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Chapter 1
 Tremors

Aldwyn had often wondered what it would feel like to have wings. As the wind blew through his whiskers and his claws dug into the linen collar of Jack’s tunic, he was beginning to get a pretty good idea. Led by Jack’s outstretched wand, loyal and familiar were soaring above the treetops, climbing higher and higher toward the clouds. Back in his Bridgetower days, before he had become the magical animal companion to a boy wizard, Aldwyn used his claws to scale the rooftops and chimneys of some of the city’s tallest buildings. But having his fur graze the needles at the top of the mighty pine trees in the Palace Hills was something different altogether.

“We’re about to get wet!” exclaimed Jack.

Aldwyn braced himself as they blasted straight through a puff of white, sending rain pixies scattering in every direction. The tiny cloud fairies sprayed water with every flap of their wings, drenching the black-and-white cat’s fur within seconds.

“Guess we won’t be needing baths tonight,” he shouted at Jack.

Bursting through the cloud right behind them was Jack’s older sister, Marianne, gripping a wand of her own.

“Not bad,” she called out, “for a beginner.”

She flicked her wrist and made an upside-down loop in the air before coming up alongside her brother. Gilbert’s bulging orange eyes peeked out over the edge of Marianne’s shirt pocket, his webbed hands clutching on for dear life. 

“Was that really necessary?” croaked the tree frog in a panic.

Jack used his free hand to brush the dirty blond hair out of his eyes, revealing a determined look beneath.

“Come on, sis,” he hollered as if he had something to prove. “I’ll race you back to the manor steps.”

The young wizard siblings darted downward. Aldwyn felt his stomach do a little somersault as they hurtled through the air at an alarming speed. Dipping below the clouds once more, the grandness of the Vastian countryside opened up below them. Nearby, Aldwyn could make out Sorceress Edna’s Black Ivy Manor, a regal estate surrounded by hedge walls and rose gardens. Beyond the manor was an invisible dam that held back the heavy waters of a mountain river. Through the enchanted barrier’s sheer surface, fish could be seen swimming, as if a giant aquarium had been built into the side of the rocky peaks. At the base of the dam lay the grazing fields of Edna’s fabled short-horned steers, whose silver-hued hides were tough enough to resist even a dragon’s fiery breath. Farther down the hill was Bronzhaven, with Queen Loranella’s palace rising into the sky at its center, surrounded by the floating torches that hovered just above the castle walls.

Marianne had jumped ahead to an early lead, but Jack was quickly catching up. The two raced past Dalton and Skylar, who were practicing precise hairpin turns around floating wooden cones. Dalton, the eldest—at fourteen and a half—and maturest of the children, called out: “Sorceress Edna instructed us to work on mid-flight reversals!”

“Slow down,” added Skylar. “You’re not competing on the Warlock Trail, you know.”

But neither Jack nor Marianne paid the boy or his blue jay familiar any attention. They were too focused on outpacing each other.

“Woo-hoo!” shouted Jack, as he pulled in front of his sister by a wand’s length.

As they skimmed lower, they approached the living topiaries that guarded the outside of Black Ivy Manor. These enchanted shrubs had been sculpted less than a month ago to protect the teaching grounds, a precaution of great import now that Sorceress Edna had taken over the training of Kalstaff’s three pupils and their familiars. The topiaries had been shaped like archers holding thorny bows at the ready. They swung their weapons from left to right, preparing to fire upon any unwelcome intruders.

“Shortcut through those columns,” suggested Aldwyn from over Jack’s shoulder.

Jack nodded, then barrel-rolled between two marble pillars on the edge of the estate’s reflecting pool. The maneuver increased his and Aldwyn’s lead over Marianne and Gilbert and seemed to make their victory to the steps inevitable. That is, until Marianne invoked: “Creeping vine, possum tail, make Jack move, like a snail!”

Suddenly, it felt to Aldwyn as if the air around him had gotten thick and gooey like molasses. He and Jack found themselves slowed to a near crawl. Marianne zipped past them and landed on the outdoor stairs leading to the manor’s back door. Gilbert immediately jumped from her pocket and began kissing the ground.

“Ah, the sweet taste of gravel,” said the tree frog, pressing his lips to the earth.

“Gilbert, aren’t you being a little dramatic?” asked Marianne.

“No fair,” cried Jack, still inching forward in slow motion. “You cheated.”

“You could have countered the spell,” replied Marianne. “I don’t remember anyone making a rule about no castings.”

Jack’s feet finally touched down, and Aldwyn leaped off his back. Marianne walked over to her little brother and gave his hair a ruffle.

“Next time,” she said with a wink as Dalton and Skylar landed beside her.

“Thanks for the pointers, Sky. I think I’m finally mastering those turns,” said Dalton to his winged familiar.

“Just remember, birds always keep their eyes on the horizon. I’d recommend the same for you.”

As the familiars and their loyals continued their friendly banter, Sorceress Edna rose from her chair beneath the shade of a canopy and came toward them. She was a plump, middle-aged woman with hair dyed black and a pair of oversize spectacles. Her familiar, a mink named Stolix, was wrapped around her neck. Edna took short little steps like a penguin, sending splashes of blueberry tea from the top of her porcelain cup. And though her appearance would suggest otherwise, she was a formidable magician indeed.

“Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy,” she said in a highpitched, nasal voice. “At this age, your wand flight should be much more advanced. Tonight I want all of you to reread Crady’s Book of Aerial Wizardry cover to cover.”

Jack groaned. “But you said we could—”

“Another word out of you, young man,” warned Edna, “and Stolix will put you in muscle stasis.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Jack apologetically.

Stolix snapped her head to attention and exhaled what looked like steamy breath on a cold day. The vapors traveled straight for Jack’s nostrils, disappearing into his nose and tightening his muscles into a temporary paralyzed state.

“Stolix!” scolded Edna. “What in Vastia did you do that for?”

“You said ‘another word,’” replied the mink. Aldwyn knew that Stolix was a powerful and dedicated familiar, but she definitely wasn’t the brightest. Edna shook her head.

Despite Jack’s pained expression, Aldwyn knew his loyal would be back to his old self in no time. In the few short weeks of their tutelage here, all of the loyals and familiars, except for Skylar of course, had experienced Stolix’s punishment. Just yesterday, Aldwyn had been immobilized after accidentally knocking over one of Edna’s prized crystal dining glasses while playing telekinetic catch in the house. And while the sensation of having every muscle in your body tighten, even for only thirty seconds, was excruciatingly unpleasant, fortunately the spell did no permanent damage.

With as little warning as they had come, the vapors that had slithered up Jack’s nostrils wafted out of them, and the boy’s body relaxed again. He clenched his fists and shook it off.

“You’ll have to forgive Stolix,” said Edna. “She has become a bit pea-brained in her old age. Anyway, better get your wits back about you.” She turned her attention to the group. “Now, for the next part of your wand flight training, I’ll be adding a new challenge. The skies won’t be yours alone. You need to be able to face danger in the air as easily as you do on the ground. Especially if you wish to have any chance of defeating Paksahara.”

Paksahara. The name gave Aldwyn the chills. It had been four weeks since he, Gilbert, and Skylar had faced Queen Loranella’s traitorous familiar in the dungeon of the Sunken Palace. The shape-shifting hare had come very close to killing both the loyals and the familiars, and had it not been for Aldwyn’s fortuitous discovery of his telekinetic abilities, she would have done just that. But even though the familiars had prevailed, Paksahara had managed to escape, and nothing had been heard from her since. Aldwyn could only imagine what new evils she had been plotting.

“And familiars, your assistance will be helpful, too,” added Edna.

Although Queen Loranella had told Edna that Aldwyn, Skylar, and Gilbert were the Prophesized Three, the plump sorceress didn’t seem to believe it. She still held to the old belief that familiars were second rate in their abilities compared to human wizards. Aldwyn couldn’t really blame her; he himself still had trouble believing that he, a former alley cat who never dreamed he had even a whisker of magic, was destined to save all of Vastia. Aldwyn was just happy to know that the next time he and his fellow familiars faced Paksahara, they wouldn’t be alone: Jack, Marianne, and Dalton would be beside them to protect them with their years of wizard training and magical prowess.

Sorceress Edna dumped her tea on the ground and magically reshaped her cup into a porcelain piccolo. She brought the instrument to her lips and blew a melodic call. The sound echoed in the air.

“You’ll have five minutes to cage them,” said Edna. “How you do it is up to you.”

“Cage what?” asked Jack.

That’s when Aldwyn felt the air begin to vibrate. There was only one creature that could make the atmosphere rumble with such force.

“Tremor hawks,” said Marianne with a bit of caution.

“Just be thankful I didn’t call the winged rhinos,” said Edna. “Off you go. Time’s a-wasting.”

Already a flock of the brown-feathered predator birds had emerged from the clouds. They beat their wings, leaving fissures of darkness in their wake like black veins across the blue sky. Dalton whipped out his wand and flew upward, with Skylar flapping beside him.

“I’ll stay down here and man the—” Gilbert started to say, but before he could finish, Marianne scooped him up and shoved him into her pocket.

Aldwyn jumped onto Jack’s back and hooked his claws into the already worn fabric of his loyal’s tunic.

Sister and brother took to the air, led by their wands. Aldwyn felt a surge of excitement as they accelerated and rose higher. He looked ahead at Skylar, then at Gilbert, his two best friends, who had accompanied him on his incredible quest across Vastia. One was a blue jay with the talent of casting illusions, the other a tree frog who could see visions in puddles of water. Well, sometimes he could, anyway. Together, the three familiars had faced insurmountable odds and lived to tell the tale. And here they all were at it again, in the thick of danger, tremor hawks circling around them.

“Trussilium bindus,” incanted Dalton. A silver rope materialized in his free hand, and he threw the coiled end around the neck of one of the hawks, lassoing it. “Got one! Marianne, conjure a glider cage.”

“Giant clover, poison sage—” she chanted, but the spell remained half cast as Dalton was pulled into her by the angry bird trying to break free from his capture. The impact of the blow sent Marianne spinning downward. Aldwyn watched as she struggled to regain control. She was heading straight for the granite garden deck when an ethereal hand grabbed her in midair and tossed her back into the sky.

“Concentrate,” called out Edna, whose spell had saved the wizard in training. “I won’t always be here to catch you!”

Jack was quick to pick up where Marianne had left off.

“Giant clover, poison sage, trap that hawk, inside a cage,” he shouted.

A golden bird cage formed in the sky. Its door swung open and Dalton was able to steer the thrashing tremor hawk inside.

“Good,” shouted Edna from below. “Work together.”

Two of the avian predators screamed toward Jack and Aldwyn, the shock waves nearly knocking Aldwyn off his loyal’s back. Then from the clouds dove a northern fire-breather dragon, its copper wings shining in the sun. The pair of hawks immediately cowered, allowing Dalton the chance to rope two more.

Aldwyn knew enough not to be afraid of the dragon, because when he looked over to Dalton, he could see Skylar’s wing trembling. It was one of her illusions. They had been getting more and more lifelike with every attempt.

Marianne summoned two more golden cages, and Dalton guided the ensnared hawks into their aerial prisons.

Now three tremor hawks remained, each sending skyquakes through the air.

“Aldwyn, reach into my pouch and pass me some blinding dust,” Jack instructed his familiar.

Aldwyn grabbed Jack’s pouch in his teeth and was about to open it when a burst of green light flashed over the eastern horizon. For a blink, everything around them took on an emerald hue, as if it were reflected in an algae-covered pond. Suddenly all three children were in freefall.

“My wand’s not working,” cried Jack.

“Neither is mine,” said Marianne.

“Gustavius rescutium,” incanted Dalton, and Aldwyn could detect a hint of panic in his voice.

It was a simple wind gust spell. One that Aldwyn had heard him cast a hundred times. But nothing happened.

Then, suddenly, the cages that had held the tremor hawks disappeared, allowing the dangerous birds to go free once more.

Aldwyn watched as Sorceress Edna waved her arms frantically on the ground, but there was no ethereal helping hand to save them this time.

As the wizards and their familiars continued to plunge downward, gathering momentum with every second, Gilbert tumbled out of Marianne’s pocket.

“Gilbert!” Marianne reached out to grab him just as a tremor hawk tried to snatch him out of the air with its beak. Fortunately, the bird mistimed its attack, and Gilbert landed on the hawk’s back, clutching its feathers in his webbed hands.

“Ahhhhhhh,” he shrieked.

Skylar seemed terrified as well, but if she was screaming, it must have been on the inside. She grabbed at Dalton’s shirt with her talons, trying in vain to slow his descent. Fortunately, her loyal was heading straight for the black ivy–covered hedge wall, which would spare him from a bone-shattering impact. Marianne looked to be headed for a safe landing, too, as she was tumbling toward the reflecting pool. Jack and Aldwyn didn’t appear to be so lucky; they were on a collision course with the barren ground. Thinking fast, Aldwyn concentrated as best he could, given that he was hurtling toward his death, and focused on the nearby garden canopy.
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Move, move, move, Aldwyn repeated in his head. He wasn’t exactly an expert in this whole telekinesis thing yet. He had only recently discovered that he was a Maidenmere cat, one of the legendary black-and-white felines who had the power to move things with their minds. And while each day for the last four weeks he had continued to hone the skills borne out of this revelation, he wasn’t in full control of his magical abilities yet.

At the very last second, Aldwyn managed to make the entire canopy and the frame beneath it drag across the dirt, and he and Jack landed safely on the cloth top. The frame collapsed beneath their weight, and boy and cat rolled to the ground. A nearby splash signaled that Marianne had had her own fall softened by the reflecting pool. And Dalton was climbing out of the shrubs with nothing more than a few cuts and bruises. In the distance, Aldwyn could hear the faint sound of Gilbert screaming from the tremor hawk’s back.

“What has happened to my magic?” wondered Sorceress Edna, who was hurrying, or rather waddling, toward them.

There was no time to ponder the question, as the tremors were growing stronger. All six hawks were in attack formation now, and they were flying lower, heading straight for the manor, with Gilbert flailing atop the one leading the way. The day’s exercise of capturing and releasing these normally reclusive creatures of the sky would have been routine—a simple and safe class lesson. But given the fact that the human wizards had suddenly been rendered powerless, the enraged birds had become deadly foes.

As the sky-shaking predators swooped down over the reflecting pool, the columns that lined its sides began to vibrate, cracking from the base to the top. The fissures of dark energy left in the hawks’ wake finished the job, toppling large chunks of the pillars into the water. Marianne had to dive beneath the pool’s surface to avoid the crumbling debris.

The bone-rattling birds flew over the group’s heads, and Aldwyn could see Gilbert still clinging to the neck feathers of the lead hawk.

“Somebody get me off of here!” Gilbert shrieked.

“Without the ability to cast spells, we’re powerless to stop them,” said Sorceress Edna.

“We might be,” said Jack. “But Aldwyn’s not. His telekinesis moved the canopy.” 

“Yes,” Edna concurred. “It appears whatever curse has affected us human wizards has no hold over the familiars.” She turned to Aldwyn. “If you don’t do something quick, they’ll destroy all of Black Ivy Manor.”

Marianne had barely pulled herself out from the pool, and Dalton had only just dropped down from the hedge wall, when the tremor hawks came back around for another onslaught.

“Don’t worry, we’ll handle this,” said Skylar.

“What can we do to help?” asked Dalton.

“Just stay back. It’s too dangerous for you,” replied the blue jay. Upon hearing Skylar’s words, Aldwyn couldn’t help but think how strange it was to see that the roles between humans and animals had been reversed yet again. Normally, it was the wizards telling their familiars to stay out of harm’s way. But now it was Dalton, Marianne, Jack, and Sorceress Edna who were forced to take cover behind a tall topiary.

In unison, the hawks let out another scream that sent a seismic blast reverberating through the air, causing the trees to bend and sway.

“You need to get Gilbert off the back of that hawk,” said Skylar to Aldwyn. “I’ll see what I can do about our rude guests.”

Aldwyn nodded and looked up at Gilbert, who had an expression of true terror on his face. His eyes were bulging even more than usual. Aldwyn glanced over at Jack, then back to Gilbert.

“Gilbert, help is on the way,” Aldwyn called out. He used his telekinesis to rip the flight wand out of Jack’s hand and make it fly like an arrow toward Gilbert. “Catch it!”

As the hawk made a sudden dip, all Gilbert could do to grab the wand was shoot out his tongue. He snatched it out of the air, and the wand magically jerked Gilbert upward, off the tremor hawk’s back and into the sky.

“How dugh I uthe thith thing?” screamed Gilbert, tongue-tied.

“Don’t look at me,” Aldwyn shouted back. “I was just supposed to get you off that hawk.”

Meanwhile, Skylar had perched herself on the edge of a garden fountain, her wings outstretched and trembling. That could only mean one thing: she was preparing to cast another illusion. And indeed, a second later, a baby lamb was limping across the grounds, stopping atop the fallen canopy. And like vampire leeches drawn irresistibly to a pool of blood, the tremor hawks came down, eyeing the feast in front of them. Once they converged, the lamb disappeared. The hawks screeched angrily, clearly confused.

“Aldwyn!” shouted Skylar.

He knew just what to do. Aldwyn turned to the canopy and narrowed his eyes. A moment later, the cloth fabric was ripped telekinetically from the collapsed metal frame and was quickly wrapped into a bundle, trapping the birds inside.

Just then, from above, Aldwyn heard Gilbert, whose tongue was still wrapped around the wand, shouting, “Looooo ouuuu!” Although his friend was difficult to understand, Aldwyn knew enough to get out of his way. 

Gilbert was coming in for a landing, and if he had any ambition to do it gracefully, he was failing miserably. The wand jerked him left and right, up and down. The tree frog smacked against shrubs and branches before hitting the ground and bouncing along the dirt as the wand magically dragged him to a stop.

Gilbert coughed up a mouthful of mud and dust as his tongue let go of the wand. Then he looked around dizzily. “Whoa. My life just flashed before my eyes. I’ve spent a surprising amount of time picking flies out of my teeth.”

Sorceress Edna and the children came out from behind the topiary and rejoined the familiars. The tremor hawks remained tied up in the canopy cover.

Aldwyn could see by the look on Edna’s face that she was deeply unsettled. She stared blankly at the garden fountain, which was no longer flowing. Dalton was watching the topiaries, which were now motionless, standing as still as any common shrub. Jack’s attention was on the sky.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at a pillar of gray smoke that was rising into the blue in the distance.

Curious and with a growing sense of dread, Aldwyn hurried to the hedge wall and scaled it. From the top, he surveyed the Vastian countryside. It was worse than he had feared: the enchanted dam that stood beyond Black Ivy Manor was gone, and water from the lake above had flooded the grazing fields. Cows and horse carts drifted aimlessly, while fish swam in and around stalks of corn. Farther in the distance, the floating torches of Bronzhaven, which were always magically held aloft as a symbol of Queen Loranella’s great power, had fallen, igniting the palace walls. And lightning storms and thunderclouds, normally held at bay by the queen’s weather-binding spells, were forming over the lush green hills to the south, moving in on the great expanse of plains west of the Yennep Mountains and east of the Ebs River. This stretch of grassland, once known for its tranquility and peacefulness, was in ruins.

Aldwyn felt his stomach do a somersault for the second time today. But unlike before, it wasn’t adrenaline or gravity that was twisting his insides. It was the realization that something terrible had befallen Vastia: all the spells and enchantments that wizards had cast upon the land had vanished. Human magic was gone.





Chapter 2
 A Face in the Glass

“Have there been any reports of humans casting magic since the green flash?” Queen Loranella inquired of the council and the concerned citizens who had gathered in the grand hall of the New Palace of Bronzhaven. Not a single voice called back from the room—the only response was a shaking of heads and anxious murmurings.

Aldwyn sat in Jack’s lap in the back row of the high-ceilinged chamber, alongside Dalton, Marianne, Skylar, and Gilbert. The six of them had traveled here with Sorceress Edna, who had received word of the emergency meeting from one of the queen’s courier eagles shortly after the disenchantment. By the time they had taken to the roads, most of the water released by the dam had sunk into the earth, so at least the group was spared having to swim to the palace. Instead, they made the short trip on foot, witnessing some of the profound effects already being felt by the loss of magic: the enchanted scythes that were responsible for chopping down the wheat and corn crops lay lifeless on the ground, awaiting human hands to manually use them; healing wizards were turning away sick patients from their doorsteps, unable to help them; and rock beetles were pouring out from the ground now that the bug plugs were broken—an unpleasant nuisance to everyone but Gilbert. While their old teacher, Kalstaff, would have surely kept his concern and worry hidden from his young pupils, Sorceress Edna wasn’t shy about sharing her own. “This is bad, very, very bad,” she kept repeating until they had reached the castle, whose walls were charred and smoking from the fires caused by the fallen torches.

Aldwyn looked to the front of the grand hall, where the queen was standing at the head of a long, crescent-shaped table, five chairs to her left, another five to her right. The men and women occupying the chairs wore different-colored wizarding robes, all distinct to their local region. Each was accompanied by their familiar—ranging from the common potbellied weasel to the truly bizarre wall-crawling dingo.

“Those ten sitting on either side of Queen Loranella are the council elders,” Dalton whispered to Marianne. “They represent each of the ten provinces of Vastia.”

The room itself was grand, with high-vaulted ceilings and stained-glass windows, the largest of which depicted a swirl of silver dust rising up above the Peaks of Kailasa. Hundreds of notables had gathered to fill the benches that stretched in long rows across the hall. Wizards and non-spellcasters alike sat side-by-side, waiting impatiently for answers.

“The spirits from the Tomorrowlife have come back to curse us,” a voice shouted from the crowd.

“No, it’s an estriutus burst,” another citizen interrupted.

“I’ll wager my goat farm that those ore miners in Kailasa struck a spell vacuum—sucked all the magic out of the world!” said a country villager. Aldwyn thought his theory even more desperate than the first two.

“I’m afraid it’s worse than that,” said Queen Loranella in a steady voice that was comforting in spite of the gravity of the situation. “This is neither a cosmic event nor an accident. It’s a purposeful attack, and a focused one at that: not all magic has been displaced from Vastia, only that cast by humans. And it is no coincidence that animals have retained their gifts. I am certain that it is an animal who is responsible for bringing this dispelling curse upon our land.”

Aldwyn knew just who the queen was talking about.

“Paksahara,” Queen Loranella continued. “A spell so powerful and encompassing could only have been cast from the Shifting Fortress. And since she stole my wooden bracelet, Paksahara is the only one with the ability to harness its powers.”

Aldwyn had been told of the Shifting Fortress, a secret tower whose location changed each day. From the top of the Fortress, powerful spells could be cast that affected all of Vastia. He knew that while under the control of the queen, the Fortress had been used to protect the lands—but he shuddered to think how Paksahara would wield its ancient magic.

“Well, I will not just lay down my wand and give up,” a bearded wizard called from the crowd. “I’ll defend myself with sword, and shield, and bare fists if needed!”

“Urbaugh won’t be the only one. I’ll be at my brother’s side,” said another citizen in the hall, who definitely shared a family resemblance to the bearded wizard. “Who here is frightened by a carrot-eating hare anyway?”

Defiant laughter briefly lightened the mood. They wouldn’t be laughing, Aldwyn thought, if they had seen Paksahara’s skills of sorcery or the coldness behind her pink eyes.

“Her spell will never hold!” shouted a townswoman. “This will all be over by the morning’s sun.”
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These boasts, as unsubstantiated as they might have been, still seemed to lift the morale of the masses and rally the hall.

Queen Loranella raised her hand to quiet the people. “I’d like to hear what the council—”

Just then, what sounded like nails scraping across a mirror screeched through the hall. Aldwyn looked up to see the pane of stained glass—the one that depicted the Kailasa mountains—begin to transform. The triangles of different-colored glass began to shift, rearranging on their own to form a different picture: that of the gray hare, Paksahara. The image smiled down menacingly on the assembled, and then the lips of the stained-glass hare started forming words.

“Question: What’s a wizard without magic?” Paksahara’s voice taunted them. “Dragon food,” she continued, as her nose twitched happily.

Dalton had to hold Skylar by her tail feathers to keep her from flying up, so spitting mad was the blue jay.

“Now, I’d love to take all the credit for this cruel turn of events, but you have Loranella to thank as well,” continued the face in the glass. “If it wasn’t for my old loyal foolishly underestimating me, I never would have been able to betray her.”

“I know how much you desire my crown,” said Queen Loranella, “but what good will it be if no one is there to follow you?”

“You may rule with the will of the people,” replied Paksahara, “but I shall do it under the fear of clenched paw.”

“When I find you, you’ll face the sharp end of my blade,” threatened Urbaugh, rising to his feet.

“And while you’re off searching for me, who will be there to protect your family?” asked Paksahara, a frightening chill in her voice.

The word “family” made Aldwyn snuggle closer to Jack. It was perhaps the thing he longed for more than any other.

“We defeated you once,” shouted Skylar, her voice bold and trumpeting. “Don’t think we won’t come after you again.”

Gilbert cowered inside Marianne’s shirt pocket. “Speak for yourself,” he said out of the corner of his mouth.

The pink panes that formed Paksahara’s stained-glass eyes turned to the three familiars in the back row.

“Such animosity,” said the hare, “when we’re on the same side. If you were smart, you’d leave your loyals behind and join me. Many animals already have.”

“We’re the Prophesized Three.” Aldwyn jumped in. “It’s our destiny to stop you.”

“Prophesies are made to be broken,” said Paksahara. “I won’t underestimate you this time. I even considered disenchanting animal magicians, just to eliminate you as a threat. But that would have left me in a bit of a pickle.”

Queen Loranella spoke up again, and this time her voice sounded fierce. 

“Why do you choose to show yourself like this?” she inquired of her former trusted companion. “What is it you want?”

Paksahara turned her glass face back to the queen. “For all on two feet to bow down before me. For you to relinquish your throne and pledge your allegiance to the original rulers of Vastia. For you to let me enslave you, the way you did me: you called me familiar, but in reality I was nothing more than your servant.”

“I was your loyal and you my companion. We were a team,” said the queen. “I will never bow down to you.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. I’m quite looking forward to hearing you beg for mercy.” The sunlight gleamed through Paksahara’s stained-glass visage—it was strange for something so terrifying to be so beautiful, too. “Upon the arrival of the next full moon, a new Dead Army will rise, one comprised of animals, and it will not stop marching and conquering until every human has surrendered to it.”

The glass panes began to shake once more, but this time, instead of reforming into their original picture, the window shattered. Triangles of colored glass, sharp as knives, rained down upon the Queen and her councillors. Elders ducked beneath the table, while the gathered townsfolk covered their heads with their arms. With no magic to protect them, the shattered glass impaled itself in flesh and fur. It was only after the last shards had settled that humans and animals came out from their hiding spots. But they did so cautiously, fearing that Paksahara could return at any moment. A quick survey told Aldwyn that, fortunately, no one was badly hurt from the blast; as far as he could see, there were just cuts and grazes. Queen Loranella signaled everyone to return to their seats.

“Let’s not panic,” she said, trying to bring a sense of peace back to the grand hall.

“If we are to have any hope at all of regaining our magic, we must find the Shifting Fortress,” said Sorceress Edna, rising to her feet. “It is the only way to stop Paksahara’s plot.”

One of the council elders, wearing a blue scarf on her head, spoke up: “We can put together a team of trackers and a volunteer citizen army. Try to have eyes everywhere at once.”

“No, Vastia is too big,” responded Queen Loranella thoughtfully. “We have only eight days until the full moon rises. Without the bracelet, finding the Fortress is a hopeless task.”

A hush descended on the hall, and there was a silence that seemed to go on forever, until the elder from the Estovian province, recognizable by his black gown, spoke up: “There might
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