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BART WAS A BARD, BUT he had to admit that his career was starting to go in an extremely unexpected direction. His lessons with Fiona Featherly, the legendary half-siren court musician of Duke Anselm the Pale, had definitely been helping him improve his skills. Why, he could sing now without people running away screaming in the other direction! But other changes were starting to manifest themselves as well, changes that Bart could honestly say he hadn’t expected at all.

It all had to do with the evil sorceress Bertha, the niece of Marvin the Maligned who sought revenge for her uncle’s defeat. Her powers had enchanted the entire castle, and she had even stolen Fiona’s voice to prevent the songstress from using her siren powers to counter her plans. Bart, much to his surprise, had been able to use his own musical skill to defeat Bertha. Using song as a weapon was something he had believed was reserved only for magical creatures, so the fact that he had managed it was nothing short of mind-boggling.

It also changed how Fiona was training him. “Now that we know you have this potential, we need to make sure you know how to use it properly,” she insisted. Previously, lessons had mostly just been learning songs and training Bart’s voice to be much nicer to listen to. Now, however, there was a new element to the lessons that Bart wasn’t entirely sure he liked.

“But I’m still not even sure I know how to do it on command!” Bart complained. “It just seems to...happen.” He had been in such a good mood when he first arrived—with the way the warm, bright sunlight filtered in through the window, it was impossible not to be in a good mood—but Fiona’s focus on the strange phenomenon he didn’t understand was quickly souring his mood.

“Which is why we need to focus on this aspect more,” Fiona countered gently. “I know it seems overwhelming right now, but that’s exactly why we need to train on this. If you need to use this ability again in the future, it won’t seem so overwhelming and intimidating. You might even be able to save a lot of lives. Now just relax and try to think back to what was going through your mind with Bertha.”

“I was thinking about not dying.”

“Come on! I know there was more to it than that; there has to be!”

At this point Wilbur, Bart’s loyal gray-and-white cat, woke up from his nap and rolled onto his side, lazily opening one eye. “Your problem is that you’re overthinking everything,” he informed his human bluntly. “If nothing else, just think about your friends. You were thinking about them the last time, weren’t you?”

“I suppose so,” Bart cautiously admitted. If he was being completely honest, a lot of his encounter with Bertha was still a blur. Besides, it had only been three days ago, and he still hadn’t fully processed everything that happened in the first place. It bothered him that Wilbur and Fiona were making so many presumptions about what was going on inside his head at the time when he himself didn’t even know! But he supposed that Wilbur did have a point—he definitely had been worried about Fiona, Ed, Karen, and everyone else in the castle. Perhaps his concern for his friends was part of what triggered this strange power in the first place. Squaring his shoulders, he took a deep breath, strummed a few experimental notes on his guitar, and began to sing.

At first Bart wasn’t sure if it was working, but slowly he could feel the strange merging effect again. It felt as if the lines of reality were blurring again, and he couldn’t be sure where he ended and the music began...

“That’s enough!” Fiona interrupted.

“It is?” Bart’s eyes snapped open, and for a brief moment, he thought he saw brilliant swirls of color dancing through the air. Purple and gold strands twined themselves around the room before vanishing. “Did...did I do that?”

Fiona looked pleased, a wide smile crossing her face. “You did indeed, Bart. I knew you could.”

Bart frowned in confusion. “But I don’t remember any colorful swirls from the previous two times.”

“Then obviously it means you’re getting better,” Wilbur pointed out, moving into a sitting position. “After only two previous times, that’s pretty fast improvement. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“Gee, thanks,” Bart responded sarcastically.

“Be honest with yourself, Bart—you know you were pretty terrible before,” Wilbur argued. “You could barely carry a tune, and now you used music to fight a sorceress and make colorful swirls in the air. That is a lot of improvement in a short amount of time.”

Bart paused to think about Wilbur’s point. It was true, he supposed—although he had tried very hard in those early days, he had to admit he really hadn’t been the best of bards, hence why he had asked Charlie the Wizard for the reward of being a better bard after helping him retrieve a magical artifact from Marvin the Maligned. Charlie had directed him to seek out Fiona, and the rest was history. But this all seemed so much bigger than anything he had anticipated when setting out to become a bard that he couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. 

“What if it’s...too much improvement?” he ventured cautiously. “What if something is happening too quickly, and I won’t be able to control everything properly, and we all end up dying?”

“That’s not going to happen, Bart,” Fiona responded firmly. “That’s why we’re going slowly—and why I wanted to start practicing this in the first place, remember? I’m half-siren; I know more about music-based magic than probably anyone else here. I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to anyone. That’s a promise.”

Bart felt marginally better after hearing that. He opened his mouth to reply but was unexpectedly cut off by the door opening.

In walked Edgar the Wizard, Ed to his friends. The new court magician of Duke Anselm was a dear friend to both Bart and Fiona, so they both could tell that something was off with him. His normally cheery demeanor was much more subdued. His whole body seemed to be drooping. Even his orange robes didn’t look as vibrant as they normally did.

“Ed? What’s wrong?” Bart asked concernedly.

Ed sighed and lifted his head to look at Bart and Fiona. Both of them were shocked to see the worried despondency in his eyes.

“It’s Bertha,” he answered, his voice quavering—whether it was from fatigue or fear was unclear. “I thought we’d have made arrangements for her to be taken somewhere more secure by now. But I just learned that a transfer likely won’t happen for a long time. It might not ever happen.”

Bart’s eyebrows shot up. To think that Bertha wouldn’t be held accountable for her many crimes was unbelievable. Although she was currently being held in the castle dungeon, it wasn’t designed to hold someone as powerful as she was for an extended period of time. Ed had fortified it as best he could, but his measures were only supposed to be temporary.

“But why?” Fiona demanded. “Surely no one on the Wizard Council thinks she’s innocent?”

“It’s not a question of being innocent or guilty; it’s a question of jurisdiction,” Ed explained, some strength returning to his voice. “Under ordinary circumstances, she would be handed over to the Council and await their judgement. But these are not ordinary circumstances. She was an unauthorized apprentice—Marvin the Maligned never sought permission to train her since he had broken from the Council by that point—and they technically have no authority over someone who has not been officially trained. 

“There are some who say that since she is a sorceress and not a wizard, she should be turned over to other sorceresses for judgement. But the sorceresses don’t have a ruling organization the way that wizards do, so there isn’t anyone who can judge her. Add to that the fact that Charlie already stripped her of her powers once before and she found some way of reclaiming them, and her case is extremely complicated.”

Fiona whistled softly. “I had no idea that human magic had such complicated structures. So what are we supposed to do?”

“Apparently we’re just supposed to hold her here until all the arguments lead to a solution,” Ed shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t think we can do it. I’ve done what I can, but I have no idea how long it will hold—and I have no idea how
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