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Author’s Note
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As I’ve said before, I wrote the first novel in this series 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 as I do with everything I write!

I enjoyed visiting Griffin and his friends at Darkthorn so much that I decided it was time to see what the kids in Wizarding School were up to in their second year.  I hope you enjoy the results!

Again, 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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“I don’t care what you two think; this is disgusting,” Callie said as she pulled her hand away from the sticky wall of one of the Bloody Caves of Garrivan.  Her palm looked as though it had been dipped in a bucket of blood, though Griffin couldn’t imagine why anyone would ever want to keep something like that around, let alone dip their hands into it.  Even Ms. Snooks, their vampire teacher and one of their chaperones on this summer field trip, would have turned her nose up at it, and not just because her cravings had been shifted to milk as long as she was a teacher at Darkthorn, their school of wizardry.

“Come on, Callie, you should be used to it by now,” Luke said.  He’d taken an instant liking to the place, but Griffin still had doubts himself.

They were on summer break from classes, but since the students were all orphans, none of them had homes to return to when classes weren’t in session.  Sharidan, their school’s founder and lead teacher, had suggested this field trip, and most of the twenty students who’d passed their first year finals had been eager to explore the world outside their school.  During that year, magic had been awakened in each of them, something they had all thought they never possessed.  Griffin smiled in the reflection of the balls of light they’d generated themselves to make their way in the darkness of the maze of cave passageways.  It was just one of the many lessons they’d been introduced to in their first year of wizard’s school.

“It’s hard to believe that this place is real,” Griffin said as he traced a finger across the surface of one wall and pulled it back; the tip was now coated in red.  The walls of the cave constantly dripped with scarlet liquid, an unsettling sight that made it look as though they were indeed bleeding.  It wasn’t hard for Griffin to see how the Bloody Caves of Garrivan had gotten their name, but he and his classmates had mostly grown used to the sight after a month of exploring for new crystals.  

Little did they know that Sharidan, a young though accomplished wizard in his own right, had chosen the place for their first field trip with care.  He’d been searching these very caves himself the year before when he’d found the wizard’s stone that had revealed the latent power in Griffin and his friends, as well as a new enemy named Donovan.

As Griffin studied the walls around him, something odd caught his eye.  “Hang on a second,” he said to his friends from where he stood a few paces behind them.  “Has that passageway been there all along?”

Luke looked back at him and his light grew stronger as he studied the wall of the cave.  “I don’t see anything.”

“Tone it down some, will you?” Callie asked as she shielded her eyes with one hand.  “You’re blinding me.”

Luke grinned as he eased the power he’d been feeding into his light.  “It’s too easy to get carried away down here, isn’t it?  There must be a ton of crystals hidden in the walls.  I can barely contain myself.” 

“That’s why we’re searching here for something new,” Callie said.  She’d found three minor crystals during their time searching, Luke had found one medium one, but Griffin had come up empty so far.  Donovan had found more than any of the rest of them, and he didn’t hesitate to lord it over them every night when they ate their meals outside under the stars.  They always had good weather under the protective dome Sharidan had set up over them, though the region around them got plenty of rain at night.  It was kind of awesome watching the raindrops hit the barrier and splatter out in every direction a few feet above their heads. 

Callie looked closer at where Griffin had pointed, but she couldn’t see what he had noticed either.

“It’s right here,” Griffin insisted.  He took a slight step to the side, and there was the fissure in the cave. The way the light and shadow were playing with the opening, it was almost impossible to see unless he was in the exact right spot.  

Griffin had an idea, and pointed ahead.  “Hey guys.  What’s that up there?”

As his friends looked, he stepped into the opening, leaving them altogether baffled by his sudden disappearance.

“Griffin?  Where are you?” Luke called out.

“This is not funny,” Callie added, and Griffin could hear the panic in his friend’s voice.

“Easy, you two.  I’m right here.”

They were both visibly pale when he stepped back out into the main portion of the cave they were currently exploring.  “What is it?  You look as though you’ve both seen a ghost.”

“We thought it was...” Callie said, her voice trailing off slightly.

“Reynard?” Griffin asked.  He had only recently learned that the darkest wizard in his world was actually his crazy uncle, a monster who had killed both of Griffin’s parents, along with quite a few other wizards.  He had even had a brief fight with his uncle himself, and Griffin had done his best to blow him to bits with a spell from a book Sharidan had given him on Great Thanks Day.  Reynard had only been wounded, though, and the Cadre hadn’t been able to turn up a single clue as to what had really happened to him.  Griffin was constantly on the alert for his uncle, and he was both frightened and exhilarated by the prospect of facing him in battle again someday.  Griffin might be a new wizard, but he knew in his heart that he was motivated like none other, and he prepared himself for another confrontation every day that he could.  Reynard had slain dozens of wizards in the past, but he wouldn’t get Griffin, at least not without a fight.  

“Don’t sweat it,” Griffin told his friends.  “I’m not worried about him.  I can take him by myself if I have to if he comes back.”

Callie touched his sleeve lightly, and Griffin knew his robe would have to be cleaned yet again of the bloodlike substance.  “You won’t have to fight him alone.  We’ll help you.”

“Thanks,” Griffin said.  “But I meant what I said.  I’m not afraid of him.”

Luke stepped up to the other side and put a hand on Griffin’s shoulder.  “Are you nuts?  You’ve got every reason to be terrified!  Don’t worry, though.  I’m scared enough for all three of us.”

“Luke,” Callie snapped.

“What?” Luke asked.  “I’m not going to lie to him.  We’re all on the same side, remember?”  He turned to Griffin and added, “Don’t ever forget this, my friend.  We’re your family now, not him.”

“Thanks, both of you,” Griffin said, but he was tired of talking about his mad wizard uncle.  “Now, are you two going to explore this nook with me, or do you want to wait out here in the main passageway while I make the next find all by myself?”

“We’re coming,” Luke said.  “Just lead the way.  You found this.  You deserve the chance to see what’s down there first.”

Griffin had a difficult time finding the fissure again, but he knew it was there this time, so he soon found it again.  As he stepped into the darkness, his small ball of light didn’t seem to be enough to beat back the incredible gloom all around them.  Tapping into the nugget of energy he’d stored inside and drawing some from the crystals buried all around them too, he did his best to brighten his light to a new level of intensity.  It was a real struggle to make it shine any brighter once they were inside the passageway. It seemed to be muted somehow, as though a strong wizard was standing nearby fighting to crush his light.

Something ahead caught his eye, a shimmer that was unmistakable in the red wall.  

It appeared that Griffin was finally going to add a crystal of his own to the pile his classmates had collected so far.

“Callie, amp up your light for me for a second, would you?” he asked.

“Why not use mine?” Luke asked a little petulantly.

“I may need you to help me dig this out.”

As Griffin got down on his hands and knees, he began to pull the dripping red clay away that was holding the crystal in place.  As his finger accidently brushed against the crystal itself, it glowed for a moment before shooting out the lights of a rainbow, sending prisms of color out all around them.  For just a moment, the small space was filled with reds, yellows, purples, and blues before it faded into nothingness.  He’d been stung by the contact as well, as though something in the stone had reached out and shocked him.

“Let me try that,” Luke said as he reached down to touch the crystal himself.

Nothing happened.

“Hey, what did you do to make it explode with color like that?” Luke asked Griffin, amazed by the reaction his friend had gotten.

“I don’t know.  I touched it just like you did,” Griffin said as he repeated the motion, getting another unpleasant shock.  The crystal again lit up briefly in a shower of colors, and then died again just as quickly.

“Let me have a try,” Callie said.  

She knelt down and touched the light just as they both had done, and Griffin could see her disappointment when it refused to light for her either.

“How are you managing that?”

“I swear to you, I don’t know.”  Griffin finally freed the crystal from the wall of the cave, though his hands tingled smartly by the time he was able to do it.  It was as big as a softball, its facets worn smooth as though time itself had done its best to destroy it.  The crystal lit for a brief moment in his hand, and then died again as Griffin put it in his collecting bag.  “We need to show this to Sharidan right away.  Have either one of you read anything about a crystal like this before?”

They both shook their heads as the three of them made their way out of the side passage and turned deeper into the cave.  After asking a handful of classmates about their instructor’s location, they finally found Sharidan deeper than anyone else was allowed to go.

“You three weren’t supposed to come down this far,” he said as he cheerfully wiped a bit of blood-tinted liquid from his brow.  If he’d been meaning to remove it, he’d failed miserably.  All Sharidan managed to do was smear it more, until he looked as though he’d dipped his face in the stuff.  He’d grown older in the year Griffin had known him, and not in the way that each of them did naturally.  Sharidan was constantly under the strain of proving himself to the wizard world at large, and it was clearly taking its toll on the teacher.

“We had to show you this,” Griffin said as he handed the bag to his teacher.  He wasn’t all that eager to hold it again.

Sharidan opened the bag and removed the crystal.  It was as lifeless in his hands as it had been for Callie and Luke.  The school’s lead teacher frowned as he stared at the stone in his hand.  “It must have burned itself out the first time you touched it.  They do that sometimes, you know.  Sorry.”

“Hand it to Griffin,” Luke said.  “Let him try it.”

Sharidan looked at both of them oddly, but did as he was asked.

The instant it touched Griffin’s hand, the rainbow-tinted lights exploded yet again before dying.  Was it his imagination, or was the shock growing stronger?  

“Now that’s odd,” the teacher said.  “Let me see it again.”

He took it from Griffin, and again it refused to light.  Sharidan frowned as he reached out a hand and touched Griffin’s shoulder, but there was still no light.  Only when Sharidan touched Griffin’s bare cheek did the light reappear, though muted now.  “I’ll be.  The attachment is stronger than I could have imagined.  We need to go.  Come on, you three.”

As they left the caves together, they collected all twenty students from the school in the area outside where they ate and slept.  He belonged to all of them, as though he had no other group in his life and couldn’t imagine going on without them.  Griffin had overheard a tense conversation near the perimeter trees a few nights ago between Sharidan and Ms. Snooks about their worries that there were no new students to find for the school, but he couldn’t worry about that now.  He was at Darkthorn, and as long as Griffin would never have to go back to Poison Ivy, the orphanage where he’d been raised, he’d be a happy young man.

Once they were all gathered together, Griffin noticed that the sky above them had gone dark.  

Sharidan said loudly, “Everyone, I need you all to extinguish your lights.”

They did as they were told, even though it was clear that many of them were puzzled by the request.

Once everyone had done as he requested, Sharidan looked at Griffin in the dim starlight and said, “Show them what you showed me.”

Griffin wasn’t a big fan of all the attention or the shock he knew was coming, but this was different.  The focus wasn’t on him, but instead on the crystal that he’d discovered.

As he took it out of his collection bag, it glowed with bright prismatic light, shooting colored beams all around them for several seconds, bouncing off the dome above them and deflecting the light even more.  Griffin was pleased to find that the shock was noticeably less than it had been before in the heart of the cave.  Nearly all of the students were awed by the display, but Griffin noticed that Donovan, one of his roommates and his biggest rival at Darkthorn, wasn’t one of them.

“Big deal.  It’s a nice party trick, Griffin, but that’s about all it is.”

“If you think it’s so easy, then you try it,” Griffin said, tossing the crystal to Donovan.  He nearly fumbled the catch, but all gathered there could see that the light died once it left Griffin’s possession.

“What did you do to it?” Donovan asked as he studied the stone.  It was clear that he believed that it was just a trick Griffin was pulling.

“I have no idea,” he said as he retrieved the crystal from his adversary.  “Does anyone else want to try it?”

They all did, each in their own turn, but not even Ms. Snooks could make it glow again.

“It’s tied to you somehow,” Sharidan said as he turned up his light globe.  “Get yourself cleaned up, Griffin.  We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”

“Where are we going?” Griffin asked, not nearly as pleased now with his discovery.

“We can’t waste any time.  We need to show this to Vimletta tonight.”

Griffin felt fear suddenly rush through him.  He’d met the head of the Cadre once before at the Battle of Wizards, and her appearance hadn’t done anything to set him at ease.  The fairy looked dainty, even grandmotherly, but Griffin could tell that she was tough enough to kill without a second thought.  Griffin had hoped that their paths wouldn’t cross again, at least not so soon.

That prospect was gone now, though.

Once Sharidan made up his mind about something, there was no going back.

For the second time in a month, Griffin was going to go before the head of the Cadre.  

Only this time, he suspected that it wouldn’t be nearly as pleasant as their last meeting had been.
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Though he wasn’t all that excited about where they were going, Griffin was thrilled about how they were getting there.  He loved flying more than just about anything else in the world, and he longed for the day that he could do it on his own.  For now though, he was housed in a bubble of light being towed behind Sharidan.  As much fun as flying solo must be, just being a passenger did give him the opportunity to shift gently between watching the land pass beneath them and staring up at the sky.  He particularly liked flying at night when the villages of Naynots below shone with their hearth lights, and the sky above exploded with stars.  The poor innocents had no idea about the other world all around them.  

Mastering the art of shifting within the ball without spinning had taken a little time, but he was an old pro by now.  

He’d met Vimletta once before during a brief ceremony where he’d been awarded a first place medal for Magic with Wands in the Battle of Wizards, First Level.  He cherished the medal and never took it off, but he was uncomfortable being in Vimletta’s presence. 

As they landed, Griffin stretched his legs a little.  

“Are you okay?” Sharidan asked him softy.

“I’m fine.  Where are we?” Griffin asked as he continued to look around.  They were in the midst of a dense forest, with no real way of seeing anything beyond the thick collection of trees. 

“Shhh.  Remember, while we’re here, don’t speak unless you’re spoken to, Griffin.  Right now, the only thing that we can do is wait to be summoned.”

Griffin looked around as he obeyed Sharidan’s command for silence, but he still couldn’t see anything.  Then Sharidan touched his arm based on some signal Griffin couldn’t recognize, and they took a single step forward together.  

To Griffin’s amazement, they were suddenly standing just outside an open ring of large stones, monoliths standing tall in the growing night; the surrounding trees were gone.  Inside the ring of stones, a fire glowed, but it didn’t burn from wood.  There was a ball of pure energy in its center as if it focused the strength of the land itself.  Sparks of dizzying colors constantly shot off the ball and traced their way up into the night sky like embers thrown from a burning log.  

Sitting on individual smaller stones before each monolith was a different lifeform that inhabited the realms of their magic.  Griffin spotted a vampire, a wizard in full robes, and a gnome closest to him. He could also see that there was a host of others on the opposite side of the light that he couldn’t make out from where he stood.  

On a chair before him, higher than the rest, sat Vimletta.

“We are waiting,” she commanded impatiently, and Griffin felt his heart jump as she stared at him.  “You may approach.”

Griffin started walking toward the ancient-looking fairy, and he was reassured when he realized that Sharidan was just behind him as his teacher placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.  With his mentor there, the audience was much less frightening than it might have been.
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