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Chapter One

Sharks in the Water
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HIS HANDS SHAKING, Jon magically filled the enormous seashell washbasin with icy cold water and submerged his face until he was forced to come up for air. As he shook water from his eyes, he realized his fellow apprentice, Max Lee, had appeared in the bathroom doorway. Oh, great. A witness to my misery.

Instead of delivering his usual smart remark, however, the young Unicorn Clan wizard handed him a towel.

“Thanks,” he murmured.

“Nightmare again?”

Jon managed a nod.

A flicker of sympathy crossed Max’s handsome Asian features. “I thought your bad dreams had tapered off.”

“I thought so too.” Jon tossed the towel and his clammy sweat-soaked T-shirt into a hamper and jerked his head toward the door. “Want to get some air?”

“Sure. Can’t sleep with all that snoring anyway. Finn talks in his sleep, and some nights I swear Ian has bagpipes for lungs.”

Chuckling, the two apprentices traded their pajama bottoms for jeans and left the spacious thatched bungalow, barefooted. Yden’s suns had not yet risen, but dawn glimmered on the horizon, lifting the gloom of night. Jon glanced over his shoulder at his grandfather’s tree house, nestled in the branches of the enormous vanyean tree seventy-five yards off. No one was astir, but the same breeze cooling his skin rippled the tree’s thick green leaves and set its gnarled branches swaying. On the opposite side of the camp, an equal distance away, clan flags waved atop poles in front of the girls’ two neat wooden bungalows. In the center was the fire pit where apprentices often gathered at night to chat.

Jon and Max set off through Quixoran’s garden on their way to the beach. Ophelia, Jon’s Dragon Clan ring, glowed with a white light to illuminate the path. The garden, which was arranged in a series of rectangles, was a work of art, a delight to the senses, and a labor of love. Colorful flowers grew in abundance, but Jon’s grandfather had added his own sculptures carved from wood, stone, or volcanic heat-sensitive rock that glowed bright blue in the sun. Some of the sculptures were of people or animals, but many were of fantastical creatures—including the dragons from which the Dragon Clan had drawn its name.

Ten minutes later, Jon and Max passed through the arch of honeysuckle marking the end of the garden and the beginning of Dragon Isle beach. The fine white sand felt great against Jon’s bare feet and the rhythmic sound of the ocean surf eased his anxiety. He and Max sank down on a dune to watch the suns rise.

“Maybe the summons to the Executive Council meeting later today freaked you out more than you realized,” Max said. “I mean, last time you and I were there, the council threw Dorsit out for heresy.”

“Quixoran said the meeting was nothing to worry about, but I’m not so sure.”

“If it was anything but routine, Dorsit would have warned you. The Executive Council may have reinstated him as a member, but there’s no question where his loyalties lie.”

“I’d trust Dorsit with my life, but I don’t trust the Executive Council,” Jon said. “If the council had just admitted the existence of Yrth when you and I first went to testify, we could have recruited the children of Yden properly. Instead, Guinn got his hooks into most of the kids and warped their hearts and minds.”

“I don’t much like the Wizards’ Consortium, but I’d be happy to ditch runes class and come with you to Castle Ytherium.”

“Thanks, but I don’t know how long it’ll take. Anyway, I’m transporting to Earth afterward to get ready for school.”

“You’ll be training here on the weekends again?”

“Yeah. I really hate going part-time.”

“Maybe a change of scenery and schedule is exactly what you need right now.” Max paused. “I really feel for you, Jon, but at some point you’ve got to put this thing with Guinn to rest.”

“You don’t understand. He disintegrated in that portal from the feet up. I can’t forget how he screamed.” As Jon shuddered with the memory, Ophelia gave his finger a gentle, comforting squeeze.

“Only you and Brett can know what it was like because you were there. But it’s not as if the man is dead. Guinn of the Fox Clan rematerialized on Earth, he can’t work magic anymore, he can’t remember all the bad things he did, and he’s now a great father to Brett. The way I look at it, you did everyone a favor.”

“But Guinn doesn’t remember much of anything about himself, and I can’t help feeling guilty. I tricked him into using the Portal Key copy, knowing it was dangerous.”

“He deserved it, dude. If Guinn had succeeded in opening a portal, life as we know it on Earth would be a memory. Magic happens on Yden and should stay on Yden.”

Jon touched the silver ankh he always wore around his neck—the original Portal Key. “You’re right. I’m going to make peace with what happened and not look back.” If I can.

****
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THE TALL, SPARKLING white spires and graceful lines of Castle Ytherium were beautiful to look at, thanks to the unique architectural magic of the Leopard Clan wizard, Dorsit. The castle, built around a large courtyard, was the seat of the non-magical United Territories government, helmed by President Rampen Szul. One wing of the castle, however, was occupied by the Wizards’ Consortium, which had been established to regulate the wizardry-at-large. Many wizards, including Jon, felt the Executive Council of the Wizards’ Consortium did more harm than good.

As Jon paced in the unoccupied waiting room just outside the council chamber, he glanced around for something—anything—to relieve his anxiety. Too bad waiting room magazines don’t exist on Yden. A smile crept over his lips as he invented possible magazine titles: Young Wizard Digest for him and his fellow apprentices, Wizard Sophisticate for Dorsit, and Silver Wizard Monthly for Jon’s grandfather.

Time marched on and Jon’s smile faded. It’s too quiet around here. He whipped out his pocket-sized sketchpad and began to draw musical bubbles. Although his magical skills had broadened since he’d first discovered he could draw things to life, it was still one of his favorite ways to create magic. The iridescent bubbles materialized off the page, floated toward the ceiling, and popped. The bubbles were quite pretty, but the best part was the music; whenever a bubble popped, a different guitar note rang out. Jon tried for a riff from the classic heavy metal song running through his head. After some trial and error, he had it down. This is awesome.

When Dorsit finally stepped out of the chamber and into the waiting area, Jon was almost a little disappointed to see him. “Greetings, Dragon Wizard. We’re ready for you,” Dorsit said.

Several lingering bubbles landed on the Leopard Clan wizard’s glossy, long black hair and popped with a lingering vibrato chord.

Jon winced. “Sorry. I was bored.”

“That’s about to change.”

Dorsit waved him into the chamber. When Jon passed through the door, a familiar, yet unpleasant sensation made his skin crawl. “Why the suspension-of-magic spell, all of a sudden?”

“I know it’s uncomfortable, but after I was reinstated on the Council, I asked that it be made standard procedure,” Dorsit explained. “I don’t want wizards playing underhanded tricks anymore.”

Three of Guinn’s former apprentices glared at Jon from the center of the chamber. Jon’s hackles immediately rose, and if not for the suspension-of-magic spell, Ophelia would have warned him of danger so hard he would have felt her sting run from his finger, up his arm, and into next week.

The Australian apprentice, Bailey, curled his lip as Jon met his gaze. Bailey had stabbed Jon’s father during the battle at the Fox Clan stronghold, and Jon would never forget the horror of it. He clenched his fists, but Dorsit steered him clear of Bailey and toward the podium on the far side of the chamber. Without Dorsit’s intervention, Jon would have pounded the Australian into oblivion.

The podium was positioned in front of a huge stained-glass window depicting Yden’s two suns. Jon had always thought the window an incredible piece of art, but at the moment his attention was riveted on the Executive Council. As he scanned their faces, Jon did a double take. Lady Marla is now a member of the Executive Council? The handsome older woman was one of the Andresen Waterfalls nymphs who’d battled the Fox Clan alongside the Dragon Clan. Although the nymphs lived on the far side of Dragon Isle now, they kept mainly to themselves. Lady Marla answered Jon’s smile with a sober nod.

Besides the addition of Lady Marla, other changes had taken place since Jon’s last visit to the chamber. Treefoul of the Fox Clan was gone, having been kicked off the Executive Council for conspiring with his son Guinn. Dorsit had been reinstated, having been cleared of the unfair accusations of heresy. Given all the intrigue that had transpired under Chairman Lux’s watch, Jon wasn’t sure how the Spider Clan wizard had retained his leadership role.

Dorsit stood next to the podium to address the Council. “Chairman Lux and my esteemed colleagues, I present Jon Hansen of the Dragon Clan. We have called him forward to offer testimony in these proceedings.”

No fan of public speaking, Jon felt his palms grow damp and his heart begin to race. Nevertheless, he squared his shoulders and tried to stay calm. Chairman Lux beamed at him in a seemingly benevolent fashion, and Jon wondered if having been proven wrong about the existence of Earth—or Yrth, as it was known on Yden—had mellowed his outlook.

“Many thanks for your assistance, young wizard.” Lux said.

“Sure. How can I help?” Jon asked.

“As you know, the Fox Clan recruited scores of apprentices from Yrth who are now without a master. Many applied for and have already been accepted into the Certified Apprentice Program. We have three applicants, however, who are problematic. The Council would like to hear your testimony regarding the character of these individuals.”

Although Jon itched to accuse Bailey of attempted murder, Quixoran had strictly forbidden him to bring it up, lest probing questions reveal the healing energy Jon had inherited from his father, Greggoran. When Jon’s father had been a teen on Yden, several warlords had threatened his friends and family in an attempt to coerce the talented young wizard into an alliance. The warlords had wished to harness Greggoran’s power, believing his ability to heal and bring people and animals back from death would make the warlords invincible.

To remove this source of conflict on Yden and to protect his loved ones, Greggoran transported to Earth and used his interest in medicine to become an ordinary doctor. After the Fox Clan battle, Jon had discovered he could heal as well, but he was obliged to keep quiet lest history repeat itself.

“After Guinn of the Fox Clan lured me away from President Szul’s wedding celebration, his apprentices beat me to a pulp,” Jon said. “These three were the worst of the bunch. Any wizard who trains them had better watch his back.”

The scribe’s writing instrument made scratching noises as it passed over parchment.

Chairman Lux addressed the trio of former apprentices standing in the center of the chamber. “Have you an answer to these charges, young wizards?”

Bailey ignored Lux and glared at Jon instead. “Yeah. I’m going to hunt you down, Jon Hansen, and make you eat your charges.”

“Order!” Lux exclaimed.

“Bring it, Bailey,” Jon spat. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

“Silence!” Lux roared.

The apprentice to Bailey’s right possessed a squashed nose, a sneering expression, and a nametag marked Owen Plimpten. “Hansen’s imagining things,” Owen said. “If he’d ever had his pretty boy nose broken, he’d look like me.”

“I never said anything about my broken nose,” Jon pointed out. “And you wouldn’t know it had been broken unless you’d been there.”

Owen sputtered, seemingly tongue-tied. Sensing an opening, the third apprentice spoke. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t lay a finger on Hansen.”

“Baloney,” Jon replied. “You cut your knuckles on my teeth, don’t you remember? I bet you have scars on your right hand to prove it.”

Dorsit moved over to check the apprentice’s hand. “Let the record show applicant Kurt Tery of the Turtle Clan has freshly healed wounds on the knuckles of his right hand.”

“I believe we’ve heard enough to make a ruling?” Lux glanced at the council members, who all nodded in agreement.

“Jon Hansen’s a liar!” Bailey yelled.

One of the council members, Nedd of the Bee Clan, cleared his throat. “You’d be wise to hold your tongue, young man.”

“Indeed, this Dragon Wizard is not the only witness against you, Bailey Usser of the Shark Clan,” added Lady Marla.

Jon frowned. Bailey’s a Shark Clan wizard? The Shark Clan was one of the thirteen original Clans on Yden. It’s too bad he turned out to be such a waste of skin.

“I move to reject these applicants to the Certified Apprentice Program. All those in agreement, please so indicate,” Lux said.

Twelve members of the Executive Council, including Lux, raised white paddles of assent. To Jon’s shock and disgust, the thirteenth member held up a black paddle. Jon peered at his wooden nameplate marked Homa of the Shark Clan. He must be related to Bailey somehow.

“The record will reflect the Certified Apprentice Program applicants now before us are hereby rejected,” Lux said. “You three are dismissed.”

“What am I supposed to do now?” Kurt exclaimed. “Without a master, I can’t learn any magic!”

“Go home to Yrth and reflect upon your transgressions,” Nedd suggested.

Kurt, Owen, and Bailey glared at Lux and Nedd with so much heat they looked as if they’d each downed a pint of jalapeño sauce and were about to burst into flames.

“Chairman, I would like to see further punishment handed down against these applicants,” Dorsit said. “Many of you attended President Szul’s wedding and saw Jon Hansen after he was attacked. He was in a great deal of pain and his injuries made him nearly unrecognizable.”

The eyes of the Executive Council members swiveled in Jon’s direction, and he couldn’t help thinking they were visualizing his face as grotesque, bloody, and misshapen. Self-conscious, he suddenly didn’t know what to do with his hands.

Homa stood. “The Dragon Clan has already taken retribution against the Fox Clan, which has impacted its apprentices adversely. Guinn was killed and Treefoul has been banished from the United Territories. In my opinion, justice has already been served.”

Jon gritted his teeth in frustration. Not only had he been forbidden from discussing his healing ability, but he also had to let people continue to think he’d killed Guinn in ordinary battle instead of fighting over the Portal Key. If Yden’s wizards knew the ancient magical Portal Key had been found, it might ignite another Wizards’ War. Dorsit knew the truth, but as Jon met his gaze, the Leopard Clan wizard shook his head slightly to indicate he was to remain silent.

“Justice was done regarding Guinn and his father Treefoul, this much is true,” Dorsit said. “But as to these three former apprentices, I propose banishment from Yden for one turn.”

One turn on Yden was equivalent to a year on Earth, and Jon bit back a protest. Considering his injuries, one year’s banishment didn’t seem a long enough punishment to him, but he decided to let Dorsit handle it. It’s probably pretty difficult to get the council members to agree on much of anything, and Dorsit knows how far to push them.

“All those in favor of Dorsit’s proposal?” Lux asked.

The vote was twelve in favor again, with Homa abstaining. Lux ordered Bailey, Kurt, and Owen to return to Yrth.

“And if you are found anywhere on Yden during the period of banishment,” the chairman continued, “you’ll be detained under a suspension-of-magic spell for the duration of the turn. Is that clear?”

“If I’m found?” Bailey retorted. “What an empty threat. You wizards couldn’t find your way out of a paper bag.” His expression was ugly as he strode toward the exit. “Be seeing you, Jon Hansen.”

As Kurt and Owen followed Bailey from the chamber, Jon decided for once in his life to say nothing. Sometimes when you’ve won, it’s best to shut up. Besides which, he wasn’t especially worried about Bailey. In a magical firefight on Yden, Jon could more than handle any threat the man would pose. He wasn’t worried about any physical altercation on Earth, either. Bailey lived in Australia, which was half a world away from Southern California. Furthermore, it wasn’t as if the Shark Clan wizard knew where Jon lived or could discover his address.

As soon as the former Fox Clan apprentices had left the chamber, Chairman Lux announced a break for lunch. Jon was surprised, and not altogether pleased, when Homa approached him.

“Sorry about the vote. Bailey is the son of my niece. If I hadn’t pretended to support him, I would never have heard the end of it.”

“I guess you can’t always pick your relatives,” Jon replied.

Homa guffawed. “We cannot all be as lucky as Quixoran of the Dragon Clan in having you for a grandson. Should Bailey ever cause you a problem, please feel free to come to me right away.”

Jon thanked the Shark Clan wizard, but experience had taught him to be wary of elder wizards, who too often had agendas of their own.
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Chapter Two

Predictably Unpredictable
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DORSIT INVITED JON to eat at one of the food booths set up in the Castle Ytherium courtyard. They ate skewers of mildly spiced grilled meat and vegetables, served over a firm, tasty grain flavored with something like saffron. Halfway through the meal, Dorsit pushed his food away and sat back to watch Jon finish every last scrap in his bowl.

“You look a little tired, young wizard. Quixoran tells me you’ve been having trouble sleeping since the battle with the Fox Clan.”

“No, I’m fine,” Jon lied. “I just stayed up too late with my friends last night.” Dorsit’s expression of concern remained despite his response, so Jon decided to change the subject. “So, do you like being back on the Executive Council?”

“It’s a little better than before, I admit, but my influence still falls short. For example, the Council requested your testimony before making a ruling today, even though I’d already testified against the applicants myself.”

“I’m not surprised, given the Council’s talent for denying the obvious. I was impressed to see Lady Marla on board. Does that mean the members are also ready to accept females into the Certified Apprentice Program?”

“After much argument and debate, the Council reluctantly agreed to do so, should any suitable candidates come forward. They could hardly do otherwise since President Szul’s daughter Kira is training with Quixoran.”

“Guess not...although facts never seemed to bother the Council before.”

“Convincing the wizardry-at-large to provide training, however, may prove to be the biggest challenge. Due to the traditional patriarchal society here on Yden, there is still a great deal of prejudice against teaching women magic.”

“The Dragon Clan is doing it, so that’s got to help. With a lot of success, I might add.” Jon felt a surge of pride that his clan would be at the forefront of righting a longstanding wrong.

“Quixoran’s female apprentices are truly formidable.”

“You deserve a lot of the credit. With the exception of Kira and Brett, you recruited them all.”

“Yden has no choice but to embrace change,” Dorsit said. “The last Wizards’ War killed many. The survivors thereafter became a target of Efysian of the Wolf Clan, who drained dozens more to prolong his life. Those conflicts are behind us, but we must tap the talent available or risk losing our magical heritage.”

“You’ve made a big difference already. And did I see a transporter platform in front of Castle Ytherium?”

Dorsit brightened. “Ah, yes, it’s my latest improvement! That particular platform transports citizens from the capital to my hometown of Ylan and back again. Address tokens are available at the visitor service desk.”

“Casey will be happy to know his invention works for something other than battle. Are people really using it?”

Dorsit nodded. “Indeed they are. Trade with Ylan is up and the city is growing beautifully. Everyone is happy...except certain members of the Council.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Some wizards believe they should be the only humans with the ability to travel instantaneously.” Dorsit tapped the silvery transporter cuff molded to his wrist like a second skin. His cuff was similar to the one on Jon’s wrist.

Jon wasn’t surprised. Historically, wizards weren’t good at sharing power. “I’m for any invention that gives people more control of their lives,” he said. “Sometimes I think you’re the only wizard on the Council who understands the concept.”

“The number of reasonable Executive Council wizards is the minority.”

They shared a laugh.

“I understand you’re returning to Yrth tonight?” Dorsit asked.

“Yes, my regular school is starting up soon, so I’ll be a part-time apprentice again. Fortunately, everything on Yden is calm right now. I can relax and enjoy my senior year.”

A few minutes later, Dorsit hastened back to the afternoon session of the Executive Council. Before Jon left the table, he scribbled a note to Quixoran about the meeting and tucked it into the Wizport pouch at his belt. The Wizport pouch—one of Casey’s inventions—allowed Jon to send messages instantly to his grandfather’s mailbox inside his tree house. As he stood afterward, the odor of grilling meat drifted in his direction, and he considered whether or not he should buy a second skewer of meat and vegetables. He stepped toward the vendor’s cart, but then he heard Kira’s voice calling him.

The sight of the tall, athletic brunette never failed to quicken his blood. Casey’s wizard detector invention this past summer had revealed her magical ability. Although she’d resisted the idea at first, eventually she’d accepted a Dragon Clan ring and a transporter cuff, and she’d moved from Castle Ytherium to Dragon Isle to begin her training.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

Her full lips quirked up at the corners. “My father is still the President of the United Territories, so I check in on him from time to time. Why are you here?”

“I met with the Executive Council this morning to testify against the Fox Clan apprentices who beat me up. They’ve been banned from Yden for a turn.”

“A turn doesn’t seem long enough.”

“I know, but it’s all Dorsit could manage.” Jon stuck his thumb toward the food cart. “Can I buy you lunch?”

“No, thank you. Actually, I’m on my way to the apartment to pack some things.” She slid her arm through his. “Walk with me.”

All thoughts of food fled as Jon escorted Kira from the courtyard into the castle and up the wide stone stairs. As a question formed in his mind, a ball of anxiety began to swirl at his core and his palms grew moist.

“Er...there’s a back-to-school beach party for Pacific High seniors this Sunday. W-would you like to come with me?” He gulped. “I mean, Fred, Casey, and Brett will be there too, of course.”

“Oh, I’m already going.”

Jon’s pace slowed. “What?”

“That’s my news. Brett’s parents are traveling almost all the time now on sort of an extended second honeymoon and they didn’t want her to be alone anymore. So I’m going to be staying with her.”

“Huh? I thought Lialia was living with Brett now.”

“The two of them had some kind of argument and Lialia returned to Yden. Anyway, I’ll be living at Brett’s house during the week and attending high school.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Brett’s mother managed to get me enrolled at Pacific High.”

Jon was so startled, his foot slipped on the top step and he stumbled. If he hadn’t been holding onto the railing, he would have fallen flat. Kira grabbed his arm to steady him.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m just a little surprised.” His face flamed hot as he tried to recover his dignity. “Your father agreed to all this?”

“He wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea at first. But when I told him going to school on Yrth was a dream of mine, he accepted my decision.”

“I’m sure he and Ami want you to be happy, but what about the schoolwork?”

“My tutor and I have worked hard to get me prepared.” She paused. “Are you trying to talk me out of it?”

“No!”

“So you don’t mind?”

“Why would I mind?” His mind reeled at the possibilities. “It’ll be great having you around.”

“I’m glad you feel that way. Ever since you brought me to Pacific High last year, I’ve longed to be part of your world—even if it’s just for a little while.”

When they arrived at Kira’s door, she slid Jon a sideways glance underneath her lashes. “I never did thank you properly for saving my life after the Fox Clan battle.”

Should I kiss her? Shockwaves of electricity danced along his skin and he leaned in slightly. Before he could make his move, she gave him a peck on the cheek.

“See you at the party.”

Kira let herself into the apartment and disappeared. Although Jon felt her affectionate gesture down to his toes, he would have given anything for her to kiss him on the lips. As it was, her behavior toward him was frustratingly ambiguous.

****
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ON THE DAY OF THE BACK-to-school party, Jon and his best friend Casey teamed up to deliver bags of ice to their classmates who’d brought huge coolers full of bottled water, juice, and soda to the beach. The football team was in charge of the cookout, but Jon and Casey helped Fred and his friend Lee muscle a propane grill down to the sand. While Jon and Lee readied the grill, Fred and Casey doubled back to Fred’s car to grab the hamburger patties.

“Have a good vacation, Lee?” Jon asked.

“Yeah, but it wasn’t long enough,” Lee said. “We toured Hawaii and saw the volcano at Kilauea. Maui was great.”

“Never been to Hawaii. I visited my grandfather over the summer though, and went to a wedding.” Inwardly, Jon chuckled. Dragon Isle is a magical tropical paradise in another dimension, but I won’t be writing about it on my “What I Did On My Summer Vacation” essay.

“Weddings are the worst,” Lee replied. “Same old stuff happens.”

“This one was a little more exciting than most.” The understatement of the century. “I’ve got another wedding to go to at the end of the year. My uncle’s getting hitched, and I’m his best man.”

“That’d be okay, depending on what the maid of honor looks like.”

“Good point.” Jon said. “Guess I’ll find out sooner or later.”

When Fred and Casey returned with the cooler full of meat, Lee lit the propane and began to throw burgers on the grill. A gaggle of cheerleaders arrived with bags of paper plates and picnic stuff. Among the cheerleaders was Brett Tanner, who wore a loose-fitting terrycloth dress over her bathing suit.

“Hi. You look cute.” Jon tweaked one of her blond braids. “Where’s Kira?”

“You see that knot of football players over there?”

Jon followed her glance. Four linebackers surrounded an athletic brunette, helping her arrange colored cones for the relay races. Although Jon couldn’t see the girl’s face, he could tell it was Kira from her long legs.

Looks like I have my work cut out for me if I want her attention. “It’s good to see she’s making friends already,” he said.

Thanks to Casey’s technical expertise, music blared from a sound system with enormous speakers. The party swung into gear, and the beach teemed with the newest senior class of Pacific High, complete with beach towels, chairs, and big appetites. Jon, Casey, and Fred exchanged happy grins.

“It’s time to kick it,” Jon said.

“Time to eat,” Casey said.

“Hey, that’s my line.” Fred pointed at Jon. “Three-legged race, dude. We’ll wipe the field.”

Despite Fred’s confidence, Kira and the Wolverines’ star quarterback, Davy Thyssen, won the three-legged race. To soothe their disappointment, Jon and Fred each got another burger and something to drink. Then they joined Casey’s side in a game of tug-of-war. Jon was so sweaty afterward he ditched his shirt and dove into the ocean to cool off. When he returned to his beach chair, Kira was tossing a football on the sand nearby with Davy, Fred, and a few other Wolverines. She looked outstanding in her shorts and T-shirt.

Lee, sitting next to Jon, cocked his thumb at Kira. “Dude, isn’t that your cousin?”

When Jon had brought her to school one day the previous year, he’d told everyone she was his cousin from Romania to explain her lack of familiarity with American customs.

“Er...we’re not actually related by blood,” he replied. “Kira and I are kind of honorary cousins.”

A group of guys jogged past, hauling a slender kid toward the water. Jon recognized their captive as a trombone player in the marching band. As the guys picked the band member up by his arms and legs and threw him in, Jon frowned.

“What’s that all about?” he asked.

“Ty and his pals have been tossing kids in the drink for the last hour,” Lee replied. “Guess you’ve been too distracted by girls to notice.”

“I know Ty from gym class. He’s a royal pain.”

The kid staggered out of the water, giving Ty a dark look. As Ty and his five friends zeroed in on a drama student with purple hair, Jon strode over to intervene. “Cut it out, Ty.”

“Bug off,” Ty replied. “Who elected you sheriff?”

“There are other ways to have fun. Give it a rest.”

Ty focused on Jon’s silver ankh. “Nice jewelry,” he sneered.

“Whatever.”

Several football players, led by Fred, approached.

“Everything okay, Jon?” Fred called out.

Ty held up his hands in defeat and backed away. “It’s cool.”

The confrontation over, Jon waved Fred off. With a grin, Fred scooped up a football and threw a long spiral pass. “Heads up, Hansen!”

The football arced toward Jon’s outstretched hands.

Then time stopped.

For a moment, Jon thought maybe he was having trouble with his depth perception, but it was more than that. Everything and everyone around him was frozen in place, as if he were a patron in a wax museum. The football hung in space. The ocean waves had stopped, mid-crest. A seagull was poised overhead, mid-flight. A sandfly hung in the air right in front of Jon’s face. The absence of noise pressed in on his eardrums and jangled his nerves. It became so unbearable, he nearly screamed.

“Whoa,” he said, staggering backward. His eyes grew wide with panic as he searched the faces around him. I know only one wizard capable of stopping time this way, but Guinn Tanner isn’t a wizard anymore, and his daughter Brett is halfway across the beach, frozen like everyone else. Jon climbed on top of a flat rock and scanned the horizon for movement. He shivered with the realization there was none to be seen.

And then, as abruptly as time had stopped, it began again. The football flew past where Jon had been standing moments before and bonked Ty in the head. While his friends convulsed with guffaws, Ty spun around looking for the culprit. When he realized Fred had thrown the football, he pretended to laugh.

Beyond freaked out, Jon began to pack up his stuff. Casey hastened over and grabbed his arm. “Are you crazy?” he said, low. “Why’d you bring the vanyean seed here?”

The vanyean seed was a magical object originating from the oldest tree on Dragon Isle. Resembling a bronze walnut, the seed could cast a field of magic about six feet in diameter on Earth. Jon had used it regularly when he’d first become an apprentice in order to practice magic drills in his room at home.

“I didn’t bring it here,” Jon replied.

Casey shot Jon a level look. “C’mon, I saw the whole thing. One moment you’re standing in the sand, and the next moment you’re on top of a rock. The only way to do that is with magic.”

“Quixoran has the seed,” Jon muttered. “Time just stopped and I had nothing to do with it.”

****
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THE ATMOSPHERE IN THE Hansens’ living room was vibrating with anxiety after Jon finished describing what had transpired on the beach. Dr. Hansen, Fred, Casey, Kira, and Brett stared at one another in alarm.

“So I was a stupid lawn ornament...like when Quixoran turned me into a statue?” Fred asked, dismayed.

“Not exactly. Nobody was turned to stone,” Jon said. “It was more like my encounter with Guinn Tanner, when he used his vanyean seed to stop time.” Jon was uncomfortable discussing Brett’s father right in front of her, so he left off the part about Guinn’s deathgrip spell nearly killing him afterward. No need to remind her of that.

Brett’s green eyes grew moist nevertheless. “My dad can’t possibly have anything to do with this, Dr. Hansen. He’s on a Mediterranean cruise with Mom right now.”

“Guinn doesn’t have anything to do with it directly, perhaps, but his magic was stripped from him when he went through the portal,” Dr. Hansen said. “I wonder if we just experienced an echo of his ability to stop time?”

“Wouldn’t that mean the portal is active?” Jon asked.

“The kind of widespread magic you experienced this afternoon can’t work on Earth any other way,” his father replied. “The barrier between the two dimensions is only porous enough to allow a minimum of magic here.”

“Jon and I saw the portal close!” Brett exclaimed. “If it hadn’t, we would’ve been pulled in along with my dad.”

“Maybe the portal is like a tornado and skipped from one point in time to another,” Casey said.

“This is totally scary.” Brett’s usual peaches-and-cream complexion was pale. “What if it happens again?”

“I want to know why the time freeze thingy didn’t affect Jon,” Fred said.

Jon’s fingers touched his ankh necklace. “Probably because I’m wearing the original Portal Key.”

“That would be my guess, too,” Casey agreed. “The Key must keep you anchored in real time.”

“Can I wear it awhile?” Fred asked, only half-joking.

Guilt clung to Jon’s back like a two hundred-pound gorilla. He had to clear his throat before any sound would emerge. “Guinn used a copied key to open the portal, and Quixoran said the effects of copied magical artifacts were unpredictable.” He paused. “What if this means the portal is still active...and unstable?”

“We shouldn’t panic. Today could have been a one-shot deal,” Casey said. “Like a wave finally coming ashore.”

“Probably so,” Dr. Hansen said. “But just in case anything else weird begins to happen, watch yourselves.”

Somehow that advice isn’t terribly comforting.

As everyone prepared to leave, Kira took Jon aside. “I sense you are troubled.”

“You could say that.”

“Please understand, you’re not alone. What is the phrase...I’ve captured your backside?”

Despite his anxiety, Jon laughed. “You’ve got my back.” He squeezed her hand. “That’s good to know.”

Despite Kira’s reassurance, he couldn’t stop feeling guilty.

He fell into an uneasy sleep that night, waking up clammy and disoriented from his usual nightmare about Guinn. After he gulped down a glass of water, he lay on his back, wide awake, and stared at the planet mobile hanging from the ceiling over his bed.

I created a dangerous artifact that may be causing serious problems in this dimension. Jon knew he had only himself to blame, and he wasn’t entirely sure if he was capable of cleaning up the mess.
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Chapter Three

Superhero Dilemma
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THE FOLLOWING DAY WAS Labor Day Monday, and Jon transported to Dragon Isle to tell Quixoran about the time anomaly. He materialized on Dragon Isle near the dragons’ nest on the beach. Yden’s largest sun was directly overhead, which meant Jon could usually find the dragons napping. But today only Adam, Eve, and the pretty white dragon, Alabaster, were present. All three lifted their heads when Jon appeared. Although drowsy from the heat, the dragons managed to purr a greeting before nodding off to sleep again. Jon gave them each a stroke or two on their scaly heads before leaving them to their naps. As he climbed over the rocky outcropping separating the dragons’ nest from the remaining beach, Jon wondered where the rest of the dragons had gone. Had they overhunted the island and flown to the mainland for food?

Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have minded the walk from the beach, but after a few minutes of trudging in the hot sand, Jon became drenched with sweat. He transported directly to the dining area underneath the tree house. The place was deserted, but he heard voices coming from the outdoor classroom Jon had named Dragonhenge for its resemblance to the ancient monument Stonehenge.

A cool, dense mist filled the classroom and spilled out in between the thirteen granite obelisk stones and onto the surrounding grass. Inside Dragonhenge, apprentices were fashioning rainbows from sunlight and mist. Quixoran had tied his rainbow up into a huge, multi-colored bow the size of a car. Ronny, who’d always had a knack with water, had created an extremely pretty, narrow rainbow and was skipping rope with it. Max had managed to make a decent-sized rainbow tall enough to walk under, but the bands were only in primary colors. Lora and Linda had tied rainbow ribbons in their hair, while Mo and Finn were weaving an impressive rainbow carpet made of multicolored strands. Ilene and Ian were challenging each other to come up with larger and larger rainbow bubbles. Although he hadn’t come to train, Jon couldn’t resist. He made a rainbow spanning Dragonhenge, with thirty-two separate colors in it.

“There you go, showing off again,” Max groused.

“If you’re going to be ugly about it...” Jon waved his hand and thirty-two colors became sixty-four. Just for fun, he sketched out a pot of gold at one end.

“Better keep Ian away from that gold,” Ilene said as the pot materialized. “He might try to steal it.”

“We’re Scottish, ye ninny, not Irish,” Ian shot back at his twin. “And are ye trying to insinuate I look like a leprechaun?”

“You’ve oft reminded me o’ one,” Ilene said.

The apprentices dissolved into laughter.

“To what do we owe your visit today, Jon?” Quixoran asked. “I wasn’t expecting you until the weekend.”

Jon’s ebullient mood popped like one of Ilene’s and Ian’s rainbow bubbles. “I need to talk to you.”

****
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JON’S GRANDFATHER ACCOMPANIED him to the privacy of the tree house, where Jon described how time had stopped on Earth. As he listened, Quixoran’s brow furrowed. “How long did it last?”

“Um, it seemed like forever, but I guess it was just a few seconds. Dad thinks it could have something to do with the magic Guinn possessed when he was sucked into the portal. Maybe his ability to stop time got stuck there.”

“I would hate to think that’s a possibility. If this anomaly happens again, we need to know if the freezing of time becomes shorter or longer.”

“Longer would be bad, right?”

“Very bad.”

Jon’s throat tightened convulsively. “Could time stop on Earth altogether?”

“Don’t worry about that for the moment. It’s of little benefit to speculate without more information,” Quixoran advised. “In the meantime, keep a calendar of the time and date of each occurrence. We must keep track of the duration as well.”

“I can do that. Can many wizards stop time?”

“It’s an uncommon ability, and unfortunately the memory of the one wizard who could tell us about it is impaired.”

Another sharp pang of guilt accompanied Jon’s general sense of panic. “This whole thing is my fault.”

“Don’t blame yourself. You performed well in your dealings with Guinn, under extremely trying circumstances.”

“But you warned me against copying a magical object.”

“By doing so, however, you thwarted Guinn’s plans. Do you think it would have been better for Earth to be subject to his tyranny? No, we’ll take what comes and deal with it together.” Quixoran suddenly smiled, and Jon gave him a crooked grin in return.

“It’s funny how you can always make me feel better about stuff.”

“I think it’s in my job description as a grandfather.”

“Before I go, I wanted to ask you about the dragons. I transported to their nest first, and most of Adam and Eve’s children weren’t there.”

“I believe they’ve flown off to look for mates.”

Jon was stunned. “Mates? I thought Efysian exterminated all the dragons on Yden!”

“Wild dragons on this continent are no more, but there are most certainly several nests on the continent of Pytch.”

“Wow. I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye.”

“Take heart. If your dragons survive Pytch and manage to find mates, they will likely return to Ylan Bay next turn to establish nests. There are many islands nearby suitable for dragon habitation.”

“Alabaster didn’t go with his brothers and sisters.”

“He’s the runt of the litter, and I suspect he didn’t want to leave the nest yet.”

“It never occurred to me that after the baby dragons matured they’d want to form families of their own,” Jon said.

There’ll be no more dragon races for a long while, he thought with a touch of nostalgia. Although he fervently hoped the dragons would be successful on their quest, he missed them already. He also couldn’t help but worry for their safety. Is this what it’s like to be a parent? If so, he suddenly felt sorry for his mom and dad.

****
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THE SCHOOL YEAR STARTED on Tuesday, the day after Labor Day. Jon’s life seemed to speed up—as if he was riding in an elevator after the cable had snapped. He’d enrolled in several advanced placement classes and was overloaded with homework before he could blink twice. In a weaker moment he’d also agreed to help with the homecoming dance by painting a tropical theme mural. The dance was about a month away and he knew which girl he wanted to ask. The question was whether or not he had the guts to actually ask Kira. At lunch she was hanging with the cheerleader/football team crowd, unfortunately. He was surprised at how little he actually saw of her during school. Although she smiled at him when he managed to catch her eye, that was as far as it went.

“You know, I’m starting to get a complex,” Jon grumbled to Fred and Casey. “How many times does a guy have to save the world before he can get a girl interested in him?”

“It’s a common superhero dilemma,” Casey replied. “A lot of comic book heroes end up lonely.”

“I think it’s kind of like a rule,” Fred added. “For once, I’m glad I’m a sidekick.”

“Yeah, well, my life isn’t a comic book, and that rule doesn’t work for me,” Jon replied. Maybe I need to raise my profile.

****
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THE SECOND WEEK OF school, Jon brought the portfolio he’d created over the summer to his art teacher, Mr. Emerson, hoping he’d suggest some judged art competition for him to enter. Mr. Emerson was a long-haired, paint-smudged former hippy surfer throwback to the Beach Boys era, but he was a brilliant artist. At minimum, Jon figured his teacher would get a kick out of the more fantastic creatures he’d drawn.

Jon’s portfolio included sketches and paintings of unicorns, dragons, an Imp (a flying monkey-creature with razor teeth), a puleden (a stocky beast with a hard ridge for a mane and a prehensile tail), and a watercolor study of three weirdly beautiful seashells Jon had found on Dragon Isle. In particular, he wanted to share his sketch of Kira dressed for battle. With her sword drawn and hair flying, she looked fierce and awesomely gorgeous, which wasn’t difficult for her. Although Jon was pleased with his entire portfolio, he was especially proud of the way Warrior Princess had turned out.

“Who’s the fox?” Mr. Emerson said when he saw Kira’s sketch.

Jon stifled a grin. Mr. Emerson used a lot of funny words like “fox,” but he’d just learned to go with it.

“She’s a friend of mine—and an expert in combat.”

Kira was not only a wizard, but she sliced and diced with the best swordsmen. She could also stomp a towering Cyclops mercenary known as a cygard. Whenever most sane people encountered a cygard, they ran.

Mr. Emerson reviewed the rest of the portfolio, occasionally donning his reading glasses to examine some particular piece more closely. Finally he glanced up. “Jon, your work has me so stoked.”

Stoked was Emerson-speak for excited, Jon had discovered. “I’m glad. I was hoping you could help me figure out what to do with it.”

“Could I keep your portfolio for a couple of days?” he asked. “I want to show it to Ted Duell over at the Tri-County Museum. He’s getting together an exhibit of science fiction and fantasy art, which opens at the museum mid-October. I’m wondering if he wouldn’t want to include one of your pieces, maybe in a junior artist section.”

Jon was taken aback. “That would be totally, um...” He searched his memory for a word his teacher would understand. “That would be totally radical. Yeah, keep the portfolio as long as you need to.”

Mr. Emerson grabbed his digital camera. “Let me get a picture of you for Ted. I want to prove to him you’re really only seventeen.”

As he smiled for the picture, Jon hoped his stoked grin didn’t look too goofy. “I appreciate this, more than I can say.”

“Don’t count on anything, Jon,” Mr. Emerson warned. “Ted is quite picky about what goes on display in his museum, but I’m guessing he’ll think your work is far out. What do you call the collection?”
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