg it lays or the thousandth, but it’ll lay a golden egg. And do you know how much that would be worth? Goose eggs are huge!”

“That’ll be awesome. I can’t wait to see it, Dugh. Hey, you wanna do rounds with me and Byron later? It’s going to be a long day, and we’d love the help.”

“Nah, I’m going to stay here in case Miss Rose needs anything. Hailu’s helping out too.”

“You’re a good friend,” said Ethan. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

“Of course!” Dugh beamed. “Being a good friend is one of the things I’m really good at.”

Ethan left Dugh to his work and went into the house where he found Rose sitting in the sunroom gazing out the window. He faltered there at the threshold, thinking he might lose his nerve, but then he pulled himself together and faced the music.

“Heya Rose.”

She glanced at him and offered a tired smile. “Hi Ethan.”

He joined her at the table. “Listen, Rose, I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you the truth about my power. The fact is that I was worried you’d hate me, and that was the last thing I wanted. I know that you’re probably angry with me and you have good reason, and you probably never want to talk to me again, which is understandable. But I just want you to know that I never meant to hurt you. I wanted to tell you so many times, but I always seemed to be interrupted. Then, I learned about how you lost your power when you were young and that made me realize why Kazian even created the arcane crystal, then it all just got worse. I also figured that with the power of the arcane crystal, I could maybe figure out a way to transfer it back to you, I still want to if we can figure out how⁠—”

“Ethan, Ethan!” she said with a smile. “I accept your apology.”

“What? You do?”

“Yes. I don’t like that you lied, but I understand why you did it. And when you think about it, if you’d given me the arcane crystal two weeks ago, I never would have rediscovered my power on my own. I never lost it, Ethan. You were right. It was in me all along.”

“Yeah, I guess I did say that didn’t I?” said Ethan, suddenly very pleased with himself and the entire outcome. “Huh, isn’t that something? All along it was a good thing that I kept my secret.”

“Don’t get carried away, mister.” She said with a raised brow.

Ethan wanted to kiss her, but he thought that might be pushing it.

“Oh!” he said, feeling the glowing egg in his pocket. “I got you something.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, but we should go into a darker room.”

“What?” she said, delighted. “Why?”

“Trust me,” he said, ignoring the irony of the statement. “Come on!” he took her hand and led her into the kitchen, past a surprised Hailu busy at the stove making soup, and into the dark pantry, which smelled of root vegetables, good earth, herbs, and spices.

He closed the door behind them and turned to face her in the dark. “Are you ready?”

“It, it better not be a ring. I, I like you, but it would be too soon for something like⁠—”

“What?” Ethan laughed nervously. “It’s not a ring! Just look!”

He took the egg from his pocket and opened his hands. Brilliant, golden light spilled out, illuminating Rose’s mystified face. Her eyes were as wide as a fortunate child’s on Christmas morning. Her smile was a thing to behold. Her shimmering eyes looked to his, and a delighted laugh escaped her. She clamped her hand over her mouth. “Oh my goodness, you did it!”

“I did it,” Ethan said, beaming with pride and drunk on love. “Together we can make your father’s ultimate dream a reality. Together, we can put this town on the map!”

“Oh, Ethan.” She shook her head in stubborn admiration. “You really are something else.”

She kissed him, and he took her in his arms and held her tight.

The Arcane Veterinarian continues in Book Two!
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You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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Looking for more great LitRPG?

Check out our new releases!
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Complete Quests. Earn Renown. Win. Meet Alexander Krup, your average high school graduate turned video game beta tester. Working for a strange company nobody has ever heard of, he earns his pay by the achievement. After a string of bad luck, including his girlfriend dumping him, he wakes up one seemingly average day and is suddenly faced with blue boxes of text that float in the air. While coming to grips with the fact that he might by hallucinating, a representative of his mysterious employer communicates through the menu boxes to offer a fresh life in another world. With nothing left to lose, Alexander takes the offer and is sent hurtling into a fantasy world both like and unlike any game he's played before. Now, he must choose an alignment. Will he seek Renown or Infamy? One way or another, Alex will leave a mark… or will it be a stain? Don't miss this exciting new LitRPG Adventure from Kos Play, author of the System School Series. Join Alex as he rises from zero-to-hero in a new world filled with monsters, a detailed system, magic, power progression, and so much more!


Get Mayhem Now!
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he Gods are dead. The Seven Evils reign. Only Hope stands between humanity and extinction... When Sorin's parent's mysteriously die, he is starved for truth and thirsty for revenge. He begs the Eighth Evil, Hope, for assistance, and his prayers are answered... ...Though not in the way he ever expected. He is made a Poison Cultivator, a rare class who are shunned by high society. Unable to continue his medical practice, Sorin turns to adventuring to make ends meet. Though he's only able to afford to team with a ragtag crew of outcasts as companions—An armored polar bear, a stern archer, a sleep-deprived pyromancer, and a peeping-tom rogue. Oh, and a rebellious rat familiar who won’t stop eating the party’s loot when no one is watching. Things are looking up, until Sorin discovers his ancestor’s hidden research notes about forbidden medical research. What dark deeds was his family up to? Only he can find out... if he and his party can survive the coming Demon Tide. Don't miss this new Cultivation Progression Fantasy series from Patrick Laplante, bestselling author of Painting the Mists. Featuring loads of power progression, demon slaying, dungeons, loot, crafting, and even a rebellious pet rat, it's got something for everyone!


Get Pandora Unchained Now!
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A wizard's first quest. An unlikely companion. Grand adventure awaits! Wanda and Wumble are a small pair with vast ambitions. One an aspiring alchemist, and the other her faithful hound, the pair bond as wizard and familiar to begin their pursuit of magic. As a newly made wizard without any training, resources, or even a home to return to, Wanda will have to forge her own way on a path where constant dangers lurk. Even the simple act of furthering her alchemy education swiftly becomes a harrowing ordeal. Luckily for Wanda, Wumble is no ordinary hound. Contained within her one-eyed companion is a power many factions of the world are actively hunting for. A seed with unfathomable potential waiting to sprout. And anyone who trifles with Wumble’s wizard is in for a ruff time. Experience a brand new universe from Drew Hayes, the bestselling author of Super Powereds and NPCs. Featuring a lovable pair of heroes out on their first adventure, learning about both magic and life in a progression fantasy suitable for all ages!


Get Roverpowered Now!


For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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