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Dedication

For my daughter, Stephanie. Never stop dreaming.


Chapter 1: The Witches’ Market

Vala Hide emerged with her father from the edge of the woods where the briars grew the thickest. Her father, Castor Hide, leaned against a heavy walking stick he’d fashioned from the branch of a gumba tree. It was crooked and knotted but sturdy enough to support his weight. His cloak was dusted with black soot, and a rip down the length of his breeches on his right leg revealed a deep burn glazed in pus. It pained him to walk, so he leaned against Vala as they hobbled down the pebbled path that led to the Witches’ Market.

Vala’s face was dirty and streaked where tears had streamed down her cheeks while she had watched the fire consume the only home she had ever known. Never before had she seen such a conflagration. It had seemed as though the tips of the flames had leapt so high they melded into the clouds and became one with the sky. The fields beyond had been scorched into an unrecognizable sea of ash. Even now she could see the last wisps of smoke still rising over the trees. She could still feel its stench prickle her nostrils.

“We need water,” Castor said, his voice rough from coughing.

They had not come across any brook or stream when they had trekked through the woods. Their main concern had been to get as far away from the burning farm as possible. It was obvious the fire had been deliberately set. But who would want to destroy the home of a humble farmer like Castor?

“Perhaps at the market we can barter for some milk or water, find help,” Vala said.

Already she could hear the voices of patrons and vendors, their laughter cackling like music in the distance. It would not be too far. The rooftops of the village were already visible. Colorful flags flapped on the turrets that flanked the citadel. A figure stood at the large window near the top of the main tower, dark and erect. Vala couldn’t make out the features, it was too far, but the sight of him sent a shudder down her spine and she couldn’t understand why. The aroma of good things cooking—bread, fish, perhaps meats roasting on spits—wafted in the breeze toward them. It felt as familiar to her as the ruined home she’d left behind.

Castor stumbled and nearly fell. Vala caught him by the arm. The object she’d been carrying slipped out from between the folds of her hooded cape. She quickly tucked it back in. She couldn’t lose it. They would need it to barter with at the market. They would need food and water and a poultice for her father’s wound. She knew it was valuable. It was the only thing she had been able to save from the fire. It was the only thing that wouldn’t burn.

* * * *

Pressor Garr stood at his window and gazed down at the bustling village square. He loathed the Witches’ Market. It was peopled by the vile and depraved, plying a wicked trade to the ignorant masses so desperately in need of redemption. If he could have his way, he’d banish the lot from not just the village but the whole known world. He’d hunt down and persecute the unholy stragglers and burn them at the stake until there was nothing left of them but a foaming pile of ash.

But even he knew better. What powers did these sorcerers possess? What evil did they pass to those who patronized the market in search of powders and potions and fortunes of hope? He must proceed carefully. He didn’t want them to use their Black Magic against him. It was the only reason he’d grudgingly allowed the market to take place at all, held once a month when the Almighty cached the moon in darkness and the danger of the Black Arts being used against him was lessened.

He parted the drapes a little more and stepped onto the small balcony. The Witches’ Market was already in full swing. The vendors had set up their stalls around the edge of the square. Some sold their wares directly from their carts, usually the larger items such as broomsticks and cauldrons and small beasts that could be used as familiars. Food vendors had set up spits of meat and bubbling pots of stews and soups over smoky fires. The Gypsies had arrived earlier that morning and established themselves not far from the main gates of the fortress. Who knew what sort of abominable services they provided behind the gaudy flaps of their tents?

A carnival atmosphere dominated the scene. Jugglers with painted faces danced on tall stilts, and it was a wonder they didn’t topple into the cobbled ground. A Harlequin comically mimed a horseman, and a troubadour wandered through the crowd strumming a mandolin and warbling a song about some lost love. A few people showed their appreciation by tossing coins into the upturned cap carried by a small boy who trailed behind him. From afar, it all appeared benign, even virtuous, but Pressor Garr knew the truth. He just needed a good reason to put a stop to it once and for all.

Just as he was about to close the drapes in disgust and huff back to the Temple, his eyes fell upon two people staggering into the square. One was a man, a farmer most likely, judging by his broad, lean shoulders and the style and cut of his tunic. He leaned into a young girl who helped him painfully hobble into the crowd. Her golden curls were dusted with soot and her pale face was streaked and dirty. She couldn’t have been any older than her mid-teens, possibly younger. At that age she had no business being in the Witches’ Market. She was far too young and impressionable, ripe for the corrupt clutches of evil. She hid something in the folds of her cape, something long and sturdy. Something that must be of great value. A magic wand, perhaps? The market was full of them. Perhaps a broomstick? Again, the market was full of them.

As though sensing his gaze, the girl turned her head and looked directly up at him. Pressor Garr was taken aback. Few of the people who frequented the market knew he sometimes watched from his window, and of those, even fewer cared. The girl’s face was not overtly beautiful, but she was handsome in a strong, self-determined way. Her jaw was rigid and her sharp eyes bore through him as though saying, “I know who you are.”

Pressor Garr stepped back and shut the drapes. Never had a child unnerved him so. Usually it was he who flustered the younger members of his congregation with his stern sermons of damnation and punishment and his cold aloofness to everyone in general. He paced the small room of his study, his black cassock whisking quietly against the cool marble floor. He needed more information on that girl. He’d seen her about the village before, he was sure of it, but until now she had never paid him any mind. What had changed? Why now had she looked at him as though she could see into the depths of his skin? It must have something to do with that object hidden so suspiciously in her cloak.

“Remus!” barked Pressor Garr.

“Yes, Excellency.”

Never far from his master, Remus appeared from the depths of the room, stepping lightly toward Pressor Garr. He was not a small man, but he barely reached to Pressor Garr’s shoulder.

Pressor Garr pointed to the window. “There is a young girl out there.”

“Where?”

“In the market, you fool.” Pressor Garr pulled back half the curtain; he couldn’t bring himself to open it fully. Remus peered out.

“Yes, Excellency,” he said.

“Find out all you can about her and the man she is with,” Pressor Garr said. “He may be her father, by the looks of it. Find out what they are doing here and what she’s hiding in her cloak. It may be something dangerous.”

“There are many young girls out in the market today.” Remus pulled his quill out from the pouch that dangled from his sash.

“You will know her when you see her,” replied Pressor Garr. “They look like they’ve been in an accident of some sort. The man is injured and walking with a limp. They’re both dirty and covered with soot, so it may have been a fire.”

Remus scurried to the desk and dipped the tip of his quill into the inkpot before scratching his instructions into a scrap of parchment.

“Right,” he said. “Anything else?”

“Send a scout,” Pressor Garr added. “Don’t go yourself. She seems to sense something, and I don’t want it to look obvious. Report to me as soon as you can.”

“Yes, Excellency.” Remus finished writing down his instructions and headed toward the door.

After he left, Pressor Garr slumped into his chair and thoughtfully stroked his beard. He preferred to keep the drapes shut for the rest of the morning. Besides, the bright sunlight hurt his eyes.

* * * *

People elbowed one another for space at most of the stalls, and Vala found it difficult to choose a vendor. Most of them were witches, offering vials of potions and powders and exotic ingredients for those who wanted to concoct their own elixirs. Vala had scant knowledge of what was good for restoring vigor and healing burns. Her first concern was water. Her throat felt as though it was clogged with soot and burned each time she swallowed. Castor coughed into his fist and pointed at several barrels stacked in a pyramid. A short, squat man sat on a stool beside them, a ladle in his hand. His head was shaven smooth and a patch covered one eye. His heavy jaw drooped, giving him the look of an imbecile. A thin stream of spittle oozed down his chin.

“Is that water?” Castor hobbled over.

The man’s single eye widened when he saw them.

“What happened to you?” His voice was guttural and he smacked his flaccid lips when he spoke, making him difficult to understand.

“We fled from a fire at home,” Castor replied. “And my daughter and I need water.”

“Fire, eh?” The man shook his head dolefully. “There have been a lot of them lately…” He paused to swallow and a glob of spit bubbled on his lips. “Punishment, no doubt. The Divine Almighty punishes those that don’t succumb to His Word.”

“We have done nothing wrong,” Castor said. “I’m just a humble farmer. I have nothing to be punished for.”

“The Great Almighty’s wisdom is beyond our understanding,” the man replied. “But He also allows room for mercy.”

He turned a spigot at the bottom of one of the barrels and filled the bowl of his ladle with water. He held it up to Castor.

“Drink,” he said.

Castor hesitated. “But I have no money and nothing to trade for just water.”

“I follow the tenets of the Divine Almighty. Drink and you don’t have to pay. Then go out and follow His Word. Transgress no more.”

Castor passed the ladle to Vala. “My daughter drinks first.”

Vala gulped the water back. Never had she tasted anything so fresh and cold. She handed the ladle back to the man, who refilled it and passed it Castor. After he drank, Castor wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“Thank you.”

“I just follow my duty,” he said. “I was once a sinner like you. But I have learned to follow His Way. It took years and I suffered horribly, but I finally saw the way. Many thanks to Pressor Garr!”

He lifted his eye to the sky and raised his hands toward the tower where Vala had seen the dark figure. The balcony was empty now and the drapes were shut, but something cold and ominous still lingered behind them.

“Pressor Garr,” Castor murmured. “I’ve heard his name in the village before.”

“He runs the Temple,” the man said. “And shows us the Way of the Great Almighty.”

“How does he show you?” Vala asked.

“Through his speeches and sermons,” the man replied. “And when that doesn’t work, he shows us through our bodies. I was a sinner. I told lies and publicly condemned the Divine Almighty. So Pressor Garr had no choice but to show me The Way.”

“How?”

“He took my eye.” The man pointed at his patch. “And placed it on the altar in the Great Temple so that I may see The Way. Then, so I could speak no more evil, he took out part of my tongue.”

The man opened his mouth. What remained of his tongue was just a stub of pink flesh nestled among crooked rows of broken and rotted teeth. Vala curled her lip and stepped back.

“I’m sorry…” Castor stammered.

“Don’t be,” the man replied. “It was the best thing to have ever happened to me.”

Castor and Vala thanked him and turned back into the crowd.

“Go and find redemption before it’s too late!” the man called behind them, his one eye lolling toward the hidden object in Vala’s cloak.

Vala scanned the stalls of vendors. “We need to find nourishment,” she said. “And a healer for your leg.”

“I think it’s getting better.” Caster looked down at the tear in his breeches where a thin crust had already begun to scab his wound.

“Maybe it was the Almighty’s holy water that healed it,” Vala murmured dourly. Although she appreciated the one-eyed man’s charity, she had no patience for such nonsense.

“That water has no power,” said an old crone.

She stood over her stall, the hump on her back so large it gave the illusion that she was permanently stooped over. She smiled at them, revealing smooth gums studded with a single yellow tooth. When she closed her mouth, her long, hooked nose nearly touched her chin where a mottled mole sprouted a crop of black, wiry hair. She wore an apron stained with sour milk, and white hair poked from the cuff of her red babushka. She beckoned them over with a crook of her knobby finger.

“If it’s a nourishing drink you need, then I have just the thing,” she said and pointed to several small gumba wood cages stacked on her table. Creatures scuttled about inside them, and at first Vala thought the cages housed an assortment of fowl. But as she leaned in for a closer look, she gasped and pulled back when a row of eight black bulbous eyes stared back at her.

“Haspian Spiders!” the old crone declared. “Some of the finest and healthiest in the land. Nothing restores the body and spirit more than a good long stein of spider’s milk.”

That sounded good to her. Vala had tried spider’s milk before. It was expensive and usually reserved for celebrations and special occasions. But it was tasty and invigorating. It was just what they needed.

Castor held up two fingers. “For two.”

“Ah, a wise man!

The crone opened the nearest cage and pulled out a gray wriggling spider the size of a large chicken. Its eight legs, tipped with shiny black claws, writhed in circular motions. She pressed the spider into a large web draped behind the table, and the spider stuck its talons into the threads and clung on for dear life. The crone picked up a small pitcher and held it under the spider. With nimble, knobby fingers she squeezed its backside and a generous stream of yellow-tinged milk squirted into the pitcher until it filled. She picked up another pitcher and did the same.

“That will be ten glorions,” she said, placing the jugs on the table.

“Will you barter for it?” Castor asked.

“It depends,” the crone replied. “What have you got?”

Castor nodded to Vala.

Carefully, Vala reached into her cloak and pulled it out. The object she’d carried all this way was a long white shaft of polished ivory the length of a man’s arm and as straight as a spear. The large end was as thick as her wrist but tapered to a point in a spiral pattern where bits of soot still clung in the creases. Vala laid it on the table between the two jugs of spider’s milk. The crone eyed it warily and ran a yellowed fingertip along its length.

“What is it?” she asked.

Castor hesitated. “It’s very valuable. It’s sturdy and strong and wouldn’t burn in the fire. I was hoping to exchange it for a bit of your milk and a few extra glorions.”

“But what is it?” The crone picked it up and immediately dropped it as though it had stung her. Her rheumy eyes stared in shock up at Castor.

“Don’t be afraid,” Vala said. “It won’t hurt you.”

“It’s filled with magic!” the old woman croaked.

“Will you give us some glorions for it?” Castor asked.

“There are not enough glorions in all the village for that!”

“Will you allow us to drink your milk in exchange for a bit of its magic?” Vala asked.

“I have no need of more magic!” The crone pushed the horn toward them. “Take it and go! Take the milk. It’s yours. But never show that to me again!”

“I’m sorry we frightened you,” Vala said. “And thank you for your milk.”

Vala picked up one of the jugs and raised it to her lips. They drank deeply of the salty-sweet milk and Vala could feel it revive her body and spirit down to the core. When she finished, she placed the pitcher back on the table and picked up the object. As she turned to leave, a hand, seemingly out of nowhere, reached through the crowd and grabbed her wrist.

“Where did you get that?”

It was a woman’s hand that held her tight. Long, slender fingers with carefully polished pearly nails—each finger boasted gold rings inlayed with stunning precious jewels. Vala pulled at her grip.

“Let me go!”

The woman who held her was one of the gypsies. The market was full of them, but usually they kept to themselves, and it was rare for one of them to leave the perimeter of their tents. She stared at Vala with eyes like simmering coals. A string of gold amulets circled her brow and jingled as she moved. Her hair was black and shiny and twisted in a myriad of curls that trailed down her back. She seemed to shimmer as she bent low so that she was eye to eye with Vala.

“Where did you get that?” she repeated and pointed at the horn still gripped tightly in Vala’s hand.

“Who wants to know?” Castor demanded.

The gypsy looked up at him as though he’d suddenly materialized out of nowhere and cast him a sour look.

“Who are you?”

“I’m her father.” Castor tried to pull Vala closer to him, but the gypsy would not loosen her grip.

“Are you the Protector of the Eldox Maiden?”

“The what?”

The gypsy nervously looked around the marketplace. Everyone in the crowd seemed preoccupied with their own business.

The spider-milk crone fearfully smacked her lips and said, “Be careful of them, Odette. They carry strange magic in that horn. It’s not safe.”

“You wouldn’t know real magic if it turned you into a toad, Bruna,” Odette said and snorted, her eyes never leaving Castor’s indignant gaze. “You’re in great danger here. Both of you come with me. Hide the alicorn in your cloak, child, and keep your eyes averted. Try not to look at anyone. There are spies everywhere.”

“What are you talking about?” Castor demanded.

“I can’t explain here.” The gypsy dropped her voice to a whisper. “Now hurry, before it’s too late. And please, child, hide that alicorn!”

Vala realized what she meant by the alicorn and tucked it back into her cloak. They followed the gypsy through the crowd, elbowing their way between shoppers and troubadours and a troupe of puppet-masters entertaining a small crowd of children with dancing marionettes. When they reached the gypsy encampment, Odette pushed aside the flap of a large, purple tent adorned with a gilded pattern of unicorns prancing among a sea of stars and moons. She held it open and ushered them in, her eyes scanning the market suspiciously.

“You can hide in here,” she said. “Until darkness falls. Then we can smuggle you out of the village before you’re caught.”

It was dark inside. The walls of the tent were covered in heavy velvet drapes. The only furniture consisted of two chairs and a table clothed in purple cloth. A candle burned on the table beside a deck of tarot cards and a gleaming crystal ball. Odette loosened the cords that bound the flaps apart.

“Can we get our fortunes told?”

Two young women, perhaps a few years older than Vala, appeared at the door. They were dressed simply in rough wool gowns and white aprons—Vala guessed they were farmers’ daughters like herself. The taller of the two chewed the stem of a pasillora twig and it bobbed from her mouth as she spoke. The other jangled a handful of coins.

“And I want a love potion,” said the other girl.

“Go to the next tent,” Odette replied as she fumbled with the cords. “I’m closed.”

“But I hear you’re the best,” the twig girl said. “And I want Bostlewaite to love me.”

“Go!”

Odette shut the flaps together and blocked them out. Trepidation wormed below Vala’s skin. Even when she had watched the fire consume her home, she had not been so afraid.


Chapter 2: The Gypsy Caravan

Odette pulled the stakes up from her tent at dusk and hustled Vala and Castor into the back of her wagon. By then the crowd in the square had dispersed and Prince Tito’s Nightmen came out with torches to light the streetlamps. Castor had offered to help Odette pack her tent onto the roof of the wagon, but she deemed it still too dangerous to expose them to possible spies. She could only confide in her son, Clive, who hitched the horses to the wagon and drove them out of the square beneath the waking stars.

It wasn’t until the caravan had cleared the limits of the village that Odette could relax. She boiled a pot of tea and set it on a table with a platter of biscuits and dried cala fruit. Vala liked the wagon. It was homey and comfortable with plush chairs and heavy drapes drawn closed against the encroaching night. Glowing lanterns swayed from the ceiling and musky incense burned in small pots on the shelves. Odette poured the tea into three small, glass cups and settled into a chair opposite them. The jewels on her body glimmered brighter than the stars outside, and she seemed to sparkle as she moved.

Finally at ease, Odette placed her opened hands on the table and looked at them pointedly. “Now,” she said, “you may tell me where you got that alicorn.”

Vala and Castor exchanged nervous glances. Vala reached into her robe and pulled out the horn. Carefully, she placed it on the table. It glowed with a milky white luminescence that lit up their faces.

“I’ve had it all my life,” Vala said. “I don’t know what it is. All I know is that it wouldn’t burn. I don’t know where I got it.”

“I know,” Castor said, and the two women looked at him. He turned to Vala. “I’m sorry. I should have told you years ago. I didn’t think it was that important. I thought it was a trinket, a birth gift.”

“A gift?” Odette said. “From whom?”

“You probably would know the answer more than I,” Castor replied.

“When did you see her?” Odette asked.

“The day after Vala was born.” Castor inhaled deeply and closed his eyes in memory. He swallowed hard before continuing. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, Vala. But I was so stricken with grief at the death of your mother. By the time I got over it, I didn’t think the horn was that important. Besides, I had other things on my mind, raising you alone and caring for the crops.”

“But you’ve already told me that my mother died in childbirth,” Vala said.

“That’s right.” Castor nodded. “But I didn’t tell you the whole story.”

“I think it’s time to hear it,” Odette said.

Castor looked from Odette to Vala and back to the gypsy again and said, “It was the day after your birth. Your mother had a difficult time of it and she was not well. The midwife summoned a doctor from the village, but the only one who came was a healer from the Temple. He waved his hands over her head and muttered some prayers before he left, claiming to have done all he could and it was now in the hands of the Divine Almighty.”

Odette clicked her tongue in disgust and shook her head until the charms tinkled.

“He was no healer.” She snorted. “Just another Temple toady who thinks that this almighty thing can save people through simple faith alone.”

“It was the day I stopped believing,” Castor said. “It was getting dark outside and the house was cold, so I tucked the baby in bed with my wife and went out to get wood for the fire. By the time I came back, she was gone. I knew it before I saw her. I entered the room and there she was, stone dead with the infant in her arms. A horse—a beautiful white horse with bright blue eyes and a gleaming mane had poked its head in through the window and was looking down at them. I must have frightened it, because when I approached, it pulled back and galloped away. It wasn’t until later that I noticed this object in the bed with them. I thought maybe it was a birth gift from one of the neighbors. It glowed, much like it’s doing now, and when I picked it up I could feel the vibration in it. I knew it must be filled with some sort of magic, but I never figured out how to release it or use it.”

“That was no horse,” Odette said. “Think, Castor. Did this creature have a jewel embedded in its head?” She tapped her brow. “Here, right between the eyes.”

“I think so.” Castor knitted his eyebrows, trying to remember. “It may have. Yes, I think maybe it did.”

“What color was it?”

“Pale blue, almost white.” Castor closed his eyes. “Shaped like a pear or a teardrop. And it was ringed with tiny red jewels.”

Odette sat back in her chair and looked intently down at Vala. “Do you realize what this means?” she asked.

Vala slowly shook her head. That familiar feeling of dread wormed back into her gut.

“It means you are chosen,” Odette said.

“Chosen for what?” Vala asked.

“You are the Maiden of Eldox, Chosen rider of the Unicorn,” Odette replied. “And you, Castor, are her chosen protector.”

The wagon hit a bump in the road and lurched to the side, almost spilling the cooling tea. Odette gathered the cups onto a tray. She brought down her crystal ball and her deck of Tarot cards from a shelf and placed them in the centre of the table.

“I don’t understand,” Vala said. “I’m just a simple farmer’s daughter. Why would the unicorns choose me?”

Odette smiled and shuffled the deck of Tarot cards before fanning them out on the table before Vala. She touched one with the tip of her finger. It flipped over on its own accord. It was the Empress.

“The more humble your background, the more likely it is you will be chosen.” She polished the top of her crystal ball in the cuff of her sleeve. “See this card? It is the Empress. It represents you. You have been chosen. It is a great honor.”

“But there are no unicorns,” Castor said. “They were hunted to extinction years before even I was born.”

“I know it’s what you’ve been told,” Odette continued. “But a small herd made it across the Haspian Valley and over to the Scartz Mountains. That is where they live to this day. They are cared for by Amara, who by now must be very old. She is known by those of us as the Crone of Eldox. The unicorns must know that she needs an acolyte to carry on after she is gone. One brave individual must have made the dangerous trek back here to the Land of Nomar to select a new Maiden of Eldox. It is you.”

“But I don’t want to be the new Maiden of Eldox!” Vala wailed. “I just want to live a simple life like all the other girls my age.”

“You have no choice,” Odette replied gently. “It is your destiny. Just as it is yours, Castor, to see the girl across the valley and to the mountains of her new home.”

Odette bowed her head over the crystal ball and smiled knowingly as the images slowly came to her.

“I see Amara now,” she whispered, “standing at the mouth of her cave, beckoning the unicorns to her. She has been waiting for years and years. There is one unicorn that stands apart from the herd. Her head is low and she nibbles at the grass growing at the foot of the cliff. A jewel gleams on her brow where her alicorn should be. She is waiting for you.”

“Has she known me all my life?” Vala asked. She picked up the alicorn and held it deferentially in both hands. Its vibration felt deeper, more intense; she could feel it all the way up her arms and into the core of her being.

“She has been waiting for you all these years,” Odette replied. “Time is running out. Amara is very old. She hasn’t much longer. You must get to her as soon as possible and take your rightful place as the Maiden of Eldox.”

“What about my father?” Vala asked.

“Once you see the maiden safely across the valley and to the mountains, you are free,” Odette said to Castor. “You would have fulfilled your destiny, and you have no more obligations to the herd. You may stay on as her protector or leave the mountains. It will be your choice.”

“And what if I—if we choose not to do this?” Castor asked.

Odette looked at him sadly and said, “Then Amara will die alone without an acolyte and the herd will perish. There is a malevolence spreading across the Land of Nomar. I can feel it whenever we enter the village. A plague of ignorance and superstition is permeating the lives of all who dwell there. A hagiocracy is overtaking the land, and it must be stopped before it’s too late—wait!”

Odette gasped and pulled her hands from the crystal ball as though she had been burned. A black fog filled the inside of the ball and spread until it looked like a shiny onyx marble. The alicorn jerked in Vala’s hands as though something alive snapped awake inside it.

“What is it?” Castor asked.

Odette paled and her fingers trembled but dared not touch the globe. “You are in great danger! There is an evil force out there, the same malevolence I just told you about. It wants to stop you from reaching the mountains, wants to destroy you and the alicorn. It will stop at nothing. That wicked creature Pressor Garr is leading it. Oh…I feel sick!”

Odette clasped her stomach and closed her eyes. She shuddered under the weight of the vision. For a moment, Vala thought she would collapse to the floor. Out of instinct, Vala touched the tip of the alicorn against the black crystal ball.

A bright blue spark lit up the small room. Castor recoiled in surprise. Though it sent of jolt of hot energy up her arm, Vala kept the alicorn’s tip pressed against the ball. The black fog inside it swirled into a small funnel cloud that spun faster and faster until it dissipated into the tip of the alicorn like grainy water sucked up a straw.

Odette opened her eyes and stared at Vala. A fine film of sweat misted her face where the color was slowly returning. Her lips lifted into a weak smile. “See. You have already begun to learn.”

The wagon lurched to a sudden stop. Clive slid open the small window at the front where he had been driving the team. His face held an expression of concern as he peered in. “Mother?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

“We’re fine,” Odette said. “Just teaching the child to use the magic.”

“The caravan has found a place to camp,” Clive said.

“Splendid!” Odette clapped her hands together. “You will, of course, be our guests for the night. It will give you time to rest and prepare for your difficult journey.”

Vala pressed the alicorn against her. She could feel its magic sizzle against her heart. If I am the chosen one, then so be it, she thought. After all, we have nothing left to lose.
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