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Author’s Note
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I wrote this novel around the time that Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone first came out, and while some things may seem similar to JK Rowling’s world, in particular the tournament at the end, I arrived at my plot quite independently.  I am in awe of Ms. Rowling’s talent, ability, and imagination, and I want to be clear that though parts of this novel may seem derivative,  trust me when I say that at the time, I was making it all up as I went along, much like I do with everything I write!

That being said, this book is for my daughter Emily, who asked me one afternoon too many years ago to tell her a story about wizards.
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Chapter 1
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“Hey, Stump, move over.”

Griffin shifted on the hard bench in the drafty dining hall as he waited for his supper.  It always bothered him that nobody at the orphanage ever used his real name.  Even the director of Poison Ivy, a grizzly old woman named Mrs. Dirtwater, called him Stump, a reference to the shortened pinkie finger on his right hand.

The place wasn’t really named Poison Ivy; the chiseled letters in granite above the entrance actually spelled out POSTON ISLEY beneath the thick growth of vines that nearly covered them.  Poison Ivy was the worst place in the world for orphans to end up; it meant that there was no magic in the child.  And more than anything else in the world, more than parents or friends or books of his own or even all the food he could ever want, Griffin yearned to have magic within him.  

While Griffin sat patiently in the dark cavernous room, bathed in shadows even when the brightest sunlight struggled to break through, his thoughts soared to what he could do if he had magic of his very own.  

A bowl of gray oatmealish gruel suddenly appeared in front of him, and Griffin picked up his spoon with some reluctance, though his stomach rumbled with hunger.

“Hey, Stump, are you going to give that to me or are you going to wear it to bed tonight?”

Griffin looked up to find Travis Ortz standing over him.  Travis was the biggest bully in all of Poison Ivy, and that was saying something.  Griffin knew that if he gave his meager dinner to Travis, his stomach would grumble through the night, but that wasn’t the only reason he pulled the bowl closer to him.  If he gave in, even if it was just one time, he’d be an easier target for all of the bullies at Poison Ivy.

Fighting to keep his voice level, Griffin said, “This is mine, Travis; you’re not getting it.”

Travis started to reach for Griffin’s bowl when Mrs. Dirtwater stomped up to the table.  “Get back to your seat, Travis,” she snapped.  “You’ll go without dinner tonight since you can’t obey the rules.”

Griffin fought to hide the smile forming on his lips, but Mrs. Dirtwater must have seen it anyway.  She didn’t miss much.  Short and fat, the director had gray hair growing out of her ears and more than the faint whisper of a mustache over her upper lip.  

Mrs. Dirtwater waved her hand once in the air and Griffin’s bowl vanished before he could dip his spoon into it even once.  

“But I didn’t do anything,” he protested, and the room grew suddenly silent.

Mrs. Dirtwater shook a hairy knuckle at him.  “You dare raise your voice to me, Stump?  For that, you will sleep in the tower tonight, and for the rest of the week as well!”

Griffin fought the protest boiling inside him, but he managed to keep his expression under control at the unjust punishment.

Mrs. Dirtwater must have suspected his internal rebellion.  The director leaned forward, and with her horrible breath smelling of rotten fruit, she yelled, “Go!” into his face loud enough to brush his brown hair backwards.

Griffin stood quickly, then hurried out of the dining hall, his stomach protesting with every step.

There was no use arguing with Mrs. Dirtwater; she was as stubborn as she was mean, and no one had ever won a single argument with her in the history of Poison Ivy.

––––––––
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Just about everyone was scared to death of the orphanage’s tower room, and Griffin was no exception.  The wind sputtered through the open windows of the turret, sweeping an icy chill up the staircase to the room at the top like some kind of ghostly breath.  The tower had been used at one time to throw bad children off in the Dark Days, and the nights around Poison Ivy were often filled with their haunting screams as their ghosts climbed the steps, then fell screaming to the ground, over and over again.  

It was nearly impossible to get any sleep in the tower.  

Thump, thump, thump, went the long progression of footsteps to the tower’s peak, then the shivering wail repeated as the spirits of the boys fell.  Griffin had heard rumors that outside Poison Ivy there were good and decent ghosts, but from the miserable souls he’d seen at the orphanage, he couldn’t imagine how it could be true.

It was going to be a long night, and a long week; there was no doubt about that.

––––––––
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Just as the stars began to come out, Griffin looked out the window near his pallet of straw that would be his bed and saw an especially bright star falling in the sky.  As he watched in amazement, the star grew brighter and brighter until he could hardly look directly at it.  There was a sudden brilliant flash, and when Griffin recovered his sight, he spied a tall young man with flowing brown hair muttering to himself in the darkness just outside the main entrance of the orphanage.  With a wave of his hand, the young man suddenly held a small ball of light in his outstretched palm.  It was amazing how casually he had performed the magic!  Griffin could see that the man wore a plain black robe, a color favored by the commoners and travelers who sometimes stopped by Poison Ivy when they were lost or just plain desperate.

“There, that’s better,” the young man said to no one Griffin could see.

What manner of young man was this, he wondered.  The stranger pounded on the front door until Mrs. Dirtwater opened it barely enough to release her words.

“No food for beggars.  Be gone with you,” the director snarled at him. 

Instead of fear in the young man’s face, Griffin saw him actually smile at Mrs. Dirtwater.  “I’m full, but thanks for asking.  I’m here to test your young residents for magic.”

As the door opened farther, Griffin felt a flutter in his heart.  Magic?  Here?  Was there a chance they’d missed someone in the strange array of tests he’d taken as a young child?  Could someone he know have magical potential?  Could it possibly be him?

For the first time in Griffin’s memory, Mrs. Dirtwater started to laugh.  It was a mean, ugly sound that swelled from her smelly feet through her bloated belly until it escaped from her jagged yellow teeth.  “There’s no magic here, Boy.  Now be gone.”

She started to slam the door, but it had frozen in place!  From Griffin’s viewpoint high above them, it was almost as if the door had taken root on the spot.

Mrs. Dirtwater waved her hand at it, but it still wouldn’t budge.  Shoving the arms of her blouse high onto her elbows, she waved so frantically that Griffin had to fight the urge to laugh out loud.  The way her hands tore through the air, it was as if she was trying to swat a bee that just wouldn’t stay in one place.

When Mrs. Dirtwater turned back on the young man, there was a fire in her eyes that nearly outstripped the ball of light in the stranger’s hands.  

She hissed, “Release the spell, or I’ll report you to the Cadre.”

Griffin caught his breath.  He had heard whispers that the Cadre ruled the magic world, and to go before them was a very serious matter indeed.

It was the young man’s turn to laugh.  “You can tell them I said hello when you get there.”  He waved a hand absently in the air and his black robe suddenly burst into scarlet.  He was a full wizard!  Griffin had heard enough to know that it was incredible for a man so young to belong to the highest order of wizards in all the world.  

The stranger reached into his robe and pulled out a curled piece of paper.  “This authorizes me to test everyone here.”

Mrs. Dirtwater didn’t even look at the document in his hand.  She stepped aside, bowing slightly as the young man brushed past her.  Only after he was out of sight did Griffin catch a glimpse of her face in the dying light from the stranger’s orb.

There was an unmistakable expression in her eyes that he never imagined he would see there.

It was the look of raw fear.

––––––––
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Griffin ran down the steps of the tower three at a time.  He didn’t care what Mrs. Dirtwater said; the wizard’s edict had authorized him to test everyone, and that included Griffin.

By the time he got down the long winding staircase, Griffin discovered that the main door was locked!  How he wished that he had the slightest hint of magic inside him.  One wave of his hand and he knew that the door would spring open.  Vainly Griffin tried, gesturing back and forth until his arms were nearly too tired to move; still, the door wouldn’t budge.

He was being cheated of his last chance at magic!

Hurrying to the top of the stairs again, Griffin peered out the window, hoping for another sight of the stranger before he disappeared into the night.

He had nearly lost hope that the wizard would reappear when the main door opened quickly and the stranger stepped out into the cool night air.

The wizard was about to disappear when Griffin called out, “Please don’t go.”

The man looked around, then spotted Griffin’s darkened window above him.  “What are you doing up there?”

“I’ve been locked in the tower,” Griffin said, his voice shaking slightly.

The young wizard smiled.  “I knew there was something here she didn’t want me to see.”  He waved a hand in the direction of the tower door.  “You can come out now, I’ve taken care of the lock.”

Griffin raced down the stairs to the door that had so thoroughly blocked his way earlier.  Before his hand even got to the knob, the door flew open and Griffin found himself in front of the stranger.  

“And what is your name?” the wizard asked. 

“It’s Griffin.”

“I’m Sharidan.  It’s good to meet you, Griffin.”  The wizard reached into his robe and pulled out a polished crystal orb the color of midnight that seemed to pulse with the starlight within it.

Griffin had held a Wizard’s Crystal during his testing, but it hadn’t looked anything like the one in the stranger’s hand.

“What does it do?” Griffin asked softly.

With a gentle smile on his lips, Sharidan said, “So far, not nearly as much as I’d hoped.  Why don’t you try it for yourself?”

Griffin held out his hands as Sharidan offered the crystal orb to him.  The strangest thing happened the moment the ball touched his fingertips.  The crystal began to grow warm in his hands, and a moment later it took on a sparkling green light that filled the clearing.  Golden sparks began shooting from the polished stone, leaving trails of blue stars in their wake.  It was so bright that the entire courtyard was awash with light from it.

Sharidan clapped his hands once, and just as suddenly as the fireworks had appeared, they were gone.

“Did I do that?” Griffin asked haltingly.

“You did, my young friend,” Sharidan said, laughing.  “You have magic within you!”

When Griffin’s wildest dreams were spoken aloud, doubt crept into his heart.  “But I’ve been tested before.  Are you sure?”

“I discovered this crystal in the heart of the mountains near here; where exactly, I won’t say.  I knew it would test a different level of magic, and you’re my proof!  Griffin, how would you like to leave this place and join me at Darkthorn?”

Griffin’s eyes lit up brighter than the Wizard’s Crystal had.  Leave Poison Ivy?  He would do anything to make that happen!  It was almost too good to be true, but there was one pressing question buzzing around in his mind.

“What exactly is Darkthorn?” he asked.

“It’s a new school I’m starting, and you’re my first student.  That is, if you’d like to learn to tap into the magic inside you.”

“Let’s go,” Griffin said eagerly.  It was truly all he needed to know.

Sharidan held up a hand.  “Don’t you want to pack your things and say good bye to your friends?”

Griffin said, “I’m wearing all I own, and I don’t have a friend in all of Poison Ivy.  I mean Poston Isley.”

Sharidan smiled gently as he looked toward the cold walls of the orphanage.  “I think you were right the first time.  Wait right here.  I just need to tell Mrs. Dirtwater I’m taking you with me.”

Oh, no.  Griffin knew the director would do her best to stop him from going to Darkthorn!  “Couldn’t we just leave now and send her a note later?”

Sharidan slapped Griffin on the shoulder.  “She won’t stop you, Griffin.  I’ll see to that.”

Mrs. Dirtwater chose that moment to open the door.  The second she spotted Griffin, she snapped, “What are you doing out of the tower?  Two weeks for you!  Three!  No, a solid month!  Now go!”

Griffin knew it had been too good to be true.  He started back for the steps when Sharidan said calmly, “He’s going with me, Mrs. Dirtwater, by order of the Cadre.”

Her eyes narrowed to two small black sparks.  “We’ll just see about that.”

“I’ve fulfilled my obligation to you, Ma’am; you’ve been officially notified.”  Sharidan turned to Griffin and said, “Are you ready?”

Griffin nodded in amazement, still not believing what had just happened.  It was one thing to travel by starlight and to be able to freeze doors in place, but Sharidan had just won an argument with Mrs. Dirtwater!  He truly was full of magic!

The young wizard waved a hand toward him, and the next thing he knew, Griffin was flying away into the night, wrapped warmly in a bobbing ball of light that followed Sharidan’s trail into the sky.

Whatever Darkthorn was, it had to better than what he was leaving behind.

As he traveled through the sky, Griffin never looked back, not even once.
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Chapter 2
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“This is fantastic,” Griffin shouted to Sharidan through the bubble of light, but the wizard apparently couldn’t hear him.

Griffin had a thousand questions for his new teacher, but it looked like they were all going to have to wait.  He had truly mixed emotions as they flew into the darkness; Griffin couldn’t wait to see his new home, but he didn’t want the trip soaring through the night sky to end, either.  Oddly, he had no fear as the two of them flew high above the countryside.  

There was something about being with Sharidan that made him feel safe.

The first time Griffin shifted his weight within the bubble, he sent himself spinning like water rushing down a drain.  When he finally managed to stop his rolling, Griffin was more than a little dizzy.  After that, he moved gently within the bubble, shifting only enough to turn lazily until he was where he wanted to be.  All it took then was a slight twitch to stop his motion and he was set.

Griffin shifted gently, then twitched when his face was turned to the sky above him.  The stars were miraculous!  There was something about being high above the ground with nothing but darkness below that brought out the intensity of the constellations that he had only dreamed about.  It was as if he was viewing the night sky as it might have been a million years ago, before Man added light to intrude on its brilliance.  

Griffin was still studying the stars when he felt his bubble suddenly begin to dive downward.

They were falling too fast!  He spun around too quickly, creating another whirlwind within his bubble.  When he finally managed to brake himself, Griffin saw he and Sharidan were plunging back to earth.

As their speed increased, Griffin could see, fast approaching, the hazy outline of a castle that stood barren and alone on a mountainside.  Could that be Darkthorn?  It didn’t look all that inviting, but he was away from Poison Ivy, and more importantly, Mrs. Dirtwater.  

That was all that really mattered.

Griffin could see a flickering light through one of the castle’s windows as they approached.  It warmed him to know that a fire was waiting for them.

Landing was nearly as odd as taking off had been.  One moment he was wrapped in the warm embrace of the bubble of light, and the next instant he was standing squarely on the ground.

Sharidan was studying him carefully, waiting for his reaction.  

“That was unbelievable,” Griffin said energetically.  “How do you do that?  Is it hard?  Can you teach me to fly?  When can we get started?”  The questions boiled out of him like angry bees out of a shaken hive.

Sharidan laughed as he said, “Slow down, Griffin.  Don’t forget to breathe.”

Griffin took a few controlled breaths and got himself back under control.  After a moment, he said calmly, “I want to learn to fly, Sharidan.”

The young wizard put his arm around Griffin’s shoulder.  “I don’t blame you a bit.  It’s just about everybody’s favorite subject.  I’m afraid it’s going to be the Third Year before we get into that, though.”

Griffin started to protest when his stomach grumbled loudly.

He felt embarrassed by the noise, but Sharidan was the one who apologized.  “I nearly forgot; you missed your dinner, didn’t you?  Let’s get you something to eat before I take off again.”

As they started toward the castle’s massive front door, the first hint of fear swept through Griffin since he’d left Poison Ivy.  “You’re not staying here with me?”

“Griffin, I need at least ten students for accreditation from the Cadre, and I’m hoping for twenty,” Sharidan said as he waved the door open.  “So far you’re my only one.”  The young wizard must have seen the uneasiness in Griffin’s eyes.  “Don’t worry, I’ll find more students.  I’m sure of it.”

Inside, the castle was suddenly lit with globes of light spread throughout the rooms and hallways.  There was enough light to see by, but not enough to read by.  Griffin loved reading more than just about anything else in the world; he’d nearly memorized the few books available at Poison Ivy.  Would there be anything to read at Darkthorn?  He started to ask Sharidan when an older lady with short gray hair and a gentle smile greeted them.  She wore a golden robe, though Griffin had no idea what the color signified.

The woman’s smile nearly doubled the brightness in the room.  “Welcome, young one.  Welcome to Darkthorn.”

“It’s begun,” Sharidan said happily to the woman.  “We have our first student.”  The wizard turned to Griffin and said with a flourish, “Griffin, I’d like you to meet Mrs. Rosette.  Mrs. Rosette, this is Griffin.”

As Griffin offered his hand, his stomach rumbled again.

Mrs. Rosette said brusquely, “Enough introductions, Sharidan; this boy needs something to eat.  Would you like that, Griffin?”

“Very much,” he admitted.

As they started to walk deeper into the castle, Sharidan said, “I’ve got one more stop to make tonight.  Take good care of him, Mrs. Rosette.”

She turned to him and scolded lightly, “Should you be pushing yourself like this?  You’ve made seven long flights today.  You really should wait until morning.”

“There’s no time,” Sharidan said.  “I’ve got a full schedule tomorrow, too.  Don’t wait up.”

He turned to Griffin and smiled.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”

And with that, the wizard was gone.

As Mrs. Rosette led them farther into the castle, Griffin heard her mumbling gently, “The grand wizard himself couldn’t do what that boy’s trying to do.  He’s going to burn himself out before this school even gets started.”

“Could he really?” Griffin asked in horror.  If anything happened to Sharidan, Griffin had a nasty suspicion that he’d end up back at Poison Ivy, and that was the last thing in the world he wanted.

“What?” Mrs. Rosette asked him softly.  “What did you say, Griffin?”

“Could Sharidan burn himself out by flying so much?”

She looked at him oddly.  “Now where in the world did you get such a foolish notion, boy?”

“You just said it,” Griffin answered, more confused than ever.

“What?  Did I say that out loud?  I’ve been living alone far too long, Griffin.  I hold conversations with people who aren’t even there.”

Griffin stopped dead in his tracks.  “But is it true?” he repeated.  “Is Sharidan in danger?”

“Young Sharidan is the strongest wizard I’ve seen in all my life, and that’s the honest truth.  If he says he’s up to all this flying, then he’s the only one who can truly be the judge of it.”  She wagged a thick finger at him.  “But that doesn’t mean I won’t worry about him, and now that you’re here, I expect you’d better get used to me worrying about you, too.”
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