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Chapter 1
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Fourteen-year-old Matt Collins recoiled from the mirror. The face in the mirror was old—gruesomely, horribly, and unexpectedly old. 

What kind of illusion was this? The face in the mirror frowned when Matt frowned. Matt leaned closer to examine the image, his eyes just inches from the mirror. 

Electronics? It must be a trick mirror that used a video camera. Smooth however, there were no pixels that he could see. The camera must be hidden in the ornate frame. Still the image had to be done with digital manipulation and morphing software. Clever. Matt wanted to meet the magician who rigged this illusion.

A boy in a medieval costume rubbed then patted a dingy gray cloth at the back of Matt’s head. It stung. Matt jerked his head away.

“Sorry,” the boy said.

Was the boy dressed to assist another performer in the matinee show? Matt worked alone. He never had an assistant for his act.

Basil? Hadn’t the boy said his name was Basil? 

Basil moved to Matt’s right side. He held a bloody cloth in his right hand while he examined Matt’s head with his left hand. Was that a bump on the back of Matt’s head? The spot hurt more when Basil dabbed at it again. Matt tried not to flinch. 

How had Matt gotten a bump on his head?

Matt felt a little dizzy and very confused. Had he fallen? Perhaps he hit his head coming off stage. Hadn’t he just finished his routine with the pigeon trick? 

“Please, Master, hold your head still.” Basil’s voice cracked with adolescent sincerity. “I cannot clean the wound when you wiggle around thus. Come to the window where the light is better.” 

Tugging at Matt’s arm, the boy coaxed him away from the mirror. Bright sunlight through the window hurt Matt’s eyes.

Matt lowered his head to avoid the light and examined his hands. They felt dry and looked all fuzzy-like, blurry, and out of focus. He raised his hands closer to his face. 

He had heard that as you aged you became more like your father, until one day you imagined your father’s arms protruded from your sleeves. However, these hands were not his father’s hands, nor even his grandfather’s hands. These hands belonged to his great-grandfather.

“That is as good as I can do.” Basil tilted his head and regarded Matt with apparent satisfaction. “The bleeding is almost staunched. We have nothing to use for a bandage.”

Matt ignored the kid and his strange clothes. He pushed past Basil and forced his way back to the mirror. Leaning close to stare at the image, Matt compelled himself to remain calm, to analyze the old face, apparently his face, in the mirror—a face he did not recognize, could not hope to recognize until he figured out how they had rigged the mirror. 

The mirror reflection he could explain away as CGI, Computer Generated Imagery, but video cameras didn’t explain his hands. Makeup? Very good makeup. Excellent makeup. Had they applied the makeup while he was unconscious? The hands felt real to his touch. Even the sensitivity of his fingertips felt real not moderated through makeup appliances.

There was another possibility, a ridiculous possibility. A possibility Matt could not accept.

Somehow he had aged. He was no longer fourteen, almost fifteen. He had grown old. Very old. Very fast.

If so, where had his in-between years gone? Had his memories of those years flown away with his youth? How many years ago had he been young like the boy, Basil? How long since Matt had been a fourteen-year-old kid yearning for the sophistication of fifteen? 

Wasn’t it only five hours ago?
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Five hours before

THOMAS O’MALLEY, MASTER of ceremony and owner of the Masters of Magic Theater in Fort Worth, Texas, burst into the men’s dressing room. Matt looked up from his deck of cards. Whether on stage, at a restaurant, or just into a dressing room, Mr. O’Malley’s entrances always commanded attention.

“Hey, Kid,” O’Malley said. “I’ve got another riddle for you.” 

Matt gave O’Malley his best I-need-to-rehearse look, but he knew that he could not stall the stocky entrepreneur. O’Malley was on a single-minded mission. So Matt restacked his practice deck of cards and dropped them onto the table. 

“Another riddle, Mr. O’Malley? Sure. Okay.” 

O’Malley tossed The Moron’s Big Pocketbook of Puzzles and Riddles onto the card table. A multipage dog-ear held the thin book open to a bedraggled page. O’Malley tapped the page for emphasis. 

“Follow along on this one,” O’Malley said. “It’s a real puzzler. See if I got the right idea.”

Matt nodded with a tolerant smile and unfolded the dog-ears for easier reading. He waited for O’Malley to expound.

The magic club owner extracted a fresh cigar from his pocket and rolled the stogy between his palms. He jammed the cigar into the right corner of his mouth and rubbed his hands together. His eyebrows flexed in anticipation.

“Do you ever smoke those?” Matt asked in hopes of distracting the man from his mission. 

“What? No, at least not where anyone can see. My wife says they’re bad for my heart and lungs, but I believe they’re good for my brain. Helps me think, you know? Helps me fight off the olden-timers. Don’t tell her I got any stogies, okay? Now about the riddle—”

“Alzheimer’s, not olden-timers,” Matt said. “You call it something different every time you tell me that story.” 

“Then why do you keep asking about my cigar? Come on, Kid, I need a hint on this riddle.”

“Sure.” Matt re-flattened the riddle book against the table. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Okay, okay.” O’Malley leaned closer to the table and mumbled to himself while he read down the page to locate his place. He tapped the page. “Here it is, number three. In a faraway land, live only knights and knaves. Some knights are very rich, and all the other knights are very poor, but rich or poor, a knight always tells the truth. The land also has very rich knaves and all the other knaves are poor, but rich or poor, a knave always lies. You get the idea, right? Knights tell the truth. Knaves lie.”

Matt nodded, always lying or always telling the truth was a popular theme for riddles, if not for politicians comparing themselves to their opponents. Clearly, O’Malley had memorized the version from this riddle book because halfway through, he quit reading and quoted from memory. 

How long had he been working on a solution for this riddle?

“Good, good.” O’Malley paced. His cigar flexed up and down in rhythm with his eyebrows. “A Princess comes to this land, and her one desire is to marry a wealthy knave—”

“Why ever for?” Matt grinned. He loved to distract O’Malley.

O’Malley squinted and cocked his head. “How old are you, Kid? Fifteen? Sixteen?”

“Sure.” Matt shrugged. “I’ll be fifteen in a couple of months.”

“Then you don’t know nothin’ about women, do you? Never mind that. It’s a riddle. You got to play along. She’s a Princess, and the Princess wants to marry a wealthy knave. That should explain it.”

“Sure, Mr. O’Malley, I’ve got it. The Princess wants to marry a wealthy knave.”

“Okay, okay, okay” O’Malley took the cigar from his mouth. “Here’s the big question. What does a rich knave say to the Princess so that she will recognize him as a rich knave? Huh, huh? You get the drift. She wants to marry a rich knave, and she wants to be sure she picks out one. You see the problem? Did I read it right?”

Matt re-read the open page of the riddle book. He pursed his lips and nodded. “I think you explained the riddle perfectly, Mr. O’Malley.” 

Matt closed the riddle book and handed it to O’Malley. O’Malley took the book, shoved it into his jacket pocket, and waited. He interlocked his fingers and tapped his thumbs together. 

“Give me a hint.” O’Malley stuck the errant cigar back in his mouth. 

O’Malley had interrupted Matt’s rehearsal time; fairness required that Matt string out the suspense. Matt pursed his lips, wrinkled his forehead and tried to look thoughtful.

“Well ... Aren’t you going to give me a hint?” O’Malley said.

“I think the answers are in the back of the book, Mr. O’Malley. Why don’t you check there?”

“No can do.” O’Malley folded his arms with a flair of finality. “I tore the answers out, and threw the pages away. I want to solve these riddles by myself. Good for the old noggin, you know, to avoid altitude climbers. Besides, the answer is already on the tip of my brain. All I need is one hint, just a little nudge, and the solution will come to me. They don’t ever give you hints in the back of the book, just answers without explanations. What kind of help with thinking through a riddle is that?”

Leaning against the doorjamb, the stocky man thoughtfully contemplated his unlit cigar. He rubbed the toe of his alligator boot against the dark hardwood floor. 

“I already figured this much on my own,” O’Malley said. “The rich knave can’t say ‘I am a knave,’ and he can’t say ‘I am rich,’ cause he’s got to lie and all. But now I’m stuck and I need a hint, just a nudge.”

Standing, Matt shoved the deck of cards into the inside pocket of his Dad’s old tuxedo jacket in preparation for his performance. His dad’s jacket hung loose around his shoulders leaving ample room for the other props that Matt had rigged in addition to the deck of cards. 

“Mr. O’Malley, you don’t know how close to an answer you are.”

“Huh, I don’t get it.” Now, O’Malley had to look up at Matt. 

Although Matt was excruciatingly thin, he stood almost six feet tall. After he turned thirteen, he had sprouted four inches during his senior year in high school and another five inches since he graduated a year ago last spring. According to his Aunt Lois, he was still growing.

“Often little words count the most.” Matt sighed. “Sometimes words are so small that you don’t even say them aloud.” 

“You gotta give me more than that, Kid. I don’t need two riddles to solve.”

“The small word is and. When you use and to connect two simple sentences to form a compound sentence, both of the simple sentences parts must be true or else the new compound sentence will be false.”

“Gibberish.” O’Malley chewed his cigar in aggravation. “What kind of clue is a grammar lesson?”

“I can’t think of any other clue short of giving you an answer.”

“Do you know the answer?”

“I have an answer, but I don’t like the kind of question that supposes someone has to lie all the time.” Matt refolded a packet of scarves into his front jacket pocket. He carefully positioned the package so that he could palm a string-pull lead to the packet.

“It’s just a riddle, Kid.” O’Malley reshaped his eyebrows into slanted accent marks. “Not a morality play.”

“I’m not talking about morality.” Matt checked the operation of the string-pull inside his jacket sleeve.” I am talking about the impossibility of remaining consistent when every word you speak has to be a lie. Eventually, the lies entangle you. Take it a step further, Mr. O’Malley. Ask yourself a simple question. How can a liar lie to himself when everything he says must be a lie? How can he even know whether he tells himself the truth about his lies?” 

Matt glanced in the mirror. A distracting cowlick waved at him from the back of his brown hair. He could not go onstage looking like a distraught rooster. A little petroleum jelly should slick that down. Unfortunately, he had nothing to cover the annoying pimple blossoming on his chin.

O’Malley tapped his fingers on his silver cowboy belt-buckle. He screwed up his mouth until the cigar unnaturally projected forth. 

After a moment, he took the cigar from his mouth and said, “Magicians. You guys try misdirection on everything. Well, it won’t work on me. I’m lookin’ you straight in the eye, Kid, and I don’t believe you know the answer to this riddle.” 

He returned the cigar to his mouth with a triumphant flair.

“And you put on a pretty good act of indignation when you set your mind to it, Mr. O’Malley.” Matt laughed. “All right, here’s my solution. Have the rich knave say I am a poor knave. That abbreviates the compound sentence ‘I am poor and I am a knave.’”

“I don’t get it.”

Matt took off his tuxedo jacket, slipped it onto a wooden coat hanger, and then carefully hooked the hanger over a wardrobe rod. The jacket was ready, he just needed his rehearsal time.

“Method of elimination, Mr. O’Malley. Rich or poor, no knight could say ‘I am a poor knave’ because a knight must always tell the truth.”

“Yeah,” O’Malley replied, “but knaves are the problem, not knights.”

Matt nodded his agreement. “Also, a poor knave couldn’t say ‘I am a poor knave’ because that would be the truth.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, a knave must always lie.” Accompanied by a flex of his eyebrows, O’Malley removed the cigar again. “Fine. That leaves only the rich knave, but he’s gotta lie, too. How can he tell the Princess he is a knave? That would be the truth.”

“If a rich knave says I am a poor knave then he has told a lie because he is not a poor knave. The only character in your riddle who can say to the Princess I am a poor knave is a rich knave. And that is my solution to the riddle.” 

While O’Malley furiously sucked at his unlit cigar, his flexing eyebrows reflected efforts at deep thought. At last, the stocky man smiled broadly. 

“Yeah, the guy lies when he says I am a poor knave and that tells the Princess he’s a rich knave because nobody else in knight-and-knave land could say that. Clever, huh?” The stocky entrepreneur gave a friendly slap to Matt’s shoulder. “That was a tough one. I’m glad we could work that one out together.”

“Yes, Sir.” Matt smiled and smoothed his jacket. “Looking up the answers in the back of the book would have spoiled all the fun.”

Sudden concern tilted O’Malley’s eyebrows and spread across his face. He held his cigar behind his back and stepped closer to Matt.

“How long have you been doing stage magic, Kid? A year, maybe two years?”

Suddenly nervous that the conversation was about him, Matt shifted his weight. “I started when I was ten. Dad bought me my first magic set right after my Mom died. I guess he hoped the hobby would distract me. I suppose it did. I’ve practiced magic every day since. That would make four, almost five years, but professionally, on stage here, only these last three months.” 

“I’m sorry about your mom, Kid.” O’Malley grimaced.” I didn’t know. That must have been real tough on you and your dad.”

“Dad died last year when he flew back to see me graduate high school. I was graduating four years ahead of my class. Anyway, after he died, I started seriously pursuing stage magic instead of going to college because I didn’t think I could focus on school work. I had several scholarships, but as young as I am, I didn’t think it would hurt to wait a year, maybe two.”

“Damn,” O’Malley said. “Double damn. I’m sorry, Kid. You ain’t making this easy.”

O’Malley’s bushy eyebrows made Matt nervous. They seemed to flex independently of the man’s forehead. O’Malley still had not lit his chewed-up cigar, but at this close range, the pungent, sweet odor churned Matt’s stomach.

“Well ... well...,” O’Malley twisted the cigar with stained fingers. “I like you, Kid, but I still got to say it. Well ... You’ve got good hands—better than most on the close-up magic—but you got no stage personality, no patter, and no gimmick.”

“I like close-up magic, Mr. O’Malley.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. You’re a purist.” O’Malley managed to rotate the cigar in his mouth without touching it with his hand. “But the money is in the big illusions, Kid.”

“Matt, my name is Matt.”

“Matt Collins, sure, I know. What kind of stage name is that? Where’s your flair?”

“Mr. O’Malley—”

“Listen to me, Kid. My club holds three-hundred paying customers. People come here to be astonished and amazed. They come to be entertained. They don’t come to sit around in back while a few patrons on the front row watch a skinny kid do sleight-of-hand.”

“With a close-up camera and some big television monitors—”

“TV! People stay home to watch TV. They don’t come to magic clubs to watch stuff on another big screen. Besides, these people have seen the Incredible Hulk take on Superman. Whatever they see on the screen they accept as part of the show, but they don’t really believe it. They sure don’t want to watch a kid manipulating silver dollars on a TV monitor. Boring, when they can see the Batman blow through half of Gotham City on the wide screen. Special effects and trick photography makes it too easy to ignore what you do. The audiences don’t think it’s your skill. They think it’s gadgetry, some mechanical trick. They don’t want that kind of special effect, Kid. They come to my club because they want to be astonished. They come to Masters of Magic Theater because they want to believe in magic, honest-to-goodness real magic.” 

“I don’t know what you want me to do.”

“This is for your own good, so listen and learn. I’ve seen you help a couple of the other acts rig large illusions. You got skill. You’re smart. I know you got imagination. You can probably make more money rigging other guy’s tricks than what I pay you anyway.” O’Malley rotated his cigar and regarded it with distain—chewed-up without ever being lit. He slipped the wet stogy into his pocket.

“You want me to do a large illusion?” Matt said. “Those are expensive. I can’t afford—”

“You prefer close-up magic because you don’t want to talk to folks in a group. I’m not sure you want an audience. Most of the time you don’t look at them. I’m worried you don’t like people, and that’s what a performance is for. You have more fun practicing alone in this gloomy backroom than you do out on stage. You need to expand, Kid. I want you to get some personality. Be a showman. You know, like Copperfield, Roth, Burton or Blaine. Sure, they do close-up magic. They also do the big illusions. They put on a show, and it ain’t just talking. Look at Teller. He’s a master of close-up magic, and he never says a word, not one word. Penn does all the talking. That makes it a show. Their act has personality. It’s got interest. People are entertained. You Kid, you got no pizzazz. You got nothing to lift your name onto the marquee.”

Matt bit his lip and emulated Teller. 

O’Malley regarded him for a moment and then reached to his mouth for the cigar that was no longer there. His eyebrows twitched with frustration. 

“Here’s the deal, Kid. For the Sunday matinee today, I got a last-minute opportunity to do a live TV broadcast. I worked most of the year trying to arrange a live broadcast with the whole afternoon show beamed to satellite and carried on cable. No go, until this one got dumped on me this morning. The production company said they had a cancellation, and we was a go as a replacement in the matinee spot for today. We get national publicity, and we need it. Look. I don’t mind giving you spots on weeknights, but I want a great show today. I need a great show today. So I’m cutting your bit.”

“Mr. O’Malley, please.”

“As I said, Kid, I like you.” O’Malley shrugged. “But this is business.” 

Matt felt desperation spread across his face and churned into his stomach. To Matt, O’Malley’s message was just one more disaster in his young life. 

O’Malley looked into Matt’s eyes and flinched. The stocky man grimaced almost as if he regretted softening his words even before he spoke them. 

“Look, Kid, I support the Society of Young Magicians and all the stuff that SYM does for young folks, but I.... Tell you what—no promises, you understand—depending on how long the matinee runs, I may need a quick filler between Rembrandt, if he’s sober, and that new guy.... I forget his name, the one from Chicago. Maybe I can get you three minutes. Three minutes tops, you understand? However, I want to be dazzled. You don’t give me what I want, and I’ll show you my own trick. I’ll make your name permanently disappear from my billboard.” 

O’Malley looked satisfied with the solution. Three Minutes. Matt suspected that the time would be during one of the fillers used to distract the audience while TV commercials played on air. Still, the opportunity was better than being cut out altogether. If the commercials ran short or Rembrandt became indisposed, Matt might get some actual airtime.

The club owner patted his pocket as if he had misplaced something. He drew out the old wet cigar and puckered his face in disgust. Starting for the door, he tossed the cigar into the trash basket and never looked back. 

“Rembrandt goes on at 3:30 P.M.” O’Malley pointed at the wall clock next to the door. “Check the time. You got less than three hours to come up with an illusion that can squeeze an audible gasp from the audience. Be prepared, Kid. Do something great. Don’t let me down.”
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O’MALLEY’S VOICE-OVER rumbled Matt’s introduction: 

“... That legend of léger de main, that prodigy of prestidigitation, the young man whose fleet fingers will cause you to rub your eyes in wonder. Society of Young Magicians member, and one of our own master magicians, Matt Collins.”

Seeing the camera light on Camera One blink on, Matt froze for a moment. Was TV fright worse than stage fright? Matt couldn’t tell the difference.

After an awkward smile, he recovered and slipped a pair of handcuffs from his tuxedo jacket pocket. With a quick flourish, he snapped his wrists together. When he separated his hands, the handcuffs bound his wrists. He rotated his wrists inside the manacles to display empty hands to the camera.  

To the right of the camera, O’Malley coached him, mouthing the word talk, and then, more boldly, TALK. The stocky man pointed at the camera lens, indicated the fake smile plastered across his face, and nodded other distracting encouragement.  Beads of sweat formed on the end of Matt’s nose. 

“My hands are empty,” Matt announced. 

Stupid, stupid. Everyone could see his hands were empty. 

He flexed his fingers and produced a half dollar between the thumb and index finger of his right hand. Quickly, he did a finger roll, tumbling the coin across his knuckles, and then back again. While he continued to perform the right hand roll, he produced a silver dollar in his left hand and rolled it in synchronization in the same direction. 

Matt glanced past the camera. O’Malley used both hands to point at the exaggerated smile on his face while he mouthed pizzazz. Matt almost dropped the silver dollar. Didn’t O’Malley realize how difficult it was to handle two different sized coins while handcuffed? Now Matt rolled the coins in opposite directions.  For a finale, with a skip of fingers, he palmed the two coins to make them vanish from both hands almost simultaneously. Slowly, he rotated his cuffed wrists overhead to display that the coins were gone, and that his now open, but handcuffed, hands were empty.

The applause was polite. The only audible gasp was a groan from O’Malley. 

Matt’s forehead glistened on the TV monitor. He felt a bead of sweat track toward his eye. He wore no makeup. How would that look on camera? 

He checked the clock. Two full minutes of stage time remained for him. Panicked, he discarded his planned card flourish. What to do instead? 

Animals, everyone loves animals. Leave the handcuffs on for effect. He could handle animals with the handcuffs still on. Well, maybe he could. He had never tried before, but the magician’s oath was not at the forefront of his thoughts.

Matt repositioned himself to conjure a live pigeon. Create suspense. Wait for the effect. Look magical. He tried to ignore O’Malley. Nevertheless, the anger exuding from the severe knit of the man’s bushy eyebrows compelled Matt’s glance. Matt loudly swallowed. He wondered if the microphone picked up the sound.

Camera Two rolled forward for a close-up. A curious strand of smoke drifted toward Matt from the camera lens. Fire? No flame, just drifting smoke, lavender smoke, darkening to brilliant purple while it spread. 

Perhaps the smoke effect was by courtesy of O’Malley, or perhaps O’Malley was steamed. Steamed? How silly, Matt thought, really silly. Why do I feel so silly? Was there something in the purple smoke?  I need to get this act together before I start giggling. The smoke thickened, expelled the scent of jasmine, and wrapped Matt like a Christmas package. 

Matt glowed. He tingled. He relaxed. 

O’Malley’s eyebrows un-knitted and re-arranged into a couple of slanted question marks. The stocky man’s jaw dropped. His unlit cigar dangled from his lower lip. 

The purple smoke squeezed Matt and molded the young magician like potter’s clay into a thin column of yellow light. With an explosive clap and lightening flash, the column of light discharged a bolt of static electricity into the camera lens. 
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O’MALLEY DID NOT BELIEVE it. At center stage, in full view of the live audience and with no build-up, Matt Collins vanished.

There was a massive, audible gasp, followed by an electric silence that erupted into an ovation. The remaining purple smoke dissipated amidst the lingering smell of ozone and burnt flowers. Three feathers and a confused pigeon fluttered to the floor. 

“How did he do that?” The Camera Two operator asked. “He blew my camera.”

Over the applause, the engineer yelled from his console. “He blew the whole system. None of this went out. I hope the commercial is playing on network because we got dead air from here.”

“How in the world.” O’Malley chomped his cigar. Searching for Matt, he looked toward the closest side entrance and mumbled to himself. “The prestige ... where will he re-appear?” 

Screaming for more, the audience rose to its feet.

“I’ll give you this one, Kid.” O’Malley shook his head in wonder. “That was a bang-up illusion, a real show-stopper.” 

O’Malley joined the ovation.
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​​​​​Chapter 2
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One Hour before Basil 

Matt Collins lay on the floor. 

Rock-hard coldness pressed against his neck and back. He moaned and moved, first his right arm then his left foot. His head ached in response. A tentative touch revealed a large, wet lump on the back of his head. 

The room was dark. Only a thin knife-slice of light from overhead and an outlined doorframe to his left interrupted the darkness. The rest was blackness beyond any shape. He groaned when he rolled onto his side. His neck throbbed, and the pain spread across his shoulders. 

He was groggy, but anger stirred. 

That crazy O’Malley must have dropped him through the stage trapdoor, and he had missed the cushion below. He felt around. No mattress, no pad. Nothing. He could have broken his neck. 

Could have broken his neck? Now, he sounded like his Aunt Lois. Matt sat up to an unpleasant ringing in his ears. Using both hands, he leveraged himself to his knees. Sharp pains radiated along his leg, but he managed to stand. He wobbled and spread his hands apart to seek support.

Something living, something small scrabbled across the floor. The sounds reminded Matt of vermin, rats and such, that he wouldn’t want to meet in the daylight, much less in this gloom.

He cocked his head to listen for other noise. The room smelled damp, sour, and rotted. If they had dropped him through the trap door, then he must be in the basement below the stage. He didn’t remember the basement being that dark. And that moldy smell—ugh, had there been a leak in the basement? Instead of damp and sour, the basement should smell dry and musty. Didn’t they store props in the basement? Mildew would ruin all the props and scenery drops.

Another scramble sounded behind Matt but passed too quickly for him to turn. They fumigated the theatre last week. Where was the lingering chemical smell? The scratching shuffle had to be rats. Those smart little devils had escaped and then returned after the fumigation. 

Where was the light switch?

Still unsteady, Matt tried a tentative step toward the door. His right knee ached. He hoped it was not hyper-extended. O’Malley might fire him, but the performers’ union had extracted dues from Matt’s meager paychecks; he could lodge a grievance. He would certainly register a safety complaint. 

Why was walking so difficult?

He limped toward the narrow light that outlined the door. The floor was slick and uneven. Matt’s left foot slid. He shifted weight to his right leg to avoid a fall and wildly swung his arms. There was nothing to grab. His right knee screamed at the jolt. He sucked in a painful breath and continued with smaller, measured steps that shuffled across the stone floor. 

The crack of light from the door moved. Matt staggered. He could not focus. His eyes quivered and jerked. After a moment, he realized the light was not moving. He had vertigo. He closed his eyes until the worst of the dizziness passed. When he cautiously reopened them, the sliver of light remained stationary, but Matt felt nauseous. He closed his eyes again; he did not want to vomit in the dark.

Fumbling forward, Matt shoved against the door. The door was rough, splintery and damp with condensation. The door was also substantial; it would not budge when he pushed. Matt probed around the jam and ran his hand along the cold stone wall, but he found no light switch. Loose mortar broke free from the wall and crumbled to the floor. 

Where was Mr. O’Malley?

“Hey,” he shouted. 

His voice sounded weak, hoarse, and strained. The echo against the cold basement walls could have been a stranger’s voice. 

“Hey! Where are the lights?” He pounded the door. “Open up, Mr. O’Malley. Let me out.” 

No one answered.

To avoid getting splinters in his hand, Matt cautiously frisked the door. He found no doorknob, just a small metal ring loosely hanging from the right side of the door with a metal latch just above it. Matt lifted the latch and pulled at the ring. Either hesitant hinges or moisture-swollen wood restrained the door. He tugged harder, extended his arms, and leaned back. With an ancient creak, the door moved. 

Suddenly, the door released and swung toward him. Light rushed through the opening and flooded the dark room.

Squinting against the bright sunlight, Matt leaned against the doorjamb. How hard had he hit his head? The bright light hurt his eyes. He blinked to clear them and touched the wet lump on the back of his head. 

When his vision steadied to a dull blur, he rubbed his eyes for relief, and then looked again. Forms took shape but lacked focus, and his mind struggled to digest what he saw.

Everything was blurred and misted like an impressionist’s painting. Before him sprawled rolling green hills thick with clover and grass, all hazy. He blinked at foggy blobs of color in the distance. What were they? 

Despite the indistinct images, one thing was certain. Matt was no longer at the theatre. He was no longer anywhere he recognized. 

He squinted. Five black-faced sheep grazing in a nearby rock-walled pasture. They were not quite in focus. An occasional, blotchy tree cluttered the grassland. A haphazard pond reflected light from the lowest recess below the hills. Something, perhaps a large bird such as a goose or swan—Matt was not sure which—swam on the pond. A narrow, rock-lined aqueduct fed the pond. The aqueduct backtracked into a loose spread of oak-shaped trees. 

Like parents supervising children, indistinct mountains hovered above the rolling foothills. Although Matt could see no river, the collaged tree line meandered into the foothill forest and suggested a path for water flow from the mountain snowmelt. 

Shading his eyes, Matt struggled into the full sunlight. He backed away from the door, rubbed his face, and looked up through watery eyes. 

Heavy blocks of limestone lunged upward to buttress the walls of a medieval castle. The castle claimed the rugged hill apex for its defensive position. The structure was not as large as Matt imagined a castle should be, less than twenty feet high at the battlement. Near the door, a recent chip in the gray, oxidized limestone revealed a soft, creamy-yellow texture beneath. 

The castle must be old. Weather had bleached the wooden door into a dirty gray to match the surrounding limestone. The hillside climbed ten feet to the portcullis at the castle entry. Through the wood and iron-grillwork gate, Matt glimpsed the unkempt, fuzzy green of the enclosed courtyard.

Matt shook his head in an effort to clear the vision. None of it made sense. How had he emerged from the basement of a medieval castle? He stumbled back several more steps. Why wouldn’t his eyes properly work? When he moved out to survey the castle, the details faded from his vision.

His head hurt. He felt for the wet bump on the back of his head, now gone all sticky. 

How long had he been unconscious? How had he gotten here? Perhaps his injuries were serious, and they had left him to recover in a country sanitarium. Could this be a hospital?

Checking for more injuries, Matt examined his hands. His eyes widened in disbelief.

These were not his hands. Neither were those arms his arms, nor these clothes his clothes. 

Perhaps the problem was with his eyes. Matt brought the hands closer to his ailing eyes. Almost delicate, these hands were smaller than his own hands. They were a pallid, marble white, spattered with brown liver spots. Blue veins stood proud under the too-thin skin. The hands were old hands. So were the arms, all wrinkled with drooping skin. He pressed the decrepit hands against the stomach of his tan shirt, but he could not see his legs or feet below. Pudgy. What had become of his flat stomach?

All this was too much to comprehend. 

A sharp pain in his head swirled his vision to vertigo again. For a moment, he didn’t realize he was falling. Unconsciousness spared him the pain of hitting the ground.
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“MASTER?”

Matt jerked his head away in response to the familiar pungent smell of ammonia.

“Master, I couldn’t find you. You vanished from the library. I looked everywhere. Are you all right? Shall I get you water?”

Matt could not shake the assault of ammonia from his senses. “Water? Yes. Please.” His eyelids seemed too thin to hold back the light.

“I shall return anon.”

Matt struggled to open his eyes against the sun. Master? Had the voice said Master? Had the voice said anon? What kind of idiot says anon?

After-images of blue and green greeted his open eyes. Far away, a cow voiced a mournful opinion of life. The smell of wet, fresh-cut grass mingled with the barnyard smell of manure. Chickens clucked nearby. The castle was ripe with raw, country smells—urine and ammonia smells.

Chickens and ammonia! What had they held beneath his nose to waken him? Matt wiped at his mouth and nose. He sneezed.

From around the castle corner, a boy sloshed toward him with an over-full water bucket. The kid appeared to be only a year or two younger than Matt, perhaps twelve. He wore a plain brown tunic, belted at the waist. Dusty leather sandals protected his feet.

Tunic? Who wears a tunic?

The boy ignored the insistent clunk of the wooden ladle against the brass handle of the oaken bucket and hurried forward. Before the boy slowed his approach, half the water had slopped from the bucket and spotted the ground.

Wincing when he sat up, Matt took the proffered ladle of water. He closed his eyes and drank. Halfway through the drink, he blinked. A wrinkled hand grasped the ladle. The hand responded to his command. The hand was old, not something he dreamed while unconscious. Now, no doubt remained. The hand was Matt’s hand. 

Either this was not a dream, or else he still slept and was trapped in an incomprehensible nightmare. 

Carefully, Matt set the ladle back in the bucket. In succession, he held up each hand for closer examination. Old, very old, they were the hands of an old man. Arthritis gnarled the boney fingers of the left hand. Matt doubted he could manipulate anything with that hand. The right hand flared with mild pain when he mimicked the quick finger motions of palming a coin. Usable, but pain hampered his dexterity and speed. 

He felt at his neck. The skin was loose and dry, old skin. No doubt age formed the blur that lay across his eyesight.

Stunned, Matt grabbed at the boy’s tunic with his left hand. Matt’s grasp felt weak. He would never have succeeded in holding onto the tunic had the boy resisted. 

“Where are we?” Matt’s voice sounded weak, raspy, and unreal. The voice was not his voice, yet Matt knew the voice came from his lips. 

His lips felt dry and cracked. Were they old lips as well?

“We are home, Master.” The lad set the bucket of water aside. “Are you injured?”

“I can’t see properly.”

“You left your spectacles in the library. Shall I get them?”

“Home? This castle is my home? How long....”

“You last journeyed from Elf Watch in the spring. Since then you have rested here.”

“No, no. How long has this been my home?”

“I have served as your apprentice for only six years. My mother tells that you were Master here long ere I was born.”

“What? Uh, my head. I need ... Is there a doctor? Who’s in charge?”

“Do you require a physician? I doubt the providence of the King’s physician, and 'tis most unseemly to consult the local witch, you being who you are.”

“Huh?”

“It were most unseemly—”

“I heard you,” Matt said. “I’m not deaf. I just don’t understand your words.”

“Your head bleeds. Perhaps your injury is too severe for you to attend yourself.”

“I can’t get up.” Matt felt giddy. He almost said I’ve fallen and I can’t get up. He giggled hysterically, choked on his private joke, and coughed.

The boy grabbed Matt’s arm and pulled to assist his struggle from the ground. Matt wobbled for a moment and then coughed until his throat cleared. The coughing fit left him feeling light-headed again.

“Shall I get your staff?” The lad offered.

“Can’t you call EMS or take me to a hospital?”

“I know not He Am Ess. Blue Boar Inn is but a half day hence. Most certainly, they would provide hospitality at your behest, else, I hope that I might prove adequate for your needs. Perhaps if you allowed me more instruction in the magical art, I would a better servant make. I grow more mature every day. I turn thirteen this month.”

“What? Thirteen?” Matt looked directly into the boy’s round face. The broad-shouldered lad was Matt’s height. How tall were new thirteen year-olds? Matt had started his growth spurt at thirteen. 

Matt had heard that very old people become shorter. Matt was apparently very old. Had he shrunk with the years? Perhaps, he was no longer close to six feet. Either the boy was tall for his age, or had Matt grown shorter. Matt could not judge which. There was nothing familiar with which to make a comparison.

“I meant no offense, Master, nor offer complaint. Please, be not offended. Shall I retire?”

“No. Wait. I need help. My head is spinning, and I can’t see or hear correctly.”

“I will assist you to your quarters, Master, but truly, your head spins not. Perhaps you will succeed at making it spin once you return to yourself.” The lad produced a rake and offered it to Matt. “Until we find your staff.”  

Matt rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. He felt uncomfortable having a kid support him when he didn’t know the boy’s name. 

“What’s your name?” Matt asked.

“Basil.” The lad attempted to stand taller. “I am your apprentice, Basil.  Is there naught else I can do for you, Master, until your wits return? What may I fetch?” 

Matt accepted the rake to use as a staff, and—completely whelmed, perhaps even overwhelmed—he leaned heavily upon it. “Well, Basil, I seem to have misplaced my life. Would you happen to know where I left it?”

“I do not understand, Master. Shall I take you to your room so that you may rest?”

“Yes.” Matt grasped the rake in his withered right hand and reached out his left hand to the boy’s shoulder. “Take me somewhere I can lie down ... and can you get me a mirror?”

Basil led Matt up the incline to the portcullis. 

“Aye, Master, as you say, and 'twould be best that I wash the blood from the back of your head before it dries in your hair.”
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​​​​Chapter 3
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A steady stream of light battered Matt’s eyelids. He groaned and pulled the covers over his face. Was that bacon he smelled? Today must be Sunday. If Mom was frying bacon, then that means Dad was making pancakes. 

Wait. Mom was dead. She died when Matt was ten. 

And Dad—Dad was lost in a small aircraft over South America. That was a year ago last spring. Matt had been graduating from high school. Just thirteen, he was the youngest student graduating. Dad’s plane went down while he was flying home for Matt’s graduation.

Whatever was on the stove, smelled like bacon, but that wouldn’t be Aunt Lois cooking. She never cooked. Nevertheless, frequent fast food hadn’t kept Matt from a second growth spurt while living with his aunt. She constantly complained about having to replace his outgrown clothes.

Matt went to live with Aunt Lois when Dad died, but she didn’t have the time or inclination to devote to Matt. She was thirty-four and preferred scouting for a second husband over supervising a teenage boy.

Matt peeked from beneath the blanket. This was not his room at his Aunt Lois’s condo. Recent memories rushed in and carried harsh reality with them. 

Sharp pillars of light splashed against cold stone and reflected into the room.  Faded tapestries decorated the cool limestone walls. A primitive wooden table sagged beneath the burden of five stacked, leather-bound volumes. Beyond the table, a shelf of a dozen more books gathered dust. Coarse linens and heavy woolen blankets cradled Matt atop a musty, straw-stuffed mattress. Weathered, hewn oak posts supported the bed and formed a crude headboard.

Matt swung his bare feet from under the covers to the cold, gritty floor. He wore a coarse, white cotton nightshirt. Punctuated by knobby knees, his legs dangled thin and rubbery over the edge of the bed. Age wrinkled his legs to match his hands and arms. 

“I’m old. I must be old,” he muttered to remind himself. “Somehow I’ve grown very old, and I can’t remember most of my life.”

A pot banged against the narrow door when Basil squeezed into the room. The clash of a metal pan against the doorframe ripped cascading echoes from the hard rock walls. 

“Good morning, Master. I have oat porridge soft-fried in bacon grease.” The boy expanded his loud voice into a full yell. “Shall I make space for your breakfast on the window ledge?”

“You don’t need to shout ... uh, sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.” Matt stood. He felt steadier than on the previous day. 

The boy busied himself at the window. “Basil, Master, I am your apprentice Basil. You had trouble hearing yesterday, but perhaps all is better this morning? Your spectacles lie on the table beside your bed. Your staff leans near the door.”

“I understand you better, but please talk slower, not louder.” Matt picked up the spectacles. Thick brass wire bound two round lenses to form the glasses. After a brief struggle, Matt managed to loop the wire ends around his ears. The spectacles pinched against his nose, and the room sharpened. 

Matt regarded the sizzling pan and mug of milk on the window seal. He was hungry. “Is that for me?” 

He limped to the unglazed window. 

Beyond the window, lay the same pastoral scene that had sapped his senses the previous day. Now, the vista confronted him, sharp and green. The spectacles un-fuzzed the colors. The morning issued the glorious palette of spring. Unseen birds declared their territory with intricate songs. The smell of lavender spiced the fragrance of morning dew on the grass.

Basil looked puzzled. “For whom else would the breakfast be?”

“You’ve already eaten?”

“Yes Master, but you never asked me that before.” 

Basil pulled a skimpy chair to the window and held it steady for Matt.

“Thank you.” Matt sat in the proffered chair.

“You are still not yourself, Master.” Basil hesitated as if considering his words. “I have chores elsewhere, unless you need me to attend you.”

“Wait. Please.” Matt reached out. “I must talk with someone. I need advice.”

“I have no skills that others should seek my counsel,” Basil said. “If only ’twere otherwise. But my chores—”

“Surely there are others here? An adult?”

“I alone cling to the halls of Elf Watch to serve my Master. All others have passed with the years.”

“There must be someone who can help me.”

“Your brother lives nearby. He is a man of wisdom, well-studied in the arts, in case you have forgotten him.”

“My brother? I have no brother.”

“Ah, then you are still angry with him. I should not have mentioned him. Such being more likely that the one of you would kill the other on sight.”

Matt tasted the fried porridge. Except for the tang of stale bacon grease, the thick mush was flat and unseasoned. 

“How far away?” Matt dropped the spoon into the porridge.

“To your brother?” Basil pointed through the window. “He yet resides in the foothills of yon mountain, only a few hours walk hence.” 

“The man is an adult? Yes? Please take me there.”

“’Twould be better to wait the next day or two.” Basil fumbled around as if he couldn’t find the proper reason. “You must regain your strength. I could seek out your brother for you. If I described your injury, perhaps he would come here to see you.”

“Now.” Matt looked at his shriveled hands. “We must go now. I cannot stand this, this ... whatever I am, whatever I’ve become.”

“This game perplexes me.” Basil mused. “Altogether confusing. Surely, the King will be angry should you leave.” 

“What? The King, you say. I don’t understand. What king?”

“Ah, we still keep that secret. I understand—or does the plot change? Nevertheless, your brother will not like your interruption. His anger at you waxes great. If you will not allow me to fetch him thence, ’twould be better for me to go ahead of you to prepare him for your arrival. Moreover, am I not still required to be gone before the knights arrive?”

“Knights? What knights?” 

First, a brother, then a king, now knights, all rose to confound Matt. Had he gotten older, gone back in time, or both? Perhaps, he simply had lost his mind.

Basil remained matter-of-fact. “Why, the knights who come to kill you, of course.”

Matt neared hysteria, “Knights are coming to kill me—why?”

Basil screwed up his lip and looked perplexed. “I never understood that part of the plan even when first you explained it to me. Nevertheless, I am sure that I have carried out my role as you bade. Forgive me if I misunderstood—stupid boy that I am and unworthy to be your apprentice—I did not expect that I would have to explain the plan back to you. Truly, the machinations are far too complex for me. On the other hand, you told me not to discuss the plan with you again. Now, you demand I tell you. I am confused. Which order must I follow? Is there a new plan, or do you simply test me?”

“Knights are coming to kill me,” Matt said. “Let’s go with that. Tell me about the knights. When do you expect them?”

“Before the day’s end,” Basil affirmed. “Unless there has been an unforeseen delay, I would not be surprised should they arrive at almost any moment.”

Matt tried to stand, but his knees grew weak. None of this can be real, but what if it is real? Buy some time. Escape. He needed to get away.

“We must go. Now! Please. Uh ..., Basil.”

Basil cocked his head to one side. “You no longer wish to wait for the knights?”

“No,” Matt yelled. “I do not wish to wait for the knights, particularly if they plan to kill me. Help me get away. I must hide. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know where to hide.”

“Again, there is your brother, but he nurtures his anger with you. He might not be pleased to conceal you.”

“I don’t have a brother,” Matt insisted.

“Yes, and I see you are angry with him as well. But if you do not wish to wait for the knights, we might try—”

“No! I don’t want to wait for the knights. We must leave now.”

“Yes, Master, I understand.” Basil firmed his lip with resolve. “I must be flexible, and so it is to be a new plan. While you finish breakfast, I will lay out your robe.”
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LEANING HIS STAFF AGAINST an outcrop of rocks, Matt rested yet again. He was glad Basil insisted he use the staff; its support had made the climb easier. Although the robe Basil gave him was neither as hot nor as heavy as it looked, the folds could easily impede the stride of a brisk walker. However, Matt had no briskness left in him. 

Matt adjusted the robe around his knees and seated himself on a boulder. He had never imagined that one day he would hike through the mountains in a dress.  How did girls manage that? Everything beneath the robe was so open, so unsecured. Fortunately, the robe did not look girly. It was plain, adorned only by the silver scarf that Basil had wrapped around Matt’s neck. 

“I thought you said the walk was only a few hours to see ... my brother.” Short of breath, Matt squinted upward. “Look at the sun. We’ve been on this path all morning, at least four hours. Soon it will be noon.”

“Aye,” Basil said, “Were I alone, two hours would easily suffice.”

“I hiked steeper trails than this with my father,” Matt said. “But I never imagined that pain becomes the companion of age, or that my heart could grumble from mild exertion. Still, I get your point. I slow us both.”

“I meant no offense, Master.”

“Why do you assume I’m so easily offended?” Matt asked. 

Deliberately ignoring the question, the boy pointed up the path. “Where the path bends ahead, your brother’s house lies beyond, atop the next rise.”

Surely, Matt could get an answer for a simple question. All else in this world may have become chaos, but there had to be some simple answers for a few simple questions. Fatigue increased Matt’s irritation. 

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Please, Master.” The boy’s voice pleaded. “Truly, I am sorry. This change in plans has been hard for me to grasp. I understand none of it.”

“You’re afraid?” Matt stared at the strapping lad. “Of me? Of this old man?”

Tears formed in Basil’s eyes but refused to fall to his cheek.  The boy lowered his head and waited, silent and unmoving.

Not knowing what to say, Matt stood and considered the boy’s posture. Retrieving his staff, he limped past the boy and paused to give him a tentative shoulder pat for reassurance. 

“Never mind. Take me to my brother.”

Basil winced at the tap, but when nothing else ensued, relief spread across his face. After a moment, the boy followed Matt, passed him, and once more took the lead.

Focusing on each step forward, Matt climbed the rise. On each upward step, he ignored the stabs of pain through his knees. When he looked up, his neck throbbed. When he looked down or to the side, his shoulders ached. His heavy breathing released rasps of air that scraped his throat and lungs. With every step, his heart thumped as if it sought escape from his chest. 

Occasionally pausing to help Matt over rough ground, Basil led Matt around a long bend. When at last they cleared the curve, Basil stopped in the middle of the path. Matt, who had focused only the ground, bumped into the boy.  

“What?” Matt asked.

“Your brother,” Basil hissed. “The Red Wizard. He waits for us ahead!” 

The boy slipped discretely aside and then eased behind Matt, so that nothing intervened between the two men.

Standing in front of a modest manor constructed of white wattle and daub against black post and beam, the Red Wizard was a large, heavy-boned man. He gripped a thick staff that matched his stature. A faded gray robe exaggerated his height. At the robe collar, a bright stripe of red silk decorated the robe’s thin lapel. Although the man’s shoulder-length hair was gray, his posture and appearance were those of a strong, vigorous, mature man. Few wrinkles streaked his complexion, although his weathered face stiffened like pale leather. The man’s aquiline nose arched away from hawk eyes that searched beyond the immediate landscape. Pendant from his neck, a silver chain hosted a woman’s thin, golden ring.

The Red Wizard’s voice boomed. “Well, Basil. What sorrow have you brought me?” 

An ominous pause followed during which the Red Wizard conspicuously burped.

Basil ignored the challenge, and whispered to Matt, “Speak quickly, Master. Reveal your plight while yet there is time.”

Suddenly, Matt felt onstage. As usual, the spotlight left him speechless.

After a moment’s hesitation, Basil yelled to the Red Wizard. “This is your brother, my master Crius, come to make amends and seek your counsel.”

“What?” The Red Wizard laughed. “That old man is my brother? My brother is Crius Brenton, the Silver Wizard. Haughty and aloft, Crius seeks advice from no man. He lives his life without regard to the consequence or the harm to others. No, that shriveled, old man cannot be the same man who exalts himself. He cannot be the man whom once I called brother, but now isss ... my em-i-neee.”

Basil edged from behind Matt when The Red Wizard wobbled forward a few steps.

“Is he drunk?” Matt asked.

Basil ignored Matt’s question and gestured toward Matt with open hand. “Truly, Master Alaric, this is Master Crius, my master of six years. Battered by time most certainly, but I swear to you, this man also was borne by your mother. This is a man whom your father called son.”

The Red Wizard ceased his sardonic smile. He stepped forward, his hawk eyes sweeping Matt’s face. With unsteady stride, he closed to within reach of Matt. Again, he searched for some familiar sign in Matt’s face. Swaying, he grasped his staff before him with both hands, took a broad stance, and shook stray hair free from his face. He spoke softly, as if for Matt alone to hear.

“Crius, my lost brother, what disastrous ill have you heaped on yourself?” The Red Wizard hiccoughed. His breath reeked of alcohol. “You look terrible.”

Matt had no response. Why had Basil called him Crius? What was this talk of wizards?

A storm of anger gathered across Alaric’s face, and he thrust his staff overhead. “Defend yourself, Crius.” 

Before Matt could digest the words, the Red Wizard swelled in stature, static electricity skipped randomly between his hands where they clutched the staff overhead. The staff glowed to a zenith red and abruptly discharged a smoking bolt of power directly into Matt’s face.

The blast of energy flung Matt backward several feet. He lay still, barely breathing with his ears roaring. The smell of the scorched cotton clung to his robe, and a wisp of pink smoke drifted from his singed eyebrows.

Alaric swayed while he observed the outcome of his effort. “Well, that was a surprise.” 

Off balance, the Red Wizard sprawled to a sitting position on the ground and dropped his staff. “Harrumph ... I shall feel the price for that spell in the morning.”

When Basil kneeled next to Matt’s body, Alaric inquired, “Basil, my lad? What just happened?”

Basil poured a handful of water from his water skin and sprinkled it on Matt’s face. Matt struggled to raise his head.

While Basil examined Matt’s blistered face, Alaric Brenton, the Red Wizard, Master of Dell View Manor, hiccoughed loudly and with a groan keeled over sidewise, unconscious.

Moments later, Matt joined him.
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​​​​Chapter 4
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Sir Michael du Vincent shooed a fly from the cold pan of dried and half-eaten fried porridge. The fly buzzed unhappily for a moment, and then drifted away with a gusting breeze. Through the Elf Watch window, Michael observed two pikemen and a squire straining at ropes to stretch flapping tent walls. Another tent was already erect and taut.

The afternoon sun heated the west side of Crius’s castle wall. In a few hours, the heat would seep through the walls to warm the rooms. Michael loosened the straps on his helmet while he searched the landscape through the window. A half-dozen sheep clung to the hillside, but no person, not even a shepherd crossed the green fields. 

Familiar footsteps with a residual limp from an old arrow wound caught Michael’s ear. He acknowledged the approach of Sergeant Thomas without turning. “Report, Thomas.”

“Most of the rooms are empty, Sir Michael, inhabited only by mice, dust and insects. Except for this room, no furniture, not even a broken table remains. Only this room, a small bedroom next door, and the kitchen show any sign of recent use.”

“But no one is here now?” Michael set his helmet on the window ledge and loosened his gloves.

“No, Sir Michael.” Thomas crossed to stand alongside the knight. “Although there is freshly dried blood in the cellar.”

“Blood?” Michael cast a sharp glance at the sergeant. A foreboding seized his stomach. He folded his gloves together.

“Aye,” Thomas said. “But the stain is small, and the settled dust reveals no evidence of a struggle. No rooms have locks, nor is there any place to hold a prisoner. I shall send five men across the valley to question the villagers. Perhaps someone there has news of the Silver Wizard. The remaining men will continue to search the castle grounds and the surrounding fields.”

Struggling out of his breastplate, Michael faced Sergeant Thomas. Michael stood a hand-span taller than the sergeant—not unusual, Michael towered a hand-span above most men. However, Sergeant Thomas was a burly man, rough and muscular; the kind of man you hoped would be at your side in time of trouble. 

Michael said, “The message from the apprentice, the boy Basil, indicated that the Princess is held elsewhere, not at Elf Watch. Where, Basil did not know. Still, he claimed that the Silver Wizard would abide at Elf Watch until we could arrive to question him. I cannot believe that we are too late.”

“If he hides nearby, we shall find him,” Thomas said.

“I have no doubt of that.” Michael regarded Thomas’ steadfast posture, a demeanor that inspired confidence. 

Thomas changed the subject to practical matters, “Will you barrack in the castle, or shall I have the men pitch your tent?”

Sir Michael picked up the mug half-filled with sun-warmed milk from the windowsill. He wrinkled his nose at the blinky odor. Michael poured the clotting milk onto the fried mush and then set the mug back on the window ledge. “This place has the stench of pestilence. Better the chance of unfriendly weather than the smell of evil. Pitch the tent.”

“Yes, sir. I shall see to it.” Thomas turned to leave.

“One moment, Thomas. The King sometimes talks of an old friend, the Red Wizard, Alaric. By my recall, Master Alaric is brother to the Silver Wizard. I have met neither man, but I heard the Red Wizard resides somewhere close, perhaps among the nearby mountains.”

“As you say, Sir Michael,” Thomas said. “Neither have I met the Red Wizard, but some three years ago I saw Master Crius, the Silver Wizard at court. That was before you became the King’s Fist. I remember the turmoil when Master Crius arrived followed by rumors of enmity between the two brothers. Older voices at court said that the King treasured the friendship of the Red Wizard and tolerated the Silver Wizard for that friendship’s sake. I do not think that last visit left Master Crius in the King’s favor.”

“Nonetheless, blood is blood, particularly in times of trouble,” Michael said. “Crius may have fled to his brother for sanctuary. Find where the Red Wizard lives and inform my cousin Kerwin that I would have him speak with the Red Wizard regarding Crius.”

Thomas nodded. “I will instruct the men I send to the village also to inquire as to the Red Wizard’s abode. I will personally prepare Sir Kerwin for the excursion to question Alaric about his brother.”
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