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“THE HOLLOWER”


Being an excerpt from Lady Phelia’s

Nursery Rhymes to Caution and

Correct Ill-Behaved Children




The Hollower’s on the hunt, my child

The Hollower’s on the hunt

Your magic he’ll steal

With cunning and zeal

The Hollower’s on the hunt

The Hollower’s on the prowl, my dear

The Hollower’s on the prowl

Your spirit he’ll sap

With evil entrap

The Hollower’s on the prowl
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A WORD FROM OUR NARRATOR


Once upon a time, in a faraway land, there was a wizard named Merlyn. This name might sound familiar, but this Merlyn is not your Merlyn, just as this world is not your world. This story takes place in a magical land, full of fairies, and underwater cities, and a lamentable absence of funnel cake.

Though this story takes place in this magical land, it doesn’t belong to it. Stories, you see, aren’t confined to a single space or time, as most things are.

Now then.

This story isn’t about Merlyn, but it begins with him.

Merlyn, the trusted royal advisor. Merlyn, the greatest wizard in history. Merlyn, who popped out of a magical portal after defeating the villainous sorceress Morgan le Fey and was met by a throng of anxious citizens desperate to know if evil had been vanquished.

“Of course she’s been vanquished,” Merlyn snapped, his staff still smoking from the battle. Once this was tidied up, he’d have to report to the queen, who’d been cursed into a sheep by Morgan.

“Three cheers for the most powerful wizard of all time!”

“Ha!” Merlyn scoffed. He waved his hand over the smoking end of his staff, and it burst into flames. He shook it irritably to put it out. “Wait until you see my great-great-great-great-great-grandchild!”

In the back of the crowd, a boy with a falcon perched on his shoulder scowled.

The portal Merlyn had appeared from was already gone. The wizard stood alone—except for the crowd—in the midst of a circle of enormous stone pillars, each of them easily five times the height of a grown man.

“Why?” a centaur shouted.

“What will they do?” an old man called out.

Merlyn slammed his staff into the ground. A jet of water shot up from it, finally extinguishing the smoldering bits with a hiss. “You’ll have to wait and find out! It’s dangerous to know the future.”

Merlyn’s owl familiar swooped down and perched on his staff. “Don’t be rude,” the owl scolded.

No one likes being left in the dark, especially a crowd of people who had nearly been destroyed by the embodiment of evil, but Merlyn had an advantage when it came to knowing things. He had the gift of foresight. He was able to look ahead and see things that hadn’t happened yet, but probably would. The future wasn’t always clear, but it was exceptionally less foggy when he checked in on it than when you or I try.

In any case, it was too late. Word had already swept through the crowd that Merlyn’s seventh descendant would do great things. Wonderful things. Miraculous things.

This story is about Merlyn’s seventh descendants. Let’s meet them, shall we?

They’re about to dabble in mischief that’s going to take a turn for the worse.
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1 In which magic goes awry and a scheme is hatched


Merlynda of Merlyn Manor hadn’t meant to turn every inkwell in the stationery shop into miniature never-ending geysers. She also hadn’t meant to give the townspeople another magical mishap to gossip about, but she knew that’s exactly what would happen. And she absolutely, positively had not meant to practice her magic before she returned home, and not just because that’s what her mother had suggested this morning on their way into town. Today’s magical bungle had just sort of happened, which unfortunately was a common occurrence for Merlynda.

Inks of every color sprang across the shop, spraying parchment, waxes, and fancy quill pens. Panicked patrons knocked into Merlynda as they rushed out. Mr. Wintley, the faun who owned the shop, gaped at his ruined goods. Lavender-scented specialty ink burst across his cream-colored shirt and red-brown fur, filling the air with its fragrance.

Merlynda twisted as a jet of blue ink shot toward her, taking the blast on her back but protecting the envelope she clutched. She tucked the envelope into her purple robes, then turned back to Mr. Wintley. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’ll fix it!” She closed her eyes to sense the magic and—

“No! You’ve done enough!” Mr. Wintley wailed, then tried to compose himself. He gripped his horns. “I mean, er, perhaps your mother, or maybe your brother, could…?”

As if on cue, the bell above the shop door rang and Percy, Merlynda’s twin brother, stepped in. They shared their mother’s deep blue eyes and chestnut hair, but Percy always managed to strike a more collected figure. Probably because he’d never once accidentally magicked a hive of bees into the library, or teleported his lentils into the milk jug, or set off an entire shop’s ink supply into never-ending geysers. He wasn’t constantly worrying about what his magic might do next. If Percy ever wanted to do any of those things, he did it on purpose, and perfectly.

“Merlynda, haven’t you finished…?” He trailed off as a green ink jar’s cork flew at him, catching him full in the face. He froze for a moment, taking in the bursting inkpots throughout the small shop, and then started laughing.

Mr. Wintley tugged on his horns harder, hopping from one hoofed foot to the other. “Master Percy, I hardly think this is cause for amusement!”

“It’s all right, Mr. Wintley.” Percy dodged a spray of ink, unconcerned about his splattered robes. “I’ll have everything back before you can say, ‘Merlyn’s goat.’ ”

Percy focused on the ink. Magic was accessed through four primary elements: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. Through these, wizards and other magical beings connected with the Aether—the real magic. Percy’s affinity was for Air, but it didn’t really matter. He was almost as adept with all of the elements.

Merlynda, on the other hand, bungled all of the elements equally.

She watched as Percy found the Water within the ink and used his magic to push past the Water and into the Aether. It was always at this point in the magical process that things went awry for Merlynda, usually in some form of explosion. She could never quite manage to touch the Aether.

And then, each time, the magic laughed at her. She could feel it now, laughing at the ink raining down all around them.

The magic never laughed at Percy. It apparently did whatever he bid. Percy didn’t study half as much as Merlynda (or at all, really), but magic had always come easily to him. The twins were only eleven, but Percy was already one of the most talented wizards to ever live, and he knew it. Which is why instead of calling their mother like they were supposed to whenever Merlynda bungled something, Percy cleaned up her mess. The inkwells stopped overflowing, and the stray drops and geysers throughout the shop reversed, swimming back to their pots and jars. Droplets peeled away from the parchment, quills, and even Mr. Wintley’s shirt, fluttering back to their containers.

Merlynda breathed a sigh of relief. She never meant to do any harm, but her magic always seemed to have a mind of its own.

Mr. Wintley was awestruck. “Master Percy! That was marvelous! Wondrous! Masterful! Why, if you aren’t the Septimum Genus, I’ll—” He stopped and turned red, as if suddenly remembering Merlynda was there. He needn’t have worried. Merlynda was used to such things and wasn’t bothered.

The twins’ birth had caused tremendous confusion eleven years ago. No one understood how to interpret Merlyn’s prophecy about the Septimum Genus—his seventh descendant who was meant to do spectacular things—when there were two. Was the Septimum Genus the oldest (Merlynda, by a whole seven minutes)? Or the one who showed the most magical talent (clearly Percy)?

Some people tried to blame their mother, claiming that because she’d married a nonmagical human instead of a wizard, she’d ruined Merlyn’s prophecy. Mother fired back that either Merlyn’s foresight was right, or it wasn’t, but it wouldn’t be her fault if his words didn’t come to pass. She’d marry whomever she pleased and have as many children as she liked, thank you very much.

There was also a good deal of speculation about what great things the Septimum Genus would do. For generations, the townspeople had come to Merlyn Manor seeking potions for illnesses or help removing a stray hex that blew in, but after the twins were born, things got out of hand. When they were very young, they’d be approached by townspeople who wanted their gardens to produce year-round without being tended, or travelers who wanted magical powers (magic was common enough in the world, but magical beings were a good deal rarer). Once, a young archer dressed in Lincoln green had asked them for a charm that would guarantee he’d marry his true love. He promised to have his friend write a ballad about the twins in return, so the whole land of Faelor would know of their talents.

Mother had shooed the archer away from the manor, with just a touch of Earth magic to speed him along. She also might have shouted after him that clearly too much of the world already knew of the twins’ talents, what with how often strangers barged into their affairs, and that she wouldn’t have any of it any longer. The archer left in a hurry, and word of Mother’s new boundary swept through everyone who knew of the Septimum Genus (which was the majority of the known world, to be sure). They didn’t get many strangers after that.

Now that they were a bit older and their talents had had the opportunity to mature, everyone in Avonshire secretly (or not so secretly) believed that Percy was the Septimum Genus. This was just fine with Merlynda, who believed that herself. Besides, who wanted strangers constantly asking you for favors, or expecting you to always perform miracles? Who wanted the world breathing down your neck, to see what “great things” you would do?

This was why comments like Mr. Wintley’s didn’t trouble her. That, and Merlynda had less lofty goals at the moment. All she wanted was to control her magic, or at least feel comfortable with her powers. Other than that, as long as Percy was around for getting into and out of mischief with her, and as long as her best friend, Neci, was by her side, she couldn’t imagine needing anything else.

Merlynda looked at Mr. Wintley, sheepish. “I really am sorry about all of the ink, Mr. Wintley. Is the back room all right?”

Mr. Wintley didn’t quite flinch at Merlynda addressing him. “I’m sure it’s fine, Miss Merlynda, perfectly fine.” The front of the shop was devoted to stationery, but Mr. Wintley also dealt in a number of oddities and knickknacks that travelers brought in. He liked knowing things, and knew at least a little about almost everything. “Master Percy set everything straight now, didn’t he? Still got your envelope?”

Merlynda pulled the envelope from her robes. Not a drop of ink had touched it. Neci’s birthday present was inside, and if Merlynda ruined that, she didn’t know how she’d get another one.

“Excellent,” Mr. Wintley said, gazing around his shop in a daze. “Wonderful. Well, then, you two better run along.” He forced a laugh. “Give your parents my regards.”

Merlynda and Percy knew a dismissal when they heard one and took their leave.

“That was brilliant,” Percy said, replaying the ink geysers in his mind as they walked down the main street of Avonshire. “It was like an ink rainbow exploded in the shop. Are you all right?”

“No!” Merlynda said. She, too, was replaying the incident in her mind, but it made her shudder. “What if you hadn’t been able to fix it? I would’ve ruined everything in his store!”

“Sure, but I was there. How did it happen, anyway?”

Merlynda sighed. “I was signing my name to show that I’d picked up my envelope, and the ink blotted. So I tried to fix it.”

Percy tried hard not to laugh. He loved his sister and really wasn’t poking fun at her, but he also didn’t understand how one of Merlyn’s descendants could be so dismal at magic.

“It isn’t funny!” Merlynda shoved Percy playfully, and he tried to stifle his snickering.

“An inkblot,” he said with a mostly straight face, “that turned into a rainbow of infinite ink…”

Merlynda finally cracked a smile. “Maybe it’s a little funny. But only because you were able to fix it.”

Percy collected himself and waved at a group of townspeople across the street. A gnome pretended not to see and hurried his children on, but several waved back and whispered to one another excitedly. Percy pulled at the Water and Air around him, creating a fluffy cloud that he reshaped with his magic: a flower, a troll, one of the gawking townspeople, and so on. Mother would scold him if she saw (Magic isn’t a plaything, she always said), but he couldn’t help showing off. He loved showing off.

Merlynda rolled her eyes. Percy would be insufferable if it weren’t for the fact that he always, always had her back. He never lorded his skills over her, and he never even made fun of her for her magical mishaps. He might laugh a bit while cleaning things up, but it was never mean-spirited.

Their family had lived just outside of Avonshire for generations—it was where Merlyn had eventually settled down after defeating Morgan le Fey—so seeing them in town was hardly novel, even if they were the only magical beings around for miles. Since Merlyn’s day, the small village had grown into a bustling town. The streets were always busy, particularly in the main square, and as far as Merlynda could tell, they lacked for nothing. She loved it here. It was perfect.

Well, almost perfect. If she could make clouds dance like Percy could, or brew the odd potion like Mother sometimes did, perhaps the townspeople wouldn’t look at her with quite so much fear.

For now, she pretended not to notice whenever someone shot her a frightened glance, or even worse, a look of pity. “The magic laughed at me again,” she said quietly. “After the ink started springing up everywhere.”

Percy let his cloud dissipate and gave his sister his full attention. The magic had never laughed at him, and it sounded terrible. He knew how desperately his twin wanted to understand her magic. “Is it still laughing?” he asked.

Merlynda paused for a moment, listening. “No. But why does it do that?” She let the frustration creep into her voice. “It’s like it’s mocking me anytime I try to use my magic.”

“We’ll figure it out, Merlynda,” he told her, and he meant every scrap of determination he put into his voice. “Together. You’re going to be an amazing wizardess.”

Merlynda gave him a small smile. Percy might (probably) be the Septimum Genus, and he was certainly a show-off, but at the end of the day, he was always her brother. “Thanks, Percy.”

Percy’s eyes lit up, an idea forming. “Didn’t you say you found an Elemental Focus in the library the other day?”

“Yeeeees…,” Merlynda said, guessing at what Percy was thinking.

Her brother did a little leap of excitement. “Let’s summon an Elemental Stone! They’re really powerful, right? I bet you could use one to control your magic.”

Merlynda narrowed her eyes. “And if we’re successful, you’d be the youngest wizard to ever summon one.”

Percy flashed her a brilliant grin. “Well, sure. Win-win.”

Merlynda hesitated, but Percy leaned in.

“C’mon, I’ll be there. We’re Merlyn’s descendants. What can go wrong?”

A lot, they both knew. But Merlynda grinned back and nodded. “I’m in.”



Across the town square, Neci the Ardent, Merlynda’s aforementioned best friend, was drooling over the daggers on display at Avonshire’s blacksmith. Avonshire didn’t have an armory, but the minotaur blacksmith always had a few daggers available for purchase. Neci was expressly forbidden from gawking at them for as long as she had this morning. Not by the minotaur, who found Neci’s enthrallment amusing, but by her parents.

Neci was the youngest in a long line of root vegetable merchants. For generations her ancestors had farmed, harvested, and sold beets, parsnips, and carrots of many colors to the good people who ventured to their shop in Avonshire. And venture they did, for Neci’s family was famous around the known world for their delectable product. Her mother was especially proud of their wholesome, all-natural growing techniques. NO MAGIC POWDERS, POTIONS, OR SPELLS, the elaborate sign above their shop boasted, along with their company slogan: NATURALLY EXQUISITE CULINARY INGREDIENTS.

Over time this slogan had been shortened to its acronym: NECI (pronounced NEE-see). When Neci was born, her parents were so tickled about their business, and how their only child would surely follow in their footsteps, that they named her after their success.

Root vegetable farming was an old and proud tradition, but Neci wanted nothing to do with it. She could never tell her parents this, but the thing she wanted most in the entire world, the longing that filled her dreams to the brim, was to be a knight. Hence, visiting the blacksmith every few days to stare longingly at the weapons. A dagger was hardly the impressive steel carried by noble and courageous knights, but it was a good step closer than nothing.

Neci tore herself away from the blacksmith’s. It wouldn’t do any good if her mother caught her gawking. She also preferred that her next errand be kept from her parents’ knowledge, as she had learned long ago to keep her knightly ambitions a secret, so she set off toward the stationery shop at a brisk clip. She was well stocked up on parchment and quills, but Mr. Wintley was the only merchant in town who sometimes received specialty shipments and curiosities from the city. Including, occasionally, new trading parchments for Neci’s favorite game: Ye Knoble Knights Defend the Civilized World.

She had collected nearly every trading parchment available—even the super-rare, nearly-impossible-to-find ones. They were meticulously organized and tucked away in a box hidden beneath her mattress. Her favorites were carefully pressed between the pages of a book, and every day she’d open it to admire them. First was King Arthur, Merlyn’s favorite goat. She mostly liked the painting on that one. Next came Tilly the Quick, a brave gnome who was smaller than almost everyone else, just like Neci. And finally Dame Joi, the strongest human knight to ever live. She had dark hair and skin like Neci, and wielded a beautiful sword but used it only to defend the weak. If Dame Joi and Tilly could become noble knights, then Neci could too.

Every day she tried to be a little more like them. Just last year she’d saved up and sent away for the Ye Knoble Knights Decoder Ring with Customizable Crest. Neci had chosen the gryphon crest because, with the body of a lion and the head of an eagle, they were stalwart protectors. She wore it on a string around her neck, but when no one was looking, she’d slip it onto her finger, proud of what it stood for. Neci kept her most prized possessions hidden because it would break her parents’ hearts if they knew that she, their only daughter and assumed beneficiary of their legacy, had no interest at all in root vegetables. She didn’t even like eating them very much.

Neci held herself tall as she jogged, keeping her satchel from jostling too much and focusing on projecting a knightly aura. That’s what one of the stats on her trading parchments called it. She ignored the fact that she was short for her almost-but-not-quite ten years of age. Her speed and swiftness and the short, tight black curls framing her face surely more than made up for any perceived notions of being vertically challenged. She was a force to be reckoned with.

She slowed as a couple of townspeople dashed toward her, splattered with—Neci’s pulse quickened—was that blood? Would she at long last get to perform the knightly duty of helping someone in need, and of valiantly defeating an enemy who had harmed an innocent?

“Hail and well met!” she called, even though she already knew it was the florist and his daughter. She said, “Hail and well met!” because that’s what the knights in The Compendium of Knights and Their Noble Deeds (her favorite book) always said.

The florist and his daughter paused, the panic fading from their faces as they glanced behind them. Neci could see they weren’t hurt, even if they were covered in red splatters. She leapt into action. “Hello, citizens! From what do you flee? What fell beast plagues you?”

The daughter, Esme, scowled down at her ruined dress. She was a few years older than Neci. “Hello, Neci-Queasy. The fell beast that plagues us is your little witch friend.”

Neci felt her cheeks go hot at the insult. Not the jab at her name, which was annoying but uninventive. It was the attack on her friend that riled her. “You mean the great wizardess Merlynda? You don’t mean she attacked you?” Merlynda would never! Well, not on purpose. To her knowledge, anytime the wizardess’s magic had gone awry, it had never hurt anyone. Neci thought the magical explosions made things exciting.

The florist surveyed his robes. “That child is a menace,” he grumbled. “She should have been named for Morgan le Fey, not the great Merlyn.”
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A WORD ABOUT MORGAN LE FEY


As has been mentioned, Morgan le Fey was a dastardly villainess, and had Merlyn not defeated her when he did, the world as it was might have been destroyed. More likely, the world as it was would probably still exist, but be ruled by the evil, finely manicured hand of Morgan le Fey. Really, the outcome of either scenario is the same: misery.

For the florist to compare Merlynda to Morgan le Fey was at best an ignorant oversight of history. At worst, it was a horrible, biting insult.



Neci bristled. She was no stranger to the mutterings throughout town, of course. Her parents, mistrustful of magic, did a good bit of the muttering themselves. Even so, Neci felt it her knightly duty to try to help everyone. “Are you injured?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“No,” the florist answered.

“Was it an intentional act of aggression?”

“I don’t believe so.…”

Neci crossed her arms. “And was Percy nearby?”

Now the florist and his daughter shuffled, avoiding Neci’s gaze. “He… might have been right outside. It all happened so fast.…”

Neci rolled her eyes. “So instead of letting Percy help by removing the—what is this stuff?”

“Um… ink,” Esme said.

“Ink,” Neci repeated, keeping a straight face. “Instead of allowing Percy to remove this harmless ink, you’re rushing around town spreading lies about a kid.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say… That’s not what… When you say it like that…” The florist trailed off under Neci’s stare.

“Shameful,” Neci said. “I hope you’ve learned your lesson.” Which was another thing the knights in her Compendium often said.

They bobbed their heads in agreement, and Neci took off again toward Mr. Wintley’s shop, grinning. A knight’s work was never done.



Percy had just suggested that he and Merlynda should find some sweets before meeting up with their parents when Neci caught up with the twins. “I saw the florist and his daughter on my way back from the blacksmith’s,” she said breathlessly. “Are you all right? Was this a proper explosion?”

“Ink fountains,” Merlynda moaned. “All colors. Dozens of them.”

“Hundreds,” Percy chimed in. “But we got it sorted.”

“You got it sorted,” Merlynda corrected. “Anything knightly at the blacksmith’s?” she asked Neci. The twins both knew of her secret ambition. Merlynda wanted Neci to be a knight as badly as she wanted to control her own magic. Percy thought Neci’s dream was silly, but he didn’t see any point in telling her that. It wasn’t his dream.

Neci knew Percy thought this, but she didn’t care. Merlynda believed in her, and that was all that mattered. The girls often dreamed about how one day when Merlynda was a wizardess fully in control of her magic, and Neci was a duly appointed knight, they would make a team even greater than Merlyn and Dame Joi.

Merlyn, the most powerful wizard of all time.

Dame Joi, the greatest knight in all of history.

Sure, they had some growing to do. But they were both working hard, and when that day finally came, it would be glorious!

“The blacksmith made a new dagger,” Neci said. “She’s brilliant. It’s gorgeous.” The twins knew that Neci didn’t mean gorgeous as in “beautiful.” She meant gorgeous as in “an artful and efficient weapon.”

Merlynda blanched. “Wait a minute. You saw the florist and his daughter running toward the blacksmith’s? Covered in ink?”

Neci nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t think they were interested in the dagger.”

Merlynda locked eyes with Percy, alarmed. “But that’s where—”

“Merlynda! Percy!” Mother called out.

Mother and Father hurried down the street, followed by a trail of floating bags. Some of the townspeople pointed and marveled, others crossed to the other side before warily continuing on their way, but most of them carried on as if nothing unusual were happening. Mother scooped the twins up in a single fierce hug, then let go and smiled at Neci. “Hello, Neci dear. I was just coming to collect the twins and hear about their, ah, errands.”

Like any good knight, Neci knew when to make a hasty but calculated retreat. She offered a sweeping bow. “Good morning! It was a pleasure to see you. Good day!” She gave Merlynda a sympathetic look, then ran off toward the stationery shop.

Merlynda and Percy waved after Neci, then turned to their parents. Mother was almost their mirror image, with her pale skin, blue eyes, and long chestnut hair wrapped across her head in an elegant crown braid. The brooch she always wore sparkled in the sun, and her hedgehog familiar, Hortensia, perched on her shoulder. Father’s light hair and dark eyes made him stand out from his family, but not nearly so much as the fact that he couldn’t cast even the most basic charm or enchantment. He’d married into the line of Merlyn but wasn’t a wizard himself.

Merlynda forced a grin. “Find everything you’ll need for your trip?” she asked brightly. After five generations of the Merlyn family engaging in polite communication, the Forfles had at last invited one of them—Mother—to the Forfle homeland to study and give lectures on magic. Given how shy and slow to trust Forfles were, it was no understatement to say that this was the opportunity of a lifetime. Aside from courtesy, an invitation was required because their homeland was in a different magical dimension and couldn’t be found on any map. Father was going as well, and they wouldn’t be back for ages. Uncle William, Father’s brother, was coming to look after the twins.

“We did!” Father grabbed at a new pair of boots that kept bumping into his shoulder, then shoved them into a canvas sack. The sack proceeded to bump into him. “Um, dear?”

Mother glanced at her husband. She waved her hand, and all of their purchases snapped into a neat, floating line. She turned back to the twins. “Now, about this morning. Merlynda—”

“It wasn’t her fault!” Percy interjected.

Mother raised an eyebrow.

“No one was hurt,” Merlynda said quickly. “And Percy put all the ink and parchment and everything back exactly as it was.” She winced.

“I’m sure he did,” Mother said, “since what you’re supposed to do in these situations is come find me immediately, but you two love avoiding what you’re supposed to do.”

Mother’s expression softened. “I’m glad no one was hurt. But, Merlynda, dear, I wonder if you might… take a break? From practicing. Just until we’re back.”

Merlynda gaped. “But you’ll be gone for months!” she exclaimed. “Maybe longer, you said it yourself! I’m not supposed to practice my magic for that entire time?”

“You can still read and study!” Mother forced a cheerful tone. The twins could both see that she was trying to make things out to be better than they were.

“But I’ll be here,” Percy said. “I can—”

“Get into quite enough mischief on your own, yes.” Father looked at his daughter. “Merlynda, I know you’re working hard, but Uncle William isn’t used to magic. And sometimes, yours gets a little…” He paused, searching for the right word.

“Explosive,” Merlynda sighed.

“Exciting,” Percy said at the same time.

“Extraneous,” Hortensia offered.

“Exactly,” Father agreed.

Mother smiled gently at Merlynda. “We just want everyone to be safe. Including you.”

And for everyone to be safe from me, Merlynda thought. But as much as she hated to admit it, they had a point.

“Don’t forget the, ah, explorations,” Hortensia said with a glower at Percy.

“Yes, I was just getting to that.” Mother gave her son a stern look. “No grand experiments. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Mother.” He tried his best to sound convincing and managed to not look at Merlynda. The hedgehog glared suspiciously.

Mother tucked a stray strand of hair behind Merlynda’s ear. “All right, darling? Only reading and studying. Just until we’re back.”

Merlynda fought the devastation crashing in. No magic for months? She’d already read every book and scroll in the manor’s library, and even memorized a few of them. If she couldn’t actually practice what she read about, how was she ever going to learn to control her magic?

Merlynda mustered every bit of honesty she could. “All right, Mother.”

Mother shifted her gaze to Percy. “And you, Percy. No using your foresight. I don’t need to remind you that it is far too easy to put stock in shaky visions.”

Percy nodded obediently. He’d inherited Merlyn’s gift of foresight, which was never something to trust entirely but had occasionally been useful when the twins were dabbling in a spell they probably shouldn’t—such as, say, attempting to summon an extremely rare magical item like an Elemental Stone. He’d have to try to get a look at whether or not they’d succeed.

“Excellent.” Father rubbed his hands together. “Well done. Now, I believe we have a special farewell dinner planned, and this custard isn’t going to make itself!”

“Quite right.” Mother smiled fondly at her husband, then back at the twins. “We’ll have a rousing feast this evening, and after Uncle William is settled tomorrow morning, we’ll be off.”

Mother summoned the packages to follow them home. Father walked beside her, holding her hand and whistling. The twins hung slightly back so they wouldn’t get knocked in the head by a stray book or sack. The distance allowed Merlynda to seethe in peace. She knew Mother wanted to keep them safe, but forbidding Merlynda from practicing the one thing she desperately wanted to be good at felt like a betrayal.

Once Mother and Father were safely preoccupied with chatting about their final preparations, Merlynda leaned over to Percy. “When Mother and Father are gone, we’re definitely summoning an Elemental Stone, right?”

Percy grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
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2 In which a number of alarming portals appear


The next morning Uncle William arrived just in time for breakfast. He looked very much like the twins’ father but was a tad stouter. Uncle William lived in town and was a portrait artist by trade. Since there were only so many people in Avonshire who both wanted and could afford portraits, he often traveled for his work. He’d told the family he was looking forward to his stay at the manor as it would allow him time to practice other highly marketable skills, like writing poetry.

After breakfast once the carriage was packed and ready, Mother pulled the twins into a fierce hug. “Behave yourselves while we’re gone, darlings.”

“And mind your uncle,” Father chimed in. “Or at least let him think you’re minding him.”

Mother shoved Father playfully while Uncle William let out a mournful sigh. “An artist’s woes are never ended. Like the ocean’s waves, they always lap at the shore.” He paused, thoughtful. “Say, I should write that one down!”

Mother handed Merlynda a small looking glass, closing her daughter’s fingers around it. It fit easily into Merlynda’s palm. “This will work across the magical dimensions, so you can contact us anytime. We’ll call as soon as we’re settled with the Forfles.

“And if anything goes wrong, I expect you to call us immediately.” Mother looked meaningfully at each of the twins. Hortensia added her own intense glare. “Understand?”

“Yes, Mother,” they both said, doing their best to look the picture of innocence.

There was a final round of hugs, and Mother gave Merlynda an extra squeeze. “You are powerful, my darling,” Mother said tenderly as she held her daughter. “When you’re ready, you’re going to dazzle the world.”

And on that confusing note, Mother and Father left on their journey.



The twins got along with Uncle William well enough, but while their father was unmagical, he at least had an excellent sense of humor. The same couldn’t be said for Uncle William, and the twins had a strong suspicion that this was partially why Mother had suggested Merlynda refrain from practicing her magic.

The first few days passed without incident, but that was partly because Uncle William had decided the library was the best spot for him to practice his poetry writing. He could be found there at all hours of the day or night, scratching away with his quill. Unfortunately for the twins, the Elemental Focus central to their latest scheme was also in the library, and taking a magical object from a magical library would arouse even their uncle’s nonmagical suspicions.

By the time Mother and Father had been gone for a week or so, the twins were deeply bored and still hadn’t managed to sneak out the Elemental Focus. So, bright and early before breakfast, they decided that Uncle William ought to meet Harriet.

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Merlynda said to Percy while they watched Harriet snuffle around the dining table.

Percy frowned, looking at his pony. “She’s perfectly safe.”

Harriet’s scorpion tail whipped out as she turned, smashing a gravy bowl. It had been a family heirloom. “She’s safe for you, maybe.”

Harriet was a brown-and-white pony who had wandered onto the manor grounds when the twins were very young. Her tail had been injured, all tangled with brambles and knots, so Percy had set about fixing it. Only, he didn’t quite get it right. The scorpion tail, stinger and all, was born.

Harriet liked her new accessory, so Mother left it alone, and Harriet had lived at the manor ever since. She loved Percy. She tolerated Merlynda. She was a living terror to everyone else.

The twins forgot about that last part until Uncle William walked in for his morning tea and locked eyes with the beast. Seeing a pony in the dining room is one thing, but when Harriet’s stinger arced over her back, Uncle William nearly fainted dead away. Instead, his eyes focused on the twins.

“Run, children!” he screamed in a pitch higher than the twins thought possible. “I’ll protect you!” He demonstrated by grabbing the teapot and hurling it with all his strength, spilling most of the contents all over himself in the process.

Harriet batted the teapot away with her tail and glowered at Uncle William. He gulped.

The twins rushed between them. “It’s okay, Uncle William!” Merlynda tried to calm him. “We thought you might like to meet Harriet.”

Percy plastered a big grin on his face. He stroked the pony’s head and her tail drooped back as she relaxed. “Harriet, this is Uncle William. He’s staying with us for a while, so be nice.”

Harriet’s eyes narrowed.

Uncle William’s hand shook as he pointed at Harriet. “You mean… You mean… you did this?”

“I gave her this tail,” Percy said proudly. “She’d been injured.”

Merlynda nudged Percy. “I think he meant that we brought her inside,” she whispered.

The twins watched in fascination as Uncle William’s face turned a number of colors they hadn’t realized were possible. He managed to sputter out, “Take this… outside… monster… out!”

“Harriet’s not a monster!” Percy insisted.

“OUT!” Uncle William said. “OUT! OUT!”

Percy scowled but walked behind Harriet and opened the double doors that led directly onto the manor grounds. The pony shot Uncle William one more smoldering look, then trotted away.

Uncle William collapsed into the nearest dining chair, face covered in sweat. “My nerves,” he kept muttering over and over. “Horrid, horrid beast…”

“You attacked her with the teapot,” Percy snapped. “So I’d say you’re the beast.”

And that is how the twins were banished from the manor until dinner. They left the same way as Harriet, with Uncle William slamming the doors behind them before collapsing once again into his chair.

Percy sulked as the twins walked across the grounds. “He didn’t need to throw anything at her. Do you think he’ll tell Mother?”

Merlynda glanced back at the dining room. She felt a little bad for Uncle William. “Maybe it would serve us right, but I’ve got the looking glass with me.” She patted her robe where it was stored. “So he at least won’t be telling her anytime soon.”

Percy kicked a stray stone. “I can’t believe we’re banished for the day. How are we supposed to sneak breakfast if he’s blocking the kitchen?”

Merlynda brightened. “We won’t sneak breakfast. As long as he’s in the dining room, he’s not in the library.”

Percy lit up, all surliness gone. He practically rubbed his hands together in excitement. “Let’s summon an Elemental Stone!”



Merlynda’s favorite room in all of Merlyn Manor was the library. It was stuffed with books about magical theory, mystical tokens of intrigue, and rare potions recipes that had been folded beneath the cushions for safekeeping. Every time Merlynda entered, she felt like she was in the presence of her namesake, the great enchanter himself.

She had never entered through the window before, so when Percy gave her a final shove and she landed flat on her stomach, that reverent feeling passed almost immediately.

“Oof! Percy!”

“Sorry,” he called from outside the window. “Are you okay? D’you see it?”

“I’m fine,” Merlynda whispered, standing. “Give me a minute.”

Merlyn had built the library to store his books and vials and dangerous magical trinkets all in one place. Then he died, and his sons decided the library needed to be bigger, and their daughters thought it needed to be homier, and their children thought it needed more alligators (don’t ask), and so on. The result was that it now felt less like a room and more like a maze (without the alligators, thank goodness).

What Merlynda loved most about the library was the potential it held. All the knowledge and stories gave her hope that one day she might live up to her great-great-many-times-great-grandfather’s legacy—or at least be able to cast a simple Finding Charm, or send the broom scuttling around the room.

She crept along the rows of curio cabinets, searching for her prize.

Outside the library window, Percy watched Harriet gallop by and seethed at how Uncle William had thrown the teapot at her. She was a perfectly harmless pony-scorpion. He craned his neck up at the window. Being as adept at magic as he was, he didn’t feel the need to bother with books, so he rarely bothered with the library, which was why Merlynda had gone inside and not him.

He had tried to contribute to their escapade by using his foresight, despite Mother’s warning. It hadn’t mattered. That part of the future was dark and blurry, but not knowing how things might turn out made it more exciting.

Merlynda’s head popped out of the window. “Got it!” Grinning, she tossed him a flat leather pouch.

“Excellent.” Percy helped her down, and they dashed eagerly to the orchard.

The twins stopped in the middle of the trees, well hidden from Uncle William. Percy opened the leather pouch. A rough wooden circlet with glass in the middle, about the size of his palm, slid gently into his hand.

“Look at this.” Percy put the lens to his face like it was a giant monocle. “It’s only a bunch of twigs.”

“Careful! Can’t you feel how powerful it is?” Merlynda could sense the tiny vibrations swirling from it.

Percy shrugged, but he stopped fooling around and handed it over. “Right. I’ll stand over there and start the spell.”

Merlynda nodded eagerly. “And when you’re good and ready, I’ll add my magic through the Focus.” They’d been over this (and really, she’d been the one instructing him about how it ought to go, as she was the one who had read about it). She knew they were more likely to fail than succeed—even when the spell was performed correctly, there was no guarantee a Stone would appear. Either way, they hoped to be one step closer to figuring out her magic.

Percy gave her a crooked smile, then moved a few feet away. If anyone could pull this off, wouldn’t it be an heir of Merlyn? He’d go down in history as the youngest wizard to ever summon an Elemental Stone. He paused a moment to shake his future fame from his head and concentrate, then reached for the Air. Once he had a tight focus on the magic, he stretched his arm out and traced as wide of a circle between him and Merlynda as he could, his pointed finger leaving a dim glow behind it as it moved.

Elemental Stones were made of highly compressed magical energy and took incredible power and control to create. Even a grown, fully trained wizard would find this a difficult task—but most wizards weren’t from the line of Merlyn.

When the circle’s edge glowed so brightly it looked almost solid, Percy shouted, “Now, Merlynda!” Sweat dripped down his face.

Merlynda cradled the Elemental Focus in her cupped hands, then gently blew on it. It lifted gracefully away and floated between her and the circle Percy had made. She steeled herself, hesitating. What if this time she did something more dangerous than creating geysers from inkwells?

“Merlynda!” Percy called again, panting. The circle flickered.

Merlynda took a deep breath and reached out to the Air all around her—that part was simple enough. She funneled it toward the Elemental Focus, and the magic shot through it to Percy’s circle, strengthening it. Encouraged, she reached out gently with her magic, trying to move past the Air and to the Aether—

With a fwoosh-crack! the Elemental Focus shattered into a thousand tiny fragments, and with a much larger bang! the ground beneath it exploded.

Merlynda yelped and flung her arms up. A light shimmered in front of her, and the splinters and debris clattered against it. As quickly as it formed, the barrier dissolved.

She stared at her hands, dumbfounded. She’d never made a light shield before.

The Air circle had disappeared as soon as the Focus broke, so Percy had not been so lucky. His chestnut hair and deep blue robes were covered in dirt and twigs. He shook his head to get the dust out and coughed. “That was your best explosion yet! How did you make that shield?”

Merlynda didn’t know how she’d done it, but she could still feel the magic. It was laughing. At her. Like always.

She didn’t get to tell Percy this because at that moment, a great wind roared above the tiny crater left by the exploded Focus. It rushed through the trees and rattled their branches, blasting more earth at the twins. In the space between them, a black void tore through the air. Vicious storm clouds raced around the edges as it widened, chasing sparks and flashes of lightning. Tree branches and leaves broke off and swirled, sucked up into the angry clouds.

It would have been pretty if it hadn’t been so terrifying.

The twins scrambled away, circling around to stand next to each other. It was already as big as they were. Inside they could see tiny pricks of light, like stars against the night sky.

“Stop it, Merlynda!” Percy cried. He tried to blast it with magic, but his efforts were sucked up with everything else.

“I can’t!” The panic rose in her voice. Had she done this? None of the books about Elemental Stones had ever mentioned this! It looked like a portal, but she’d never actually seen one. She could feel the magic radiating out of the void—from the void, beyond the void—

The portal belched, then shrank down to a pinpoint and vanished. Earth and brush crashed to the ground, and the orchard was still once more.

Percy cautiously approached where the portal had been. Was this how Elemental Stones formed?

“Percy,” Merlynda breathed, understanding. “I think—where is it?”

“Where’s what?”

“That was a portal—from the Aether! That’s how familiars come—yours must be here!”

“My what?”

“I beg your pardon,” a small voice said from Merlynda’s shoulder, “but I believe you’re referring to me.”
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A WORD ABOUT FAMILIARS


When Percy said, “My what?” he wasn’t asking, “What, sister dearest, is a familiar?” He was saying, “We are clearly not old enough to have familiars, so why are we even talking about this?”

All wizards and wizardesses have familiars, as most magical persons do—witches, necromancers, even the occasional hag or warlock. Once an individual’s magic comes of age, their familiar is summoned by the Aether and sent through a portal from the In-Between. Portals are not typically as dramatic as the one Merlynda experienced (hence her initial confusion), but this is the only method of transportation possible from the In-Between to the rest of the world.

The age at which magic matures varies depending on the individual, but familiars can be expected to arrive anywhere between the ages of fifteen to nineteen, unless you are exceptionally talented, or exceptionally daft. Rafferty the Portly, for example, didn’t receive his familiar until he was seventy-eight, and even then it was an underwhelming guppy. Conversely, Lady Iola of the Moor received her familiar on the exact day she turned thirteen, in the form of a snowy white wolf.

Merlynda and Percy’s mother had been fourteen and a half when her hedgehog arrived, which was something to be proud of.

Merlyn, the great-great-many-times-great-grandfather of the twins, had only been twelve when his owl showed up. Twelve.

The twins were a whole year younger than Merlyn, the greatest wizard of all time, but for some reason the Aether thought one of them—just one—was ready for a familiar.



Merlynda whipped her head toward the voice. A thick red worm—or was it a small snake?—perched on her shoulder.

She shrieked and stumbled back, accidentally grabbing at all of the elements at once. Trees swayed toward them and roots cracked as they broke through the ground. Dust and dirt swirled in a mighty tornado.

Percy bellowed a command, and the chaos calmed. He turned to Merlynda, stunned. “What was that about?”

Merlynda whirled, taking in the debris scattered across the orchard, breathing hard. “There was—something—on my shoulder.”

Percy took this in. “On your shoulder.”

“It was a—a worm, maybe?”

Percy relaxed. If it was a worm, it had probably gotten tossed on Merlynda when the Elemental Focus blew up and threw dirt everywhere.

“I’m not a worm!” The small voice was defiant but muffled.

Percy whipped around. “Who said that?”

Merlynda knew where the voice was coming from. She could feel it. But she was having a hard time believing it. She was, after all, only eleven, and not a particularly talented wizardess.

Merlynda had fantasized about her familiar’s arrival the way children dream and fidget about their next birthday—what form it would take, what name she’d invent for it, and how well they’d get along (it’s bad business when wizardesses and their familiars don’t get along). Mostly, she’d wondered if it would finally help her control her magic. The magic that laughed.

Percy had fantasized about his familiar too. Namely, he’d imagined the twins would get them at the same time, or (though he’d never say this aloud) that his would come first. So he was more than a little confused when Merlynda tentatively approached a pile of soft debris and crouched down to speak with it.

“Hello?” she asked. But inside she was thinking, Please let me have seen wrong—please don’t be a worm.

The familiar poked its head out, shook itself to clear the twigs away, then wobbled across the uneven ground to Merlynda. He—somehow she knew it was a he—did look an awful lot like a worm. Except for his head, which was more like a snake’s, and his two little legs, which made him look like something else altogether.

The familiar curled himself around Merlynda’s wrist like a bracelet. Walking wasn’t needed in the In-Between, but he thought his first steps had been very impressive.

Percy came nearer. If this was Merlynda’s familiar, then perhaps his was also nearby. “Is it a worm?” he asked.

“I’m not! I am not!” the not-a-worm cried.

Despite her own doubts, Merlynda felt she ought to defend him. “Of course he’s not a worm,” she said more firmly than she felt. “He’s… a bit undergrown, that’s all. For… an armless salamander?”

The familiar sulked. “I’m not that, either.”

Merlynda held up her wrist so they could get a better look, and the familiar obliged them by uncurling and standing in her hand to show off. He was a deep, rich wine color, and only as thick as her finger. A golden ridge ran down the middle of his back, from his head to his tail. A few inches before his tail were two small clawed feet, and two tiny nubs stuck out from his back.

Merlynda inspected him. “Not to be rude, but… what are you doing here?”

The familiar cocked his head at her. “The Aether sent me.”

“Yes, of course,” Merlynda said. “I mean, who are you here for?”

“Oh, that. The Septimum Genus.”

The anxiety roiling inside of her vanished. She pointed at Percy. “He’s right here.”

Percy looked down at the defiant not-a-worm. “Um, hello.”

The familiar stared at him, then swiveled back to Merlynda. “That’s not my wizardess.”

“But… he’s the Septimum Genus?”

The familiar closed his eyes and curled himself back around Merlynda’s wrist. It was exceptionally comfortable. “I’m here for Merlynda of Merlyn Manor, Seventh Descendant of Merlyn the Great, Septimum Genus.”
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