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“THE SHADOWSOUL”

Being a literary instruction on the creation of Shadowsouls


Wicked toil, malice, anger

Villainy and willful danger

Craft a creature wrought from magic

crueler than a winter snow

When the darkness falls completely

Settles fully, wholly, deeply

When your misdeeds shape a spirit

twisted from your evil goals

Fear the consequences due you from

your vile, hateful role

Tremble at your Shadowsoul
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A WORD FROM OUR NARRATOR


Once upon a time, in a faraway land, a wizardess named Merlynda defeated the Hollower.

She had help, of course. Her best friend, her familiar, and a wandering minstrel; Nordvings, Rusvokians, and a mostly good witch; all of these and more came together from across Faelor to help her defeat an ancient evil and rescue her brother. If you haven’t yet read that story, it is an exceptional work well worth your time.

This story isn’t about Merlynda, though she’s still in it. So is Percy, Merlynda’s twin and the assumed heir to Merlyn’s prophecy, before it was revealed that Merlynda was the Septimum Genus, and Percy was… well, just Percy.

Percy didn’t want to be Just Percy, so he became the Hollower. Twisted by the amulet of the evil Morgan le Fey, he traveled through time to Hollow the magic from beings, plants, and objects. In the end it was all a dastardly trick by Morgan. She was using Percy to return from beyond the In-Between and get her vengeance on Merlyn’s descendants. If not for Merlynda, the sorceress might have succeeded.

Merlynda defeated Morgan.

Merlynda saved Percy.

But as much as Merlynda would like to, she can’t heal him.

All actions have consequences. Sometimes these consequences are delicious, which was usually the result when Percy decided to cook. Sometimes these consequences are wondrous, such as the first time Merlynda connected with the Aether. And sometimes these consequences are dire and long lasting, such as when Percy chose to be the Hollower.

It is a terrible thing to realize how your choices have harmed others. Terrible, but necessary. Those of good conscience must bear the burden of attempting to make things right.

This story is about Percy. Let’s check in with him, shall we?

He was never the Septimum Genus, and is no longer the Hollower, so he isn’t quite sure who he is.
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1 In which evil whispers echo and magic is restored


Percival of Merlyn Manor stared longingly at the sunshine filtering in through the window. It was a glorious morning. The manor grounds burst with the colors and smells of freshly blooming flowers, and a slight breeze offered a delicious reprieve from the warm, glowing sun. It was the perfect day for sneaking off into the orchard to try a forbidden spell, or to romp around with his twin, Merlynda, or ride his pony-scorpion, Harriet.

Alas, he wasn’t allowed any of those things, for he was doomed to the library.

This was Percy’s least-favorite room in all of Merlyn Manor. He found it claustrophobic, with its towering shelves, overstuffed furniture, and, worst of all, books. Loads of them. Mountains of them. Tomes and scrolls and parchments. And he was tasked to read them all, on account of being grounded forever. Last year he and Merlynda had played a (mostly harmless) prank on their uncle William, then escaped to the orchard to attempt a potentially dangerous but definitely off-limits spell while their parents were away. Among other things.

A wooden gryphon shot out of the grandfather clock, startling Percy so badly, he scattered the pile of books and scrolls in front of him. “Back to work!” it growled. “Back to work!”

Mother had enchanted the clock to monitor Percy’s studies. She believed that if Percy were more traditionally educated, he might not again fall prey to, say, a banished sorceress bent on murdering their family and conquering the known world.

Percy tore his gaze from the window. Magicking the books into place would have been simple, but he was strictly forbidden from performing any unsupervised magic. He stacked them in place, lining them up just so.

He had other reasons for carefully arranging them. Percy didn’t disagree that laying a foundational understanding of magic was wise, given that his reliance on natural talent and raw power had gotten him into monumental trouble. But he was more concerned with topics beyond the basic magical elements that Mother had thus far curated for him, so he’d assigned himself some extracurricular reading that he preferred stayed secret.

He made sure he was still alone, then slipped out a small scroll.


Foresight is one of the most difficult branches of magic to study. The ability is rare, and common intuition is often mistaken for this magical skill. Countless spells and rituals have been developed to scry the future, but none have been successful. It is unknown why this ability manifests in some magic users and not others—



Percy resisted banging his head against the table. This was the fifth academic work he’d slogged through, and all it did was use too many words to explain common knowledge.

Maybe he ought to ask Merlynda for help. But then she’d want to know why he was asking about foresight, especially when she didn’t have that skill herself, and that wasn’t something he could bring himself to share. Not until he had answers.

You could let me help, you know, Morgan le Fey’s whisper crooned through his mind.

Shut up, Percy thought back.

This was met, as it always was, with a cruel, tinkling laugh.
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A WORD ABOUT FORESIGHT (or at least about Percy’s)


Foresight is indeed a rare magical ability. Percy inherited this skill from his great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, the great wizard Merlyn. But foresight is a fickle and unreliable magic, as the future itself is fickle and prone to change.

Percy had often used his foresight to see what the weather might be like in a few weeks, or if he and Merlynda would get in trouble for their latest scheme, or if Father would ever notice that the twins had singed his favorite doily and then reknitted it with magic.

But that was before.

Before Percy had vanished into a portal beyond the In-Between. Before he had found an evil amulet and become the Hollower. Before the Omnivia, where his sister had risked everything to save him from Morgan le Fey, and—Percy knew deep down—from himself.

He was determined not to give in to wickedness again, but still feared the darkness lurking inside him. It’s what the amulet had preyed upon, after all—that which was already there.

That first night home from the Omnivia six months ago, Percy had thought, couldn’t he take a peek into his distant future? Couldn’t he check to see how he turned out in the end, and lay this worry of his wickedness to rest?

Unfortunately, when one has been beyond the In-Between, and delved into the spaces between magic, and allowed a vile sorceress deeply into one’s heart and mind, one’s magic might become unmoored—particularly fickle magic such as foresight.

Percy had not seen his future.

He’d seen Morgan le Fey’s past—her first defeat at the Omnivia, by Merlyn’s hand.

Strange, he’d thought. That event has already happened.

And then a tinkling laugh had echoed through his mind and heart, and shaken him to his core.



Frustrated, Percy rolled the scroll up and poured himself a glass of water. Nothing he’d read had mentioned anything about seeing someone else’s past, or theorized about how a sorceress trapped beyond the In-Between might speak directly into your head.

She was mostly powerless, trapped as she was, and Percy suspected that Morgan didn’t understand this arrangement any more than he did. But he felt her exploring, testing, trying to escape once more.

He wouldn’t allow it. And he could never tell Merlynda that Morgan le Fey, the embodiment of evil, was able to speak to him from her banishment. He couldn’t bear having his sister believe, even for a moment, that he was still wicked.

Oh, Percival. The voice was amused. I’ve told you before. Now, and forever, you are mine.

Percy tensed as he always did when Morgan said such things, but he knew that the sorceress had no control over him. That power had broken at the Omnivia—a circle of enormous stone pillars in a place of deep magic—when Merlynda had saved him.

Nevertheless, a tiny part of him wondered… what if Morgan was right?

No, he reminded himself. She lies. She deceives. She is incapable of anything else.

But as the tinkling laughter echoed within him, that tiny part worried that perhaps, this time, she might be telling the truth.



Outside on the manor grounds, Merlynda dealt with her own punishment. To anyone who met the Merlyns, the family resemblance was obvious. She and Percy had the same chestnut hair, blue eyes, and pale skin.

Merlynda’s familiar, a wyvern, flew past in a brilliant red-and-gold streak. He circled around and landed on her shoulder. “Ready, Iggy?” Merlynda asked him.

“Iggy” was a nickname, but only his friends were allowed to call him that. It had taken some doing, but he and Merlynda were definitely friends. He bared his teeth. “Ready.”

Merlynda shook out her purple robes and held up her staff, a bronze-and-silver rod crested with a brilliant amethyst. She concentrated, feeling Iggy’s magic intertwine with hers as they reached for the Aether.

A sapling shot out of the ground before them. Wizardess and familiar grinned at each other.

Six months ago Merlynda could have made an entire forest grow if she’d fancied. That was when she’d just come from the In-Between and had been overflowing with the presence of the Aether. Over time her magic had gone back to its usual impressive level, as opposed to its recently-from-the-In-Between supercharged one.

Merlynda took a steadying breath. “Now without the staff.”

This was her punishment. Merlynda had already read everything in the manor’s library (and had much of it memorized), so she was practicing applying her knowledge.

Iggy shuffled on Merlynda’s shoulder as she set her staff down. This was the tricky part.

The wizardess focused, sensing the Earth before them, and the Air and other magical elements around them, and grasped directly for the Aether—

The ground erupted into a dozen new saplings. Merlynda stumbled back with a squeal that Percy heard even inside the library. Iggy bolted into the air as Merlynda tripped over her staff.

One of the saplings picked up the staff. The sapling studied it, then thrust it forward like a commander leading its troops. The saplings charged.

That was the quirk about Merlynda’s magic. She’d finally learned to control it, but without her staff to focus her power, things still got interesting.

Merlynda scrambled to her feet. She didn’t know if anyone other than her could use the staff, and she didn’t want to find out.

Percy watched from the library as Iggy zipped around, jetting fire at the saplings. The wizard started to stand, then hesitated. He wasn’t to use his magic without supervision, but more than that—

You can crush those pitiful twigs with a mere thought.

—he didn’t trust himself.

Before, Percy would have strolled up with a chuckle and set to rights everything that Merlynda bungled, and basked in the praise of anyone who saw. His magic had been a good friend, brimming just beneath the surface, powerful despite not yet coming of age.

But he’d caused so much pain and grief with his magic as the Hollower, he didn’t trust that he might not do so again. Especially with Morgan’s voice in his head.

Besides, Merlynda didn’t need him anymore. He watched as she magicked her own (somewhat controlled) attacks and shields, dodging some saplings, only to be tripped by others who popped back into the ground when she whirled to face them.

Merlynda gritted her teeth and rose to her feet for the fifth time. She focused on the Aether humming through every living thing. Magic pulsed within her, delighting in her, laughing joyfully as she reached for it.

She spread her arms wide, then slammed her hands toward each other, stopping them just before they touched. Magic radiated out, smashed into the saplings, and sent them (and her staff) flying.

“Merlynda!” Iggy knocked the airborne staff toward his wizardess. It landed with a thud on the grass before her. She picked it up, satisfied, and sent the saplings back into the ground. Without her staff her magic still mostly exploded, but she was better at controlling said explosions.

The clock on the library wall chimed, and the tiny gryphon darted out. “Back to work!” it growled. “Back to work!”

Percy’s vision went spotty, and he sighed as a haze fell over his sight—not obscuring things, but lying on top. It was disorienting, like looking at two different pictures at the same time.

The hazy layer showed a poorly lit tavern, packed with the evening’s rush.

Percy saw the scene through Morgan’s eyes—it was her memory, after all. He felt his face—Morgan’s face—split into a winning smile. He felt her malice, and the confidence of the powerful. “Stop gawking, my dears! Haven’t you ever seen a vengeful sorceress before?”

A flash of purple followed, and the haze lifted. At least this memory had been a short one. After six months of fruitless attempts to stop them, he’d learned it was best to let the memories play out.

That was a good day, Morgan whispered.

What did you do? Percy dreaded the answer, but if he was to rid himself of Morgan, he needed to know more about her.

I let them off easy by turning them into pigs.

Percy shuddered.

He’d tried to force a memory once, hoping to learn why they happened. He’d failed, and had spent two days in bed with a piercing headache no magical remedy could relieve, to Mother’s bafflement. Percy kept to himself to hide Morgan’s whispers, and to avoid explaining the sudden distraction when a memory hit. His family assumed he was recovering from his time as the Hollower, and Percy let them.

He at last faced the book he was supposed to be studying. He’d rather be outside, and Merlynda would rather be inside, but Mother’s punishment philosophy was about strengthening their weaknesses.

Magic was accessed through four primary elements: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. Through these elements, wizardesses and sorceresses and other magical beings connected with the Aether, the real magic. Or at least that was what everyone had thought before Merlynda had gone to the In-Between and actually spoken with the Aether. Aether was more than a power to be manipulated. It was the source of all life and magic, and according to Merlynda could be accessed directly. Grandfather Merlyn had known this, but down the line things had gotten muddled and others had forgotten.

Percy believed Merlynda, but he had an affinity for Air, so working with Air was still easier for him. He’d started his grounding by reading A Comprehensive Overview of Air and The Winds of Magic: Air and Its Many Corners. Mother had eventually caught on, which was why he now looked down at Fyre through the Ages with disdain.

At least reading bored Morgan as much as it did him. He glanced over the diagram of the life cycle of the fyrethorn and read:


The fyrethorn is a brittle yet highly magical flora. While some insist its plant nature qualifies it as linked with Earth, its fiery—



Merlynda swept into the library, scowling and scraped from the sapling attack. Her staff needed a good polish.

“We’re getting better,” Iggy insisted to her. “The ground exploded, but we also grew a tiny mobile orchard! That’s impressive.”

“Hello.” Percy shoved the foresight scroll deeper into the pile of books. “You were brilliant.”

He poured her a glass of water, but she waved him away and collapsed into the chair next to him. “Only because of my staff. You wouldn’t have needed it.”

This wasn’t said with jealousy. Merlynda might have been the Septimum Genus, but Percy had greater control over his magic than she ever would without her staff, even if he’d barely cast a charm since the Omnivia. The most magic he’d done was change the color of his robe from blue to a deep teal. He’d said it didn’t feel right to return to things exactly as they had been, after all that had happened.

Merlynda understood, but there were some things she wouldn’t mind returning to the way they’d been. Percy’s hovering, for instance. He felt so guilty about his time as the Hollower that he tried to make up for it in any way possible. “I don’t need another cushion fluffed, Percy. I’m fine.”

He held the pillow like he might fluff it anyway, then stepped back, avoiding Merlynda’s staff. It was made from Morgan’s amulet and a bracer Percy had crafted to cut Merlynda off from the Aether—two objects he’d rather have nothing to do with. He loved that Merlynda had fashioned it into something beautiful and healing, but he was still frightened of what it had once represented.

“I’m not hungry, either,” Merlynda said as Percy reached for a plate of her favorite scones, freshly baked that morning. Merlynda loved Percy (and his scones), but his attention was stifling.

Iggy hopped onto the table and (with great willpower) slither-walked past the scones to the window. “What an excellent view,” he said, peeking to see if Percy was listening. “It’s a perfect day for romping, with all that fresh air and sunshine.”

“Iggy,” Merlynda warned.

We could show him our sunshine.

There’s no “we,” Percy snapped. He kept his face neutral, betraying no sign about the sorceress in his head. “It is, Ignus.”

Percy was not allowed to call the wyvern Iggy, given that Percy had attempted to Hollow him (repeatedly) while under the amulet’s influence. And given that Percy had Hollowed Merlynda.

Iggy hadn’t forgiven Percy, but Merlynda had. Her brother had made choices, yes, but those choices had been influenced by a powerful evil. If Morgan le Fey had offered Merlynda everything she wanted—namely, the ability to control her magic—it would have been all too easy to give in.

It helped that Merlynda knew who Percy had been before he’d become the Hollower. He’d been a show-off, sure, but he’d also cared fiercely for Merlynda. He’d been her partner in crime, always by her side, plotting some mostly harmless scheme or another for them.

“I came to tell you that Zahilda is here,” Merlynda said to Percy, “to take us to the de-Hollowing.”

Percy closed Fyre through the Ages. De-Hollowings were devastating affairs, bringing him face-to-face with those he’d harmed.

There was also the issue that, as time passed, the narrative changed—shifting blame away from Percy and onto Morgan le Fey and her poisonous tricks. Percy strove for honesty about the hurt he’d caused, but some people found it easier to blame a known villain than accept that a young heir of the great Merlyn had fallen to evil. Even Merlynda seemed convinced of this, at times.

What is the point of power, if not to be wielded? the whisper hissed.

I don’t want to wield it like that.

The gryphon clock shot out, startling Iggy. The wyvern managed to right himself before crashing to the floor. “I meant to do that. I’m practicing how to fall in combat.”

“Serves you right,” Merlynda said. “You oughtn’t be unkind.”

Percy appreciated Merlynda’s defense, but felt the unkindness was deserved all the same.



The twins were forbidden to leave Merlyn Manor without magical adult supervision, so Zahilda sometimes chaperoned de-Hollowings when Mother was busy with research or helping the townspeople in Avonshire. Zahilda was a mostly good witch who’d settled in Avonshire after helping with Percy’s rescue. Her dark wavy hair was pulled into elegant waterfall braids, and she wore one of her many cheery floral-patterned dresses that complemented her copper skin.

“I’ve brought a blanket,” Percy told Merlynda, “in case you get cold, or want to pad the broomstick.”

“My broomstick is quite comfortable,” Zahilda said with a sniff. She took great pride in her broomstick.

“I’m fine, Percy,” Merlynda gritted out, taking her seat behind the witch.

Percy started to offer a warm drink for the ride, thought better of it, and took his seat behind his sister after he made sure his supply pack was secured.

The journey was an easy one, a few hours west by broom. Iggy flew beside them, and Zahilda’s orange tabby cat familiar, Prince Whiskerkins, insisted on crawling back and forth between the passengers.

After the Fairy Queen had learned that some of her subjects had made a deal with the Hollower, she’d insisted on organizing the de-Hollowings throughout Faelor to make amends. Fairies were coy and secretive by nature, but the Fairy Queen wanted to honor the Septimum Genus, and build bridges with the rest of the magical world. Merlynda had accepted the offer gratefully.

The de-Hollowing meadow was packed with humans, centaurs, goblins, and countless others bringing loved ones or objects to be restored. The Hollower hadn’t discriminated. Anything and everything magical had been a target.

To Percy’s great shame he didn’t recognize anyone, as he didn’t remember most of his Hollowings. They’d been a necessary means to an end, and no more.

The sun shone overhead. “Shall I hold a parasol to shade you?” Percy asked Merlynda.

“I’m fine,” she managed not to snap. She took a breath, then leaned in closer. “I don’t need you to do every little thing for me. Morgan le Fey is gone, Percy. We’re making things right.”

Percy managed not to flinch when the tinkling laughter echoed through him. He brushed past Merlynda, unpacking jars of herbs and dried flowers. “Right. Of course. Shall we start?”

Zahilda pulled a toylike stove from her pocket. She magicked it until it grew to full size, then set a kettle on to boil. Percy mixed a special tea blend while Merlynda helped the fairies organize the crowd.

De-Hollowings brought a variety of people, but Merlynda had learned to watch for emotions. There were the hopeful majority, wondering if the Aether truly could be restored. There were the quietly seething, like that centaur sulking in the shade of the lone oak tree. There were the wary, like that goblin couple hovering near the bushes. Merlynda treated each of them with equal respect and care.

The twins began. Percy was gutted with each new meeting, but he stayed by Merlynda’s side. Sometimes the de-Hollowed were angry. Sometimes they were relieved. And, too often, they reassured Percy that it wasn’t his fault Morgan le Fey had tricked him, when even Merlyn had narrowly managed victory over her.

It was another deception, but Percy didn’t know how to stop people from deceiving themselves.

In the early afternoon they came to an ogre lying on a cot, crowded by her family. Her eyes were empty, not dead but also not quite alive.

Percy shooed Prince Whiskerkins away and straightened the ogre’s blanket, ready with a cup of his tea mixture, a remedy he’d invented to help calm the newly de-Hollowed. Being infused with Aether so suddenly was rejuvenating but disorienting. The tea was his only useful contribution at de-Hollowings.

Not all ogres are magical, just as not all humans or elves are, but this one had been an enchantress. According to her uncle she’d been Hollowed when she was in her fifties. She was nearly two hundred now, almost an adult.

Merlynda lowered her staff. Iggy sat on his wizardess’s shoulder as they concentrated. The amethyst pulsed slightly as it touched the ogre’s brow, sending a rush of Aether.

The ogre inhaled deeply, as if taking in new life. Which, in a sense, she was. She sprang upright. Magical lights flared in her palm. Her eyes sparkled. The crowd of ogres whooped and piled onto her in a raucous hug.

I hate to see good work undone, Morgan sighed.

Percy seethed, tamped his anger down.

“Septimum Genus?” the ogre asked. “Is it really you?” The words tumbled out, like they were in a race to be first.

Merlynda nodded. “Call me Merlynda.”

Iggy adjusted his wings to strike what he thought was a gallant pose. “And I am her familiar, Ignus the very fierce wyvern.”

Percy offered the ogre the mug of tea. “I’m Percy. Merlynda’s brother.”

This next part always made him feel Hollowed himself, but he pressed on. “But I used to be the Hollower. And I know it doesn’t fix things, but I am so, so sorry I did this to you.”

The ogre took a gulp of tea. “But you’re a youngling! How could you have Hollowed me a hundred and forty-eight years ago? How could you have Hollowed me at all?”

“Time travel,” Iggy said sagely.

Give credit where credit is due, dear.

Percy wearily shoved at Morgan, but as always she only laughed.

“We heard!” The ogre’s uncle clapped Percy on the back. “Cruel thing! Hoodwinked by a sorceress who’s supposed to be good and gone!”

“Morgan le Fey tricked him,” Merlynda agreed. “He made some terrible choices. But then he fought back and helped me banish her again. For good.”

She grinned at Percy, but the looks of wonder on the ogres’ faces at this tale of him overcoming insurmountable evil was too much. The exhaustion and tension of keeping Morgan’s voice a secret roiled up inside him.

“Stop saying it’s not my fault!” he exclaimed. “I was the Hollower. I chose to hurt people, to steal their magic. I’m not some hero for banishing Morgan le Fey. I’m the one who brought her back from banishment!”

Merlynda recoiled, and the crowd shrank back.

Well played. They fear you once more.

Percy felt as though he’d been sucked into the void beyond the In-Between again. “No,” he tried. “I don’t mean she’s back, I mean—when I was the Hollower—”

How could he explain that people needed to accept the truth? And why couldn’t Merlynda, who knew him better than anyone else, understand that? He’d only ever been honest about his actions, but the story that swept across the known world was that he’d been Morgan le Fey’s unwitting puppet.

But he hadn’t been unwitting. He had wanted to be the most powerful wizard to ever live.

Merlynda could help anyone they found today, but what about people he’d Hollowed centuries ago? Ogres had a longer life span than many, but what about all the humans he’d Hollowed? Goblins? What about the beautiful windflowers and other magical plant life he’d destroyed?

It was impossible to fully restore what he’d taken, to everyone he’d taken from. And it wasn’t even Percy doing the restoring. He could only straighten a blanket once in a while, and make a cup of tea.

“I don’t expect you to forgive me,” Percy told the ogre. “But know that I want to make things right.”

“You heard him,” Zahilda snapped at the muttering crowd. “The Septimum Genus saved the Hollower, just like she’s saving your Hollowed. You’re in no danger here.”

The ogre stood, letting the blanket slide away. “Don’t know what you’re blathering about,” she said to Percy, “and I don’t care. It feels like I’ve got all my sparks again.” She turned to her family. “I’m back!” she hollered, magicking a large, floppy hat onto her head. “And don’t think I didn’t notice you borrowing all my clothes while I was Hollowed, Gina!”

She lumbered off, leaving an astonished Percy. “She didn’t believe me.”

Prince Whiskerkins wound between his legs, then darted away to find some leaves to stalk.

“What, did you want her to conjure up a club to beat you, like that goblin wizard last week?” Merlynda asked.

Iggy glowered at him. “I could scuff you up a little. If you want.”

“Hush, Iggy,” Merlynda chided, but he only stretched his wings.



In the end Merlynda de-Hollowed dozens of other magical beings, including a sprite, two gnome sorceresses, an elvish thaumaturgist, and a human warlock. She also restored the Aether to a magical wheelbarrow, a seed with a tiny eternal flame, a charmed embermouse, and at least a hundred other items. Several people were turned away because their objects hadn’t been Hollowed, which meant there wasn’t anything to restore.

This happened often. Some thought Merlynda was handing out magic like toffee. Once she and Percy explained that they were restoring magic, not bestowing it, people usually understood.

Usually, but not always. A faun at their first de-Hollowing had insisted Merlynda was refusing to restore the magic to some white tiles, and he’d even tried to grab Merlynda’s staff. In the end he’d been outnumbered by those who understood the purpose of de-Hollowings, and had left sulking.

They flew back to Avonshire, and Zahilda circled above the evening rush. The streets had been extra crammed ever since it had come out that Merlynda was the Septimum Genus and Percy was the Hollower. Uncle William said the tourism was great for business. He’d gotten more portrait commissions, but his poetry wasn’t going very well.

Percy had been something of an Avonshire darling before, showing off with his magic to amuse the townsfolk. Merlynda had been borderline feared before she could control her magic. The townspeople had adored Percy for his charm, but also for how he fixed Merlynda’s bungles.

These days Merlynda was usually celebrated as a hero, and Percy was content to hover nearby. But when a goblin caught sight of the broom and pointed out their arrival, everyone scattered.

The townspeople had always been mixed on magical beings, but the twins had never received a reception this cold. Zahilda landed gracefully.

“That’s strange,” Merlynda said, looking down the empty street.

Percy glanced around, uneasy. “Where’s everyone gone?”

“Hmm.” Zahilda dismounted. “I can’t explain the nonsensical behavior of others, but we are picking up your supper.” After helping the twins defeat Morgan, Zahilda had set up a very successful pie business in town. “Won’t be a moment.”

She marched into the shop labeled GOOD WITCH’S PIES and made sure to slam the door so some of the crows on the roof were jarred into flight.

Iggy settled on Merlynda’s shoulder, eyeing Prince Whiskerkins, who kept trying to bat at the wyvern’s tail.

“Hey.” Merlynda nudged Percy. “You did well today.”

“By losing my temper and reminding everyone that I was the Hollower?”

“No. By showing them that’s not who you are anymore.”

She’s wrong, Morgan whispered. It’s in your nature. We are the same.

No. “But it’s who I was,” Percy said to Merlynda.

The haze fell over his vision again, and Percy groaned inwardly. He tried to keep his focus on Merlynda.

The haze showed him his hands—Morgan’s hands, really—whisking a bubbling potion in a cauldron, a thick purple liquid so dark, it was almost black. This memory came often. Sometimes it lasted only a few seconds. Once, it had been several hours, and he’d pretended to be sick until it passed. Whatever the potion was, it had required significant attention, and Morgan wasn’t keen to share details.

He tried to ignore the memory, but the bubbling potion was overlaid exactly onto Merlynda’s face.

“Maybe that’s who you were as the Hollower,” Merlynda said. “But before that, you were Percy. Getting into mischief, fixing my bungles.”

Percy kicked at the ground. “And now you have to clean up my biggest bungle of all.”

Merlynda shrugged. “We’re fixing it together.” She peered at him. “Are you all right?”

The haze lifted, and Percy managed not to breathe an audible sigh of relief. “Sorry. Headache.”

Merlynda accepted this. De-Hollowings were hard.

Zahilda popped back out of the shop, carrying two pies. “Rhysa has things well in hand. Time to—”

“Merlynda!” a voice called. Behind them a short, dark-skinned human with tight black curls framing her face sprinted toward them. “Percy!”

It was Neci, Merlynda’s best friend. Her full name and title was Dame Neci the Ardent, Knight of the Most Honorable Order of the Faithful Dagger, but that’s quite the mouthful, so everyone still called her Neci on informal occasions.

The knight skidded to a stop in front of them and leaned over to catch her breath.

“Hello to you, too,” Zahilda said.

“Hello,” Neci gasped between breaths. “I’ve been looking—for you. The manor—a mob—it’s being attacked.”
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2 In which the twins learn that a villain is on the loose


Percy and Merlynda started to bolt for home, but Neci stopped them. “There’s a ward. You can’t get through on foot.”

Zahilda climbed back onto her broom. “Everybody on. You too, Neci. I was worried something like this might happen.”

“That what might happen?” Percy asked, alarmed.

“That people would fail to express their feelings in a healthy manner.”

The broom rose, and Zahilda steered straight toward Merlyn Manor, just outside Avonshire. A crowd made up of seemingly every species in the known world was gathered outside the grounds.

The twins recognized some faces from town, but many were unfamiliar. All were furious. They yelled, pushing against the invisible magical barrier that kept them out.

Percy and Merlynda exchanged a look. The adults had obviously discussed this course of action, and the twins were annoyed to have been left out. If Mother had thought wards might be needed, wouldn’t it be better for everyone to be prepared?

Several in the mob pointed up at them, shouting. A rock hit Percy on the shoulder. “Ow!” He wobbled on the broom, off balance from holding the pies. Iggy swooped over and gave him the slightest nudge, balancing him. The wizard wanted to think Iggy did this to look out for him, but he suspected it had more to do with a fondness for Zahilda’s baking.

Merlynda summoned an Aether shield around them, and then they were safe on manor grounds. Mother rushed to them as they landed and grabbed the twins into a quick, fierce hug. She had their same pale skin, chestnut hair, and blue eyes. “Inside, quickly now. They’ve been shouting some nasty things I’d rather none of us hear.”

The twins had questions, but they followed her to the dining room, where Father nearly turned to jelly from relief, but greeted each of the twins with a quick kiss on the head. He took the pies from Percy, then sat everyone down and began pouring tea with only slightly shaking hands. Father looked nothing like his family, with his light hair and dark eyes, but the most pronounced difference was that he’d never cast a charm in his life, as he wasn’t a magical being.

Hortensia, Mother’s hedgehog familiar, sat on the table. She gave Prince Whiskerkins a growl so fierce that he skulked under the table. “Everyone in order, then?” she asked the others.

“Quite,” Zahilda answered, taking a sip of tea.

“I’m fine, Mother,” Percy said while Mother examined his shoulder. “It’s just bruised.”

“What’s happening?” Merlynda asked. “People scattered once they saw us in town.”

“My fierceness was too much for them,” Iggy said, but it lacked his typical confidence.

Father started slicing pies. “Some people are a bit angry, that’s all.”

“Some people?” Neci said. “Half of Avonshire is outside your wall!”

Zahilda accepted a slice of pie. “Cordelia, these children have traveled across the known world, and battled against Morgan le Fey, witches, and fairies. They can handle the truth. And I’d like it myself.”

Conflict raced across Mother’s face, until she finally sat down. “You’re right.” She looked at Merlynda and Percy. “I want to protect you, but you’ve already dealt with worse.”

She snapped her fingers, and a large green leaf appeared in the middle of the table. “These were scattered across Avonshire earlier today. I assume they’ve gone out to most of Faelor, maybe even other realms.”

Percy didn’t know how a leaf could cause such distress, but he was no tree expert. He mostly liked climbing their branches and lounging in their shade.

Iggy sniffed it. “It smells like fairy magic.”

Merlynda sat up straighter. “It’s a leaflet?”

“Yes,” Mother said. “I listened to it when it first fell onto the manor grounds, but it should have enough magic left for one more go.” She ran a finger from the leaf’s stem to its tip.

A poof of sparkly smoke materialized, forming the familiar image of Percy. “I was the Hollower!” the image shouted in Percy’s voice. “I chose to hurt people!”

The image swirled briefly, then materialized again. “I’m the one who brought”—the image swirled once more—“Morgan le Fey”—another swirl—“back from banishment.”

The leaflet shriveled up, leaving the smoky image of an angry Percy above it.

Father waved his hand through the smoke to clear it, then handed out more pie. “This is why we don’t like magic at the dinner table. Can’t see a thing.”

Percy let Father set a piece of pie before him, but didn’t touch it. He felt ill. People would be afraid of him, but more than that, they’d be afraid. The leaflet made it sound like Morgan was on the rise.

Her laughter echoed inside him.

Percy stared at his pie. “That’s it, then. They’re here for me.”

“No,” Merlynda said. “They’re here for the Hollower.”

“Which means they’re here for me,” Percy snapped. He’d chosen to become the Hollower. He didn’t understand why Merlynda couldn’t fully accept that.

“But the leaflet makes it seem like you’re working with Morgan le Fey now!” Merlynda fired back, just as heated.

Aren’t you? the voice whispered.

“I liked it better when the crowds wanted Merlynda,” Iggy said, still patiently waiting for his pie. “Those crowds didn’t throw anything. Some of them even brought sweets.”

“And then demanded I grant them magical powers,” Merlynda said. “Neci, how did you know to fetch us?”

“My punishment,” Neci sighed. On account of leaving with Merlynda to rescue Percy without telling her parents (among other things), she was also grounded forever and sentenced to work for her family’s illustrious root vegetable business until she grew old and died. Or at least until she became an adult and could go off questing and adventuring to her heart’s content. “I was making a delivery to the bakery and overheard some of the talk—you know how the baker is. I followed the crowd and found the mob at the manor. Then ran straight back to Avonshire to find you.”

“That was very brave, Neci,” Mother said. “And dangerous.”

Neci patted Faithful, her dagger, which was safely tucked away in its sheath at her side. “A knight is always prepared to help those in need.”

Percy rubbed his face, exhausted. “Maybe I should just let them have me.”

Merlynda glared. “I did not deal with Nordvings, Oceanids, Rusvokians, fairies, and Morgan le Fey to rescue you, only to let some mob get you!”

Did she deal with me? Morgan mused.

Yes, Percy snapped.

The pies were carrot and leek. Neci politely declined, helping herself to a scone and an apple instead. “What do they think they can accomplish by chucking rocks?”

“People often have big feelings but don’t always know what to do with them,” Mother said. “Most people have heard some version of what happened at the Omnivia, and know how you all were involved. But after today…” Mother glanced at Percy. “Now many of them feel as though the Hollower was in their backyard the whole time. They’re frightened.”

Percy sank lower in his chair. He’d wanted everyone to know the truth, but he hadn’t expected this. “I wish they believed that I only want to help now. To make things right.”

“Some of them do,” Father said. “There are always some.”

Mother passed her untouched pie to Iggy (who adored her for a reason). “I’ve finally heard from the Round Table,” she said. “Right before you returned.”

Percy and Merlynda blanched. “And?” they asked at the same time.

“We’ve been summoned. Tomorrow.”

“What’s the Round Table?” Neci asked.
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A WORD ABOUT THE ROUND TABLE


After Merlyn vanquished Morgan le Fey and banished her beyond the In-Between, he realized what a close call that final battle had been, and how it might be useful to have colleagues around if another cataclysmic magical event came along.

And so, he sent out invitations. Those who responded joined the Round Table, a secret organization sworn to protect the known world from any dire magical threat that might arise.

The Round Table’s membership has changed slightly throughout the centuries but has always overwhelmingly consisted of magical beings. After Merlyn assembled the initial members, new additions or replacements were approved by a majority vote.

In the time since Merlyn’s passing, the Round Table had only been convened twice (aside from their annual membership update and summer solstice party). The first instance was because a thaumaturgist serving at the time had misplaced his favorite pudding recipe. The other members voted that this was a false alarm.

The second time was when the amulet of Morgan le Fey had reappeared in the world. The Round Table understood this to be a legitimate concern but voted to allow the member who reported the incident to proceed as she saw fit, trusting that they would be called in when needed.

They were not called in, and as a result the then-Hollower allowed Morgan le Fey to reenter the world. The sorceress’s plan was foiled, as we know, but no one on the Round Table was pleased with this member at the moment.

Merlynda and Percy didn’t know any of this. That’s the whole point of secret organizations. But they would soon learn more than they were prepared for.



The twins looked at Mother expectantly. She’d been dodgy about answering their questions, and even the robust Merlyn Manor library had lacked information. The one thing they knew for sure was that Mother didn’t like the thought of the Round Table speaking with the twins.

“Mother’s refused to tell us anything,” Merlynda said to Neci. She couldn’t quite avoid sounding bitter.

“I have been unable to tell you,” Mother said, “because the vows of secrecy are magically binding. Listen.”

She proceeded to let out a series of chirps, water gurgles, crackling fire sounds, a trumpet’s call, and all manner of other noises most humans ought not be able to make. Everyone except for Father and Hortensia were shocked silent. Iggy’s pie fell from his mouth. Zahilda raised both her eyebrows. The children stared, food forgotten.

At length, Mother stopped. “There. I just told you all about the Round Table’s last gathering, and you didn’t hear a word. Eat your pie, darlings.”

Merlynda leaned over to Iggy. “Did you get any of that?”

The wyvern devoured his fallen pie and glanced hopefully around for seconds. “Nope. That’s strong vow magic.”

“I understood,” Hortensia said with a smidge of pride. “The enchantment extends to familiars. If Merlynda takes the vows, you’ll be able to as well, Ignus.” (Iggy had told Hortensia that she could call him Iggy, but she never did. She felt it undignified for a familiar of her status to be so casual.)

“Rumors of the Round Table have existed since its inception,” Mother continued, “which is why I’m able to mention it at all. Anything beyond public knowledge is blocked by the incantation.”

Neci groaned. “This means you won’t be able to tell me anything after you get back.”

Merlynda raised an eyebrow at Father. “Did you understand what Mother said?”

“Yes.” He shrugged. “You don’t marry into the line of Merlyn and not learn a thing or two. Also, the Round Table likes my biscuits.”

This did nothing to make the twins feel better.

Neci polished off her scone and sighed. “I should head home. If my parents have heard about the mob, they’ll be worried.”

Zahilda daintily set her teacup down and stood. Prince Whiskerkins leapt into her arms. “I’ll give you a ride. Good luck tomorrow, Merlyns.”



The twins woke early the next morning. Neither of them had slept well, anxious as they were about meeting with a secret magical organization.

Percy had also suffered well into the early hours of the morning as Morgan rattled off ways the Round Table might punish him for his crimes. He wondered if he should finally tell Merlynda and Mother that the sorceress could speak to him. In the end he couldn’t bring himself to admit that he’d been keeping his own enormous secret for months.

At breakfast the twins pushed eggs and leftover pie around on their plates. The uncertainty of what the day held was one thing, but Mother’s obvious unease as she silently drank her tea was another. Even Iggy and Hortensia didn’t eat much, the familiars picking up on their wizardess’s distress.

Percy had summoned his own familiar once, when he’d been the Hollower. This was yet another grievous action, as familiars weren’t to be summoned at all but were sent by the Aether. For Percy to tear Vis away from the In-Between before his time was a cruelty the wizard couldn’t undo. It had left the falcon incomplete, lacking wholeness. Vis had returned to the In-Between, but Percy assumed this was another crime for which the Round Table would hold him accountable.

Though uninterested in eating breakfast, Mother carried on with her morning ritual of dabbing the twins with her handkerchief. It was dyed midnight blue, and scattered across it were the moon and stars of the Merlyn family crest. Mother had wrapped the handkerchief around a bundle of herbs from the Forfle realm that were meant to provide protection, and had dabbed the twins with it every morning since their return from the Omnivia.

After breakfast Father gave them each a tight hug, kissed Mother on the cheek, and handed her a basket. Then Mother took the twins outside and into the orchard.

Their previous adventure had begun here. Merlynda’s magic had come of age, Iggy had arrived, and Morgan le Fey had ridden the currents of the Aether’s magic to snatch Percy away through a portal beyond the In-Between. The twins wondered if the orchard would be the place of another difficult beginning.

Mother gestured to the brooch she always wore. It was simple but beautiful, an ebony jasper stone inlaid in a silver clasp. “Do you know what this is?” she asked.

Percy shrugged. “A family heirloom.”

“And it’s magical,” Merlynda said.

No points for the obvious, Morgan hissed.

“Correct. Take my hand, Percy. Merlynda, take his, and keep a grip on your staff. Hold tightly now. You too, Iggy.”

Hortensia burrowed under Mother’s cloak, and the others did as instructed.

“I hate this part,” Mother muttered. With her free hand she spun the brooch widdershins, then clockwise, then tapped it twice.

The group was flung across the cosmos. If Mother hadn’t gripped Percy like a vise, he was sure he would have catapulted to the very stars. Colors and lights flashed past him as his stomach tried to claw its way up his throat. The sensation felt endless, and immediate, and at the same time like nothing at all.

It stopped as suddenly as it had begun. Percy and Merlynda stumbled forward, and Iggy flapped his wings furiously to keep his grip on Merlynda’s shoulder.

“The brooch is a lodestone?” Merlynda gasped.

A properly functioning lodestone was almost unheard of. They were rare magical objects on their own, but the process of attuning them was highly technical and required mastery of several skills that Percy was only vaguely aware of, and which Merlynda was already rattling off in her head.

Mother quirked her lip. “Yes. Specifically attuned to this seat, at this table.”

They stood in an underground chamber that was cave-like but cozy. Sconces carved into the walls provided light, along with a chandelier hanging above them. They were next to a high-backed chair, intricately carved from oak. The chair sat at an ornate, heavy wooden round table.

“Ah,” Iggy said. “I get it.”

Hortensia rolled her eyes.

A large brazier sat in the center of the table, burning with a magical flame that seemed to hold every color at once. Grooves and gilding on the table spiraled out from the lit brazier, leading to Mother’s chair and six others. These were equally ornate, though carved with different symbols. And near those chairs—

“Dame Illondria!” Merlynda almost squealed, thrilled. “And Your Majesty!” The twins had been so overwhelmed, they’d failed to notice that the chamber already held two occupants.

The Fairy Queen flitted above her (much too large) seat and waved cheerily with her purple-skinned hand. “Hello, Merlyns!”

“Welcome to Merlyn’s Grotto,” Dame Illondria said. The majestic horned pegasus was silver, with black spots dappling her flank. Her wings were tucked tidily behind her, adding to her magnificence. Her chair was also beautifully carved, but pushed away from the table. A horned pegasus could hardly sit comfortably in a chair.

Mother set down her basket, and the Merlyns bowed to the Fairy Queen. “Your Majesty,” Mother said. “I assume you’re aware of the leaflets?”

The Fairy Queen scowled. “I am. The fairies responsible belong to a disgruntled faction, and acted of their own accord. Please accept my apologies.”

Iggy darted over and landed in front of Dame Illondria. “My wings are almost as big as yours! I groom them every day, to keep them in tip-top shape.”

“They are very fine indeed, Ignus.”

The wyvern blushed. “You know you can call me Iggy? If you want. It’s what my friends call me.”

The horned pegasus chuckled. “I am honored to be among your friends. But ‘Ignus’ is such a noble name that I am honored to address you by it.”

Iggy blushed harder. “Well, if it’s an honor.”

Dame Illondria turned to the twins. “It is good to see you, Septimum Genus. And, Percival, how do you fare?”

Her eyes were so gentle. How could Dame Illondria look upon him so kindly, after all he’d done to harm her? After having her imprisoned and her wings clipped when he’d been the Hollower? Shame dragged at Percy, and he wanted to shrink away.

“I’m… here,” he said at last, then felt foolish. “Are you both members of the Round Table?”
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