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1

CATCH OF THE DAY



It all started with Aldwyn’s whiskers beginning to tingle—the way they always did when he got hungry. Food had been getting tougher to come by these last few months. The back alleys weren’t littered with their usual fish guts or chicken gizzards, and a stray cat had to fight a little harder to get even one full meal a day.

The whisker tingling began early one morning, when Aldwyn sat perched atop a shingled roof, casually taking in the scenery. His mangy coat of black-and-white fur looked as if it had never been washed—which was more or less true. A chunk of his left ear was missing, a bite-size reminder of a skirmish with an angry pit bull from when he was a kitten.

Looking out, Aldwyn could see all of Bridgetower. There were rows upon rows of two-story stone buildings lining the narrow cobblestoned streets. Robed city custodians were hurrying to finish their predawn chores: one used a bell-shaped snuffer to extinguish the candles in the waist-high lampposts lining the city’s darker alleyways; another laid down straw on the main artery to quiet the click-clacking of the wagon wheels and mule hooves that would soon be rattling across the roadways. Aldwyn’s eyes were drawn to the spired watchtower of polished white marble that stood taller than the rest of the skyline. Its guard post had been empty for more than half a century, ever since the brave and noble wizard Queen Loranella helped fight back the Dead Army Uprising. A flag billowed at the very top of the watchtower, bearing the Bridgetower coat of arms: a double-headed eagle, holding a bow and arrow in one talon and a wand in the other.

Aldwyn could see beyond the white walls that encircled the city as well: just to the west, hugging the outer wall, the Ebs River; to the east, the Aridifian Plains and forests of the queendom. But he had never set foot outside Bridgetower, and he never intended to, comfortable on the city streets he knew so well.

With dawn’s first ray of light, a morning bell chimed brightly, waking Aldwyn from his daydream. He turned his attention to the back door of the local fish and fowl shop, waiting patiently for the fishmonger to appear with the catch of the day. Stealing was one of Aldwyn’s favorite schemes to fill his belly, but he used many. Just last night, he found himself acting—cooing like a pigeon to get bits of cheese from a blind lady feeding birds in the park.

Sure enough, right on schedule, there was the fishmonger, carrying a heavy, dripping burlap bag toward his store. And even though Aldwyn couldn’t see what was inside the bag, he could smell it: river flounder! As the old man closed the door to his shop behind him, Aldwyn started counting the toes on his paw.

One…two…three…four.

Like every morning at this precise time, the fishmonger opened the window, airing out the kitchen as he dumped the fish into a bucket beside him. Now Aldwyn could begin his descent from the rooftop. He scaled down the wall, his claws leaving scratch marks on the wood siding. He crossed the alley, darting around puddles from last night’s rain. A short-eared raccoon limped out from behind the corner, trying to keep his weight off an injured hind leg.

“Morning, Aldwyn,” said the raccoon. “Heard the milk wagon is taking a detour tomorrow to avoid the Shield Festival. It’s going to be heading through Hangman’s Square instead.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Aldwyn called back. “I’ll try to push a jug off the back of the cart when it rounds the Glyphstone. Make sure you’re there for lick up.”

Aldwyn had made a habit of thinking three meals ahead. He relied on everything from careful observation to back alley alliances. Finding food was a full-time job, and an exhausting one at that. A freak hailstorm had struck in the middle of the summer, wiping out most of Bridgetower’s typically plentiful fall harvest. Hungry townsfolk now ate the tripe and organ meats they once threw away.

The raccoon gave an appreciative nod, and Aldwyn quickly returned to the task at hand. After jumping onto the crates stacked up outside the fishmonger’s window, he waited, watching the old man clean and gut the flounder. Aldwyn was nothing if not patient; he knew from experience that there would be a moment when the fishmonger got distracted. An early customer knocking at the front door, a trip to the outhouse, or a dull blade in need of sharpening would give Aldwyn the opportunity he needed to strike.

“Get up here, there’s a spider on the bed!” hollered a shrill voice from the top of the stairs.

So today it was his wife. The fishmonger set down his knife and hurried from the kitchen.

“I’m coming,” he called.

Aldwyn didn’t hesitate. As soon as the old man was out of view, Aldwyn leaped to the window-sill and slipped through. Once inside the kitchen, he quickly took in the mess of wooden chopping blocks, knives in need of a cleaning, and pewter scales stained with dried fish guts on the work surface. Then he pounced to the wooden floor below. The overpowering stench of brined eel, which was permanently soaked into the pine floorboards, invaded Aldwyn’s nostrils, making his stomach growl with delight. The fishmonger’s apron, smeared with dirty handprints, hung on the door handle of the salting closet. It was long overdue for a scrub in the river. The fancier shops on the main square might keep their counters cleaner, but so what? The flounder here tasted just as good.

Aldwyn moved stealthily to the bucket, grabbing a large flat fish in his mouth. Soon, he’d be feasting in the privacy of the city’s chimney tops, enjoying a nice—

Thwack!

A cat trap snared his tail, missing his neck by a matter of inches. Aldwyn spun around to see a metal coil twist around his fur. He fought the urge to let out an earsplitting cry, instead burying his whiskers in the back of his right front paw and emitting a muffled whimper. After the initial shock had passed, there was just one question left on his mind: Since when did the old fishmonger set traps?

Then things went from bad to worse, because out from behind the salting closet door emerged the dark, foreboding figure of a man cloaked in black, his face scarred with claw marks. He wore black leather boots with bronze spikes protruding from the toes and carried a crossbow slung over his shoulder. His eyes lit up with cruel delight.

“Gotcha,” said the mysterious figure.

Aldwyn desperately tried to free himself from the rusty metal vise, using his hind legs to push at it.

“Teach you to steal from me, cat,” snarled the fishmonger, popping his head around the corner, a satisfied glint in his eyes.

Aldwyn couldn’t believe that he had walked right into an elaborate trap! He, the most clever alley cat in all of Bridgetower, had let himself be outsmarted! That was only supposed to happen to mice and cockroaches. Not him.

The man in black took a step forward, pulling out a long wooden pole with a circle of rope at the end. At the sight of the dreaded noose stick, Aldwyn’s survival instinct kicked in. He leaped for the window. Aldwyn’s torso twisted through the open crack, but the metal trap dangling from his tail was too big for the narrow slit. Stuck between inside and outside, Aldwyn glanced back to see the cloaked figure fast approaching. His paws pushed at the bottom of the window pane, trying to lift it enough to set himself free. The figure reached out to snatch him, but then, at the last second, the window budged up another few inches, allowing Aldwyn to pull the trap through. He tumbled backward into the alley, away from the man’s grasp.

Aldwyn landed on his feet—one of the advantages of being a cat—and took off running, the metal trap dragging painfully behind him. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the fishmonger come up alongside his scar-faced accomplice at the window.

“He’s getting away!” hollered the fishmonger.

“Well, he won’t get far,” responded the man with the bronze-tipped boots, not looking the least bit concerned.

Aldwyn sprinted down the alley, sparks flying as the metal scraped against the cobblestoned streets, fighting hard to keep his balance. He had been chased before, but never with a trap pinching his tail like an angry crab. Usually, Aldwyn would have made a dash for the rooftops to get away, but he couldn’t, not with this thing weighing him down. He glanced back to see his pursuer exit the fish and fowl shop, pulling his crossbow from his side.

Still carrying the fish in his mouth, Aldwyn darted between two buildings and found a hiding place in a pile of scraps discarded by the neighboring swordsmith. He dug his way in, then remained very still.

“Hey, whiskers, what’s the big idea?” asked a voice from behind him.

Aldwyn turned to see a skinny rat gnawing on a piece of moldy bread with several of his rodent friends. With the fish between his teeth, Aldwyn whispered, “Gentlemen, nice to see you all again. Don’t mind me. Just passing through.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” said the skinny rat, now recognizing Aldwyn. “Last time you said that, you brought a knife-wielding butcher into our scrap heap.”

“Which we can all agree was really quite funny when you think about it,” said Aldwyn with a chuckle. “Right?”

The rats just stared back at him coldly, none too amused.

“I can tell this is a sore subject. But I’m more than willing to let bygones be bygones if you are.”

One of the other rodents, short and stout with curly whiskers, looked down and saw the cat trap around Aldwyn’s tail. “You’re in some kind of trouble, aren’t you?”

“What, this?” replied Aldwyn, pointing to the metal vise. “It’s the latest fashion. They come in three different shades of rust.”

The skinny rat peeked his head around the corner, then darted back with panic in his eyes.

“It’s Grimslade!”

And suddenly Aldwyn knew that he really was in trouble: Grimslade was the infamous bounty hunter. Flyers plastered around the city advertised his services to kill any pest or vermin in exchange for a bounty, whether it was paid in gold coins or jewels. Grimslade loved his job. Especially when he got to hunt cats. Rumor had it that his distaste for felines went back to his childhood, when his mother paid more attention to her five Abyssinian shorthairs than to him. While his mother’s cats had been allowed to curl up in the warmth of a bed each night, young Grimslade was forced to sleep on the cellar floor. Those early years of neglect had turned him into a bounty hunter: the vindictive, ruthless killer of all creatures who walked on four, six, or eight legs that he was today. Yes, Grimslade was what was commonly known as extremely bad news. And he was stalking Aldwyn through the streets of Bridgetower. Aldwyn tried to keep his cool, but there was real fear in his eyes now.

Together, the rats began pushing Aldwyn out from their hideaway.

“All right, so long,” said the skinny rat. “Buh-bye now.”

“Wait,” said Aldwyn, pretending to be a friend. “From one furry animal brother to another, please help me out. You know I would do the same for you.”


Without a moment’s hesitation, the rats shoved Aldwyn back into the open, right into Grimslade’s line of sight. The bounty hunter took aim, firing his crossbow and sending a bolt whizzing past Aldwyn’s shoulder.

Word had traveled across the rooftops that Grimslade kept a collection of paws from his previous bounties, but Aldwyn did not want to become part of his trophy case. As Grimslade readied his crossbow for another shot, Aldwyn darted for cover behind one of the lampposts lining the street. Grimslade fired again. This time, his bolt shattered the glass bowl housing the candle above Aldwyn’s head, sending a shower of still-warm wax onto the ground. Aldwyn stood there panting, pondering his next move. Then he heard the sound of metal smashing against metal, and he had an idea. He took off running for the nearby swordsmith’s workshop.

In the soot-covered and smoke-filled smithy, a large man was hammering flat a broadsword, the kind used by the queen’s soldiers when they patrolled the streets for pickpockets and vandals. The swordsmith, protected from the embers that were jumping from the hearth by nothing more than a leather apron, was covered in sweat from the heat of the dancing flames. He kept pounding away at the sword, sending tiny bursts of blue sparks from the anvil into the air. Aldwyn leaped for the iron worktable, carefully positioning his tail directly between the falling hammer and the sword. With a loud clang, the hammer came down square on the metal trap, splitting it in half, allowing Aldwyn to slip his tail free. He made a mental note to add this to his list of greatest escapes, then bolted out through a side door before the swordsmith could even realize what he had done.

Finally trap free and back at full speed, Aldwyn’s paws barely touched the ground. He ran through the copper district, where merchants were busy setting up displays of candlesticks and cooking vats outside their shops. But Grimslade emerged once more, not to be denied his prize. This was, after all, the same man who was said to have burned an entire building to the ground just to root out a single roach. When Aldwyn looked back, he was emboldened by the growing distance between him and his pursuer, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He kept running at full speed. The next time he looked back, he saw that Grimslade had done something unexpected: he had stopped dead in his tracks. He loosened the gold draw-strings of a leather pouch hanging from his belt and a shadowy puff of smoke burst out, quickly assuming the shape of a dog. Aldwyn tried hard not to panic, because just as tales of Grimslade’s villainous doings had spread through the back alleys, so, too, had stories of his shadow hounds. Concocted from black magic, these canine apparitions were conjured from a mix of obsidian, black mondo grass, and burnt lupine hair. The tongueless Cave Shamans from Stalagmos, who brewed these predatory demons, found they could fetch a rich purse in the Sewer Markets from assassins like Grimslade. And they were well worth the coin. First created to guard the pitch-black jasper mines of Udula, shadow hounds could see in the complete absence of light, and their teeth could cut through chain mail. It was enough to make any feline fugitive’s paws tremble. Aldwyn was beginning to wonder if the flounder he still held in his mouth was really worth the trouble.
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The shadow hound sped toward him, avoiding the beams of morning light. It let out a supernatural growl that made the fur on the back of Aldwyn’s neck stand up. Picking up the pace, Aldwyn headed straight for what appeared to be a dead end: a fifteen-foot-high fence that surrounded the sacred rock gardens of Bridgetower’s Sun Temple. With the shadow hound closing the gap, Aldwyn got a better look at the beast chasing after him. No eyes, no nose, just a moving cloud of black that left wisps of smoke in its wake.

Aldwyn hit the wooden planks of the fence running, his claws vaulting him up and over the top. He landed in the rock garden on the other side, confident that no dog would be able to scale the same height. But the shadow hound was no ordinary dog. It moved straight through the fence like vapor, re-forming on the other side. Aldwyn’s eyes went wide as he took off once more, heading for the front steps of the Sun Temple. Not taking time to admire it more closely, he dashed through the entrance to save his skin.

Inside the temple, citizens of Bridgetower had come to pray for the sun to heal their ruined fields, kneeling before a meditation pool illuminated by rotating mirrors. Rays of morning sunlight shot through a hole in the domed roof, bouncing off the glass reflectors and causing the water to glow brightly.

Aldwyn passed between two bronze offering bowls filled with flower petals and shiny coins. Overhead, grand pictures in gold leaf showed a bearded warrior on a horse pulling the sun across the sky. Aldwyn hoped to run through the temple and sneak out the other side, but found that the silver exit doors had yet to be opened. He turned back for the entrance, only to see the shadow hound blocking his escape. The pads of his feet began to sweat.

“Maybe we can discuss this,” pleaded Aldwyn, dropping the flounder to the floor. “What do you say we go halfsies on this fish? Fifty-fifty.”

The shadowy apparition let out a ferocious but silent snarl that sent tentacles of mist toward Aldwyn. He felt a terrible cold as the mist enveloped his white paw, but the tentacles retreated as quickly as they came.


“Sixty-forty works, too,” said Aldwyn.

A few of the worshippers looked up from their prayer as the dog moved into the attack position. Baring its jet-black fangs, the hound leaped forward, flying through the air, straight for Aldwyn’s neck. Aldwyn dodged out of the way, finding himself cornered up against one of the large rotating mirrors. Just as the shadow hound got ready to pounce again, Aldwyn thought fast.

He flicked his paw, spinning the sun reflector so the concentrated beam of sunlight was directed right at the smoky beast. The light seared a hole straight through the apparition, and it let out a blood-curdling scream. Then, in a flash of black, the hound exploded. Only a sprinkling of powdered obsidian was left behind.

Aldwyn took a deep breath, picked up the flounder, and exited the temple with an air of cockiness, ignoring the commotion he had caused among the worshippers. He crossed through the garden, climbed up a nearby tree, and leaped over the fence to the neighboring street.

Crossing the merchant square, Aldwyn passed an elderly woman with a patch of chin fuzz selling potted plants from her handcart. He looked around and realized that he had never been down this block before. At first glance, it looked no different from any other row of stores selling cauldrons, spices, or books. But he had never seen steam pour out of an empty cauldron or the pages of books flip on their own—although there was a good chance it was just the wind. And, come to think of it, why was the old lady with the chin fuzz selling plants that were shriveled up and dead? What use could they have? Well, it didn’t really matter, as long as there was a flat rooftop where he could finally eat his flounder in peace and catch a long nap afterward.

Thwoop!

Aldwyn could feel his teeth vibrating as the fish was shot straight out of his mouth with a bolt from Grimslade’s crossbow.

“You’re an impressive foe,” Grimslade called out, “but the chase ends here.”

For a split second, Aldwyn was torn between running for his life and retrieving the fish, which was now pinned to a wooden barrel by the arrow. A second bolt that brushed past the fur on his head helped him make up his mind. Aldwyn dashed around the corner and ran for the first window he could find, leaping into where he did not know.








2

UNFAMILIAR SURROUNDINGS



At first he could hardly see anything, so dark was the inside of the room. Then Aldwyn’s eyes adjusted to the dimness, and he noticed dozens—no, hundreds of cages, stacked floor to ceiling. Inside were animals of all kinds, from butter newts and salamanders to periwinkle falcons and three-toed sloths. There were spoon-billed mockingbirds, badgers, and hedgehogs covered in poisonous-looking needles. In a nearby glass tank, six diamond-shelled tortoises levitated in a circle while fast asleep, floating a few inches above the bottom. On a shelf beside them, a mouse with a single ivory horn sticking out from its head was in the midst of a heated debate with a hairless aardvark.

“You can’t cast a proper hex without black lichen,” argued the mouse.

“Yeah, well, you’d be surprised what you can do with locust dung,” said the aardvark. “It’s a pretty versatile component.”

“But who wants to smell that stuff?” responded the mouse, cringing.

Aldwyn didn’t have the faintest idea what they were talking about—hexes, components, locust dung—so he decided to turn his attention to a neighboring cage, where a buck-toothed wombat was munching on the last bite of a baby carrot stick. After finishing, she gave her tiny tail a shake and disappeared. Aldwyn blinked, not sure if the light was playing tricks on his eyes. He gave a quick glance around, and spotted the wombat now standing on the store counter, stuffing her furry pouch with more carrots from a wooden bowl.

It was a lot for Aldwyn to take in, these unusual creatures with their unusual talents. But before he could give it any more thought, he spotted a rotund, middle-aged man with curly red hair walking out from the stockroom with a cup of appleberry cider in his hand.

“Hey, you,” a voice whispered behind Aldwyn. “You better get back in your cage.”

Aldwyn turned and saw that the warning had come from a large-eyed lemur who was hanging upside down in his cage. On second thought, it couldn’t be a lemur since, as far as Aldwyn knew, lemurs definitely did not have two tails.

Aldwyn spotted an empty cage and scurried over to it. He figured this would be a perfect place to lie low for a little while. Grimslade would never come looking for him in here, and if he did, he wouldn’t be able to find him among this bizarre collection of animal oddities. He was probably still combing the back alleys looking for kitty droppings. Aldwyn tried to pull open the handle with his paw, but lacking a thumb made gripping and turning the metal knob a bit of a challenge. As the shopkeeper crossed through the store, Aldwyn used his teeth and tail to help unclasp the cage door. With a pop, the gate finally swung open, and Aldwyn slid inside just as the curly-haired man passed by on his way to the counter.

A tiny bell over the door rang as two customers and a gust of air swept in from outside. Aldwyn had a clear view to the front of the store, where a bald, mustached elderly man dressed in a black robe decorated with tiny stars was accompanied by a young boy, whose green eyes peeked out from beneath his dirty blond hair. The shopkeeper put down his cup of cider and walked over to greet them.

“Ah, Kalstaff, I’ve been expecting you,” he said before turning to the young boy. “And this must be Jack.”

“It is. And it’s his birthday,” replied Kalstaff. “He turns eleven today.”

“Then you’ve come to the right place. I have the best selection of familiars east of Split River.”

Ah, so that explained all the extraordinary creatures in this store: they were familiars, the animal companions of wizards and witches or any spellcaster. It was common knowledge that familiars assisted their humans in tasks both remarkable and mundane. That they possessed magical powers of their own was known only by those who had had a firsthand encounter with a familiar—a select group that Aldwyn was now a part of. He turned his attention back to the boy, who appeared overwhelmed by the choices before him. He’d begun to wander around the shop, peeking into this cage then that.

“How do I choose?” asked Jack.

“That depends on what kind of wizard you wish to become,” replied the shopkeeper. “Say you’re keen on healing magic. Then perhaps your talents would best be complemented by a raven.” He gestured to a black bird sitting on a perch. “Ravens are capable of mending wounds with a stroke of their feathers.”

“I want to be a Beyonder,” said Jack. “I want to travel to distant lands and fight off enemies. Maybe I’ll be the first one to find the center of Necro’s Maze.”

“In that case, we can skip past the elephant snails and ponder toads,” replied the shopkeeper.

Aldwyn watched Jack head in his direction, with Kalstaff right behind him. As they got closer, he noticed that the stars on Kalstaff’s robe were rotating like constellations in the sky, and what had to be a magic rod was floating at his side. Aldwyn had never seen one in the flesh before, but going by the looks of these enchanted items, it was easy to guess that Kalstaff was a wizard and the boy had to be one of his pupils.

Aldwyn, like everyone, knew that spellcasters walked among the non-magical majority of Vastia’s population. Often indistinguishable from regular folk, magicians lived peacefully alongside those who didn’t have the gift, serving as teachers and healers and protectors of the queendom in times of peril. At least that’s what Aldwyn had once overheard two town elders discussing while he was hiding under a loose floorboard in an all-you-can-eat sausage parlor. Not that he’d been paying close attention—he’d been rather distracted by a puddle of pork grease that had dripped to the floor beside the buffet table.

Jack pointed to a snake-like creature with little wings on its back.

“What’s this?”

“That’s a pocket dragon. They can breathe fire.”


Aldwyn watched with a sense of wonder as wisps of flame shot out from the pocket dragon’s nostrils.

“But they also have a tendency to burn your hair off,” continued the shopkeeper. “I don’t recommend them, unless you want to be as bald as Kalstaff.”

While burning your hair off might be an unpleasant side effect to a human, it was downright terrifying to a cat. Aldwyn would be keeping his distance from pocket dragons.

“This is one of my personal favorites,” said the shopkeeper as they passed a brass pot with a small crab sitting in a pool of water. “Chameleon crabs. They specialize in camouflage spells that can make themselves and their loyals blend in with their surroundings.”

Loyal? Aldwyn had never heard the word used in this way before. But it was clear that the shopkeeper was referring to a familiar’s human companion.

The store owner dipped his hand into the pot for a demonstration, and within seconds his skin began to change color, starting with his feet turning the same dark brown as the floor. Then his legs and torso transformed into the metallic gray of the cage doors behind him. Before he was entirely camouflaged, he pulled his hand out of the bowl and immediately returned to his normal state.

The boy stood with a look of awe on his face.

“I just don’t know,” said Jack, clearly torn between too many options. “They’re all so amazing.”

“Yes, they are,” said the shopkeeper with great respect. “But count yourself fortunate. There was a time when young wizards in training didn’t have so many choices, when they had to go and find their familiars out in the wild. That’s why my great-grandfather opened this store: to make certain that spellcasters would get the best assistance the animal kingdom could offer.”

“It was at this very shop that I chose Zabulon as a boy,” said Kalstaff. “And the queen found her familiar, Paksahara.”

Jack turned and spied a six-inch-long green lizard wearing a tiny saddle on its back, peering out from between two candlesticks on the countertop. The shopkeeper came up behind the boy. “That’s a riding lizard.”

“For what? Ants?”

“No, for people,” answered the store owner. “Rub the back of its head.”

Jack stood there reluctantly at first. Then curiosity got the better of him. He reached his hand out and ran his finger across the back of the lizard’s scaly scalp. The diminutive reptile flicked out its tongue, striking the boy’s fingernail and causing him to shrink to the size of a peanut and land on the lizard’s back. He fit perfectly in the miniature riding gear.

“Hey, what happened?” squeaked Jack, who had to grab onto the reins for dear life as the riding lizard sprinted down the counter, leaping over ink pots and feeding dishes. Jack managed to brace his now minuscule feet in the stirrups as the galloping reptile charged for the edge of the countertop, racing straight past Aldwyn, who watched from inside his cage.

As the lizard sped toward the three-foot drop, the inch-tall Jack seemed half terrified and half thrilled, his hair bouncing in and out of his eyes. Then the two went airborne, and the shopkeeper snatched the lizard out from under the boy. As soon as Jack was no longer touching the magic reptile, he expanded back to his normal size and landed with a thud on the floor.

“I think I’m going to pass on that one,” said Jack, shaking off the after-effects of the spell before dizzily rising to his feet. He was starting to look a little discouraged.

“Just remember Pharkum’s three T’s of animal companionship: temperament, toughness, and talent,” advised the shopkeeper. “At least two should match your own.”

Kalstaff put a reassuring hand on the young boy’s shoulder.

“But what’s most important is that you find a connection with your familiar,” he said. “Its magic skills won’t help you, however impressive they may be, unless you share this deep bond. You’ll know when you feel it.”

The shopkeeper gestured to the cage next to Aldwyn’s, with the large-eyed lemur—or whatever it was—still hanging upside down.

“This one came from the jungles north of Vastia. It can see through solid objects. Useful talent but impossible to get any privacy.”

Jack only half heard, as he had already moved on to Aldwyn. The boy bent down and looked straight into his eyes. Aldwyn was attempting to lie low and not call any attention to himself, but here he was being singled out. He tried to look bored and as uninteresting as possible.

“This cat’s got green eyes, just like me,” said Jack.

The shopkeeper walked over and looked at Aldwyn.

“I don’t remember where I got that one. Must have been one of the telekinetic bicolors I picked up from Maidenmere.”

“Ooh, I want to see!” exclaimed the boy.

They all waited expectantly, but Aldwyn just lay there.

“The truly powerful don’t need to put their talents on display,” said the shopkeeper. “His gifts must be especially strong.”

Aldwyn couldn’t believe just how mistaken the store owner was. He was an ordinary alley cat, whose only real talent was for getting into trouble.

“I’ll take him,” Jack blurted out.
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Aldwyn thought he hadn’t heard right. Had the young wizard apprentice—in this shop filled with countless amazing animals, one more magical than the next—really picked him as his familiar?

“Are you sure?” asked the shopkeeper. “This is not like a wand or a hat. A familiar must be chosen very carefully.”

Jack reached into the cage and stroked the underside of Aldwyn’s chin with the backs of his fingers. Aldwyn instinctively nuzzled his cheek against the boy’s hand, and a little purr of pleasure escaped from his mouth. He felt his tail curl, something that rarely happened. He didn’t know why, but Aldwyn felt a connection to Jack, an instant sense of belonging that could only be described as magical.

A smile crossed Kalstaff’s face. “He’s sure.”

The bald wizard handed the shopkeeper a leather purse filled with coins, and Jack pulled Aldwyn out into his arms.

“I’m going to name him Mittens!” he said excitedly to Kalstaff. Aldwyn shuddered at the thought.

“This is no ordinary pet,” replied the old wizard. “You don’t name them. Familiars reveal their names to you.”

“But how?” asked the boy.

“Vocarum animale, a simple but powerful spell created by Horteus Ebekenezer, the great forest communer. You’ll see later.”

Before they reached the door, the shopkeeper called out to Jack with one last piece of advice. “Don’t expect too much from him at first,” he said. “He will reveal his powers when the time is right.”

With Aldwyn in his arms, Jack nodded and followed Kalstaff back out to the street. Aldwyn spied Grimslade lingering on the corner, his crossbow menacingly in hand. A most distressing image flashed through Aldwyn’s mind: his own fur laid out on Grimslade’s sitting room floor as a catskin rug. Quickly, Aldwyn nestled deeper into Jack’s arms, hoping he would remain hidden.

“Let’s pick up some fish for your new friend before heading home,” suggested Kalstaff.

Aldwyn felt his whiskers tingling and couldn’t hold back another happy purr. It had been a rough start to the day, but at long last things were looking up.
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STONE RUNLET



As promised, before leaving Bridgetower, Aldwyn had enjoyed a delectable piece of fresh fish. Then tucked in the crook of Jack’s arm, he’d been carried across the wide stone bridge over the moat that stretched along the easternmost wall of the city. Upon reaching the other side, the old wizard led them along a dirt road that wound its way toward the highlands. It wasn’t long before they passed a caravan of driftfolk, tattooed traveling merchants selling beads and spices out of the backs of their mule-drawn wagons. As the driftfolk crowded around the trio, Aldwyn caught a whiff of orange mint leaves and cumin clinging to their garments. Kalstaff purchased a small pinch of nightshade before they continued on their way.

Their journey took them through hills of emerald whistlegrass humming an outdoor symphony as the wind blew over the rolling slopes. Aldwyn listened as Kalstaff told Jack how every field had its own song. Each told a different story, some playing triumphant marches in honor of battles fought there long ago, others whispering lullabies for those who had slept soundly under the starlight.

They left the whistlegrass behind them, and, having veered off the main road, Kalstaff led them across the Aridifian Plains, a long expanse of rocks and sand where what little vegetation remained had been singed black. Aldwyn quickly spotted the reason why: volcano ants! These bright-red insects had built thousands of ant hills, with tunnels that stretched down to the earth’s very core. The magma that spit out from the tiny hills had charred everything green in its path, and travelers had to be extra careful not to set their boots on fire while stepping through these parts.

Aldwyn thought himself a fairly knowledgeable cat, but he was already realizing just how little he knew of the natural wonders that lay outside Bridgetower’s walls.

The last hour of the trip had been nothing but field after field of half-harvested crops. The barley stalks hung limply, a result of the sudden hail of snow and ice that had fallen on that otherwise warm summer day. During the entire long walk back home, Kalstaff and Jack had only taken a short rest to shake the sand out of their leather boots. Now, as the sun was setting, they were crossing a tiny stream and heading for an isolated meadow whose name, Stone Runlet, was written on a signpost.

Stepping out of the runlet’s ankle-deep water, they entered the low-lying field. Up ahead, Aldwyn spotted a small stone cottage on the edge of the woods. Fruit trees, berry trees, and oaks with leaves the size of pie crusts bordered the meadow. A boy around fourteen with a square jaw and broad shoulders sat under one of the trees, reading an oversized book in a beautiful leather binding. Above him, a girl, who also appeared to be about fourteen, sat on a thick branch while juggling three walnuts. Ringlets of blond hair were falling over her face.

“Marianne, Dalton, we’re back!” Jack called out.

The girl swung down from the tree, sticking a perfect landing in the dirt below. The boy carefully marked his page before closing the book, then stood up. The two walked over to welcome the returning travelers.

Aldwyn could now see that both the boy and the girl were accompanied by animal companions of their own. A blue jay sat on Dalton’s shoulder, its feathers a deeper shade of blue than the sky itself. Marianne was joined by a red-eyed tree frog, its bright orange webbed feet clinging to her cloak. Aldwyn couldn’t help but wonder what special powers these two familiars possessed.

“Let me see,” said Marianne as she ran up to Jack. “What did you get?”

“A cat. And his eyes are the same color as mine. He’s still got his claws, too. I bet he could do a lot of damage in a fight.”

Aldwyn was jolted from his comfortable resting position as Jack thrust him out for the older kids to see. Held by the scruff of his neck, Aldwyn’s legs dangled helplessly beneath him.

“He’s a little skinny,” said Dalton, “but so are you.”

“Am not.”

Dalton ruffled Jack’s hair, then turned to the blue jay.

“What do you think, Skylar?” he asked the bird.

Hold on, thought Aldwyn. Did the boy, Dalton, expect a bird to answer his question? How bizarre was that? Aldwyn had always been able to understand humans, but as far as he knew no human had ever understood him.

Skylar whispered something back into Dalton’s ear, and the boy chuckled to himself.

“That’s not fair,” said Jack. “What did she say?”

“That your cat looks like he could use a bath.”

“Another thing you two have in common,” joked Marianne to Jack.


“Very funny, Sis,” replied Jack, who continued to grip Aldwyn by the fur on the back of his neck.

“Come along,” said Kalstaff. “We’ve had a long day. Let’s have some supper and get an early night’s rest.”

Dalton and Marianne turned back for the cottage. Jack sighed, looking disappointed.

“Already? But I haven’t even shown him how I can levitate stones over the pond with a hover spell. Or taught him how to cast a smoke burst.”

“There will be plenty of time to show off your skills tomorrow,” said Kalstaff. “But, remember, familiars are meant to use only their natural animal talents. Casting human spells is frowned upon. It’s much too dangerous for them.”

Jack reluctantly put Aldwyn down and sulked off. Kalstaff and the two older wizards in training followed him to the cottage. But Marianne’s frog and Dalton’s blue jay lingered, curious to meet the newest resident of Stone Runlet. The bird carried herself with a certain aloofness, back arched and beak held high. Her feathers were exquisitely unruffled and she wore a jeweled anklet. The frog had big bulging eyes that gave the impression that he was in a constant state of surprise. The suction pads on his toes made wet blurping sounds with every step. As Aldwyn approached them, the blue jay got a closer look at his fur.

“Are those fleas?” she asked.

Aldwyn glanced down at the tiny black specks on his white patches.

“What? No, those are freckles,” he responded.

“Then why are they moving?” she asked as one of the specks jumped off his fur.

Aldwyn quickly brushed them away before extending a paw.

“I’m Aldwyn,” he said, eager to change the topic.

The blue jay reluctantly put out her wing for a shake.

“I’m Skylar,” she said, “and this is Gilbert.”

“But you can call me Gil, or Bert. Gilbert is fine, too,” said the frog eagerly. “Do I have any flies in my teeth?”

Gilbert opened his mouth for the others to see.

Skylar simply rolled her eyes, and continued. “Well, if you’re serious about being a great familiar, there’s no better place to learn than here,” said Skylar with a hint of pride in her voice. “Of course, some would make an argument for Turnbuckle Academy, or possibly studying with Sorceress Edna, but I just don’t . . .”

Though Skylar kept talking, Aldwyn’s mind had wandered. He was thinking about Grimslade and how the cold-blooded bounty hunter was probably still scouring the streets of Bridgetower looking for him. One thing was certain: he’d never find him here.

After letting this pleasant thought roll around in his head for a minute or two, Aldwyn turned his attention back to the conversation.

“. . . and Kalstaff has a spell library that would rival any in the queendom,” Skylar was saying, still not having come up for air. “He’s a master sorcerer, skilled in multiple circles of magic. Necromancy, conjuring, abjuration.”

“And he makes a tasty beetle soup,” said Gilbert.

Skylar just shook her head at him.

“What? That’s important, too,” Gilbert added defensively.


Skylar shrugged and turned back to Aldwyn, who was doing his best to hide the fact that he had no idea what she was talking about. “Kalstaff was one of the three great spellcasters who helped defeat the Dead Army Uprising, but that’s common knowledge. Which legendary battle is your favorite? Kalstaff was in all of them, you know.”

“Gosh, there are so many to choose from,” said Aldwyn, trying to stall. Skylar waited for a response. “But if I had to pick, it would probably be the one where he used the magic.” She continued to stare at him. “. . . To defeat that scary thing . . .” Still staring. “. . . On the mountain.”

Her attitude changed instantly. “Oh, the Clash of Kailasa,” she enthused. “A little-known engagement but noteworthy for his use of weevil dust.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Aldwyn.

Just then, Gilbert’s tongue shot out from his mouth and plucked a juicy horsefly right off Aldwyn’s tail. He swallowed it whole, then looked up guiltily.

“I hope you weren’t going to eat that.”

“Nah, it’s all yours,” replied Aldwyn.


“Don’t mind him,” said Skylar. “He’s amphibiously challenged. Now where was I? Oh, yes. I was telling you how lucky you were to be here. Kalstaff’s students go on to do great things: serve her glorious majesty Loranella, become temple masters, or explore the Beyond. And their familiars are always at their sides, aiding their loyals in any way they can. The last student, Galleon, graduated from here a few years ago. He and his familiar, Banshee, have been defending the town of Split River from sea monsters and elven pirates ever since. Very heady stuff.”

The prospect of having to fight sea monsters and elven pirates didn’t exactly fill Aldwyn with joy, but for the moment, Stone Runlet seemed like paradise—especially given the difficulties he was leaving behind in Bridgetower. Of course, passing himself off as a familiar was not going to be easy, even for a clever alley cat such as himself.

Skylar looked over to see smoke beginning to drift out of the cottage’s chimney.

“Gilbert, let’s see if we can’t be of assistance to our loyals,” added Skylar. “Aldwyn, you might want to wash yourself off down by the runlet first. See if you can’t do something about those freckles.”

With that, she beat her wings and flew off toward the cottage to catch up with Dalton.

“Is she always like that?” asked Aldwyn.

“No,” said Gilbert. “Today she’s positively cheerful.” He put a webbed foot on Aldwyn’s shoulder. “But she’s not all bad. Get past the high-and-mighty, know-it-all attitude, and you find a bird who will always have your back.”

“So, what’s for dinner?” asked Aldwyn, whose whiskers were once again all atingle.

“I like the way you think. I have a feeling we’re going to be good friends.”

“Hurry up, Gilbert!” called Skylar from the open doorway of the cottage. “You’re going to let in the wind fairies.”

“I just try to block out the sound of her voice,” said Gilbert. “It makes the day go by a lot faster.”

Gilbert hopped ahead, but Aldwyn hesitated. Although the prospect of a dip in the runlet sounded most disagreeable, it seemed unwise to ruffle Skylar’s feathers.

“Aren’t you coming?” asked Gilbert.


“You go ahead,” said Aldwyn. “I think maybe I will freshen up after all.” Gilbert shrugged and continued toward the cottage.

Aldwyn took a turn back for the runlet, which split the meadow in two. In spite of the absence of the crowded streets and marble towers of Bridgetower, this open and empty place already felt strangely like home to him. He trotted ahead, each step cushioned rather pleasantly by the soft grass beneath his feet. His paws, hardened from a life of pounding the city’s cobblestoned streets, could get used to this!

Aldwyn reached the bank by a shallow part of the runlet, where he could sit comfortably on the shore while splashing himself gingerly. He began flicking his paw, sending drops of icy water onto his fur. Then something upstream caught his attention: a school of odd-looking tadpoles. Aldwyn rose up on his hind legs to take a closer look at the unusual swarm of baby amphibians. They had white, egg-shaped bodies with veins of red streaking through them. As the tadpoles passed by, something strange happened: they seemed to slow down and stare right at him. That’s when Aldwyn realized that these were not tadpoles: they were swimming eyeballs. Their optic nerves wiggled through the water behind them like tiny tails! By the time this shudder-worthy vision had fully registered with Aldwyn, the school of eyes had been taken swiftly downstream by the current.
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He had to get another look; his first had been so fleeting he couldn’t be sure if what he had seen was really true. Aldwyn hurried along the shore, trying to catch up to the fast-traveling eyeballs. Were they moving freely on their own? Were they the gruesome remains of some hideous crime? Ahead, Aldwyn spied a log that crossed the runlet. If he could reach it in time, he might be able to pounce upon it to get a better glance. He sprinted faster and then took a jump for the length of fallen tree. His claws dug into the wet bark as he steadied himself on the slippery birch. Aldwyn peered down to see the escaping eyes rush past him, under the log, and into the light rapids beyond. Aldwyn made a desperate attempt to grab the last of the bobbing and weaving eyeballs, but in his haste took a tumble and found himself neck deep in the freezing runlet. By the time he had waded back to shore, any evidence of his mysterious encounter had disappeared.

On the walk back from the runlet, Aldwyn shook the wet from his fur and gave some thought as to whether or not to speak of this most recent brush with the unbelievable. Would his new companions think him crazy? Best not to find out, he decided. He still wasn’t sure how much trust he could place in these strangers. Aldwyn knew from his experiences in Bridgetower that most animals were only out for themselves, and he found it hard to believe that these two would be any different.

Aldwyn approached the front door and entered the cottage. It was a quaint dwelling if ever he had seen one. Kalstaff and the young wizards were sitting on vine hammocks strung up to the ceiling in front of a fireplace, eating dried mushroom salad. The uneven floor appeared to be made of tree roots woven together, long twisting coils of birch and oak that created a solid surface to stand upon. A collection of antique weapons was mounted on the wall, mostly tarnished swords but also more unusual tools of combat like a spiked club, trident, and halberd—trophies from the valiant battles of Kalstaff’s past. In the center of the room hung a hive of twigs and wax, glowing from the lightning bugs that swarmed inside and around it.

Aldwyn poked his nose about a bowl of gizzards that had been left out for him, but an unexpected wave of exhaustion overcame him. For the first time in his life, he was too tired to eat. Which made sense, given all the day’s excitement: he had been chased by Grimslade and his demonic shadow hound, seen animals perform feats of extraordinary magic, ventured miles beyond the walls of Bridgetower, and discovered that he would be a young wizard’s familiar. Not to mention his encounter with the swimming eyeballs. He could only imagine what other surprises were in store for him tomorrow. Suddenly, Aldwyn’s eyelids became very heavy, and before he could even find a cozy place to curl up on the floor, he fell into a deep sleep.
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STORM BERRIES AND BOOKWORMS



Tiny kitten paws hovered above the grass. It felt as if he were flying…or was he being carried? The sound of a river current came nearer. Then his own face was staring back at him in the water. He was much younger, though, and the missing part of his ear was still there. A nest of twigs was floating by. And then he was falling. Falling . . .
 
Aldwyn awoke from his slumber with a start. He had had this dream before; it visited him on nights of deep, uninterrupted sleep, but its meaning remained a mystery. As he opened his eyes, he had no idea where he was at first. He expected to be surrounded by rooftop shingles and cooing pigeons, but instead found himself on a twisted-root floor in front of a still-crackling fire. Confusion soon gave way to memories of the previous day and its haunting conclusion down by the runlet. There was something foreboding and sinister about the mass of spying eyeballs that made him think he should tell the others about it. But once again, Aldwyn chose to keep the unsettling encounter to himself. He stretched luxuriously and then walked outside, where he was surprised to find the sun high in the sky. When was the last time he had slept this late?

Aldwyn saw that Marianne, Dalton, and Jack were already outside the cottage, each holding big, thick volumes of parchment bound by twine in front of them. Kalstaff was sitting with them by a row of tree stumps in the meadow, where a tablet of slate was leaning up against a rock. Aldwyn noticed that it was covered with all kinds of intricate symbols and letters written in chalk. The students sat down in this strange outdoor classroom, and Kalstaff began the morning lesson, tapping the glass ball at the tip of his rod against the board three times. A second later, the chalk symbols began to rearrange themselves into an orderly figure-of-eight.

Aldwyn came up beside Gilbert and Skylar, who waited eagerly nearby to see what assistance the wizards would need during today’s tutorial.

“Look at what the cat dragged in,” said Skylar rather stiffly. “That was a joke,” she added, seeing Aldwyn’s straight-faced reaction. “You know, because you’re a cat and you were late.”

“She doesn’t understand delivery,” said Gilbert. “See, what she should have said is, ‘Talk about a cat nap!’”

Aldwyn let out a laugh. “Now that’s funny.”

Skylar looked at them, confused. “I don’t get it. What’s the difference?”

Without answering her question, Gilbert nudged a giant oak leaf toward Aldwyn, who looked down to see a few crumbs of cheese on it.

“I saved you some breakfast,” said Gilbert. “But then, umm, I got hungry and ate most of it.”

“Why didn’t anyone wake me?” asked Aldwyn.

“Kalstaff believes that the natural sleep cycle should remain undisturbed, that we learn more with our eyes closed than we do with them open,” replied Skylar. “Of course, if that were true, Gilbert would be a genius.”

“Thank you,” said Gilbert cheerfully.

Aldwyn considered telling him it wasn’t a compliment, but decided to keep his mouth shut.

Over by the tree stumps, Kalstaff began throwing sprinkles of crushed nightshade into the air.

“Look, Kalstaff is preparing to conjure a fire spirit,” whispered Skylar. “We should gather some juniper berries and sage leaves. They’ll need them to cast the spell.”

With a flap of her wings, Skylar soared off toward the woods, a tiny satchel slung across her back.

By the time Aldwyn and Gilbert reached the boundary where the meadow met the woods, Skylar was already filling her satchel with ripe purple berries. Gilbert started plucking sage leaves. Aldwyn pretended to be busy giving his fur another once-over.

“Aldwyn, since it’s your first day, I’ll leave the basics to you, something even an untrained familiar should be able to handle,” said Skylar. “See if you can gather some Juniperus phoenicea. I’ve got the oxycedrus covered. Kalstaff says a good blend of varietals creates a more potent invocation.”

Aldwyn stared at her like she was speaking a different language. He wouldn’t know a juniper berry if it smacked him right on the nose, let alone be able to identify a Juniperus phoenicea.

“Sure thing,” he said without missing a beat. One thing being an alley cat had taught him was to never admit weakness. “I’ll go get the focaccia.”

“Phoenicea.”

“Right.”

Aldwyn scampered up a neighboring tree and walked across one of its low-lying branches. He reached out a paw and swiped a few tart yellow berries from the twig. Within the blink of an eye, a gray cloud formed overhead, and a small thunderclap could be heard. Skylar and Gilbert both looked over to Aldwyn.

“Why are you picking storm berries?” asked Skylar. Aldwyn thought there was a note of frustration in her voice.
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Before he could answer, a shower of rain poured down on the three of them. It only lasted for a few seconds, but it was enough to soak them from head to toe.

“Don’t worry about it—I made the same mistake when I first got here,” said Gilbert. “I almost got struck by lightning.”

Skylar shook the drops of water from her feathers and flew over to a small tree. She began pulling off a slightly darker-hued berry with her beak.


“I suppose if you want something done correctly, you have to do it yourself,” Skylar said under her breath but making sure the others could hear. “Elementary education for familiars just isn’t what it used to be.”

Aldwyn made his way back down to the ground, his damp fur already giving off the musky odor of week-old dish rags. It was evident that he was lacking even the basic knowledge needed to fit in here, but luckily he wasn’t expected to know everything about this world…yet. Of course, if he made too many mistakes, he’d be exposed as the magicless, talentless, utterly ordinary cat that he was, and his comfortable new life would be over before it had even begun.


The sky was still a deep purple as dusk slowly turned to night, and the bald wizard was ladling second helpings of a homemade stew into Jack and Marianne’s wooden bowls. Kalstaff called it dining under the stars. It was a fancy way of saying what Aldwyn did every night back in Bridgetower: eat outdoors.

Aldwyn warmed himself by the fire as he lapped up chunks of fish and potato from a dish of his own. Skylar sat perched on Dalton’s forearm, pecking at a pile of nuts and grubs in the palm of his hand. Gilbert was shoveling a bowlful of swamp flies into his mouth. Every so often, he let out a loud belch, barely stopping to take a breath before continuing.

Aldwyn’s belly was getting full, but he had worked up quite an appetite during his first official day as a familiar. After accidentally causing the rainstorm while gathering the conjuring ingredients, he had spent the rest of the morning assisting—well, watching—Skylar and Gilbert catch the slither of bookworms that had crept into the spell library. Skylar, nearly frantic, recounted how the last time the parasitic worms had invaded the book-filled study, they had eaten straight through The Collected Divining Spells of Parnabus McCallister, all twelve volumes. But she snapped out of it in time to start pecking at the bookworms, while Gilbert lit some warding candles that gave off plumes of smoke, forcing the worms’ retreat.

The afternoon had been filled with wizarding chores as well: cauldron cleaning, wand polishing, and dusting the hourglasses. They spent some time collecting mud lizards for regeneration potions—potions that Aldwyn was told would cause a missing arm or finger to grow back within minutes. It turned out Aldwyn had a particular knack for catching these creatures made of living mud. He’d become quite comfortable digging through muck while living briefly in the sewers beneath Bridgetower, until the notorious crocodile infestation two years ago had made it too dangerous. He even got a compliment from Skylar for nabbing three mud lizards at once.

Before the sun had set, Aldwyn watched the young wizards in training create water fairies out of thin air and cast a spell that allowed a bare everwillow tree to grow back its leaves. And right before dinner, Gilbert said this hadn’t even been a busy day.

Aldwyn licked his bowl clean as embers popped and crackled right over his head. Dalton added some more kindling to the fire.

“The evening breeze is strong for early fall,” he said. “If the strange weather occurrences of late keep up, my father’s barley crop will be a small one again next season. And I imagine Marianne and Jack’s uncle will fare no better.”

“Well, word has spread that Queen Loranella is ill,” said Kalstaff. “Which would explain why her weather-binding spells have been unable to hold back the hail and mountain winds. And why there have been reports of gundabeasts breaking through her majesty’s enchanted fences and roaming Vastia.”

Marianne glanced up from her stew.

“I thought I saw something creeping outside our bedroom window last night,” she said with a devilish grin.

“Stop teasing,” said Jack, clearly alarmed.

“And it looked hungry.”

“Now, now, Marianne,” said Kalstaff. The old wizard waited until her giggling subsided before continuing. “Border monsters like the gundabeasts are very serious business. The longer the queen is in a weakened state, the greater these threats to Vastia will become.”

“But you could defeat them, couldn’t you, Kalstaff,” said Jack, more as a statement of fact than a question.

“Nothing to be concerned about, Jack,” said Kalstaff. “Not yet at least.”

Aldwyn had never realized how important the queen’s magic was for keeping Vastia safe.

“May we be excused?” asked Dalton. “I have some component charts to memorize before bed.”

“Not just yet,” said Kalstaff, as he turned to his youngest pupil. “First, it is time for Jack’s Familiar Rite.”

Jack jumped up excitedly, hurrying over to Aldwyn. He picked him up and brought him before Kalstaff, who was seated on a mossy rock.

“Set him beside you and take his paw in your hand,” instructed Kalstaff.

Jack sat cross-legged on the ground, scooping up Aldwyn’s furry paw in his palm. There it was again: the warm, comforting sensation of belonging. It was the very same thing Aldwyn had felt in the familiar store when Jack first tickled his chin. Kalstaff began to draw circles in the air with his rod. Aldwyn glanced over at Gilbert, confused by what was happening.

“Uh, what’s going on?” asked Aldwyn.


“Shhh,” whispered Skylar. “You’ll disturb Kalstaff’s incantation.”

Kalstaff continued with the ritual, throwing a spray of copper dust into the fire, turning the flames green.

“Vocarum animale,” intoned Kalstaff. “Assendix scientento felininum!”

In a flash, the fire jumped into the sky and then just as quickly got sucked back into the logs, disappearing as if it had never been there in the first place. Jack and Aldwyn looked around, waiting for more to happen.

“That’s it?” asked Jack.

“Will somebody please tell me what’s going on?” asked Aldwyn.

Jack’s head shot over to Aldwyn.

“What did you just say?”

“I said will somebody please—Hang on, are you talking to me?” answered Aldwyn.

“Holy dragon eggs!” exclaimed Jack. “I can understand you. Say something else.”

“Um, okay: I…like…fish!”

“Wow! It worked. Now I suppose you can tell me your name.”


“I’m Aldwyn.”

“Nice to meet you, Aldwyn. I’m Jack,” he said before turning to the others. “His name is Aldwyn! He just told me.”

“That is amazing,” teased Marianne. “What else did he confide in you? That he likes chasing balls of yarn?”

“You forget how excited you were when Gilbert first spoke to you,” Kalstaff admonished her. “You nearly fainted.”

“It’s true,” recalled Dalton. “Kalstaff had to carry you over to the runlet and splash water on your face.”

Marianne blushed, and Jack let out a laugh.

“Pretty cool, huh?” said Gilbert to Aldwyn. “Kalstaff waves his wand a couple of times, and next thing you know, your loyal gains the ability to understand what you’re saying.”

“It’s a lingual divination spell,” explained Skylar. “It only works between you and your loyal. It allows human spellcasters like Dalton or Jack or Marianne to commune with their familiars, even though they can’t speak animal tongue the way elder wizards like Kalstaff are able to.”


“I understand it’s some of Ebekenezer’s best work,” said Aldwyn, taking the small tidbit of knowledge he had overheard in the familiar store and claiming it as his own.

Skylar nearly sprained her neck, so severe was her double take.

“Horteus Ebekenezer,” clarified Aldwyn, “the great forest communer.”

“I didn’t realize your studies were so advanced,” said Skylar.

“Well,” replied Aldwyn, “I may not know so much about juniper berries, but I do know my communers.”

Kalstaff got up from the lichen-covered rock he was sitting on.

“Jack, this is the beginning of a long journey that you and Aldwyn will be taking together,” he said. “No wizard can accomplish true greatness without a devoted familiar at his or her side. I know I couldn’t have if it hadn’t been for Zabulon, may the gods rest his spirit.”

Jack nodded, then looked at his new feline companion. Aldwyn glanced back up, saw the pride in the young boy’s eyes, and, to his surprise, felt a little proud himself.

“All right, time for bed,” said Kalstaff to his three apprentices. “We leave for our walkabout at sunrise.”

Everyone helped rinse the pots and pans and douse the fire. Jack, the last to finish his chores, scooped up Aldwyn and headed for the cottage. They went straight to Jack’s bedroom, which the boy shared with his sister and Gilbert. After a quick survey, Aldwyn decided the room was a bit confined for his taste. There were two straw cots placed side by side, while a small trunk rested against the wall, stuffed with all of Jack and Marianne’s clothes. On a nearby nightstand, a pear-shaped globe was slowly spinning on a needle, showing the lands of Vastia and beyond.

Gilbert fell asleep on a pillow at the foot of Marianne’s bed and within two minutes was snoring loud enough to wake a hibernating cave troll. Jack folded up a blanket on the floor for Aldwyn to sleep on, then, after saying good night, lay down in bed himself.

Hardly a moment had passed before Jack whispered in the dark, “Aldwyn, are you awake?”


“Yeah.”

“Can I ask you something? Do you ever get seasick?”

“You mean like on a boat?”

“A boat or a sailing skiff or on the back of a traveling whale.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been on any of those things. Why?”

“I was just thinking, after my wizard training is complete, we’ll be going on a lot of adventures together. And I’d hate for you to get all green in the face every time we take to the waters.”

“Shhhhhh!” said Marianne from her neighboring cot.

“Sorry,” replied Jack before continuing in a whisper. “My mom and dad were Beyonders, you know. When I was a baby, they were sent on a secret mission to retrieve stolen treasure taken by the queen’s jewel keeper and his wife, who had raided the palace vault they’d sworn to protect. My parents were lost at sea, but I’m going to find them one day.”

“You never knew them?” asked Aldwyn.

“No. Marianne did. Just a little, though.”


“I didn’t know my parents, either. At least you have your sister. I never had any family.”

“Well, you do now,” said Jack.

Jack’s hand reached down and stroked Aldwyn’s back. Aldwyn immediately cozied up to his touch. He never would have expected to feel such a strong kinship with a boy who’d been a total stranger a mere two sunrises ago.

“Good night, Aldwyn.”

“Night, Jack.”

Moments later, Jack’s breathing became heavy. The boy had fallen into a peaceful slumber.


Aldwyn tried to get comfortable, but unlike the first night, when he’d been too exhausted to care where he slept, tonight he simply couldn’t fall asleep with a roof over his head. He decided he needed a breath of fresh air and tip-toed to the hallway. As he passed Dalton’s neighboring room, he could see through the crack in the door that the boy was still awake, studying a scroll by candlelight.

Entering the living room, he spotted a window that had been left open and quickly made his way toward it, passing the hammocks strung up in front of the fireplace. The room was much darker now, since the lightning bugs had gone to sleep in their hive. Hopping up onto a large oak table, Aldwyn paused to look at a framed painting of what appeared to be Kalstaff in his younger years, accompanied by another man wearing a robe just like Kalstaff’s and a beautiful, imperial-looking woman in a long white dress. He recognized her as a younger Queen Loranella—there was a statue of her in front of Bridgetower’s courthouse that Aldwyn used to sleep beneath on hot summer afternoons. The wizards were joined by what had to be their familiars: Kalstaff’s bloodhound, the wizard’s turtle, and the queen’s gray rabbit. Aldwyn continued along the table, past an enchanted quill pen that was busily copying Kalstaff’s lesson plans for the next day, before bounding out the window.

He immediately looked












OEBPS/images/B2_logo.jpg
An imrint of HarperColinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780062376077_B1_Cover.jpg
Apam Jay EPSTEIN & ANDREW, JACOBSON





OEBPS/images/Book1_05.jpg





OEBPS/images/Book1_02.jpg
Based on
SCRIBILS'S






OEBPS/images/9780062376077_Cover.jpg
Apam Jay EPSTEIN &
ANDREW JACOBSON





OEBPS/images/Book1_64.jpg





OEBPS/images/Book1_55.jpg





OEBPS/images/Book1_40.jpg





OEBPS/images/Book1_23.jpg





OEBPS/images/Book1_08.jpg





