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Stone Cold

I hate graveyards.
I mean, is there anything creepier than a graveyard, especially in the middle of the night? If it was my call, this would have been last on our list. But I got outvoted two to one, so the graveyard it is!
Gabby is way ahead on her bicycle and she’s not looking back. I don’t think I’ve met a more competitive person in my life. I’m trying to keep up but my legs can’t peddle fast enough. Poor Wade is bringing up the rear. I’m sure this isn’t great for his asthma, but he didn’t complain when Gabby challenged us to see who could get to the graveyard first.
I could have given her a better run for her money if we used our powers, but we’re trying to lay low so we don’t attract attention. I reach up and feel my amulet through my shirt. Each of us has one third of Excalibur’s magic. Gabby has the unicorn amulet, Wade has the griffin amulet, and I have the dragon amulet.
How’s life been as a part-time dragon?
Well, let’s just say it’s had its ups and downs.
There’s the fun stuff, like soaring through the air and breathing real fire. There’s also the not-so-fun stuff, like being constantly hungry and dragging around a six-foot tail. Of course, having a magical amulet also comes with some big responsibilities, like preventing a sinister, ancient sorceress from conquering The Realms!
Speaking of The Realms, that’s why we’re heading to this spooky graveyard. A while back, I found a map inside Merlin’s mirror that gives the location of a dozen magical artifacts which were smuggled out of Avalon. They were all hidden in Lore, and one of those locations was right on top of the cemetery.
Lucky us.
Believe me, a graveyard is the last place I want to be right now, but I’m pretty sure that something is hidden there. After all, the map did lead us to Excalibur’s scabbard in the basement of our middle school. Of course, that same map also didn’t warn us about the Immortal Hydra who was waiting for us when we got there. And that’s what’s making me nervous.
According to Mordred, when Avalon’s treasures were hidden in the Mortal Realm, they attracted deadly guardians like moths to a flame. We never would have escaped the Immortal Hydra if I didn’t have that strange musical instrument I found inside Merlin’s mirror. I still don’t know who left it for me, but I have my suspicions.
There is one thing I do know, however, and that’s failure is not an option. We have to recover whatever artifact is hidden inside the graveyard before Morgan le Fay can get her evil clutches on it.
Gabby reaches the wrought-iron gate first and skids to a stop beneath a large sign that reads:
LORE CEMETERY
Ugh. We’re here.
I pull up beside her and look through the bars of the gate, but the fog is so thick I can’t see beyond the first few tombstones. Just then, Wade pulls up, wheezing hard.
“H-Hang on,” he says, reaching into his pocket. He pulls out his inhaler and takes a deep puff. Then, he catches his breath, looks through the bars of the gate, and turns his bike around. “Okay, I change my vote. Wasn’t there an ‘X’ over the ice cream shop? Let’s go there instead.”
“I tried to warn you,” I say.
“Oh, don’t be such babies,” Gabby says, dropping her kickstand. “We have to recover all of the artifacts anyway so we might as well start with this one.”
“B-But… dead people are in there,” Wade says.
“Yeah, so?” Gabby says, getting off her bike. “In case you forgot, we just fought an entire army of skeletons.”
Well, she’s got a point there. It’s only been a few weeks since we defeated Mordred and his skeleton army at the Camelot Renaissance Faire. In the process, we managed to thwart Morgan le Fay’s plan to open the gateway to Avalon, which was actually a fairy ring inside the Enchanted Forest. Unfortunately, the whole Faire was nearly destroyed during the battle. But after working around the clock, the owners are finally reopening it tomorrow.
I’m excited to see it, assuming I’ll still be alive, of course. But even if the Faire looks the same, it certainly isn’t going to feel the same. The Red, Blue, and Purple Knights are no more, and Merlin has been missing for weeks. The last time I saw the old wizard, he said that he had an appointment. I didn’t know who he was meeting with and I never found out.
The next thing I knew, Baldo found his hat lying inside the fairy ring. I’m pretty sure that Merlin went through the gateway to Avalon. But now that the fairy ring is destroyed, I don’t know if he can ever come back.
“Okay, let’s go,” Gabby says, pushing the front gate which opens with a loud SKRRREEEAAAKKK.
“Um, I’ll guard the bikes out here,” Wade offers.
“Did you trade your griffin amulet for a chicken amulet?” Gabby asks, grabbing him by his camouflage hoodie. “Let’s go.”
I stick close behind. The fog is so thick I can barely see my hand in front of my face. According to the map, this cemetery is pretty big, and since we have no clue where the artifact is, it’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack, or in this case, a graveyard.
“Ow!” I say as my knee clips a tombstone. “Gabby, stop walking. We’re never going to find anything with all of this fog. I think we need to go to creature form. Wade and I can thin out the fog with our wings while you cover more ground as a unicorn. There’s no one around at this hour anyway. At least, no one alive.”
“Did you have to remind me?” Wade asks.
“Okay,” Gabby says. “I guess you’re right.”
I grab my amulet and close my eyes. I concentrate hard and feel a warm sensation run through my body. When I open my eyes again, I’m staring at a green-maned unicorn and a nervous-looking griffin.
“Why do you always look so angry?” Gabby asks me.
“What?” I say. “I’m not angry, it’s my dragon face.”
“Doesn’t he always look angry?” Gabby asks Wade.
“Totally angry,” Wade says.
“Look, can we do this later?” I ask. “Let’s find the artifact and get out of here.”
“Now he’s angry and bossy,” Gabby says.
“I’m not… okay, enough,” I say. “Wade, start flapping down here. I’m going to get a little air and see if I can blow the fog away from above. Gabby, you can—”
“Yeah, yeah,” she says. “I’ve got it from here, Mr. Angry-bossy-wings.” Then, she rears up on her hind legs and takes off, dispersing some of the fog around us.
“I think the flapping is working,” Wade says as he beats his powerful griffin wings.
“Great,” I say. “Keep it going and I’ll be back in a minute.” Then, I flap my wings and lift off.
I hover twenty feet above the ground and beat my wings hard until the fog starts to thin. Soon, I can see more tombstones in the distance. This place is so big I don’t even know where to start.
Wouldn’t it be great if there was a big sign telling us where the artifact was buried? You know, like, ‘HEY, COOL DRAGON KID, OVER HERE! THERE'S SOMETHING BURIED BELOW!’ That would shortcut things, but no such luck.
Now that the fog is thinning, I can see Gabby in the distance. It doesn’t look like she’s found anything either. Then, I notice a bunch of statues clustered in a corner of the cemetery. That’s weird. I look around but don’t see statues anywhere else. I should probably check it out.
As I fly over, I realize the statues are life-sized renditions of people, and they’re all facing away from the cemetery into the woods. I wonder why they’re placed like that. I touch down next to them to get a closer look.
I count seven statues in total, and whoever made them is a very talented artist because they almost look real. The statues are a mix of older and younger people, but they all have one thing in common—they all look absolutely terrified.
I stand behind them and try to follow their line of sight, however, the woods are so dark it’s impossible to see what they’re staring at. Then, I hear something RUSTLING amongst the trees. What was that?
Something touches my shoulder.
“AAHH!” I scream, nearly jumping out of my scales.
I spin around to find a large griffin standing there.
“D-Dude,” I say, clutching my chest. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”
“Sorry,” Wade says with a shrug. “I got a little freaked out hanging back there all by myself. Wow, these statues are cool. So lifelike.”
“Yeah,” I say. “There’s something strange about them though. Look at their faces. They’re scared of something, something in the woods.”
“And they’re not old statues either,” Wade says, examining one. “Look at this woman. She’s holding a mobile phone. You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say these aren’t statues at all.”
“What?” I say. “What do you mean?”
“I-I think these were real people,” Wade says, his voice wavering. “Real people turned to stone.”
“What?!” I say.
“Yeah,” he says. “Didn’t Mordred say these artifacts are guarded by creatures? According to legend, one of the creatures who can turn people to stone is a—”
HHHIIISSSSSS!
The slithery sound cuts through the night air and we both turn wide-eyed toward the woods. There’s something there! And it’s coming our way!
Wade grabs my face and turns it toward his.
“D-Don’t stare!” he says panicked. “Because if that’s what I think it is, then we’re in big, big trouble!”
“What?!” I say. “What is it?”
“A Gorgon!” he says. “You know, like Medusa! If you look directly into its eyes it’ll turn you to stone. Just like these people!”
Suddenly, we hear CRUNCHING, like someone is walking on fallen leaves! Then, something big emerges from the darkness! I partially cover my eyes, avoiding its face, but I quickly take in its black-robed, broad-shouldered body, the sharp claws extending from the ends of its twisted fingers, and the nest of HISSING hair made of tangled, writhing snakes!
Great, more snakes.
What’s with hidden artifacts and snakes anyway?
“Don’t look into its eyes,” Wade calls out as he takes off into the air. “Oh, and it can see in all directions because of the snakes.”
“Wait, where are you going?” I ask.
“To get help!” he shouts. “Just keep it busy!”
Keep it busy?
“SKRRRAAARRRR!” it screams as it lunges at me.
“Whoa!” I shout, dodging its sharp claws. I spin around and try to slam the Gorgon with my tail but it leaps over it easily. Then, I remember what Wade said. If it can see whatever its snakes can see, then there goes any element of surprise.
“Unicorn to the rescue!” comes Gabby’s voice.
Oh no.
“Gabby, wait!”
But it’s too late. Just as Gabby races in, the Gorgon easily pulls a tombstone out of the ground like it was merely grabbing a tissue. How strong is that thing?
THOOM! I cringe as Gabby’s horn punches right through the center of the tombstone.
“Hey!” Gabby shouts as she bucks up and down, trying to pull her horn out of the tombstone.
But she’s stuck!
“Gabby, don’t look into its eyes!” I warn.
“Don’t worry,” she says. “I can’t see anything but my hooves right now.”
Then, I notice something behind the Gorgon, something deep in the woods. It’s a small structure made of granite. I’ve read about that before. I think it’s called a mausoleum, which is an above-ground tomb usually built to honor someone notable who has died.
Is that where the Gorgon came from?
Anyway, it’s time to end this. I breathe in deep, sucking in as much oxygen as I can, and then unleash a blast of fire! But the Gorgon dodges it easily, picks up a nearby statue, and throws it at me. It’s coming so fast I don’t have time to get out of the—
OOOF!
It SLAMS into my stomach hard, knocking the wind out of me! I tumble backward and kick the statue off my body. Then, I get back to my feet. Okay, I’ve had enough of this thing.
“Connor, look out!” comes Wade’s voice.
Just then, a car drops from the sky and CRASHES down between the Gorgon and me! Stunned, I look up to see Wade flying toward me.
“SKRRRAARRR!” The Gorgon screams as it swipes at Wade.
“Um, aren’t you supposed to drive a getaway car away from the scene of the crime?” I ask.
“No,” Wade says, staying up high. “Rip off the side-view mirror!”
“The side-view mirror?” I repeat. “But why—”
Then, it hits me. Of course, the side-view mirror! That kid is a genius. I tear off one of the side-view mirrors and hold it in front of my face. “Hey, ugly!” I call out. “Look over here!”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see the Gorgon turn, and then I hear a CRACKLING noise as it looks into the mirror at its own reflection and turns itself to stone!
“You did it!” Wade says.
“Thank goodness,” I say, tossing the side-view mirror over my left wing. “That mirror was a great idea, but wouldn’t you have gotten here faster if you didn’t bring the whole car?”
“I thought about that,” he says, scratching his chin. “But I wanted to have some spare mirrors around. You know, just in case.”
“Good job, bozos,” Gabby says, finally free from the tombstone. “But we still don’t have an artifact.”
“I think I know where it is,” I say. “Follow me.”
I lead them to the mausoleum in the woods. It’s about the size of a tool shed. We can’t all fit in creature form, so we transform back to our normal selves. I go in first and find a large, stone sarcophagus. Interestingly, the name plate on the outside looks like it was forcibly removed.
“Okay, let’s crack this baby open,” Gabby says.
“Whoa, hang on,” Wade says. “What if there’s, like, something bad in there? You know, like a vampire?”
“Wade, chill,” Gabby says. “I think we took care of what was guarding this artifact.”
“I sure hope so,” Wade says, backing up. “But I’ll just stand outside the entrance in case something goes wrong.”
“Whatever,” Gabby says, rolling her eyes. “Connor, are you ready?”
“Let’s do this,” I say as we reach down and slowly open the sarcophagus. But instead of a skeleton or a vampire, there’s something else lying inside.
“What is that?” Gabby asks.
“What is what?!” Wade asks, his voice cracking. “What’s in there?”
“You’d be able to see it if you weren’t standing a mile away,” Gabby says sarcastically.
“I think it’s an hourglass,” I say.
I reach inside to pick up the artifact. It’s about six inches tall with strange symbols etched into its gold exterior. I turn it vertically to watch the sand flow from the upper glass bulb to the lower bulb, but only one grain drops.
Hmmm, maybe it’s broken.
“Seriously?” Gabby says, crossing her arms. “We almost died for that?”
“Yep,” I say. “And we still have ten more artifacts to go.”
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Totally Un-Faire

Today is a big day.
Everything still aches from that statue the Gorgon threw at me, but nothing is going to keep me down this morning. No siree Bob. It’s an exciting day in these parts and I’m not going to miss it for anything. I roll over to look at my alarm clock and find myself eyeball to eyeball with a chihuahua.
“Hello, Tito,” I say. “Now get off my pillow.”
As I try to move him, my arm slides across sopping wet fabric. Ugh, gross! How can one dog produce so much slobber?
I sit up and look at the clock which reads 6:59 a.m. Yes! I beat it by a whole minute! I reach over the toothless wonder to shut off the alarm and then stretch out. Normally, I wouldn’t be so excited to get up early on a Saturday, but this is no ordinary Saturday.
Today, Camelot reopens!
I climb over the immovable Tito and skip into the shower. Then, I brush my teeth and get dressed. There, I’m all ready. But before I head downstairs, I check my backpack. Yep, the hourglass we found last night is still there. I pick it up and look at it in the light. That’s funny, it still doesn’t look like any sand has moved.
Well, I don’t know what this hourglass is for, but something tells me I’d better keep it with me. So, I put it back in my bag and zip it closed. I guess it’s just another mystery to add to the list. And speaking of mysteries…
I open the bottom drawer of my dresser, move aside some crumpled clothes, and take out Merlin’s conical hat. Boy, I wish I had some way to know if he’s okay. I’d do anything to get him back from Avalon. Unfortunately, we destroyed the only gateway we knew about in our fight with Morgan le Fay.
I put Merlin’s hat back in the dresser and sling my backpack over my shoulder. As I head downstairs, the smell of bacon hits my nostrils, and my stomach rumbles. I’m so hungry I could eat, well, everything.
“Good morning, Connor,” Mom says as she sees me. “Are you okay? You look like you’re limping.”
“Huh?” I say confused. Then, I realize I’m moving gingerly because I’m sore. “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. I, um, tripped over Tito this morning. But don’t worry, he’s fine. He’s resilient, like a cockroach.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re both okay,” she says with a smile. “Have a seat and I’ll bring you some breakfast.”
“Sounds great,” I say, noticing the Lore Gazette on the table. I glance at the headline, which reads:
HUZZAH!
THE RENAISSANCE FAIRE RETURNS!
“You must be excited to be up this early,” she says as she brings over a bowl of scrambled eggs.
“Yeah,” I say. “I can’t wait to see the Faire again. I’m gonna meet Wade and Gabby there after breakfast.”
“That sounds like fun,” Mom says, putting down a heaping plate of pancakes. “I’m glad the Faire is back, but I still think it’s odd that it was the only place hit by the tornado.”
If she only knew! I’d love to tell her what really happened with Mordred, but I can’t.
“Well, you know how funny the weather is around here,” I say casually. “I mean, what other town in the Northeast has year-round warm weather? Just Lore.”
Then, I inhale the eggs.
“True,” Mom says, taking her seat. “So, tell me. What do you and your friends do at the Faire all day?”
I COUGH, nearly choking on my eggs.
“Are you okay?” she asks.
“Y-Yeah,” I say, taking a sip of orange juice. “Um, nothing much. We just hang out and have fun, that’s all.” I shrug and stuff a piece of bacon in my mouth. “Why?”
“Well, I am your mom, and moms worry,” she says. “Believe me, I’m happy you’re enjoying the Faire but I still have no clue what you do there. I just want to make sure you’re not getting into any, well, you know, trouble.”
The bacon falls out of my mouth.
“Me?” I say, trying to look innocent. “Do you really think I’m getting into trouble?”
“No, but I thought I’d ask,” she says. “Unfortunately, Aunt Agnes isn’t the most reliable source of information and I still haven’t met Gabby and Wade yet. I’d love to meet them one day.”
“Yeah, of course,” I say. “Not a problem.”
“Great,” she says. Then, she reaches for some eggs but they’re all gone.
“Sorry,” I say, letting out a loud belch. “Excuse me.”
“Thankfully, I wasn’t that hungry,” she says, putting her fork down. “Speaking of trouble, Connor, I’d like you to come by the hospital this afternoon. Eating this much food at every meal just isn’t normal. I’d like one of the doctors to examine you.”
“E-Examine me?!” I stammer. “I’m perfectly fine, Mom. I’m just growing, that’s all.”
“That’s the thing, Connor,” she says. “You’ve practically eaten an entire supermarket of food by now but you still haven’t grown an inch or gained any weight. I think something is wrong and I want you to come to the hospital at two o’clock before my shift starts.”
“But Mom, I don’t—”
“Two o’clock, Connor,” she says firmly, “and please don’t be late.”
***
Ugh, this is bad news. The last thing I need is for some doctor to start poking and prodding me in search of some condition I don’t have. I mean, no exam, test, or x-ray is going to reveal what’s really going on. Especially when you’re the only kid in the world suffering from dragon-itis.
But if I don’t show up at two o’clock then Mom will be mad. I wish I didn’t eat so much food but it’s not like I can help it. I’m a dragon, for Pete’s sake!
I try to put it out of my mind as I bicycle to Camelot. Our battle with Mordred and Morgan le Fay did quite a number on the place, and I’m anxious to see if the owners were able to get everything repaired. I certainly hope so, because the Faire has become my second home and I’ve really missed it.
As I reach the entrance I see two familiar faces waiting on their bikes. Wade is waving while Gabby has her arms crossed.
“Fashionably late again, I see,” Gabby quips.
“Sorry,” I say, stopping beneath the banner. “I tried to get out of something with my mom and failed.”
“Did you see the new slogan?” Wade asks.
“No,” I say, and when I look up I realize that the banner is no longer blue but purple. I lean back to read it.
The New Camelot Renaissance Faire
The World’s Only Year-Round Renaissance Faire
Buy into History!
“Buy into history?” I say. “What happened to ‘Believe in the Magic?’”
“Yeah,” Wade says. “And did you notice they’re now calling it the ‘New’ Camelot Renaissance Faire? It makes me wonder what else has changed.”
“If you’d stop yapping we’d have found out already,” Gabby says, parking her bike. “Come on.”
We’re so early the ticket booth isn’t even open yet, which means we get to have a sneak peek. Wade and I park our bikes and follow Gabby around the new front gate, which has been upgraded from a single wood plank to an elaborate metal barrier.
But that’s not the only upgrade, because the dirt road leading into the Faire has been replaced by a cobblestone pathway. And the modest ‘Ye Olde Information Pavilion’ has been turned into an oversized ‘Souvenir Shoppe!’
When we reach the fork in the road, I notice all of the wooden signposts have been replaced by shiny arrows.
“Look!” Gabby says. “They renamed Gladiator Arena!”
She’s right! The jousting arena where we had all of our training with Sir Lancelot, Sir Bedivere, and Sir Percival is now called ‘The Stadium of Knights!’
“Let’s check it out,” Gabby says.
I know I just ate, but my stomach rumbles as we walk through the food court which has tripled in size. To my surprise, sparkling-new vending machines and coin-operated games have been shoved into every nook and cranny. On our way to the arena, we pass the giant chessboard, which now requires a paid ticket to play, and the camel rides, which now require a paid ticket to ride.
Boy, this sure doesn’t feel like the same place.
But my jaw drops when we reach the jousting arena because it’s had the biggest overhaul of all! The stables are modernized, the spectator stands are twice the size, and colorful banners featuring knights on horseback are hanging everywhere. And that’s not all because the entire perimeter is lined with salesy signs hawking everything from turkey legs to foam swords!
After I take in this spectacle, I notice the new metal sign on the arena gate, which reads:
The Stadium of Knights
Eat, Joust, and be Merry!
“Well, this is depressing,” Gabby says.
“Yeah,” Wade says. “Really depressing.”
I can’t imagine what Sir Lancelot would think of this. He was a real knight, chivalrous and brave. This place just doesn’t live up to his legacy.
I mean, I know the owners had a lot to fix, but I never thought they’d turn the Faire into a money-grabbing amusement park!
“Who will they get to joust now?” Wade asks.
“I guess they’ve hired some actors,” Gabby says. “I mean, it’s not like any centuries-old knights are hanging around looking for work.”
“Unfortunately not,” I say.
Then, a lightbulb goes off. If they did this to the jousting arena, then what did they do to—
“Merlin’s hut!” I say. “We should check it out.”
“Yeah,” Wade says. “Good idea.”
We race down to Merchant’s Lane, except it’s no longer called Merchant’s Lane anymore but Peddler’s Row! As we head down the street, all of the stores have gotten bigger and changed their names. ‘Battle-Ready Blacksmith’ is now the ‘Home Décor Depot’ and ‘Gallant Glassworks’ is now ‘The Glass Gift Shoppe.’
At the end, we see another metal sign that reads:
Main Stage
Individual Tickets $10 Per Show
We turn where the East Stage used to be, but that’s been replaced by yet another ‘Souvenir Shoppe.’ I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much merchandise in one place. We finally reach a familiar dirt road branching off from the main pathway. There’s a sign that reads:
Utility Area
Staff Only
Utility Area? This is Performer’s Row! The blue huts that used to house the performers are still here, but now the signs say things like: JANITORIAL SUPPLY HUT and GARDENING TOOLS HUT. We keep going until we see a large, red hut stationed at the very end.
That’s it! That’s Merlin’s hut!
But Merlin’s sign is gone too, and in its place is a sign that reads: NON-PERISHABLES SUPPLY HUT.
We open the door, only to find the hut filled with shelves of boxed snacks. Then, I hear CRUNCHING, and when I look down, I see someone familiar sitting in the corner eating a bag of potato chips.
“Baldo?!” I say. “What are you doing here?”
“Relivin’ the good ol’ days,” Baldo says with a frown. “After all, the ‘New’ Camelot doesn’t need Baldo the Useless Bard anymore.”
I look at his sad face and realize what he’s saying. I mean, I didn’t see his name on his old hut either.
“Baldo, I’m so sorry,” I say.
“You might as well call me Bob now,” he says, waving his hand dismissively, “because Baldo the Useless Bard is done. They fired me and all of the other performers yesterday. They said they wanted ‘a fresh start,’ whatever that means. Been here fifteen years and all I get is a pat on the back and a week of pay. Anyway, I slept in here last night, just rememberin’ the good times Merlin and I used to have.”
“Hey, I know we have our differences,” Gabby says, “but I’m really sorry. That isn’t right.”
“Thanks,” he says. “Let me know if you need a mascot for your animal gang. I’m available.”
Darn it. I was hoping Baldo forgot about what he saw when we fought Mordred, but no such luck.
“Yeah,” I say. “Look, about that—”
“Oh, don’t worry,” he says. “I’m not goin’ to tell nobody. You saved my life so I owe you one. Your secret is safe with me.”
“Thanks, Baldo, I mean, Bob,” I say, but that name just doesn’t sound right. “Look, I’m just gonna call you Baldo, okay?”
“Sure, whatever,” he says looking around. “Well, they cleaned this place out, just like they did to my hut, but they missed something.”
“Missed something?” Gabby says. “What are you talking about?”
“See,” Baldo says, “I was just sittin’ here when I saw somethin’ shiny lyin’ under one of the shelves. And when I picked it up, I found this.”
Then, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small, golden object.
“Is that a whistle?” Wade asks.
“Yep,” he says, holding it up. “I never saw Merlin with a whistle, but it looks like somethin’ he’d have.”
“Can I see that?” I ask.
“Sure,” Baldo says, handing it to me.
It’s a whistle all right. It fits in my palm and is heavier than it looks. I never saw Merlin with a whistle before and based on the quizzical looks on Gabby and Wade’s faces, neither have they.
“I tried blowin’ it but nothin’ happened,” Baldo says. “I figure it’s probably like one of those dog whistles that humans can’t hear. Except, as far as I know, Merlin didn’t have a dog either.”
“No, he didn’t,” I say, examining it.
“Wait,” Wade says. “Do you see that?”
“See what?” I ask.
“One of the sides is embossed,” he says, taking the whistle from me. “Look here. It’s faint but these lines look like they form a boat shape.”
A boat shape? I take it back from him and trace the thin lines with my finger. He’s right, that is a boat.
“Okay,” Gabby says. “I’ll ask the obvious question here. What’s a gold whistle with a boat on it doing in Merlin’s old hut? Did Merlin own a boat?”
“Not that I know of,” Wade says.
Suddenly, I remember something and gasp.
“What?” Gabby says. “What is it?”
“Merlin doesn’t own a boat,” I say. “But I know who does.”
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Dragon in the Mist

It’s mid-morning when we get to the lake.
I feel guilty that we didn’t stop at my house on the way over so Mom could meet Gabby and Wade. But if she found out we were heading to the lake instead of the Faire, she might start asking questions. Besides, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t approve of our other travel companion.
“Sorry, kids,” Baldo says, disappearing behind a tree. “I need to make a pitstop.”
“Why did you let him come?” Gabby snipes at me.
“What else was I supposed to do?” I say. “He asked if he could come with us. Besides, he was the one who found the whistle.”
“Well, I think it was a horrible decision,” she says, crossing her arms and tapping her foot.
“Look,” Wade says, “whether we like it or not, he knows our secret. Maybe it’s better if we keep him close, at least until Merlin comes back and erases his memory.”
“You mean if Merlin comes back,” Gabby says. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not planning to hang around with Baldo until I’m in a nursing home. And did both of you lunkheads forget what happened with Mordred? Baldo was a huge liability.”
“Okay, okay,” I say, realizing she’s right. After all, Baldo did manage to get himself captured by Mordred. “Let him stay with us until we’re done at the lake and then we’ll get rid of him.”
“You’d have a better chance of getting rid of a rash,” she mutters.
“Sorry about that,” Baldo says, strolling up to us and looking out at the lake. “What a beautiful lake. Reminds me of a little ditty.” Then, before we can react, he begins singing in a pleasant tenor’s voice:
It was Friday morn when we set sail,


and we were not far from the land.
When our captain he spied a mermaid so fair,
with a comb and a glass in her hand.


And the ocean's waves do roll,


and the stormy winds do blow.
And we poor sailors go skipping at the top,
while the landlubbers lie down below.


Then up spoke the captain of our gallant ship,
and a fine old man was he.
“This sweet mermaid has warned us of our doom,


we shall sink to the bottom of the sea.”

Then up spoke the mate of our gallant ship,
and a fine old man was he.
Said, “I have a wife in Brooklyn by the sea, 
and tonight a widow she will be.”


Then up spoke the cook of our gallant ship,
and a crazy old butcher was he.
Said, “I care much more for my pots and pans,
than I do for the bottom of the sea.”


Then three times round spun our gallant ship,


and three times round spun she.


Three times round spun our gallant ship,


and she sank to the bottom of the sea.


Baldo finally finishes and smiles.


“Well, that was utterly depressing,” Gabby says. Then, she elbows me hard in the ribs and says, “And speaking of depressing, Connor has something he wants to tell you. Isn’t that right, Connor?”


“Uh, right,” I say, stuffing my hands into my hoodie pockets. “Um, listen, Baldo, we have something—”


“So, are we going to call this Lady of the Lake or what?” Baldo asks, cutting me off before I can give him the bad news.


“Um, excuse me?” I say confused.


“The Lady of the Lake?” he says. “I mean, that’s why we’re here, right?”


“Hold on,” Wade says. “How do you know about the Lady of the Lake?”


“I may be small but I’m not deaf,” Baldo says, puffing out his chest. “Let’s just say I’ve picked up a thing or two, you know? So, I figured if we were comin’ here then you must want to see this mysterious Lady of the Lake you’re always talkin’ about.”


Oh, wow. I didn’t expect him to know all of that. 

I open my mouth to answer but no sound comes out. And when I look at my friends, Wade’s jaw is hanging open and Gabby’s left palm is firmly planted on her forehead.


“So? Am I right?” Baldo asks. 

“Um, yeah,” I say finally.


“Connor!” Gabby shouts.


“But… he’s right,” I say. “I can’t lie.”


“Now I feel like a real part of the team!” Baldo exclaims, rubbing his hands together.


“I think I just threw up in my mouth,” Gabby says.


“Okay, everyone calm down,” I say. “Look, Baldo, you can hang with us but if it gets too dangerous you’re going to have to leave. Do you understand?”


“Yep,” he says with a big smile. “Hey, do you think the Lady of the Lake will give me an amulet?”


“No!” we all say in unison.


“Not even a wee bitty one?” Baldo asks, squeezing his thumb and pointer finger together.


“Anyway,” Gabby says rolling her eyes, “can we get on with it? Connor, call the Lady of the Lake.”


“Well, that’s not exactly how it works,” I say. “I don’t exactly call her, I just kind of… stand here.”


“Well, you’re doing that now,” Wade says. “So, where is she?”


That’s a great question. I look out at the lake but the shimmering surface isn’t moving. I don’t know how long we’ve been standing here, but she’s never left me waiting this long before.


“I know a song about a lady of the lake,” Baldo says. “I can sing—”


“No!” we all say again.


“Let’s just try calling her,” Gabby says. Then, she cups her hands around her mouth and yells, “Yo, Lady of the Lake! Where the heck are you?”


But there’s no response. This is strange, where is she? Suddenly, I get a bad feeling.


“What about the whistle?” Wade says. “I mean, that’s why we came here, right? Maybe she’ll show up if we blow it?”


“Well, we can try but it’s never worked like that before,” I say, unzipping my backpack. I pull out the golden whistle and look at the boat embossed on its side.


“Connor, you said you thought the whistle might belong to the Lady of the Lake,” Wade says, “but you never told us why.”


“Oh, yeah, sorry,” I say. “The last time I saw the Lady of the Lake was when she told me about Excalibur’s scabbard. Well, she didn’t just tell me, she showed me. It was like I was watching a movie but I felt like I was really there. Merlin and a young King Arthur were standing at the edge of a lake when a hand shot up through the water holding Excalibur. The hand, of course, belonged to the Lady of the Lake, and when King Arthur tried to retrieve the sword the water was too deep.”


“Wow, you saw all of that?” Wade asks.


“Yeah,” I say. “But that wasn’t all, because she made King Arthur swear a promise. She told him that Excalibur would be his if he agreed to do whatever she asked of him sometime in the future. King Arthur agreed, and then she told him to come to her on her barge.”


“Her barge?” Gabby says. “You mean, like a boat?”


“Exactly,” I say. “Then, a gold, gleaming boat came through the reeds and King Arthur boarded it to retrieve Excalibur. But her boat was golden, just like this whistle.”


“Whoa, hang on,” Wade says,  scratching his chin. “Didn’t Sir Bedivere also talk about a gleaming barge? He told us the story of how King Arthur was mortally wounded at the Last Battle. King Arthur asked Sir Bedivere and Sir Percival to put him on a gleaming barge that appeared out of the mist.”
“That’s right,” Gabby says. “And didn’t that gleaming barge take King Arthur to Avalon? He said he would return one day when the kingdom needed him most.”
Avalon? The boat took him to Avalon?
Suddenly, a chill runs down my spine as I realize what this means.
“Holy cow!” I blurt out. “If we can get on that gleaming barge then we can get to Avalon! We can rescue Merlin!”
I can’t believe it! This is it! This is the opportunity we’ve been hoping for! After we destroyed the fairy ring I didn’t think we’d ever find another way to Avalon. But maybe I was wrong!
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Gabby asks. “Blow the stinking whistle already!”
“Right!” I say. Then, I put the whistle to my lips and blow, but there’s no noise, just like Baldo said.
We stand at the edge of the lake looking in every direction but there’s no boat. Suddenly, I feel defeated, like someone let all of the air out of my balloon.
“Wait, what’s that over there?” Wade asks, pointing straight ahead.
I follow his finger and notice a dense wave of mist rolling in. For a second, I think I’m seeing things, especially when the mist stops in the middle of the lake.
But then, something emerges from its center.
“B-Boat!” Wade stutters. “Th-That’s a boat!”
I stand dumbfounded as an unmanned, gleaming vessel approaches. It’s long and low, just like on the whistle. But then I notice something else. There’s no motor, which means it must be propelling itself by… magic?
“I think our ride is here,” Gabby says, as the boat stops at the edge of the shore.
“Yeah,” Wade says, “but should we get on board? I mean, we’ve never been to Avalon before. What if we get stuck there? What if we can’t get back?”
I didn’t think about that. What if Wade is right? What if we get stuck in Avalon, just like Merlin? Mom would be crushed. I’d be crushed. But if we don’t get on this boat, then there’s no way we’ll ever rescue Merlin.
“What if a meteor falls on our heads?” Gabby says. “Look, we can ‘what if’ ourselves to death, but the way I see it, this is our only chance to find Merlin and I think we should take it. I mean, if you want to play the ‘what if’ game, then ‘what if’ that whistle wasn’t lying around by accident. ‘What if’ Merlin sent it here so we could help him?”
I hadn’t thought of that either.
“I’m getting on the boat,” Gabby says. “What about you, Connor?”
I think about Mom, and as much as I don’t want to lose her, I know what I need to do.
“Me too,” I say. “Wade?”
Wade hesitates for a second before saying, “Fine, I’m coming too.”
“Great,” Baldo says. “Let’s go then!”
“Hang on there, buddy,” Gabby says, raising her hand. “Connor? Don’t you have something to say to Baldo?”
“Um, yeah, right,” I say. “I’m sorry, Baldo, but—”
“I’m gonna stop you right there,” Baldo says, raising a finger. “I know I may not be a monstrous beast like the three of you, but I add lots of value. After all, who found Merlin’s hat?”
“Well, you did,” I say. “But—”
“And who found that whistle?” he asks.
“You again, but—”
“Exactly,” he says. “Think about it. While you’re flappin’ around up in the air, I’ll have my nose to the ground, huntin’ for all the little clues you missed.”
“Well, he does have a point,” I say, turning to Gabby.
“Are. You. Kidding. Me?” she says.
“Wade?” I ask.
“I’m cool with it,” Wade says. “I mean, he does seem to find stuff.”
“It’s two to one,” I say with a shrug as Gabby gives me the cold shoulder.
“Okay, Baldo,” I say. “You’re in.”
“Yes!” he says, pumping his fist.
I stuff the whistle into my backpack and step onto the boat. Then, I reach back and give Baldo a hand.
“Fine,” Gabby says as she gets in. “But it’s not my fault if he gets killed.”
We’re all finally on board when the front of the boat suddenly dips like it’s being pulled down and then springs back up again.
“Whoa!” Gabby says, brushing back her green hair. “What was that?”
“No idea,” I say, looking around for what could have caused something like that to happen, but I don’t see anything.
Just then, the boat launches itself back into the lake and turns itself around.
“Um, guys,” Wade says nervously, “maybe we should have said something to our parents. You know, like, before we go sailing off to another realm and all.”
Suddenly, I remember that Mom wanted me to stop by the hospital at two o’clock. “Does anybody know what time it is?” I ask.
“Ten thirty,” Baldo says, looking at his watch.
“Thanks,” I say. But as the boat skims across the lake, I realize that I’ll probably be late for my appointment.
“How about another ditty?” Baldo asks.
“NO!” Gabby shouts.
Then, we enter the mist.
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Ice Cold Avalon

The dot is getting closer.
At first, it was just a little dot and I thought it was an airplane cruising through the sky. But when that dot turned sharply in my direction my antennas went up.
Especially since I’m lying flat on my back and can’t get up. In fact, I can hardly move! It’s like my entire body is being held down by restraints.
And that dot just keeps on coming.
Now that it’s closer, I can see the silhouette of two giant wings and a tail. Merlin told me that giant birds lived in Avalon, but this isn’t how I wanted to meet them. I try to sit up, but whatever is holding me down won’t give.
Since I can’t get free in human form, it’s dragon time! I try reaching for my amulet but my arms are locked down so tightly they won’t even bend.
I… can’t reach!
But then I realize something. I don’t feel the weight of my amulet on my chest! I try looking down but my head won’t budge. I-I think my amulet is gone. But that’s impossible, isn’t it?
Suddenly, a large shadow falls across my body. I look up and can’t believe my eyes! What’s speeding toward me isn’t a giant bird. It’s a dragon!
I take in its red body, tan scales, and powerful muscles and realize that’s no ordinary dragon. That dragon looks exactly like… me?!
I try calling out for help but no sounds escape from my lips! As the dragon extends its talons and closes in for the kill, I shut my eyes and brace myself for the end when—
“Connor?”
Huh? Someone is shaking my shoulder. I open my eyes to find Gabby, Wade, and Baldo standing over me with concerned looks on their faces. I sit up confused.
What happened to the dragon?
But then I realize we’re still on the boat! And we’re sitting on the shore of a completely different lakefront.
“My amulet!” I exclaim, reaching down. But as my fingers close around it, I feel a tremendous sense of relief. Whew! It’s still there. “W-What happened?”
“We all passed out when the boat went through the mist,” Wade says. “We woke up a few minutes ago but it took you a really long time. Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“What? Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” I say, rubbing my face.
Wade is right, I do feel like I’ve seen a ghost. I mean, I’ve never had a dream where my dragon amulet was missing—or where I was separated from my dragon form. I guess it was more like a nightmare than a dream, but wow, it felt so real.
Just then, my whole body starts shivering and I realize I’m freezing. That’s when I notice it’s snowing!
“Where are we?” I ask.
“Somewhere cold,” Gabby says, untying the flannel shirt from around her waist and putting it on. “I think our boat took a wrong turn on the way to Avalon.”
She’s right, this can’t be Avalon. The way Merlin described it, I was expecting sunny skies, green hills, and little creatures sprinkling fairy dust everywhere. But all I see is a gray sky, frozen dirt, and barren trees. I zip up my hoodie but the biting wind chills me right through my clothes.
“Well, s-scratch this p-place off my vacation list,” Baldo remarks through chattering teeth.
“Let’s turn this boat around and get out of here before we freeze to death,” Gabby says. “Maybe this time we’ll get to Avalon.”
I’m all for that, but when I look back at the water I see a dense layer of mist hanging over the lake. Now, I’m no mist-expert, but it looks exactly like the mist we went through in Lore. Did the boat really make a wrong turn? I look back at the land and get a strange feeling—a feeling that I can’t explain.
“Hang on,” I say. “Maybe we should explore this place for a minute. You know, just in case this is Avalon.”
“Are you kidding?” Gabby says. “This looks nothing like Avalon.”
“Well, maybe Connor has a point,” Wade says. “We’ve never been to Avalon before. What if things changed from how Merlin described it?”
“There you go again with the ‘what-ifs?’” Gabby says, throwing up her hands. “I don’t exactly see a ‘Welcome to Avalon’ sign anywhere, do you?”
“No,” I say. “But since we’re here we might as well check it out. Just in case.”
“Great!” Gabby says. “Now Mr. ‘Just-in-Case’ has joined forces with Mr. ‘What-if.’ Fine, I’ll humor you for a few minutes. But when we don’t find anything, we’re out of here. Deal?”
“Okay,” I say. “Deal.”
We climb out of the boat and head toward the woods when Baldo turns and calls out—
“The boat!”
I turn around and the boat is gone!
“Seriously?” Wade says, putting his hands over his head. “Where did it go?”
“Everyone relax,” I say, unzipping my backpack. “I have the whistle right…”
But when I look inside my backpack, the golden whistle is gone! I check all of the pockets, but other than the hourglass, my backpack is empty!
“Connor?” Gabby asks. “What’s wrong?”
“Th-The whistle,” I stammer. “It’s gone.”
“What!?” Gabby says, snatching the backpack out of my hands. She rummages through it but can’t find the whistle either. “This isn’t funny, Connor. Where is it?”
“I-I don’t know,” I say. “I swear I put it back in the bag after we used it in Lore.”
“So, we’re stuck here?” Wade says, taking off his glasses and rubbing his eyes. “My mom is gonna kill me.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Gabby says, shoving the backpack into my chest, “because I doubt you’ll ever see your Mom again.”
I can’t believe it. The whistle is gone and so are our chances of getting back home. I’ll never see Mom again. And what’s worse is that it’s all my fault. If I didn’t push us to explore, we’d still be in the boat right now.
“My poor dad,” Gabby says, shaking her head. “He’s going to be so worried.”
“I-I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t know this was going to happen.”
“Save it,” Gabby says, walking away. “You wanted to stay so now we’re stuck. C’mon, Wade. Let’s try to find a way back home before we become human popsicles.”
“Coming,” Wade says, brushing past me without looking at me. “My mom is gonna kill me.”
“I said I’m sorry!” I call out.
“Don’t worry, kid,” Baldo says. “They’ll calm down soon enough.”
“Aren’t you mad at me too?” I ask.
“Nah,” Baldo says, waving his arm. “I ain’t got nothin’ to look forward to back home. At least this is an adventure. A cold adventure, but an adventure none the less. Let’s keep up so we don’t get separated.”
I throw my backpack over my shoulder and follow Baldo into the forest. Boy, I sure hope he’s right. I mean, I didn’t want the boat to disappear any more than they did. But as I look around at the leafless trees, I start to wonder if my inkling was wrong. Maybe this isn’t Avalon.
Maybe I’ve doomed us all.
Suddenly, I get an eerie feeling, like we’re being watched. But I don’t see anyone. In fact, other than us, I don’t see anyone at all. And the further we walk, the colder I get.
“This isn’t working,” Gabby says, pulling her sleeves over her hands. “This forest looks like it goes on forever and I’m freezing. We need a real plan here.”
“Well, it wasn’t my idea to go running off into the woods,” I say. “Maybe we should use our amulets. Then we could get a better sense of what’s here. I could fly up and take a quick look.”
“Great idea,” Gabby says. “And what happens when you’re spotted? I mean, you’re a big, red dragon, remember?”
“Fair point,” I say. “Why don’t you do something then?”
“Do you see how big this place is?” she asks. “It goes on for miles. I don’t want to get lost. Besides, I won’t be able to run very fast with all of these trees in the way.”
“So, what do you want to do then?” I ask.
“Get out of here,” Gabby says, “as soon as possible. I think I lost feeling in my toes.”
“Hey,” Baldo says suddenly. He’s bent over looking at something on the ground. “Check this out.”
“What is it?” I ask.
“Footprints,” he says. “But they don’t look like any footprints I’ve seen before.”
He’s right. They look like human footprints, except they’re unusually narrow. I have to hand it to Baldo for spotting them in the falling snow, but the fact that they’re still visible must also mean…
My heart starts racing.
“These footprints are recent,” I say. “Someone must have just passed through here.”
“Where do they lead to?” Wade asks.
“Over that ridge,” Baldo says.
“Let’s follow them,” Gabby says. “Maybe we’ll find someone who can help us.”
“Yeah, or eat us,” Wade says. “We have no idea who came traipsing through here. What if they’re evil?”
“More ‘what-ifs?’” Gabby says, rolling her eyes. “Let me put this in math terms you can understand. Would you rather take a fifty percent chance of being eaten or a one hundred percent chance of freezing to death?”
“Eaten it is,” Wade says.
“Okay,” I say. “But let’s be careful about it.”
As we track the footprints up and over the ridge, I keep a watchful eye for anything that might surprise us. After a few hundred feet, we enter a clearing where the footprints inexplicably stop.
“That’s weird,” Wade says, scratching his chin.
“Yeah,” Gabby says. “It’s like whoever made these suddenly vanished into thin air.”
“It’s either that,” Baldo says, “or it’s a—”
AAAHHHH!
Suddenly, something closes in around us and lifts us high into the air! Before I know it, we’re scrunched together, swinging back and forth over the ground in some kind of a primitive net! It was a trap!
“Nice catch, Flix!” comes a voice from below. “It’s about time you did something right!”
“Thanks, Stix,” comes another voice. “I would have caught them earlier if you weren’t slowing me down.”
As we swing back and forth, I see two rail-thin teenagers with long, blond hair staring up at us from below. They’re both wearing fur tunics and holding sharp-looking spears. Then, one of them brushes back his hair and I gasp. His ears—they’re pointy!
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Fight or Flight

If we were looking for a ‘Welcome to Avalon’ sign, I think we just found it.
Or maybe I should call it an ‘Unwelcome to Avalon’ sign because those footprints we followed led us right into a trap! I don’t know who our identical, pointy-eared captors are, but they’re clearly not human. And based on what they’re saying to each other, they’re not friendly either.
“Lower the net and I’ll kill them, Flix,” one says.
“No, Stix,” the other says. “You lower it and I’ll kill them.”
Well, this isn’t good. I try reaching for my amulet but we’re packed together so tightly that I can barely move.
“Ugh, who just passed gas?” Gabby asks.
“Not me,” Wade says.
“Me either,” I say.
“Sorry,” Baldo mutters.
“Seriously?” Gabby says. “I can’t even plug my nose.”
“We’ve got to get down from here,” Wade says.
“Really, Captain Obvious?” Gabby says.
“Can anyone reach their amulet?” I ask.
“Nope,” Gabby says. “But my hand is pressed against something cold and slimy.”
“That’s my head,” Baldo says.
“Okay, that’s it!” Gabby exclaims. “I’ve got to get out of here. Like, right now.”
“Hold on,” I say. “Do you hear that? It sounds like… a horse.”
Just then, something large jumps out of the woods. It’s a man on a horse! But as he gallops closer, I realize he’s not a man on a horse, but rather a man and a horse—all in one! His upper body, including his bearded face and muscular chest, looks like a man. But his entire lower half is all horse, complete with four legs and a flowing, black tail! I can’t believe it, he’s a real-life centaur!
As he approaches he’s all business, as evidenced by the bow and arrow he’s pointing at us. But then I notice something else. On his quiver is a pin with a dragon silhouette on it. Then, I notice the twins have the same dragon pins on their fur tunics. What are those for?
“What have we here?” the centaur asks the twins.
“Prisoners, Galanus,” one of the twins says, but I don’t know if it’s Flix or Stix because they’re complete copies of each other. “By the looks of it, I’d say we caught some of the Dark King’s foot soldiers.”
The Dark King? Who’s that?
“Don’t lower ‘em until I’ve set a fire beneath ‘em!” comes a gruff, high-pitched voice. “I’ll boil ‘em into a stew!”
Just then, I see a lawn gnome heading our way, except he’s alive! He has bushy, white eyebrows, a long, white beard, and a red, bulbous nose. His blue cap flops in the wind as he hobbles our way waving his short knife in the air. I notice he’s also wearing a dragon pin on his fur vest.
“Patience, Clognog,” comes a stern, female voice. “First we must see what they know.”
Suddenly, a girl with bright, green eyes and long, black hair steps out of the forest. She’s clearly older than us but she doesn’t look like an adult. She’s wearing a long, fur vest over a green tunic and matching green pants. As she joins the others, I notice her dragon pin as well as a long whip coiled behind her back. And her ears are pointy too, just like the twins!
“Of course, Quinn,” Clognog says, clearly deferring to her request. “However, when you’re done, they’re all mine.”
I don’t know who these people are, but I definitely don’t like the sound of that.
“What’s with the dragon pins?” Gabby whispers.
“I don’t know,” Wade whispers. “But I think she’s the leader.”
“So, minions of the Dark King,” Quinn calls up to us, “who wants to be interrogated first?”
“I’ll handle this,” Gabby whispers quickly.
“Gabby, wait,” I whisper, but it’s too late.
“Here’s the deal, sister,” Gabby says. “I suggest you get us down from here or you’ll be sorry.”
Our captors look at one another for a second, like they’re seriously considering Gabby’s threat. Then, they burst into raucous laughter.
“Oh, you think that’s funny, huh?” Gabby says. “Well, you won’t be laughing when I bash your heads into your—”
“Gabby!” I yell.
“I must admit,” Quinn says, “I’ve never met such a spirited group of henchmen before. But you’re in no position to be making demands. Now, who would like to share the details of your little mission? You have my promise that you’ll be the last to die.”
“Sounds reasonable,” Baldo says.
“Shut it, Baldo,” Gabby says.
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding here,” I call down. “We’re not the Dark King’s foot soldiers. We don’t even know who the Dark King is.”
“Liar!” Clognog yells.
“Baldo,” Wade whispers. “Can you squeeze in a little? I think I can reach my amulet.”
“You must take us for fools,” Quinn says. “Surely, the Dark King sent you here to kill us.”
“No,” I say. “We honestly have no idea who you are. In fact, we’re looking for someone else. His name is Merlin.”
“Merlin?” Quinn says, her eyebrows rising.
“Liar!” Clognog yells again.
“Wow,” Gabby whispers, “that little guy is even more annoying than you, Baldo.”
“Baldo,” Wade whispers, “squeeze in more.”
“I’m trying,” Baldo whispers back. “I’m not exactly a yoga master here.”
“Look, we’re not lying,” I say. “We’re trying to find Merlin. It looks like you know him. Do you know where he is?”
“Don’t tell them anything, my lady,” Flix advises. Or maybe that was Stix.
“Tell me, what do you know of Merlin?” Quinn asks as she crosses her arms and eyes me suspiciously.
“I know that he’s a powerful wizard who wants to protect The Realms,” I say. “And he’s also our friend.”
Her steely gaze relaxes and I realize I might be getting through to her.
“Li—mmph!” Clognog says.
“Wait, Clognog,” Quinn says, covering Clognog’s mouth. “Do you fight on Merlin’s side?”
“Yes,” I say. “We all do. We’re trying to find him. Do you know where he is?”
“Don’t say, my lady,” Stix advises. Or was that Flix?
I see the gears turning in her head, like she’s trying to decide if she can trust us or not. I try to look earnest but it’s kind of hard to express any emotion when your face is squashed against a net rope.
But as she opens her mouth to respond—
“Get ready, team!” Wade shouts.
“Wade, wait!” I say, but it’s too late.
Suddenly, there’s a bright white flash followed by a SLASH! The next thing I know, the bottom of the net splits open and I’m plunging to my doom! But before I hit the ground, Wade grabs me by the ankle with his talons!
“I’ve got you,” Wade says, flapping in griffin form. “I’ve got all of you. Now let’s get out of here!”
“Don’t let them escape!” Quinn commands.
THWIP!
“AAHHH!” Wade screams.
“Wade?!” I call out, and when I look up I see an arrow sticking out of his right wing! I can’t believe it. That centaur just shot him!
“I-I’m okay,” Wade says with a shaky voice. But even though he’s flapping hard we’re losing altitude.
Looking down, I see Galanus nocking another arrow. Okay, I can’t just hang here like target practice. It’s time to take matters into my own talons!
I grab my amulet, close my eyes, and concentrate. As a warm sensation runs through my body, I feel myself growing larger and larger. Then, I open my eyes and see the shocked expressions on our foe’s faces.
“If you mess with my friends,” I say, pulling away from Wade and spreading my wings, “then you’ll have to deal with me!”
“Die!” Galanus shouts as he aims his bow, but then Quinn reaches out and pushes it down.
“Kill it!” Flix—or maybe Stix—calls out as he rears back his arm to throw his spear.
“No! Stop!” Quinn shouts as she spins around and SNAPS her whip, yanking the spear clear out of his hand.
“What are you doing?” Galanus asks.
“Use your eyes and look!” Quinn shouts. “Look at who has returned to us!”
Suddenly, it’s like they’re looking at me with brand-new eyes. Like I’m some kind of a zoo exhibit.
“It’s… the dragon,” Clognog says.
“Drop your weapons!” Quinn orders. “All of you! Now!”
Everyone lowers their weapons, even Galanus.
“Our apologies, oh mighty dragon,” Quinn says as she drops to one knee and lowers her head. “Please, forgive us. We did not know it was you.”
“Forgive me for trying to cook you,” Clognog says, taking a knee with the others.
“Um, what’s going on?” I ask, totally confused.
“I think they’re worshipping you,” Baldo says as Wade lands unsteadily on the ground.
“Well, you can’t account for bad taste,” Gabby quips.
I land next to Wade as he changes back to normal and slumps against a tree. He’s holding his right arm which has the arrow sticking out of it. Blood is running down his forearm.
“Just… a flesh wound,” he says, grimacing.
“I can help him,” Quinn says as she rises and races over to Wade. “Be strong,” she says to him. Then, she pulls the arrow straight out.
“Augh!” Wade cries as he nearly passes out.
Quinn quickly reaches into her belt and pulls out a cluster of green leaves. It dawns on me that those are the only green plants I’ve seen since we arrived.
“W-What’s that?” Wade asks.
“Medicine,” she says, pressing them against Wade’s wound. “There isn’t much left in this wasteland, but it will help you heal quickly.”
“Th-Thanks,” Wade says, and after a few seconds Quinn removes the leaves and the wound is gone! Wade looks down in amazement and says, “Wow, I-I can’t believe it. My arm… it’s actually healed!”
“Thank you,” I say to Quinn as I return to human form.
“Your dragon amulet,” Quinn says as she looks at my chest. Then, she turns and sees Wade’s amulet and Gabby’s amulet. “You… you all have the magic.”
“Well, not all of us,” Baldo mutters.
“You have come back,” Quinn says to me. “Just as the prophecy said you would.”
“Prophecy?” I say confused. “What prophecy?”
CCCAAAWWW!
“Whoa,” Gabby says, looking up. “What was that?”
“There!” Clognog yells, pointing to the sky.
I look up and see several black dots in the distance that are quickly coming our way.
“The Dark King’s scouts!” Quinn says. “They must have sensed your magic. Come, we must leave at once. We must keep you safe.”
As Quinn waves for us to follow, Wade turns to me and whispers, “Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, that horse guy almost killed me.”
He has a point. But there’s something about Quinn I can’t put my finger on. Something familiar.
“We can’t delay,” Quinn says, coming back for us. “We need to go at once.”
I nod in agreement and as she heads into the woods, I whisper to Wade, “I know it sounds crazy, but I think we can trust them.”
“Okay,” he whispers back, rubbing his arm. “I mean, she did help me. But I sure hope you’re right.”
“Let’s go,” I say, helping him to his feet.
And as we follow Quinn into the forest, I wonder about that prophecy she mentioned and hope we’re not making another mistake.
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The Prophecy

It feels like we’ve been walking for days.
I didn’t think it could get any colder, but it’s been hours since the sun went down and the temperature has plummeted even further. But what’s even more frustrating than trudging through the cold is Quinn’s refusal to tell us if we’re close to their base or not. At this point, I think she’s deliberately leading us in circles because I’m pretty sure I’ve seen that same split log at least three times by now.
This journey has been hard on me but it’s been even worse for Baldo. He could barely keep up. Luckily, Galanus let him ride on his back which was surprisingly nice considering that he just shot Wade with an arrow.
Speaking of Wade, it’s a miracle his arm is fully healed. Whatever Quinn’s plant medicine is, it really did the job. If I could bottle that stuff and bring it to the Mortal Realm I’d be a zillionaire.
Of course, I’ll probably never see the Mortal Realm again. I still can’t believe this is Avalon. This is literally the polar opposite of how Merlin described it! Clearly, something bad happened here, and I suspect the Dark King—whoever that is—is responsible.
Suddenly, Quinn raises a hand and everyone stops in front of a huge rock wall. “We’re here,” she says. “Blindfold them.”
“No way,” Gabby says.
“The entrance to our base is a secret,” Quinn says. “It’s your choice. We can blindfold you and bring you inside to safety, or you can decline and take your chances out here with the Dark King’s scouts.”
“Hey, what’s a little blindfolding between friends?” Gabby says.
The rest of us agree and we’re all quickly blindfolded. They take us by the arm and lead us across a bed of sharp rocks into a musty chamber that echoes with every footstep. We walk down a long tunnel with several turns until we finally come to a stop. Then, they remove our blindfolds.
We’re standing inside a gigantic, rock cavern with multiple, arched entranceways. Jagged stalactites hang from the ceiling and there’s a small pool of water to our left. I hear a CRACKLING noise and turn to see Clognog tending a roaring fire. Well, this isn’t the Ritz Carlton but it sure beats freezing to death.
“Come get warm by the fire,” Quinn offers. “Clognog will prepare our meal.”
Meal? That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day because I’m starving! We all gather around the fire as Clognog collects some tools for whatever it is that he’s about to cook. The warmth of the fire feels great against my frozen skin. I take a deep breath and exhale. For the first time in a while, I feel relaxed.
Quinn sits with us and our eyes meet. For some reason, I feel strangely connected to her. I wonder what her story is.
“When will we eat?” Galanus asks from behind us. I notice he’s sharpening his arrows.
“Hold your horse, Galanus!” Clognog barks as he pulls some meat out of a compartment in the rock floor. “I’m just gettin’ started!”
Quinn cracks her knuckles and I realize this is probably a good time to get some answers.
“Ahem,” I say, clearing my throat. “If you don’t mind, I have a few questions.”
“As do I,” she says. “But you can go first.”
“Great,” I say. “Well, first I’d love to know why you’re wearing those dragon pins.”
“Ah, yes,” Quinn says, reaching for her pin. “We’re the last of the Dragon Horde. We’ve pledged our lives to overthrow the Dark King and restore Avalon to a land of peace and freedom. In this, we will not fail.”
“Get away from me!” one of the twins yells as he races out of one entranceway and into another.
“Come back!” the other one shouts, chasing after him with his pointer finger extended. “It’s just a booger!”
“There… used to be more of us,” Quinn continues, looking slightly embarrassed. “But over time we’ve been hunted down and killed by the Dark King’s forces. Now we live in hiding and move in the shadows.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “That sounds horrible.”
I wonder why Merlin never mentioned anything about the Dragon Horde, the Dark King, or anything else that was happening here in Avalon.
“What can you tell us about the Dark King?” Wade asks. “We’ve never heard of him.”
“Sadly, little is known about the Dark King,” Quinn says. “It was like he came from nowhere. Some even believe he’s not from Avalon. Yet, he possesses magic so powerful that he was able to throw our realm into perpetual winter. Then, his laws started.”
Her brave demeanor cracks and I notice a momentary look of sadness. But then she pulls herself together again and it’s gone.
“His first law banned the use of all magic, save for his own,” she continues. “At first, this was disregarded. But then the punishments came. Those who defied him were publicly executed. Including my parents.”
“Wait,” Wade says, swallowing hard. “You’re saying the Dark King killed your parents? For using magic?”
“Yes,” she says. “And many others died as well. The Dark King can sense when magic is used anywhere in Avalon. That’s why we had to leave when you used your amulets.”
“Noted,” Gabby says.
“But the Dark King’s first law was just the beginning,” Quinn continues. “More of the Dark King’s restrictive laws followed until there was a revolution. As you can imagine, the Dark King brutally put an end to that. The survivors formed a secret resistance—the Dragon Horde—to overthrow the Dark King, but he has steadily chipped away at our numbers. Now, we’re all that’s left. Clognog is the last of the gnomes...”
“Don’t remind me,” Clognog says, violently shoving a spit through the mouth of a pig-looking creature. “And I’m gonna make him pay if it’s the last thing I do.”
“Galanus is the last centaur...” Quinn continues.
“And I will have my revenge as well,” Galanus adds, feeling the tip of a sharpened arrow.
“And Flix, Stix, and I are the last of the fairies,” Quinn finishes.
“Fairies?!” Gabby exclaims. Then, she pulls back her hair to reveal her pointy right ear. “We’re fairies too! Well, half-fairies. Maybe we’re long-lost cousins or something?”
Quinn’s eyes grow wide as Wade and I show her our pointy ears as well.
“But… that’s impossible,” she says. “How?”
“It’s a long story,” I say. “But basically each of us has a mortal parent and a fairy parent.”
“A fairy parent…” Quinn says, her voice trailing off. “Then, you must be descendants of the Brave Three.”
“The Brave Three?” Wade repeats. “Who are they?”
“Heroes,” Quinn says. “Their story is legendary among our people. You see, long ago, in an age before the Dark King, Avalon was threatened by an evil sorceress who wanted to rule the land.”
An evil sorceress? I glance over at Gabby and Wade, and even though we don’t say anything, we know exactly who she’s talking about.
“To ensure the safety of Avalon,” Quinn continues, “the High Council selected three exceptional fairies to conduct a most dangerous mission. At that time, Avalon was not only home to creatures of magic, but also to objects of great power. If the sorceress gained possession of these objects, then Avalon and the Mortal Realm would surely fall. So, the three fairies were tasked with slipping past the sorceress and her evil army to hide these objects in the Mortal Realm. But while our legends tell the story of the Brave Three in Avalon, what happened to them once they reached the Mortal Realm is unknown. We always assumed they died there.”
I look back at Gabby and Wade who are staring into the fire. I guess it’s up to me to fill in the blanks.
“Yes, that’s partly true,” I say. “Gabby and Wade’s parents did die in the Mortal Realm. They were killed by the same evil sorceress you mentioned—Morgan le Fay.”
“I’m truly sorry,” Quinn says to them. “May you gain solace knowing that Morgan le Fay is long dead herself.”
“Well, that’s the thing,” I say, thinking about Anna. “She’s not dead.”
“What?!” Quinn exclaims. “Are you saying Morgan le Fay is still alive?”
“Yeah,” I say. “It’s another long story, but basically she can put her spirit into other people’s bodies. And, well, that’s not all. You see, my father was the other member of the Brave Three and, well… he joined her.”
“What?!” Quinn says again.
“Yeah, I know,” I say, feeling embarrassed. “It’s kind of hard to talk about.”
Just then, the smell of whatever Clognog is cooking hits my nostrils, and my mouth waters. I’m so hungry it feels like I haven’t eaten for days. We watch Clognog pull the meat off the fire and cut it into portions. Then, he hands everyone a piece.
Within seconds, I’ve wolfed mine down. Whatever it is, it’s not half-bad.
“Wow, this is tasty,” Wade says.
“Yeah,” Gabby says. “What is it?”
“Goblin,” Clognog says casually.
“What?!” Wade says, spitting his food into the fire.
“I think I’m gonna yack!” Gabby says, dropping hers.
“Tastes like chicken,” Baldo says with a shrug. Then, he takes another bite.
I hold my stomach and make a very important mental note—never eat what Clognog is cooking.
“Resources are scarce and we must do whatever we can to survive,” Quinn says, picking up Gabby’s meat and biting into it.
“I understand,” I say. “So, could you tell us more about this prophecy? You know, the one involving, well, me?”
“Yes,” Quinn says as she finishes chewing. “In fact, the prophecy is the inspiration for the Dragon Horde itself. The prophecy has existed for centuries, although no one knows where it originated. But it has sparked hope in all of us who oppose the Dark King. And now you have finally returned.”
“Um, great,” I say, swallowing hard. “So, can you tell us what this prophecy says?”
“It is quite simple,” Quinn says. Then, she leans forward, stares into my eyes, and chants:
“When the land is plunged into eternal white,
he will come to restore the light.
He will take the shape of what was lost,
and blaze with fire against the frost.
But when Light and Dark finally meet,
only one shall survive the heat.”
Then she sits back and says, “That’s why we call ourselves the Dragon Horde. We believe the prophecy foretells the return of a noble dragon who will save Avalon. And now, after all of this time, you’re finally here.”
I’m speechless. I mean, did the prophecy just say that only one shall survive the heat?
“Connor, are you okay?” Gabby asks.
I open my mouth but I don’t know what to say. According to the prophecy, it sounds like I’m supposed to fight the Dark King… to the death.
“Hey, don’t worry,” Wade says. “We’re not going to let you do this by yourself.”
“Thanks,” I finally manage to say.
“Look,” Gabby says to Quinn, “be straight with us. We came to Avalon to find Merlin. Do you know where he is or not?”
“I do,” Quinn says. “It’s rumored that he’s being held captive inside the Dark King’s castle.”
“Of course, he is,” Wade says sarcastically.
“Hey, at least we now know where he is,” Gabby says. Then, she turns to Quinn and asks, “Can you take us there?”
“Yes,” Quinn says. “But it’s best if we go in the dead of night when the clouds cover the stars. I suggest you rest now while you can because if we’re discovered you’re going to need every ounce of strength you can muster.”
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No Spy Zone

Our time to leave came sooner than I expected.


My stomach feels queasy and it’s not from Clognog’s cooking. After Quinn shared the prophecy I couldn’t focus on anything else. After all, I thought we came here to rescue Merlin. I never expected to be part of some ancient prophecy that has me fighting the Dark King to the death for the future of Avalon.


I just hope Quinn is right and Merlin is inside the Dark King’s castle. After all, it would be a disaster if we stormed his castle for nothing. 

Clearly, Gabby and Wade are as nervous as I am because they haven’t said a word since we left the Dragon Horde’s base. Of course, Quinn and her friends blindfolded us again on the way out. Strangely, I wish I still had my blindfold on so I wouldn’t have to look at Avalon’s bleak landscape. You know, the bleak landscape I’m somehow supposed to save. 

I take a deep breath and exhale. 

Why me?


Flix and Stix are leading us to the Dark King’s castle with Galanus trotting close behind. This time, both Clognog and Baldo are riding on his back. Before we left, those two argued for five minutes about who would sit in front until Clognog settled the issue by drawing his dagger. Baldo quickly accepted his position after that. 

Gabby and Wade are walking behind them while Quinn and I bring up the rear. Somehow, it’s even colder than before, but Quinn gave us fur tunics to wear over our clothes. After our goblin dinner fiasco, I decided not to ask her where the fur came from.


Apparently, we have a long journey ahead of us, so I figure I’ll see what else I can find out.


“Have you ever been to the Mortal Realm?” I ask.


“No,” she says. “I’ve read about it, of course. Our ancestors used to be able to look into the Mortal Realm, but that was long ago. What is it like?”


“Well, it’s not as cold as here,” I say, watching my misty breath escape from my lips. “We have four seasons in the Mortal Realm—winter, spring, summer, and fall.”


“It would be nice to have different seasons,” she says. “I’ve only known winter.”


“Oh, wow,” I say. “I’m sorry about that.”


“And what about the creatures?” she asks. “What are they like?”


“The creatures?” I say. “Oh, we call them animals where I’m from. There are lots of them, like lions, tigers, cats, and dogs.” I think about Tito and realize that he’s pretty impossible to explain. “But humans are the highest order creature in the Mortal Realm. Most humans are nice, like my mom, but there are plenty of humans who aren’t good people if you know what I mean.”


“You speak of evil,” Quinn says. “Humans with evil intentions have plagued Avalon for centuries. It started with Lothar le Fay and continued with his daughter. That’s why I believe the Dark King is from the Mortal Realm.”


“Really?” I say.


“Yes,” she says. “Unlike those of us from Avalon, humans crave power. It’s innate. It’s simply who you are.”


“I don’t crave power,” I say. “That’s the last thing I want.”


“We’ll see about that,” Quinn says as she absently grips the handle of her whip.


I swallow hard. Well, that was unexpected. 

Even though Quinn and her gang are helping us, it’s clear they still don’t trust us. And why should they? I mean, every human who has stepped foot in Avalon has tried to conquer it. Why would they think we’re any different?


“Perhaps things will have changed in the Mortal Realm by the time you return,” Quinn says. “After all, much time will have passed.”


“Much time?” I say. “What do you mean?”


“Aren’t you aware of how time flows between The Realms?” she asks.


“Um, no,” I say.


“It’s quite simple,” she says. “Time shifts unevenly between The Realms. Every hour in Avalon is equivalent to a full month in the Mortal Realm.”


“A… a month?” I stammer.


“Yes,” she says. “So if you are planning to return home, I suggest you fulfill the prophecy quickly.”


***


As we keep walking I’m even more freaked out than before. I guess I didn’t catch it at first, but I now remember Quinn saying that Morgan le Fay attacked Avalon in an age before the Dark King. I guess that makes sense because time moves differently here.


But what if we can’t get back home quickly? I mean, if an hour here is like spending a month back home, then a full day would be two years! If I’m stuck here for a week then I’ll be sixty when I get home! I’ll be an old man and Mom will be… I don’t even want to think about it. 

If we’re going to find Merlin and get back home then we’ve got to do it fast. And given the pace we’re moving at, that’s not going to happen.


“I’m going to scout ahead in dragon form,” I say.


“No! You can’t!” Quinn says, putting her hand on my shoulder. “If you use magic, the Dark King will know our location. We’ll be overrun by his soldiers.”


Unfortunately, she’s right. As much as I don’t like it, I can’t risk everyone getting caught.


“What’s going on?” Gabby asks.


As I look into her eyes, I consider telling her about the time distortion problem but decide against it. If she knew what I know, she’d break down the Dark King’s front door to find Merlin and get out of here. And Wade would be a basket case. It would compromise everything.


“Nothing,” I say. “Let’s keep moving.” 

I feel terrible for not telling them, but there’s far too much at stake. This is our one shot to rescue Merlin and we can’t mess it up. I just hope they’ll forgive me later.


But time isn’t the only thing weighing on my mind. I keep thinking about the prophecy, especially that last part.


But when Light and Dark finally meet,
only one shall survive the heat.
I don’t think any prophecy could sound more ominous. But when it says that ‘only one shall survive the heat,’ what does it really mean?


“Stop here,” Flix says suddenly—or is it Stix?


We’re standing at the base of a tall, snow-capped mountain with no castle in sight. What are we doing here?


“This mountain will give us the best view of the Dark King’s castle,” Stix says—or was it Flix? “Watch your footing because climbing is hard but falling is much harder.”


“Especially on your rump,” the other twin says, rubbing his backside.


Great. My legs were sore already, so they’ll probably fall off before I reach the top of this thing. It would be a whole lot easier if I could just be a dragon, but I can’t. We line up single file and follow the twins up a steep, winding pathway cut into the side of the mountain. I notice the higher we go, the thinner the air gets. 

Suddenly, Wade slips and catches himself.


“Are you okay?” I ask, supporting him.


“N-Need… inhaler,” Wade says as he gasps for air and reaches inside his tunic. 

As he takes a puff, I look over the vast, white landscape below and my stomach sinks. If the Dark King is powerful enough to do this, then what else is he capable of?


“I-I’m okay,” Wade says. “Let’s keep going.”


We continue climbing until we finally reach the top. But before we can celebrate, one of the twins raises a fist and we all crouch down quickly in silence. Galanus kneels and Clognog and Baldo dismount from his back. 

Quinn moves stealthily to the front and peers around a large rock. “Come and look,” she whispers. “But be careful because the guards are out in force tonight.” 

I move next to Quinn, peek around the rock, and gasp. Sitting on top of the neighboring mountain is a massive, pitch-black castle! Four square towers form the corners, serving as anchors for the thick, stone walls running around the perimeter. A large, dark tower rises from the center like a skyscraper, allowing for a panoramic view of the surrounding landscape. The wide drawbridge is pressed up against the stone exterior, forbidding all entry. In a way, the entire structure looks more like a crypt than a castle.


And Quinn was right, the Dark King’s guards are everywhere. There are hundreds of them, stationed on various levels of the mountain, at the base of the drawbridge, and along the battlement walls. But that’s not all. Swirling around the central tower are six of those flying scouts we saw before. This time, however, I’m close enough to see what they are—and it’s not good news. 

“Wow, those are some really big birds,” Gabby says from over my shoulder.


“They’re not birds,” I say. “They’re called Rocs. Merlin had me fight one during my training and it nearly killed me. Oh, and that one was just an illusion.”


“Perfect,” Gabby says.


“Speaking of Merlin,” Wade says, “are we sure he’s really in there?”


“That’s what our source told us,” Quinn says. “But we don’t know for sure.”


“So, how do we get inside?” I ask. “Is there a secret entrance you use?”


“No, we’ve never been inside,” Quinn says.


“Gee,” Wade says, “it would have been nice to know that before we got here.”


“We only know of one way to get inside the castle,” Quinn says.


“And what’s that?” Gabby asks.


“To get captured,” Quinn says.


“You’re kidding, right?” Gabby asks.


“No,” Quinn says. “There’s no way to infiltrate the Dark King’s castle. Trust me, we’ve lost many colleagues who have tried. The only way to get inside alive is to let the Dark King’s soldiers capture you. But how long you can stay alive once you’re there is another matter altogether.”


“Okay, we need another plan,” Wade says, “because there’s no way I’m volunteering for that.”


“Me neither,” Gabby says. “That’s ridiculous, right, Connor?”


They both look at me.


“Um, Connor?” Gabby says.


I feel bad for giving up. I mean, we’re so close. 

But we need a safer way to get inside.


“No, we can’t do that,” I say finally. “We’ll have to think of something else. Let’s go back down before we’re spotted.”


“Fine, but there’s no way I’m riding behind that gnome again,” Baldo says, brushing past Clognog to get to Galanus first. “He smells like rotten feet.”


“Not so fast, ugly!” Clognog retorts, grabbing the back of Baldo’s fur tunic. But the tunic RIPS, and Baldo goes toppling over the side of the mountain.


“AAAHHH!” he cries.


SLAM!


“Baldo!” I call out, racing to the edge of the mountain. Fortunately, he’s lying on a ledge about five feet below. “Thank goodness he’s okay.”


“That idiot might be okay,” Gabby says, “but we’re not! Look!”


CAAAW! CAAAW!
I turn and my heart stops. 

The Rocs have seen us!


And they’re heading our way!
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Roc and Roll

I think we’re in trouble. Big trouble.
We were just about to head down the mountain after realizing there was no way to sneak into the Dark King’s castle when disaster struck. Baldo and Clognog got into another scuffle over who would ride where on Galanus’ back when Baldo fell over the side of the mountain! Now a flock of Rocs is heading our way!
“Um, g-guys,” Wade stammers. “I think we’re about to get nailed.”
“I told you we shouldn’t have brought that moron!” Gabby reminds me.
I look down at the moron in question who is moving slowly on a ledge five feet below. Right now, it’s pretty hard to argue with her. I thought Baldo would be helpful, but clearly, I was wrong.
“If we run they’ll pick us off one by one,” Quinn says, brandishing her whip. “Get ready to stand and fight!”
“Armed and ready,” Galanus says, drawing back an arrow. “I’ll fire when I see the yellow of their eyes.”
Well, he’s not going to have to wait long because the eyes on these Rocs are huge! Each bird is bigger than a 747, and they’re closing in fast!
“Can we use our amulets now?” Wade asks.
“Yes,” Quinn says. “At this point, the only thing we have left to lose is our lives.”
“Not on my watch!” Gabby says. “Let’s do this!”
I grab my dragon amulet and close my eyes. A warm sensation runs through my body and when I open my eyes again, I’m staring at a griffin and a unicorn.
“Wade, can you grab Baldo?” I ask.
“Absolutely,” Wade says, taking off into the air.
“Gabby,” I say, “can you use your speed to carry everyone down the mountain?”
“It’ll take me a few shifts but I’ve got this,” she says. “But what about you?”
CAAAW!
Suddenly, we’re engulfed in a giant shadow, which means the first Roc has arrived! I take in its boulder-sized head, ginormous beak, and massive wings. It’s exactly like Merlin’s illusion. Except, this one is all too real!
“Me?” I say. “I’m gonna be a dragon decoy!” Then, I take off into the air. “Hey, bird brain! Catch me if you can!”
“Connor, no!” I hear Gabby shout, but I don’t stop. If I can’t draw these Rocs away from the mountain then everyone will be massacred.
I dart beneath the first one and cut in front of the other five who were trailing behind. Well, now I’ve got their attention. I admit this isn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done, but it’s the only option I’ve got. I just need to lead them far enough away so the team can escape.
I circle a mountain and peer over my wing when I realize I’ve got another problem. Only three Rocs are on my tail. So, that means the other three must be—
CAAAW! CAAAW!
“Help!”
That sounded like Flix—or maybe Stix! Rats! I may have lured some of the Rocs away, but it won’t matter if the other ones peck my friends to death! I double back to our mountain only to find one of the Rocs flying away with Flix and Stix in its oversized claws!
But as soon as I reach them, the Roc beats its massive wings, generating a gale so strong it blows me backward! Then, it takes off with the twins to the Dark King’s castle!
“Let go you blasted worm-eater!” Clognog shouts.
Just then, I see another Roc carrying off Clognog and Galanus! I head their way when a third Roc blocks my path! I barely dodge that one when—BAM!
Suddenly, I’m tumbling end over end!
I extend my wings to regain control, but the other Rocs have formed a defensive line between me and my friends! They’re working together to stop me!
“Connor, help!” Wade shouts.
I look down and see Wade flying with Baldo in his talons. And there’s a Roc right on their tail!
“Hold on!” I yell. “I’ve got to get past these guys!”
I breathe in deep, sucking in as much oxygen as possible, and then I exhale, blasting the nearest Roc with intense fire.
“SCREEE!” it cries out.
As I fly around it, another Roc comes over to help its friend and snuffs out my flames with its wings!
“Connor, help us!” Wade cries.
But I’m too late. The Roc that was chasing him is now carrying them both to the castle!
“Wade!” I call out.
I try to go after them but the remaining Rocs form another blockade and I’m forced to turn back. I try to outflank them but they’re so big I can’t get around them. I catch one last glimpse of Wade and Baldo before they disappear behind the castle walls.
They’re gone. I-I couldn’t help them.
“Connor!” Gabby calls out as a Roc carries her and Quinn in its talons!
“Gabby! Quinn!” I call out.
I’ve got to do something. I mean, I can’t let these winged monsters take them too! But every time I try to get close the Rocs cut me off.
“Fly away, Connor!” Quinn yells. “Remember the prophecy! The fate of Avalon is in your hands!”
Fly away? I hear what she’s saying but the prophecy is the last thing on my mind. I mean, I just want to get my friends back. But the Rocs are blocking me at every turn!
CAAWW! CAAAWWW!
Uh oh. I look at the Dark King’s castle and even more Rocs are coming for me! As Gabby and Quinn disappear in the distance, I’m conflicted. If I let them capture me, then I’ll be with my friends. But Quinn’s last words ring in my ears. She told me to fly away—that the fate of Avalon is in my hands.
I don’t know what to do.
Suddenly, two Rocs fold their giant wings against their bodies and divebomb me! I contort my torso, barely squeezing between them as they zoom past.
SKKKRRRIIITTT!
OUCH! I cringe as one of them rakes its talons down my right wing which burns with pain! That stings, but luckily it’s only a surface wound. That Roc would have sliced right through me if it had the chance!
Then, it dawns on me.
These Rocs are treating me differently than they treated my friends. They’re not trying to capture me, they’re trying to kill me!
That’s it, I’ve got to get out of here! If I don’t live to fight another day then I’ll never be able to rescue the others. I take off but the Rocs aren’t giving up.
I peer over my shoulder and count five pursuers. These guys are big, but maybe I can use my smaller size to my advantage. I dive down and weave through the mountains. When I glance back up, I see only three. So, I guess it’s work—
CAAAW!
There are two Rocs in front of me!
SLAM!
I hit one head-on and everything goes blurry. I feel myself spiraling downward and—CRASH! I tumble down the side of a mountain and land flat on my face. Ugh! That was brutal. I try to stand up but I’m way too dizzy.
The Rocs land around me.
CAAW! CAAW! CAAW!
My head is pounding and I can’t see straight. For some reason, their SQUAWKING is getting louder and angrier, like they’re agitated about something. Then, I see the fuzzy image of a Roc stepping toward me when one of its buddies knocks it back!
CAAAWWW! KRRRREEE!
What’s going on? It’s like they’re arguing about something. Maybe they’re fighting over who should go back to get the ketchup. But I’m really woozy. I feel myself… slipping away…. losing consciousness.
CAAAW!
C-Can’t focus. Eyes… closing…
PFOOM!
SKREEE!
W-What… was that?
Then, everything goes black.
***
I’m lying on something soft. Is it a cloud? Am I in heaven? And if I am in heaven, should my head be pounding like this?
I try opening my eyes but it’s not easy. My eyelids feel like they’re glued shut. When I finally manage to open them, I’m staring at the ceiling of a cave.
Where am I?
I prop myself up and look around. I’m lying on a bed inside a rocky chamber. There’s a closed, wooden door, a fireplace with a small fire going, and a round night table with a glass of water on it. My throat is incredibly dry, so I reach out with a shaky hand and take a sip. Yep, that tastes like water, so I chug the rest. It’s only when I put the glass down that I consider it might have been poisoned. But then again, whoever brought me here could have killed me a thousand times by now.
I’m staring at my hand when I realize it’s human! My amulet! I reach up and grab it. Whew, it’s still around my neck! I was worried there for a second.
So, what happened? The last thing I remember was being surrounded by Rocs. Then, there was that strange noise—almost like an explosion. But who could have…
“Merlin?!” I blurt out.
I hop off the bed onto my unsteady legs and open the door, only to find a long, rocky corridor lined with lit torches. Well, isn’t this a ten out of ten on the creepy meter? As I slowly make my way down the hall, I hear the sound of trickling water overhead. I must be somewhere underground.
“Merlin?” I whisper this time, but there’s no response.
I keep going, my hand clutching my dragon amulet, when the corridor suddenly opens up into a much larger chamber. I press my back against the wall and peer inside. The first thing I see is a bookshelf crammed with rolled parchments. Next to that is a wall of glass jars filled with liquids of different colors. I hear a CRACKLING noise, so I lean forward and see a black cauldron hanging over a roaring fire. That’s strange. This place kind of reminds me of Merlin’s hut. But then I see something else.
There’s an ornate, gold throne sitting in the center of the room. And behind it is a large block of ice with a person frozen inside of it! I’m shocked. I step into the chamber to get a closer look when my stomach sinks.
Oh no! I can’t believe it!
It’s the Lady of the Lake!
I race over and press my palms against the cold surface of the ice. What happened to her? How did she end up in there? I can’t see her face clearly, but her mouth is wide open like she was taken by surprise.
I guess this explains why she didn’t show up at the lake. She was trapped in this ice block!
B-But… who did this to her?
“Welcome, Connor Pendragon,” comes a distorted voice that makes me jump out of my skin.
I spin around but no one’s there!
Then, I spot something and freeze. There’s a large, black spider that’s bigger than my fist crawling up the base of the throne!
“Welcome, welcome, welcome,” the voice says again.
That voice. It’s distorted but female.
“Where are you?” I ask, my eyes darting around the room. “Who’s there?”
“I am,” comes the voice again.
This time, I’m able to pinpoint the source of the sound. It’s coming from the throne! B-But the only one on the throne is… the spider?
“MROFSNART!”
Suddenly, there’s a bright FLASH!
I close my eyes and when I open them again, the spider is gone, and sitting smugly on the throne is a person I know all too well.
Morgan le Fay.
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Enemy Territory

I can’t believe it.


First, my friends get carried off to the Dark King’s castle. Then, I’m surrounded by a bunch of Rocs who want to kill me. The next thing I know, I wake up inside a strange underground lair and find the Lady of the Lake frozen in a block of ice! And now I’m staring at the most dangerous person of all time—Morgan le Fay!


Except, she doesn’t seem so dangerous because I’m looking at the face of my friend, Anna. But I know that looks can be deceiving because behind those icy-gray eyes is the spirit of an ancient, evil sorceress who will stop at nothing to conquer The Realms. 

I reach for my amulet.


“Relax,” Morgan le Fay says. “You’re in no danger. You’re a guest in my home.”


“Your home?” I repeat. I look around at the rolled parchments, dusty books, and bubbling vials. This place certainly looks like it could be her home.


“Yes, my home,” she says as she crosses her legs and leans back on her throne. “You should be grateful. I could have left you to the Rocs.”


Suddenly, I remember hearing an explosion when the Rocs were around me.


“Y-You saved me?!” I blurt out confused.


“Yes,” she says with a sly smile. “It would be polite to thank me, but I’ll give you a minute to remember your manners.”


“But… why?” I ask. “I mean, I thought you wanted to, you know, destroy me?”


“Oh, I do,” she says casually, “but there is a time and place for everything. And now is certainly not the time.”


Well, that sounded ominous. Then, I look over at the Lady of the Lake. “You did this to her, didn’t you?”


“Is it that obvious?” Morgan le Fay says with a shrug. “Well, it certainly wasn’t my first choice, but you left me with no other option.”


“Me?” I say. “What are you talking about?”


“You destroyed my only gateway to Avalon,” Morgan le Fay says. “Or did you forget already?”


Well, I’m not going to apologize for that! If we had let her open that gateway, who knows what would have happened? But I guess it didn’t matter because she made it to Avalon anyway.


“My magic is still rebuilding,” she continues. “Without the gateway, the Lady of the Lake was my next best option. Of course, I did have to expend a bit of magic to ‘persuade’ her to bring me here, but I couldn’t just let her leave once we arrived. After all, I may need her to return to the Mortal Realm. So, I put her on ice.”


“Let her go!” I demand.


“I think not,” Morgan le Fay says coolly.


“Then I’ll get her out myself,” I say, clutching my amulet.


“Bad idea, Connor,” she says. “Especially if you ever want to see your friends again. Besides, the Lady of the Lake is perfectly safe there. So, now you know how I got to Avalon, but I’m curious how you got here.”


I open my mouth to speak but stop myself. Something tells me I shouldn’t say anything about the golden whistle or the disappearing barge. “It’s none of your business,” I say finally.


“Very well,” she says. “You can keep your secrets for now. I’ll find out soon enough. By the way, I can sense when anyone uses magic here. That’s how I knew where to find you. But I’m not the only one who can do that. The Dark King can sense magic too.”


“So I’ve heard,” I say. “Tell me, is the Dark King a friend of yours?”


“The Dark King?” she scoffs. “He’s no friend of mine. In fact, he’s the reason I saved you.”


“What are you talking about?” I ask.


“I have a business proposition for you,” Morgan le Fay says. “If you help me, then I’ll help you get your friends back.”


“Forget it,” I say. “I’ll never help you.”


“Perhaps you should hear my proposal first,” she says. “If you partner with me to destroy the Dark King, then I’ll let all of you leave Avalon freely. And that includes that insufferable old fool, Merlin, if he’s still alive. You can even take the Lady of the Lake with you.” 

What? Is she serious? Partner with her to destroy the Dark King? Is she crazy? 

But based on her ear-to-ear grin, I realize she’s serious. What is she playing at? There must be more to this story—a lot more. With someone as shifty as Morgan le Fay, I need all of the info I can get.


“If you’re willing to do that,” I say, “then you must have a major beef with the Dark King. Why? What did he do to you?”


“This time, it is none of your business,” she says through gritted teeth.


Okay, clearly there’s some deep history there—a history she doesn’t want to share. I have to keep probing.


“But isn’t the Dark King all-powerful?” I ask. “I mean, he changed the entire climate of Avalon to winter and he’s destroyed most of the magical creatures who live here. If your magic is still rebuilding, then how can we possibly defeat him?”


“The Dark King is powerful,” she says, “but he’s not invincible. Luckily, I know of an artifact that is still here in Avalon that can destroy him. Retrieving it will be dangerous, but if we work together we can find it and defeat the Dark King.”


“That sounds great but you forgot one thing,” I say. “I don’t trust you. So, thanks for the offer but I’ll figure out how to save my friends on my own.”


“Then they will die,” she says, “and so will you. You said it yourself. The Dark King is all-powerful. Without me, you don’t stand a chance. You couldn’t even make it past his scouts.”


She’s got me and she knows it. I don’t have a clue how to defeat the Dark King. But I’m also not a fool. If we team-up she’ll end up stabbing me in the back at some point. The only question is when.


“So, what is this artifact?” I ask.


“It’s called the Wand of Lothar,” she says. 

The Wand of Lothar? Why does ‘Lothar’ sound so familiar? Then, it hits me like a ton of bricks.


“Lothar?” I say. “As in, Lothar le Fay? Your father?”


“Indeed,” she says. 

When I first met Merlin, he told me the story of Lothar le Fay. Before King Arthur was born, Lothar le Fay was a mortal who persuaded the ambassadors of Avalon to take him to their land so he could learn their magic and bring peace to humanity. But instead of using the magic for good, he used it to conquer Avalon.


First, he turned the good creatures of Avalon into his Cursed Army. Then, he returned to the Mortal Realm where he crushed his enemies and declared himself King of The Realms. Luckily, three creatures escaped his grasp—the last unicorn, the last griffin, and the last dragon. They sacrificed themselves to create Excalibur, which my great ancestor, Uther Pendragon, used to strike down Lothar le Fay.


So, I know who Lothar le Fay is, but Merlin never mentioned anything about a Wand of Lothar.


“Look,” I say, “I know all about your evil father. And if he left a magical wand lying around, the last thing I’m going to do is help you get your hands on it.”


“You still don’t understand, do you?” she says. “If you want to defeat the Dark King, the Wand of Lothar is your only hope. According to legend, it possesses a power unlike any other.”


“Oh?” I say. “And what power is that?”


“The power of instant death,” she says, the last word echoing through the chamber. “As a mortal, my father could not generate his own magic. Thus, when he arrived in Avalon, he required a tool to channel the magic he was taught. They gave him a wand, and the more magic he mastered, the more powerful his wand became.”


I didn’t know Lothar le Fay had a wand. But it makes sense because his magic had to come from somewhere.


“Well,” I say, “if this wand is as powerful as you say, there’s no way I’m letting you near it.”


“It doesn’t matter which of us carries the wand,” Morgan le Fay says. “What matters is that we have it to destroy the Dark King. If you help me retrieve it, then you can hold onto it.”


Hmmm, if she’s willing to let me hang onto the wand then she must really want the Dark King gone. Maybe partnering with her is less risky than I thought. Of course, she’s still slipperier than an eel. So, if I’m going to do this, it has to be on my terms. 

“Well?” she asks, her left eyebrow rising.


“Fine, I’ll work with you,” I say, “but only on the following conditions. One, I’ll hold the wand at all times. And two, when we’re finished with it, I’ll hide it so you can’t find it. Deal?”


Her nostrils flair. She hesitates for a second before saying, “Deal.”


“Great,” I say, “so where is this wand anyway?” 

“Retrieving the wand will not be easy,” she says. “Legends say that when my father was killed, it was returned to Avalon and placed inside the Living Labyrinth.”


“The Living Labyrinth?” I say. “What’s that?”


“The Living Labyrinth is a maze filled with endless passageways and blind alleys,” she says. “It’s called the ‘Living Labyrinth’ for a reason. Once you’re inside, the walls move, making it impossible to determine where you are or where you have been before. Many have entered the Living Labyrinth, none have exited.”


Yikes! That doesn’t sound promising.


“But that’s not all,” she says.


Of course, it isn’t.


“Legends also say that a Minotaur dwells inside the Living Labyrinth,” she continues.


“A… Minotaur?” I say, my voice cracking. “You mean, one of those dudes who has the head of a bull and the body of a man?”


“Yes,” she says. “The Minotaur guards the Wand of Lothar from potential thieves.” 

“Well, isn’t that wonderful?” I say, pulling at the collar around my neck. “So, is there anything else in the Living Labyrinth I should know about? You know, like a room full of Immortal Hydras or dragon-eating quicksand?”


“No,” she says.


“Perfect,” I say. “And you’re sure the Wand of Lothar is the only way to destroy the Dark King?”


“Yes,” she says. “The Dark King possesses more powerful magic than my own. Without the wand, we’ll surely fail.”


“Alright,” I say. “When do we start?”


Just then, my stomach rumbles loudly.


“You’ll need all of your strength for this challenge,” she says. “Let’s eat before we depart.”


Eat? My stomach rumbles again. That’s a good idea, but I don’t see food anywhere.


She waves her arm and a table suddenly appears that’s loaded with food! I see turkey legs, steak, baked potatoes, and all kinds of fruit! I rush over to grab a turkey leg when I stop myself. I mean, is this food even safe? Did Morgan le Fay poison it?


“Please, eat,” she says, joining me at the table. She picks up a turkey leg and takes a bite out of it. “All of the food here is safe to eat. You have my promise.”


I look into her eyes as I slowly bite into the turkey leg. Boy, if it’s poisoned it sure tastes good. 

So, I devour it and reach for another.
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The Living Labyrinth

I wouldn’t have imagined this in my wildest dreams.


I never thought I’d be working with Morgan le Fay, but what other choice do I have? How does that expression go? Keep your friends close and your enemies closer? Well, thanks to our shared goal of getting rid of the Dark King, I don’t think we could be any closer than this.


At least, for now.


After our feast, she took me back to my chamber while she prepared for our journey to the Living Labyrinth. I tried to take a nap but it was impossible to sleep with one eye open. After all, I’m sure she’ll try to get rid of me once we’ve recovered the Wand of Lothar.


The Lady of the Lake is a perfect example of that. Morgan le Fay used her to get to Avalon and now she’s trapped in a block of ice! I’m sure I could melt her out of there with my dragon breath, but now isn’t the time to pick a fight with Morgan le Fay. Sadly, I need her help just as much as she needs mine.


I sit up and rub my face. I feel like a failure that I can’t save my friends on my own. Every fiber of my being wants to bust into the Dark King’s castle to rescue them, but I know it won’t work. 

The Dark King is just too powerful.


That’s why I need Morgan le Fay. She knows how to find the Wand of Lothar. We need the wand and its power of instant death to defeat the Dark King. I don’t know how the wand works but I do know one thing. I’m not letting Morgan le Fay anywhere near it.


Just then, I see my backpack leaning against the wall. The hourglass! I race over and look inside. Whew, it’s still there. But when I take it out, I notice something interesting. Unlike when I was back home, the sand inside the hourglass is flowing steadily here. Why is that happening?


Then, I remember Quinn’s comment about time. She said that time moves differently between The Realms. Every hour in Avalon is a month in the Mortal Realm. Is the hourglass showing me that? Does the sand represent time in the Mortal Realm? If that’s the case, we need to move fast!


“Are you ready?” comes Morgan le Fay’s voice, startling me.


“Um, yep,” I say, shoving the hourglass inside my backpack. I sure hope she didn’t see it. “I’m ready.”


“The journey will be long and cold,” she says. “We can’t use magic of any kind or the Dark King will find us.”


“Lovely,” I say, zipping my bag. I turn to find her wearing a long, hooded, fur cloak. She’s holding another cloak in her arms.


“This will help protect you from the harsh elements,” she says, handing the cloak to me. “Put it on and we’ll begin.”


***


Boy, she wasn’t kidding when she said the journey would be long and cold. It feels like we’ve been walking forever. I’m glad I have this cloak, but my exposed face is completely numb. But my nose can fall off from frostbite for all I care because nothing is going to stop me from rescuing my friends.


I reach beneath my cloak and grab my amulet. I’ve never wanted to be a dragon more than I do right now. Then, I could warm myself up with my fire breath and get us wherever we’re going much faster. But if I did that it’ll bring the Dark King’s forces crashing down on top of us and we’ll never get the Wand of Lothar.


Morgan le Fay doesn’t seem bothered by any of this. She hasn’t complained once about the journey or the cold. In fact, she hasn’t said much at all. I tried making small talk when we started, but she barely responded. So, that was pretty much the end of that.


“We’ve arrived,” she says suddenly.


We’ve arrived? ‘Arrived’ where? I mean, this must be the millionth snow-covered mountain we’ve seen. They all look the same to me.


Then, she ducks down and disappears through a small opening in the side of the mountain. I crouch down and follow her into a dark, narrow tunnel. It’s pitch black and I can’t see my hands in front of my face, let alone Morgan le Fay. 

“Hey,” I whisper, my voice echoing down the tunnel. “Are you still here?”


“Of course,” she whispers. “Just keep walking.” 

I follow her voice, but the floor is so rocky I have to lean against the wall to keep from falling over. Then, I feel a hand on my shoulder, stopping me cold.


“THGIL,” she commands, and to my surprise, a ball of light ignites in her palm, illuminating the tunnel. 

That’s when I notice we’re standing in front of a rock wall with a small, circular opening at my knees. 

“Beyond this wall is the Living Labyrinth and the artifact we seek,” she says.


“You’re using magic,” I say, pointing to the light. “The Dark King will detect it.”


“No,” she says. “I’m also using a masking spell to hide it. However, I won’t be able to keep this up for long so you must be fast.” 

“Wait, I must be fast?” I say confused. “I thought we were doing this together.”


“We are,” she says. “You’re going to go inside the Living Labyrinth to retrieve the Wand of Lothar, and I’m going to maintain the concealment spell to mask the magic that will lead you back out.”


“The magic that will lead me out?” I say. “What are you talking about?”


“GNIRTS,” she commands, and the next thing I know, I’m holding a ball of shimmering, gold string that’s bigger than a soccer ball!


“What am I supposed to do with this?” I ask.


“That is an unbreakable string,” she says, pulling out one end and tying it around her wrist. “The Living Labyrinth will try to confuse you. I will hold one end, and as you go, you will unravel the string, marking the path you traveled. Once you have found the wand, simply follow the string back out again.”


Simply? Something tells me there isn’t going to be anything simple about this.


“And what about the Minotaur?” I ask. “Do you have a solution for that?”


“I do,” she says. “As I am using a concealment spell, you are free to use your dragon powers inside the Living Labyrinth. However, as I mentioned, the concealment spell requires a great amount of magic. I won’t be able to maintain it for long, so don’t delay.”


“Right,” I say, looking down at the opening in the rock wall. Fortunately, dilly-dallying isn’t part of my plan. I want to get in and out of there as fast as possible. I wish Gabby was here. She’d get it done in the blink of an eye.


“See you soon,” I say, holding the ball of string tight. Then, I bend down and step through the opening.


“For your sake, I hope so,” I hear her say.


I’ve got a bad feeling about this, but at this point what can I do? I stand up on the other side but it’s so dark I can’t see a thing. Well, Morgan le Fay said I could use magic. Unfortunately, the walls are so narrow I’ll get stuck in dragon form, but I know I can use my dragon powers in human form. 

So, here goes nothing.


I grab my amulet, breathe in, and exhale lightly, letting out a controlled burst of fire breath. The tunnel lights up and I get a surprise. There’s an unlit torch lying on the floor! 

That’s strange. I pick it up and light it with another blast of fire. I don’t know how the torch got here, but I’m not complaining. After all, having it will make it much easier to find my way around. But then again, it might also make it easier for the Minotaur to find me!


I move forward, the string unspooling behind me. Suddenly, I hear RUMBLING! I spin around and find myself looking at a solid rock wall! How did that get there? Oh, yeah, this is exactly what Morgan le Fay warned me about. The Living Labyrinth’s walls are moving!


I look down and see the gold string running right through the rock wall. Well, that’s unexpected. I reach out to touch the wall when my hand passes through it like it’s not even there! And that’s when it hits me. The moving walls are illusions! The labyrinth is trying to trick me into thinking a wall is there, even though it’s not!


I breathe a sigh of relief. With Morgan le Fay’s magical string, I should be able to find my way out easily. 

Unless, of course, she lets her end go.


I keep moving. Now that I have the torch I can see dozens of passageways ahead, but I decide to stay on my current path. I check back frequently to make sure the string is still there. Great, it’s—SLAM! 

Ow! I ran into a wall—a real one! Okay, I’m at a dead end. I can either go right or left. I choose left and make sure the string turns the corner with me.


Then, I hit another solid wall. Ugh! I know Morgan le Fay wants me to go fast, but this is going to be harder than I thought. I turn around and realize all of the walls have shifted again. Well, this is fun.


I try to stay calm and retrace my steps through the phony walls. This time, I go straight, which would have been the right-hand turn I could have taken earlier. I follow this path for a while until I hit another dead-end. 

Then, I see something I wasn’t expecting.


It’s a skeleton!


Or rather, parts of a skeleton. I see a human-like skull, a rib cage, two femur bones, and other parts piled up in a heap. Two thoughts cross my mind at once. First, did my torch belong to this guy? And second, did the Minotaur do this to him?


It takes everything I have not to bolt out of the labyrinth, but I think about my friends and I know I have to see this through. After all, without the Wand of Lothar, we won’t be able to defeat the Dark King. I look down at the skeleton and take a deep breath. C’mon, Connor, keep going. Everyone is counting on you.


I press on, though I’m walking more cautiously than before, and can you blame me? After all, I don’t want to end up like that guy.


I hit more dead ends, the walls shifting every time I turn around. Then, I turn right and spot something that stops me in my tracks. 

There’s a light up ahead!


I blink a few times to make sure I’m not imagining things. Nope, it’s still there. What could that be? Other than my torch, that’s the first light I’ve seen.


I slowly make my way toward it. When I reach the end of the corridor, I peer inside and gasp. The light is coming from a fire burning in the center of a large, circular chamber! And if there’s a fire that means someone is here! 

Except, there’s no one around. What is this place? I look to my left and see a large pile of bones stacked against the wall. That’s when I realize where I am.


The Minotaur’s lair!


I take a step back when I notice something odd on the other side of the flickering fire. There’s a small, brown chest sitting on a flat rock, almost like it was given a place of honor by the fire. Could the wand be in there? 

I look around again. I seem to be alone. This may be my only chance to look inside that chest.


I slot my torch into a crevice in the wall and race around the fire. The chest itself is pretty ornate. The box is wooden, but it’s covered with decorative, gold accents and has two golden latches. But I’m more interested in what’s inside the box. I unclasp the latches when—


“Oh, hello there,” comes a rather pleasant voice with an English-sounding accent.


I look up and gasp! A huge creature with the head of a bull and the muscular body of a man is filling the frame of the entrance! I swallow hard. It’s… the Minotaur! 

He’s way bigger than I imagined, and he’s also wearing a pair of round, gold-rimmed glasses. 

“I was wondering who was on the end of this,” he says, holding up my unbreakable string. “I must say, I certainly did not expect to find a lad as young as you. Nevertheless, welcome to my humble abode. Now, I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that you are invited to dinner. The bad news is that dinner is you.”
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Dragon for Dinner

I‘m frozen in place.
I was just about to grab the wooden chest and make a break for it when my entire plan came crashing down in the form of a bespectacled, man-eating Minotaur! And to top it off, he’s holding the magical string I need to get out of the Living Labyrinth!
I don’t think this could possibly get any worse.
“Now for a bit of business,” he says, sounding like a proper English gentleman who just stopped by for a spot of tea. “Would you prefer to be roasted or eaten raw?”
Okay, it’s gotten worse. It’s hard to reconcile the Minotaur’s politeness with his terrifying appearance, but one thing is clear. He’s a cold-blooded killer.
I try to look calm as my eyes follow the line of string stretching from the ball in my hands to his over-sized paws. That string is my lifeline. If I somehow survive this encounter, then I’ll need it to retrace my steps out of the labyrinth. But I can’t leave here empty-handed. I need to take the Wand of Lothar with me.
“Look,” I say, “I don’t want to get off on the wrong, um, hoof here, but I didn’t come all this way just to be eaten. I need to borrow what’s inside this chest and then I’ll be on my way. I promise I’ll bring it back.”
“Well, that is refreshing,” he says. “Plenty of people have come to steal the chest, but no one has ever offered to return it before. Truthfully, I have no interest in what is inside there, whatsoever.”
“Um, you don’t?” I ask, completely confused.
That’s strange. Morgan le Fay said the Minotaur was guarding the Wand of Lothar. But unless he’s pretending, he doesn’t seem to care about it at all.
“I see you are surprised,” he says, stepping into the chamber. “The truth is, I did not choose to live my life in this labyrinth.” Then, he looks down at the string and says. “In fact, I am far more interested in… other things.”
“Other things?” I say. “Like what?”
“Well, like this string for instance,” he says, lifting it to his wide nostrils. He sniffs deeply and says, “It smells like magic. Familiar magic.”
Familiar magic? What does that mean?
“So, tell me, dear lad, do you know what is inside the chest?” the Minotaur asks, his left brow rising.
I debate whether I should answer, but I get the sense that he’s testing me. So, I decide to play along. “Yes,” I say. “A wand.”
“Good,” he says. “A very powerful wand from what I understand, although it did not do anything for me. But it does seem to attract quite a lot of interest, though none who have come this way were as young as you. Tell me, what are you planning to do with the wand?”
“Um, stuff,” I say vaguely.
“Keeping it close to the vest, I see,” he says, his mouth forming a broad smile. “You know, I like you. You are a bright one. We just met so I can understand why you are hesitant to reveal your intentions. Perhaps we should get to know each other better? After all, this is a dinner party, so some lively conversation will help us to get better acquainted. You start. Ask me something.”
“Um, okay,” I say, playing along until I can figure out how to get out of here with the wand. “How long have you been down here?”
“Excellent question,” he says, clapping his hooves. “I have been down here so long I have lost track of time. I manage to survive by consuming hapless animals who wander inside looking for shelter. Well, that and the occasional fool who comes seeking the wand. In fact, I had given up all hope of ever being free again, until today.”
Until today?
“This is fun,” he says. “Now, I have a question for you. Can you guess who trapped me here?”
“Um, I have no idea,” I say.
“Sure you do,” he says, sniffing the string again. “I am quite positive you know her. Her name is Morgan le Fay.”
The blood drains from my face. Morgan le Fay? As in, the same Morgan le Fay who sent me in here? She told me a Minotaur was in the Living Labyrinth, but she failed to mention that she was the one who put him here!
“Ah, your expression betrays you,” he says, grinning so broadly I can see his sharp teeth. “You do know Morgan le Fay. She gave you this string.”
I open my mouth to respond but no words come out.
“No need to answer,” he says. “I can smell her foul scent on it. You must be working together.”
“I, um, I…” I stammer.
“Big mistake, my lad,” he says. “You have to be careful with that one. What she claims to desire is not always what she truly seeks. I was also a victim of her deception. She promised me great power in exchange for placing the wand inside the labyrinth. But she neglected to mention that I would never come out. Although I have been here for a long time, I never forgot her scent. This magic is her magic, and I surmise that this string will lead me out of this labyrinth and right to her.”
Whoa! I can’t believe it. Morgan le Fay had the Minotaur put the wand here in the first place! But why?
Believe me, I’d love nothing more than to sick this Minotaur on her, but that won’t help me stop the Dark King. Clearly, outsmarting this Minotaur won’t be easy. He may look like a savage beast, but he’s way more intelligent than one.
“Oh, joy,” he says, closing his fist around the string. “After all of this time, revenge will be mine. Imagine her surprise when the one who emerges from this labyrinth is not you, but me.”
“You?” I say. “But… what about me?”
“Oh, was I not clear?” he says. “I still plan to eat you.”
“E-Eat me?” I stammer. “B-But… I thought you said you liked me?”
“Oh, I do, I do,” he says. “This is not personal. You see, I will need all of my strength to kill Morgan le Fay. And though you are a small meal, you will certainly be enough to sustain me. Now, let’s get on with it, shall we?”
Then, he drops the string, lowers his horns, and charges at me! I dive out of the way in the nick of time as he CRASHES into the wall behind me.
Holy cow, he almost gored me!
I’ve got to get out of here!
But by the time I scramble to my feet, he’s pulled his horns free from the wall and is snorting dust from his nostrils!
“Well played,” he says, shaking rubble off of his big head, “but this time you will not be so lucky.”
I feel like I’m in the middle of a bullfight but without the red cape! Red? Wait a minute! That’s it!
While I’m in here fighting for my life, Morgan le Fay is outside concealing the magic of her unbreakable string. And since all magic is being hidden from the Dark King, I can become a big, red dragon!
Fortunately, this chamber is large enough to hold me, so I grab my amulet and close my eyes. When I open them again, I see the Minotaur with his jaw hanging open.
“Now that is a meal!” he says.
“Sorry,” I say, “but the kitchen is closed.” Then, I breathe in deep and blast him with my fire breath.
FWOOM!
As the Minotaur erupts in flames, I tuck the chest under my wing to make a run for it when I notice something disturbing. The flames on his body are… shrinking? Um, what’s happening here?
“Nice attempt, my lad,” he says as the fire completely extinguishes, “but my thick hide is fire-proof.”
Well, isn’t that wonderful?
“I have not had dragon meat before,” he says, “but I am most certainly looking forward to it!”
He charges again, but this time I stand my ground. Then, when he’s a foot away, I pivot and SLAM him with my tail. He CRASHES hard into the wall as rocky debris falls from the ceiling.
There, that ought to do it.
“Well done,” he says, picking himself back up and brushing himself off.
Are. You. Kidding. Me?
“You are a formidable foe,” he says. “But so am I.”
Okay, I’ve officially had enough of this guy. Time to put an end to this before he shish kabobs me. I look to see how much clearance I have. Well, if fire and force won’t work then I’ve got one last option.
“Hey, horn-head,” I call out, “if you want me, then come and get me.”
The Minotaur puts his fist on the ground like a defensive lineman, then he bullrushes me! I need to time this perfectly. I wait until the last possible second and sidestep him. Then, I pounce on his back and take flight!
“You need a timeout!” I say.
“Unhand me!” he shouts. “Put me d—”
THOOM!
I shove his horns through the ceiling, driving him up into the rock until all I can see are the lower nubs of his horns. Then, I leave him there.
“Help!” he yells, his legs kicking aimlessly in the air. “This is entirely inappropriate to do to your host!”
“Sorry,” I say, dropping to the ground, “but there’s another dinner party I need to attend. One where I’m not on the menu.” I turn back to human form, grab the chest, and head for the door.
“Wait!” he calls out, pushing against the ceiling to try to get free. “Lad—friend—do not leave me behind! Morgan le Fay cannot be trusted! She will trick you as she did me!”
I look at him struggling. I feel for him, but then I see all of those bones and my guilt disappears.
“Good luck,” I say as I grab my torch and take off.
“Come back!” he calls out. “I can help you! I promise I will not eat—”
His voice fades away as I race back through the tunnel, following the golden string as it twists and turns through the labyrinth. Every now and then, it goes straight through a wall but I know they’re merely illusions. I try gathering the string as I go so the Minotaur can’t follow me, but it’s hard with my hands so full. And speaking of the Minotaur, I can’t stop thinking about what he said—‘Morgan le Fay cannot be trusted! She will trick you as she did me!’
I know he’s right. The problem is, I don’t know when the trick will come. I need her help and we need the Wand of Lothar to defeat the Dark King. It’s the only way I’ll be able to save my friends.
After what seems like forever, I finally find the entrance! Morgan le Fay held up her end of the bargain on this one. I snuff out my torch and drop it on the ground. Hopefully, it’ll help the next person. Then, I put one foot through the hole.
“Did you get the chest?” Morgan le Fay asks before I can even pop through to the other side.
“Yep,” I say, showing it to her. “It’s interesting how you knew there was a chest in there. You only mentioned the wand. You never said anything about a chest.”
Her eyes narrow as she stares at me. And then she says icily, “Hand it to me.”
“I don’t think so,” I say, pulling the chest away. “We agreed that I would hang onto the wand and that’s exactly what I plan to do.”
“Very well,” she says, crossing her arms. “Open the chest.”
“I think I will,” I say smugly.
I put the chest on the ground. I’ll finally get to see what the great Wand of Lothar looks like. It’ll probably be black and twisty like the wands of those evil wizards in the movies.
Okay, here we go!
I unclasp the latches and open the chest.
What?
I-I can’t believe my eyes.
The chest. It’s empty!




[image: ]
A Poorly Hatched Plan

Are you kidding me?
Where is the flipping Wand of Lothar? I can’t believe I just risked being eaten by a well-mannered Minotaur to get this thing and it doesn’t even have the decency to be inside the chest?
Am I missing something here?!
Wait a minute, Morgan le Fay said the wand is magical so maybe it’s just invisible like Goswhit, King Arthur’s helmet! I run my hands inside the chest hoping to touch something—anything—but there’s nothing here! Not only do I feel like a first-class idiot, but now we have no way to defeat the Dark King.
“Fool!” Morgan le Fay snaps. “How could you bring back the chest without the wand? You must have dropped it when you were fleeing in a panic.”
“I didn’t drop it,” I shoot back. “And I didn’t flee back in a panic either. Okay, maybe I was a little panicked, but the chest was closed the entire time.”
Well, she’s clearly annoyed with me. I guess that’s fair because I’m pretty annoyed with myself too. Why didn’t I check the chest before I left the labyrinth? I wish I had, but there’s nothing I can do about it now.
“Then the Minotaur must have hidden it,” she says.
“I don’t think so,” I say, thinking back to my conversation with the Minotaur. “Based on what he said, I’m pretty sure he thought the wand was in the chest.”
“Then there’s only one explanation left,” she says, stepping toward me. “You took it for yourself!” Then, she raises her arms like she’s about to cast a wicked spell!
“Whoa!” I blurt out. “Calm down. I didn’t take it, I swear. Besides, even if I did take it—which I did NOT by the way—I’d have no clue how to use it anyway.”
She looks into my eyes and we end up engaging in an uncomfortably long staring contest. Finally, she relents. “So, if you don’t have it, and the Minotaur doesn’t have it, then who does?”
“That’s a great question,” I say, rubbing my chin. “I have no idea.” But now that she’s finished accusing me of theft, maybe I can get to the bottom of the whole Minotaur thing. It’s time to lay my trap. “You know, maybe the wand was never here in the first place.”
“It was,” she says, crossing her arms.
“Or was it?” I challenge back. “Maybe the ‘Wand of Lothar’ is just a silly legend. Maybe it’s not even real.”
“Of course, it’s real,” she says.
“Sorry, but I’m not buying it,” I say, my sarcastic tone clearly irritating her. “How do you know it’s real?”
“Because I put it in the chest myself!” she shouts.
“Ah ha!” I say, pointing at her. “Caught you red-handed!”
I watch as her lips move but no sound comes out.
“Thanks for admitting it,” I say. “Now, is there anything else you’d like to fess up to? You know, like trapping the Minotaur inside the Living Labyrinth in the first place. You forgot to tell me that too, didn’t you?”
Her face goes flush with anger.
“Your silence speaks volumes,” I say. “Okay, spill it. Why did you put the wand in there in the first place?”
“Is it not obvious?” she snarls. “To protect its awesome power. It took me centuries to find the wand, and I didn’t want anyone to take it away from me—especially Merlin. After all, the wand is mine by birthright. I needed to keep it hidden and safe until I was ready to use it. So, I tricked the Minotaur into taking the wand inside the Living Labyrinth for me. And why not? He was always too clever for his own good. I knew he would make the best possible guardian thanks to his ravenous appetite. But despite all of my best precautions, it is missing anyway.”
She lowers her head, but it’s hard to feel bad for her. I mean, she’s as evil as it gets. I need to think this through. The whole point of working together was to get the wand. Now that we don’t have it, this partnership doesn’t make sense anymore.
After all, I know she’ll stab me in the back at some point, just like she did to her “loyal” Minotaur soldier. I have to help Gabby, Wade, and the others and I’ve already wasted too much time on this errant mission of hers. So, I don’t know how she’s going to react but I know what I need to do.
“Look,” I say, “I appreciate you wanting to work together, and surprisingly we actually did pretty well, but um, I think it’s time we went our separate ways.”
“What?!” she says with an incredulous look on her face. “You can’t face the Dark King on your own. That’s a suicide mission.”
“Maybe,” I say, “but I’m sure gonna try.”
“Then you’ll die!” she says.
Well, this is awkward. I never realized that breaking up with your arch-nemesis could be so difficult. I’m about to tell her it’s not her, it’s me, when—
“Please, reconsider,” she says quickly. “The only chance we have is if we combine our powers and work together. I know you don’t trust me, but this time we are truly on the same side. To prove it, I will tell you how to use the Wand of Lothar in case we find it and something happens to me.”
She looks almost desperate and for a second I think I’m talking to Anna, not Morgan le Fay. My head is telling me to get away, but something in my gut is telling me to stay. Clearly, she believes that neither of us can do this alone. What if she’s right?
“Okay, I’ll stay on one condition,” I say. “From now on we do things my way. Oh, and there are no more secrets. So that’s two conditions. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” she says, nodding.
“Okay,” I say, hoping I don’t regret my decision. “Now, what about the wand?”
“It’s simple,” she says. “If you have the Wand of Lothar in your possession, just aim it at the Dark King and say these words: EFIL EROM ON.
“EFIL EROM ON,” I repeat. “What does that mean?”
“Just say it backwards,” she says.
Backwards? “EFIL EROM ON,” I say, figuring it out. “NO MORE LIFE?”
“Precisely,” she says. “Those three words will instantly kill the Dark King.”
Suddenly, I realize all of those confusing spells I’ve heard Merlin cast were just him saying things backwards!
“Will you remember that?” she asks.
“Believe me,” I say, “I won’t forget it.”
“I pray not,” she says. “Now, you said we will do things your way. What is your plan?”
My plan?
I definitely need one of those. The wand is out of the picture so I can’t count on that. And come to think of it, the prophecy Quinn told me about didn’t say anything about a wand. Maybe I don’t need it. So, what do I need?
That’s right, a plan.
I wish the Red Knight was here. He’d know what to do. He taught me so much, like how to use the art of deception in combat.
Hang on, deception. That’s it!
We can use the element of surprise to defeat the Dark King! But how? Then, I remember what Quinn said when we were up on that mountain. She only knew one way to get inside the Dark King’s castle—and that was to get captured! I grab my amulet.
“What are you doing?” Morgan le Fay asks, her eyes wide. “If you use your magic the Dark King’s scouts will find us.”
“That’s my plan,” I say.
“What?” she exclaims. “Are you serious?”
“Very,” I say. “You asked for my plan so here it is. The Dark King knows I’m here, but he doesn’t know you’re here. So, I’ll use my amulet to turn into a dragon, and when his bird-goons come to get me, you’ll hide under my wing as that creepy, tarantula-thing you turned into earlier. Then, when we see the Dark King, we’ll take him by surprise and attack.”
Morgan le Fay arches her left eyebrow.
Maybe I’m wrong, but I think she’s actually considering it.
“Very well,” she says. “I agree to your plan but with one provision. I will give the signal to attack. The Dark King is powerful and if we choose the wrong moment it could prove fatal. Of course, that may mean that you will have to endure some… punishment until the time is right. Is that clear?”
I didn’t like the way she smiled when she said the word ‘punishment.’ But at this point, I’m willing to do anything to help my friends.
However, there’s one thing I need to settle first.
“Clear,” I say. “But I have a provision of my own. If you abandon me or turn on me during this mission, then I’m going to come after you like a dragon possessed. Is that clear?”
“Very,” she says. “I must say, I like you better when you’re savage.”
“Whatever,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Okay, let’s get into the open so we can do this.”
But as we exit the tunnel, I realize there’s something else I need to get clarity on. It’s something her champion, Mordred, told me back in the Mortal Realm. I didn’t want to believe it, but this is probably my only chance to get the truth.
“Before we do this,” I say, turning to face her, “there’s something I need to know. When we first met, you said you’d always tell me the truth, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” she says. “I did say that.”
“Well, I-I need to know something,” I say. “Did…” I start but then stop myself. I know I need to ask her, but I’m afraid of hearing the answer. But I’ve got to know so I breathe in and go for it. “Did my father really join your Cursed Army?”
I watch her mouth change from a line to a grin.
And then she says, “As a matter-of-fact, he did.”
So, it’s true! Suddenly, I feel sick to my stomach.
“Self-preservation is a wonderful motivator,” she continues. “But the answer is a definitive ‘yes.’ Your father served me quite loyally, even after witnessing the deaths of his fairy colleagues.”
Fairy colleagues? She must be talking about Gabby and Wade’s parents!
“He was quite useful for a time,” she says. “But once I had what I needed, I disposed of him.”
“You what?!” I ask.
“Oh, don’t look so surprised,” Morgan le Fay says casually, like she was talking about taking out the trash. “You have my word that I didn’t kill him myself. But don’t worry, I heard his death was nearly painless.”
Suddenly, I feel like I’m going to explode. I’m angry at Morgan le Fay for having my dad killed, but I’m also angry at my dad for joining her ranks in the first place.
Yet, something about this story isn’t sitting right. If my dad is dead, then how did Mom see him recently?
“I suggest we hash this out later,” Morgan le Fay suggests. “After all, bickering won’t save your friends.”
I take a deep breath and try to cool down. “Don’t worry,” I say. “We’ll continue this discussion later.”
“You mean if there is a ‘later,’” she says with a smirk.
“That’s enough,” I say. “Now get ready. As soon as I go dragon we’re going to attract a lot of attention.”
“I’m looking forward to it,” she says, her eyes narrowing.
I close my eyes, grab my dragon amulet, and concentrate. I feel that warm sensation flowing through my body, and when I open my eyes again I’m staring down at Morgan le Fay.
“Now it’s your turn,” I say.
“With pleasure,” she says. Then, she calls out, “MROFSNART!”
The next thing I know, she’s a spider.
“I have to say, that form really suits your personality,” I say. “The only thing better would be a snake.”
“Very funny,” she says.
CAW!
The sound snaps me back to reality, and when I look up the gray sky is full of flying Rocs! That was fast!
“Quick, get under my wing before they see you!” I order. “And step on it before I step on you!”
“You wouldn’t dare,” she says as she climbs up my side and nestles beneath my left wing.
“Wanna bet?” I ask. “Now stay quiet.”
“How dare you order me ar—umph!” she calls out.
“I said be quiet,” I repeat. “If you talk again, I’ll squeeze my wing harder.”
“This is so undignified,” she mutters.
“Shhh!” I whisper.
I watch as the winged creatures get closer and closer, and the next thing I know, we’re surrounded by Rocs!
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King of the Mountain

Well, the first part of my plan is going swimmingly.
Once I turned into a dragon, the Rocs came quickly to carry me off to the Dark King’s castle. Fortunately, they haven’t spotted Morgan le Fay yet, who is nestled under my wing in the form of a spider. Now I can worry about the second part of my plan.
Especially since I don’t have one.
We failed to find the Wand of Lothar, so that’s no longer an option. At this point, we’re going to have to team-up to take the Dark King down with just our own abilities. And since Morgan le Fay is the most untrustworthy partner in all of The Realms, that’s a very scary proposition.
“Ow!” I blurt out as one of the Rocs tightens its grip around my right arm. “Watch the merchandise, buddy!”
I can’t stand this flock of foul fowls, but I need them to get inside the Dark King’s castle. Then, when Morgan le Fay gives the signal, we’ll take the Dark King by surprise and put an end to all of this.
Or, at least, I hope so.
Of course, there is the prophecy. It may be vague, but it sounds pretty ominous. I’ve tried to push it out of my mind, but as we get closer to the Dark King’s castle, I can’t stop thinking about it.
“When the land is plunged into eternal white,
he will come to restore the light.
He will take the shape of what was lost,
and blaze with fire against the frost.
But when Light and Dark finally meet,
only one shall survive the heat.”
I still don’t know what that last part means, but something tells me I’m about to find out.
Just then, I feel a tickling sensation under my left wing and instinctively scratch it.
“Hey!” Morgan le Fay whispers firmly. “What are you doing? You’re going to skewer me!”
“Sorry,” I whisper back. “You tickled me.”
“I’m just securing my position,” she whispers. “Your scales are slick.”
I make a mental note that no matter the circumstances, I will never team up with Morgan le Fay again. Then, I see a black castle in the distance.
Ugh! We’re almost there!
The feeling of unfiltered panic floods my brain. I’m about to face the dreaded Dark King and my plan isn’t much of a plan at all!
As the Rocs fly over the castle, I see hundreds of guards manning the parapets and hundreds more inside the castle walls. That’s when I realize that getting into the castle is actually the easy part. It’s getting out that’s going to be the real problem. That is, if we survive.
Just then, the Rocs touchdown in the courtyard and shove me to the ground.
“Watch it, bird brains!” I call out.
“Stay calm,” Morgan le Fay whispers. “Now is not the time.”
I hate to admit it but I know she’s right. As I stand up and dust off my wings, we’re quickly surrounded by a battalion of giant, armored ogres who point their spears at me! Then, an even bigger ogre with a red cape strides up to me.
“You have been summoned by the Dark King,” he says with a deep, gravelly voice. “But first, he orders you to assume your human form.”
“I don’t think so,” I say with a laugh.
“Very well,” he says. “The Dark King instructed that if you refuse, we should kill all prisoners immediately.”
Wait, what?
“Squadron C!” the caped ogre calls out. “Prepare to—”
“Okay, okay!” I say, raising my arms. “Everyone relax. I’ll do it.”
“Don’t be foolish,” Morgan le Fay whispers. “You will be vulnerable.”
“I don’t have a choice,” I whisper. “Hang on tight.”
I grab my amulet and change to human form. Strangely, I notice the head ogre staring wide-eyed at my dragon amulet.
“Bring him to the Dark King at once,” he commands, and two of his henchmen reach under my arms and lift me off my feet.
They carry me inside the main tower, which is as black on the inside as it is on the outside. As we move through the halls, I see even more creatures standing guard. Some are green and squat like goblins while others are bigger than ogres and carry large, wooden clubs.
“Trolls,” Morgan le Fay whispers with disgust from somewhere inside my hoodie. “Dense creatures.”
“Shhh,” I whisper.
The ogres carry us up a flight of stairs. At the top, we’re met by another group of guards stationed in front of a pair of massive, black doors.
“Step aside,” the head ogre barks. “We are delivering the prisoner to the throne room by order of the Dark King himself.”
The throne room? I swallow hard.
But instead of opening the doors, another beefy ogre steps forward and says—
“You step aside, Blorghut. We will take the prisoner from here.”
“What?!” Blorghut says. “This is insubordination! I order you to step aside at once!”
“Sorry, Blorghut,” the beefy ogre says as he breaks into a big smile. “The Dark King has relieved you of your duties.”
“Wh-What?” Blorghut says. “For what reason?”
“Treason,” the beefy ogre says. “Seize him!”
“That’s absurd!” Blorghut calls out as he’s quickly surrounded. “I have done nothing wrong!”
“Perhaps,” the beefy ogre says, “or perhaps the Dark King has simply grown tired of you. I know I have. Hand me his cape and prepare him for execution!”
Execution?
“No! Unhand me!” Blorghut calls out as his former henchmen remove his red cape and carry him away.
“Open the doors,” the beefy guard commands as he dons Borghut’s cape.
Suddenly, the doors swing open and I’m carried inside. The throne room is absolutely enormous. It’s longer than a football field with a ceiling that must be a hundred feet high. Everywhere I look is polished, black marble, including the giant, cylindrical columns running down both sides of the interior.
Magnificent braziers hang from the ceiling and bask the throne room in a warm, glowing light. The ogres march me down the center, their footsteps echoing in the vast chamber. At the far end I see a black dais, and sitting upon it is a large, black throne. Except, for some reason, it’s turned around so I only see the back of it.
But that’s not all I see.
To the left of the throne, Gabby and Wade are shackled to a makeshift wall with their mouths taped over! When they see me they start pulling against their restraints but they can’t break free. And to the right of the throne is another shackled figure with white hair and a blue robe. I can’t believe it!
It’s Merlin!
But unlike my friends, he’s slumped over and not moving at all! I can’t tell if he’s dead or alive!
I feel my muscles tightening in anger.
“Wait for my signal,” Morgan le Fay whispers.
I look around, but I don’t see Baldo, Quinn, or the others. Where are they? I hope they’re okay.
As we reach the dais, the new ogre leader brushes back his red cape and bellows, “Bring him forward.”
The ogres carrying me comply, and I realize there isn’t anyone else in here except for us. Considering all of the guards outside, I thought the throne room would be swarming with more. Clearly, I was wrong.
The ogres put me on my feet but don’t let go of my arms. As I stare at the tall, black throne I realize I was right—it is backwards! I glance at my friends who are MURMURING things I can’t understand. Then I notice something that makes me gasp.
“What is it?” Morgan le Fay whispers.
“M-My friends,” I whisper. “They’re not wearing their amulets!”
B-But… that’s impossible! I thought our amulets couldn’t ever come off! Am I imagining things? I close my eyes and open them again, but Gabby and Wade’s amulets are still missing! Instinctively, I try reaching for my own amulet but these goons have my arms pinned to my sides.
RUMMBBBLLLEEE!
Suddenly, the black throne slowly starts to turn.
This is it! A chill runs through my body and I can feel myself breathing faster. My heart is pounding so hard it feels like it might explode out of my chest!
My eyes are fixed on the throne as it completes its rotation, and the next thing I know, I’m staring up at a bearded man wearing black chainmail and a black crown! His long, blond hair is streaked with gray, and the corners of his mouth curl into a mischievous smile as he studies me with his cold, blue eyes.
I swallow hard.
Why do I feel like I’ve seen him before?
“Kneel before the Dark King,” the head ogre commands as he drops to one knee. The guards holding me follow suit, pulling me down with them.
But instead of bowing my head, I hold my neck firm, never breaking eye contact with the Dark King. And that’s when I see what he’s wearing around his neck.
It’s… the amulets!
He’s wearing the unicorn and griffin amulets!
H-How is that possible?
“Rise,” the head ogre commands and I’m lifted back to my feet.
I glance at Merlin still slumped in his shackles and then back at the Dark King.
Suddenly, it hits me like a ton of bricks.
I-I know who he is!
He looks much older than the last time I saw him, but I’d recognize those eyes anywhere. But he’s no villain to be vanquished. He’s—
“—King Arthur!” I blurt out.
Suddenly, the smile vanishes from the Dark King’s face and he leans forward.
“Wrong, child,” he says. “I was King Arthur. Now I am the Dark King.” Then, he stands up and says, “And the Dark King must feed. Bring me my meal!”
Just then, a hidden door to my left opens and two ogres enter carrying a giant, squirming sack with ropes tied around it!
“Your meal, sire,” one of the ogres says as they both bow to the Dark King.
Then, they dump the sack onto the ground and rip off the top, revealing Blorghut’s face!
“Sire, please…” Blorghut begs.
“Hold strong,” Morgan le Fay whispers.
Hold strong? Why?
Suddenly, the Dark King arches his back and raises his arms. Then, his body starts to… change…  
First, his torso expands twelve feet high and six feet wide! Then, his neck elongates as his face begins to narrow and expand! Suddenly, black, gigantic wings sprout from beneath his arms while rows of sharp spikes emerge from his back! Finally, a huge, fifteen-foot tail extends from his spine and sways back and forth menacingly!
I-I can’t believe it!
I’m no longer staring at King Arthur but a massive black dragon!
RRROOOAAARRR!
The entire throne room shakes as I realize he’s a much bigger dragon than me! In fact, if we took a family photo, I’d look like his baby brother!
I duck as the Dark King’s long, serpentine neck swings over my head.
“Sire,” Blorghut pleads, “I-I beg of—”
CHOMP!
I recoil in horror as the Dark King snaps forward and swallows Blorghut whole! Then, the dragon lifts his head and Blorghut’s body flows down his neck into his stomach. At that moment, I realize the true meaning of the prophecy.
But when Light and Dark finally meet,
Only one shall survive the heat.
The Dark King isn’t just King Arthur gone wrong, he’s also a powerful dragon! And if I’m going to beat him, it’s going to be dragon versus dragon!
“Now,” the Dark King says, fixing his red-eyed gaze on me, “give me your amulet or you will be next!”
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Long Live the Dragon

I’m in total shock.
First, I discover the Dark King is none other than King Arthur! You know, the legendary king, former wielder of Excalibur, and creator of the Knights of the Round Table. And if that resume wasn’t impressive enough, it turns out that he can also transform into a massive, fire-breathing dragon! Now he’s swallowed one of his generals whole and told me I’ll be next if I don’t hand over my dragon amulet!
“Don’t do it,” Morgan le Fay whispers from somewhere inside my hood. “If you give up the amulet, we’re doomed!”
Gee, thanks for the advice, but that one was pretty obvious. I don’t know why King Arthur has turned into a tyrant, but I’m certainly not going to give him more ammunition. After all, he’s not only holding Gabby and Wade hostage, but he’s also wearing their amulets. Plus, he’s got Merlin and I still don’t know what he’s done to Baldo, Quinn, and the others.
I breathe in deep and exhale. I never wanted to be part of a prophecy, but I guess that’s why it’s called a prophecy—sometimes you have a role to play whether you like it or not! And clearly, the only way I’m gonna get us all out of here alive is if I play hero and fight King Arthur to the death.
Hero? Wait, that’s it! Maybe I can remind him of the hero he used to be!
The Dark King extends his dragon head toward me.
“Hey,” I say, “let’s not do anything rash here. I mean, maybe you don’t remember, but you were once a noble king and a great hero. You protected your people from terrible threats, like that ugly witch, Morgan le Fay.”
The Dark King hesitates.
“Ugly?” Morgan le Fay whispers.
“Shhh,” I whisper back.
I study the Dark King’s dragon-face as his brow furrows. I think I’m getting through to him!
“You remember now, don’t you?” I continue. “You led the Knights of the Round Table into battle. Brave knights like Sir Bedivere and Sir Percival fought by your side. You also had the council of a very wise wizard named Merlin. He was your mentor.”
“Merlin!” he bellows as a plume of black smoke escapes from his nostrils.
Uh-oh.
“Merlin was no mentor,” the Dark King says. “He was a traitor! I relied on him for wisdom and guidance. He was like a second father to me. But he betrayed me!”
Darn it, I think I had him until I brought up Merlin. For some reason, mentioning the old wizard hit a nerve. I have to steer this back on track.
“But how about those Knights of the Round Table, huh?” I say. “Let’s get back to them. I’m sure you guys had some great times fighting together and being all chivalrous and stuff.”
“Merlin will pay for his actions,” the Dark King says, ignoring me. “Merlin kidnapped my only son and now he will pay.”
Merlin kidnapped his son? What’s he talking—
Suddenly, it all comes back to me. That’s right! Merlin once told me the Fates had instructed him to take King Arthur’s son and hide him away so that a future ‘savior’ would be born to defend The Realms from evil.
And it looks like that savior is me!
Hey, wait a minute. I’m a Pendragon, the last of King Arthur’s bloodline! So, that means that I’m talking to one of my great, great, great ancestors!
But hang on. Merlin said that after he hid King Arthur’s son, he erased everyone’s memories of the child. So, how does King Arthur even know he had a son?
Something is wrong.
“Listen,” I say. “This might be hard to believe, but Merlin didn’t want to take your son. The Fates made him—”
“I do not care about the Fates!” the Dark King shouts, cutting me off. “Merlin had a choice and he chose to betray me. Just as my champion, Sir Lancelot, and my Queen, Guinevere, betrayed me. I have had enough betrayal. Now, I will rule The Realms, and the only one determining my fate will be me!”
Okay, he’s clearly off his rocker, but I still don’t get what happened to him. Sir Bedivere told me about King Arthur’s final moments in the Mortal Realm, but what happened to him after he arrived in Avalon? There’s a giant piece of the puzzle missing and I need to find out what it is.
“Hang on,” I say. “After the Last Battle, you were injured and put on a barge to Avalon. You swore you would return when your kingdom needed you most. Well, trust me, a lot of bad stuff has happened since you left, but you never came back. Why not? What happened to you once you arrived in Avalon?”
The Dark King’s eyes narrow and his serpentine neck stops moving. Then, he says—
“My last memory of the Mortal Realm was riding through the mist to Avalon. When I awoke, I was in this very throne room and someone was caring for me—feeding me, healing me. My caretaker never spoke nor removed his hood. Regardless, I was grateful for his dutiful service. Then, before I knew it, the wounds I had suffered on the battlefield had healed. I regained the sharpness of my mind and the vigor of my youth. As you said, I was determined to return to the Mortal Realm to lead my loyal subjects, but I was unable to leave this room. I tried everything possible to get out, yet nothing worked. Others could come and go as they pleased, but not I. I realized I was trapped here forever, never to return to the Mortal Realm.”
For a second, I feel bad for him.
“Naturally, I was despondent,” he continues. “But then my caretaker showed me images from my past that I had never known before. He laid bare the true depths of deceit from those whom I had loved. He showed me the passionate romance between my wife and most loyal knight. He showed me the treachery of my most trusted advisor. I was angry. I was thirsty for revenge but unable to quench my thirst. Then, my caretaker offered me something that would change everything. It was a crown.”
“No!” Morgan le Fay whispers.
I ignore her and keep listening.
“Upon touching it, I could feel its awesome power,” he continues. “I knew that if I wore it, I could rule over not just a kingdom, but all of The Realms. With this crown, I would be the one true King of The Realms.”
The King of The Realms?
Isn’t that the same title Morgan le Fay’s father claimed for himself?
“Get ready,” Morgan le Fay whispers sharply.
“No,” I whisper back. “Not yet.”
“Even though I was not able to leave this chamber,” the Dark King continues, “I could still use the power of the crown to conquer Avalon easily enough. After all, being a dragon is rather persuasive, especially once I made public the remains of those who dared to defy me. However, to conquer the Mortal Realm, I would need to escape this throne room. So, I laid a trap.”
A trap?
“I did not have the power to free myself,” he continues, “but I believed there were others who could help me to get out of here. Thus, using the power of the crown, I infiltrated Merlin’s nightmares, using his memories of how he betrayed me to lure him here to save me. I was certain his powerful magic would free me from this prison. Except, the old fool was more decrepit than I imagined. He had used up nearly all of his dwindling magic for the journey to Avalon. I then tried calling upon the Lady of the Lake for help, but she did not respond to my summons. Perhaps she suspected my intentions. So I had to look for… alternate options.”
Alternate options?
“I wondered,” he continues, “what other powerful source of magic could release me from this prison? The answer became clear.” Then, he holds up the two amulets hanging around his neck. “Why, Excalibur, of course.”
Suddenly, I realize how he got the amulets off of Gabby and Wade! I mean, he’s King Arthur! Of course, he can take the amulets of Excalibur! After all, it was once his sword!
“If I possessed Excalibur, then I could use its power to slice my way out of this infernal chamber,” the Dark King continues. “I asked my caretaker to show me the sword’s location, but instead he showed me your amulets. I was horrified that Merlin had divided the sword into three pieces. Yet, I believed that if I brought the three of you here, then I could still use the full power of Excalibur.”
Um, what? Did he just say he brought us here?
“Fortunately, my caretaker had held onto the golden barge that originally brought me to Avalon. Using his powerful magic, he created a whistle that could summon the barge across The Realms. The challenge was how to get the whistle to you. Since my old allies were unavailable to me, I turned instead to an old enemy.”
“Attack him!” Morgan le Fay yells at full volume. For some reason, she sounds panicked.
“Ah, speak of the devil,” the Dark King says. “I apologize for not welcoming you properly, Morgan le Fay. I did not want to spoil your little game.”
Suddenly, there’s a FLASH and Morgan le Fay appears next to me in human form!
“Don’t listen to him, Connor,” she says. “He’s lying!”
“Lying?” I say. “About what?”
“I see you are up to your usual tricks,” the Dark King says. “Always using others to get what you want.”
“I’ll destroy you!” she shouts. “Remove my father’s crown at once!”
“Ah, the truth comes out,” the Dark King says, reaching up to touch his crown. “You have come for this. The Crown of Lothar.”
The Crown of Lothar?
Whoa, hold on. Is that what’s really going on here? Is that why she wants to destroy the Dark King—to get her father’s crown back? Suddenly, I remember what the Minotaur said: ‘what she claims to desire is not always what she truly seeks.’
“The crown belongs to me!” she shouts.
“No, it does not,” the Dark King answers. “The Crown of Lothar was meant to be worn by a worthy sovereign. It is time you faced the truth, Morgan le Fay. You are not, and never will be, worthy of your father’s crown. Now go on, tell the boy how you fooled him.”
“Fooled me?” I say, turning to Morgan le Fay. “What’s he talking about?”
“You must have figured it out by now,” the Dark King says to me. “The one who delivered the whistle to you, the one who aided me in bringing you and your friends to Avalon, is the one standing beside you.”
What?
“Is-Is that true?” I ask Morgan le Fay. “Did you leave Baldo that whistle?”
She opens her mouth but no words come out.
“I think you have your answer,” the Dark King says. “You see, I knew of her burning desire to wear her father’s crown. I also knew that she would gladly sacrifice you to claim it for herself. She was the perfect one to set my plan in motion. You see, my caretaker delivered the whistle across The Realms to Morgan le Fay, who, in turn, delivered it to you. That is how you came to be in Avalon, just as I had planned.”
I-I can’t believe it! The Dark King orchestrated this whole thing! And he was in cahoots with Morgan le Fay! I feel like a fool. I knew Morgan le Fay would stab me in the back. I just didn’t realize she did it already!
“Morgan le Fay,” the Dark King continues, “our alliance has concluded. Now I will destroy you and the boy, and the last amulet of Excalibur will be mine.”
“Connor, run!” Morgan le Fay says.
But before I can move, the Dark King unfurls his massive wings, and thrusts his ferocious jaws at me!
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Trial by Fire

It’s the end of the line for me.
I’m frozen in place as the Dark King lunges at me with his dragon mouth wide open, his razor-sharp teeth ready to shred me to pieces.
In an instant, my entire life flashes before my eyes.
I see Mom coming in for a hug, Aunt Agnes looking for her glasses, and Tito with his tongue hanging out. I see Gabby and Wade laughing together, Brad crossing his arms with a smirk, and Merlin smiling.
Then, I see Anna running toward me—
“EVOM!” she yells, except it’s Morgan le Fay’s voice I hear, and the next thing I know, I’m flying backward, free from the ogres’ grasp, and just beyond the Dark King’s reach as he CHOMPS his mouth shut!
Oof! I land flat on my back on the cold, marble floor. The wind is knocked out of me, but I’m still alive thanks to Morgan le Fay!
“YAWA!” Morgan le Fay commands, scattering the surprised ogres like leaves in the wind.
“Connor!” she calls out. “The crown is the source of his power! We need to get him to human form! We need to get the crown off his head!”
“Well played, sorceress!” the Dark King says as he turns his attention to her. “However, the game is over for you.”
“Never!” Morgan le Fay shouts, raising her hands to cast another spell. “I will destroy you if it’s the last—”
Suddenly, the Dark King spins with incredible speed and SLAMS Morgan le Fay with his tail.
“No!” I call out, but it’s too late as Morgan le Fay hurtles through the air and crumples onto the floor.
She doesn’t get back up.
“Ah, it is so peaceful now,” the Dark King says, closing his eyes and breathing in deep. Then, his eyes pop back open and he fixes his gaze on me. “Now it is time to finish what we started. By now you must be aware of the prophecy involving the two of us. ‘When Light and Dark finally meet, only one shall survive the heat.’ I think we both know who that will be.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Not you.”
It’s time to even the odds. I close my eyes, grab my amulet, and focus. A warm, familiar sensation rushes through my body, and when I open my eyes again, I’m ready for action!
But getting that crown off his head isn’t going to be easy, especially if I have to get him back to human form. So, I need to stall until I can figure out a plan. “If you’re going to kill me, you’ll have to catch me first.”
I flap my wings and take off, thankful that his throne room is big enough for me to fly around in dragon form. But as the Dark King pursues me in the air, I realize he has the home-court advantage! I weave through the columns to shake him, but I can’t get him off my tail!
“You cannot escape your fate, child!” he calls out. “We both know how this will end!”
He’s probably right, but I’m not going down without a fight. I’ve got to get rid of his crown. When I’m in dragon form, everything I’m wearing disappears until I turn back to normal again. So, I somehow have to convince him to change back so I can get to his crown.
Suddenly, he’s above me! As he folds his wings and divebombs me, I stop short just in time and he ZOOMS past. Whew! That was close. If I don’t focus this will be over fast!
“Relinquish the amulet!” he orders. “Excalibur belongs to me!”
“You mean, it used to belong to you,” I say. “But now it belongs to… me.”
Hey, that’s it! We both can use the magic of Excalibur, but we share an even deeper connection.
Okay, this is going to be risky but I think it’s my only shot. I touch down and the Dark King follows suit, landing about twenty feet away. Then, I turn to human form. Here goes nothing.
“Listen,” I say, raising my arms. “Prophecy or no prophecy, I don’t want to fight you. You said you were angry with Merlin, right? You said he betrayed you by kidnapping your son and erasing your memory. Look, I get it. That was a crummy thing to do. You wanted an heir and Merlin stole that from you. But all isn’t lost.”
“What are you prattling on about?” he asks.
“Don’t you see?” I say. “You do have an heir, and he’s standing right in front of you. It’s me. I’m a Pendragon. I’m your heir, the last of your bloodline from the son that Merlin took from you.”
The Dark King’s eyes widen as he takes in what I’ve just said.
“I don’t want to kill you,” I say. “And I don’t think you want to kill me either. After all, that would be like killing your own family, right?”
I watch as his wings lower and his muscles relax. I can’t believe it! I think this is working.
“Look,” I continue, “the King Arthur that I’ve read about was a good and noble man. He fought for fairness, equality, and justice. But now, his mind, your mind, has been poisoned by your caretaker and the evil crown he gave you to wear. But you don’t have to be the Dark King anymore. You can be King Arthur again. All you have to do is remove your crown.”
“R-Remove the c-crown?” he mutters.
“Yes,” I say. “Wouldn’t it be great to be your true self again? All you have to do is turn back to human form, just like me, and take off the crown.”
I don’t dare blink as he reaches up to his head with both claws. I-I can’t believe it. I think he’s going to do it!
But then, he stops.
“And… give up all of this power?” he asks.
“Um, yeah,” I say, swallowing hard. “That was kind of the idea.”
“No,” he says, breaking into a mischievous grin. “I would never do that.”
Uh oh.
As he breathes in deep, I grab my amulet, close my eyes, and change back into a dragon. And when I open my eyes again, he releases a blast of bright green flame in my direction!
I breathe in quickly and exhale!
FWOOM!
There’s a massive explosion as our blasts collide! Our fire plumes push against each other, back and forth, orange against green! But he’s so powerful I’m barely keeping his flame at bay! My plan nearly worked but now he’s going to ring my… neck?
Hang on. Ring?
Is it possible?
My eyes flash over to Merlin and his dangling hands.
And then I see it. There, on his left ring finger, is the little item I was hoping to see—the Ring of Dispell!
When I was preparing to fight Mordred, the Lady of the Lake told me that Merlin took the Ring of Dispell from her for his trip to Avalon. And there it is! I’m not sure how the Dark King missed it. But then again, for years I thought it was just Mom’s wedding ring. Now I need to grab it before the Dark King torches me!
I push against the Dark King’s flame with everything I’ve got, but I don’t have enough power. His flame is getting closer to my face! I need to knock him off balance so I can get out of this firefight.
Then, I get an idea. I keep my fire breath going and flap my wings hard in his direction, kicking up a powerful windstorm. Suddenly, the Dark King’s flame briefly angles up over my head.
Yes! That’s the opening I needed!
I zoom into the air and fly toward Merlin. He’s still unconscious but thankfully he’s breathing. Then, I reach down with my talons and slip the Ring of Dispell off of his finger.
“What are you doing?” the Dark King barks.
“Ending this!” I call out. I’m not sure how to use this thing, but I point the ring at him and concentrate on one thing and one thing only—removing his magic!
Suddenly, a thin purple light emanates from the ring like a laser and hits the Dark King square in the chest!
“What is this?” he asks, looking down.
Then, the purple light radiates from its impact point, engulfing his entire body in a bright, purplish glow.
“No! Stop!” he shouts, as his body begins to morph from a giant, black dragon back to his human form!
Finally, I can see the Crown of Lothar on his head!
“H-How?” The Dark King mutters as he looks at his human hands confused. But then—
SHUNK!
Suddenly, the Dark King’s body arches back, his eyes bulging. Then, his chin drops to his chest and he topples forward, his crown CLANGING to the ground as he lands face-first on the marble floor with a dagger sticking out of his back!
Morgan le Fay stands wild-eyed over the Dark King’s body with a look of utter delight!
“ENOG EB!” she calls out, and before I can act the Ring of Dispell disappears from my talons!
“Yes!” Morgan le Fay cries with glee. “The Dark King is finally dead! Long live the Queen of The Realms!”
I-I can’t believe it! She just killed the Dark King!
She just killed King Arthur!
“We did it, Connor,” she says. “You made the Dark King vulnerable and I delivered the final blow. And now, I will not only have my crown but the amulets of Excalibur as well. Hand me your amulet and I will let you and your friends leave here in peace.”
Is she kidding? The fight with King Arthur left me completely exhausted and now I have to deal with her?!
“Stay back,” I warn as she moves toward King Arthur’s still body. “You’re not taking those amulets and I’m certainly not giving you mine.”
“I was hoping you would say that,” she says with an evil smile. “I was going to honor our agreement, but I would much rather kill you instead. EKIRTS!” Suddenly, a lightning bolt shoots out of her fingers!
KRAKOOM!
I jump out of the way as it CRASHES into the column behind me, shattering it to smithereens! Whew, that was close!
“EKIRTS! EKIRTS! EKIRTS!”
As she fires more lightning bolts at me, she inches closer and closer to her father’s crown. I can’t let her get it! I have to—
“EKIRTS!”
KRAKOOM!
“Aaaahhhh!” I scream as sharp pain shoots through my left wing! I’ve been hit! I try staying aloft but my wing isn’t flapping and I spiral down—
SMACK! I slam headfirst into a column and CRASH to the ground. I try standing up but pain shoots through my body and I can’t find my footing. Then, I feel someone standing over me, and when I look up, it’s Morgan le Fay! And she’s holding the crown!
“EZEERF!” she commands.
Suddenly, I can’t move a muscle!
“I’m afraid this is where your life ends and my reign begins,” she says with an evil grin. “I gave you a chance to join me, Connor, but you refused. A shame, for you had so much potential. But before you die, you will bear witness as I claim my birthright as Queen of the Realms.”
Then, she raises the Crown of Lothar above her head.
“Not today, witch!” comes a man’s voice.
“Who?” Morgan le Fay says, turning.
Just then, a man wearing a cloak appears out of nowhere, removing a familiar helmet from his head. It’s Goswhit! And while I don’t recognize him, he seems strangely familiar, with blue eyes, blond hair, and… two pointy ears?!
“Gareth?” Morgan le Fay says. “You are supposed to be dead?”
Gareth? Gareth?! As in, Gareth, my father!
“That was your wish, wasn’t it?” he says, “Fortunately, I had other plans. Now, put down the crown and step away from my boy.”
“I think not,” she says, placing the Crown of Lothar firmly on her head.
No! I want to stop her, but I still can’t move!
“Ah, the power,” she says, closing her eyes and breathing in deep. “So much power.” Then, she opens her eyes and says, “Now, bow before your Queen.”
“You are not my Queen,” Dad says.
“Very well,” she says. “Since my minions failed to execute you properly, I will do it myself this time. And your son will have the pleasure of watching. But first, do tell, how did you ever return to Avalon?”
“On the same barge that brought my son and his friends here,” he says. “You see, long before you planted that whistle in Merlin’s old hut, I met with Merlin in the Mortal Realm. I told Merlin that the gateway to Avalon was through the fairy ring, and he gave me Goswhit so I could keep an eye on Connor while he was gone. Using the helmet’s power of invisibility, I sailed with Connor to Avalon, though he didn’t know it. I wasn’t going to let him come here without me.”
Wait, what? So, that mysterious appointment Merlin had was with my dad? And then I remember the barge tipping down right after we boarded it in Lore. So, that was my dad too? He was with us on the barge but we couldn’t see him because he was wearing Goswhit!
“You’ve miscalculated, Morgan le Fay,” he continues. “You thought I joined your forces to save my own skin, but that was not my motivation. I needed to be close to you so I could learn how to destroy you once and for all.”
So, my Dad wasn’t a traitor!
“Well, you’re too late,” she says. “For I’m wearing the Crown of Lothar.”
“You are,” Dad says. “However, I have this.”
Then, he reaches into his cloak and pulls out a long, black wand.”
“The Wand of Lothar!” Morgan le Fay exclaims.
I gasp. My dad has the wand?
“Where did you get that?” she demands.
“From the Living Labyrinth, of course,” he says. “It’s just one of the secrets I stole from you.”
“Fool!” she says with a smirk. “The Wand of Lothar is cursed. If you cast the spell of instant death on me, it will kill you too.”
Excuse me? Did she just say the wand is… cursed?
No wonder she was so willing to let me use it! If I used the wand to kill the Dark King, it also would have killed me!
My dad looks at the wand and then back at Morgan le Fay. And then he says, “I know.”
He… knows?
“Dad, wait!” I call out.
“Connor,” he says, “I’m sorry I didn’t stay with you and your mother. I had to leave to keep you safe. I tried to help you when possible, like when I left you the flute to tame the Immortal Hydra. Tell your mother I love her, and always know, I love you too.”
Then, he points the wand at Morgan le Fay.
“NO!” she and I call out at the same time.
“EFIL EROM ON!” Dad calls out.
There’s a blinding flash and I shield my eyes. When the light finally subsides, I discover that Morgan le Fay is gone and Dad is lying on the floor! Dad! Suddenly, I can move again so I race over to him.
“Dad!” I call out, kneeling beside him.
His eyes are closed and he’s not breathing. I-I can’t believe it. I lay my head on his chest and tears just start flowing. I mean, he just came back into my life and now he’s gone again. But then I realize my head is resting on something… hard?
I sit up and peel back his cloak to find a small book. And when I open it, it’s filled with amazing sketches. Did he draw these? I flip through sketch after sketch. There’s me, and Gabby, and Wade. And there’s Merlin, and Mordred, and the Minotaur.
Wait, has he been following me this whole time?
I cover his face with his cloak and stand up.
Then, I remember Gabby and Wade!
They’re still tied up!
I race over and pull the binding off their mouths.
“Oh, Connor,” Gabby says. “I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah, me too,” I say, turning back to dragon form to remove their restraints.
“Thanks,” Wade says, rubbing his wrists. “Connor, I’m so sorry about your dad. He was a good dude.”
“Yeah,” I say. “He really was.”
“Let’s help Merlin and then look for the others,” Gabby says.
“We’re gonna need our amulets for that,” Wade says, recovering them from King Arthur’s body. “Morgan le Fay is finally dead. Can you believe it, Connor?”
“Yeah,” I say.
But as I look at the empty spot where Morgan le Fay once stood, I’m not so sure.
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Onward and Upward

We held my Dad’s funeral in Avalon.
When the Dark King died, the curse of eternal winter died with him, so we buried Dad on a green, grassy hill overlooking a lush forest. Luckily, Merlin recovered in time to lead the ceremony. He said lots of nice things about Dad. He even called him a hero, which made me feel proud.
I can’t believe I spent all of those years hating Dad for abandoning Mom and me. Now I understand that he didn’t want to leave us. He only did it to keep us safe.
Tears flow down my cheeks as Baldo sings a beautiful hymnal about the Brave Three, honoring not only Dad but Gabby and Wade’s parents as well. Apparently, Quinn taught it to him while they were imprisoned in the Dark King’s dungeon. Fortunately, none of them were too worse for wear.
As Baldo finishes, I look around at all of my friends standing beside me. There are old friends, like Gabby and Wade, and new ones as well, like the Dragon Horde. Even the Lady of the Lake came after I thawed her out. It feels amazing to have so many people in my life who care about me. They’re more than friends—they’re family.
Merlin says some final words and then uses magic to lower Dad’s casket into his grave. As I watch him descend to his final resting place, I remember what he told me right before he sacrificed himself. He said he loved me, and I’ll remember that moment forever.
As Merlin magically covers Dad’s casket with dirt, Gabby and Wade give me big hugs. The others offer their sincere condolences and everyone starts heading back down the hill.
But I’m not ready to go just yet.
As I stare at Dad’s grave, I try to process everything that’s happened. Then, I feel a firm hand on my shoulder.
“He loved you very much,” Merlin says.
“I know,” I say. “I just wish it ended differently.”
“As do I,” Merlin says. “As do I.”
We stand together in silence for a little while and I’m so happy to have Merlin back, but there’s one thought I just can’t shake. “Merlin, do you think Morgan le Fay is really dead?”
“I certainly hope so,” Merlin says. “But like many things, only time will tell.”
Great, I guess he feels the same sense of uneasiness that I do. After all, it wouldn’t surprise me if Morgan le Fay found a way to get out of this one too.
“I sure hope Dad didn’t sacrifice himself for nothing,” I say.
“Rest assured he did not,” Merlin says. “If he did not act when he did, then Morgan le Fay would have killed you and claimed the amulets of Excalibur for herself. Combined with the Crown of Lothar, she would have been unstoppable. Your father not only saved you but The Realms as well.”
“And what happened to the Wand of Lothar?” I ask. “Did it get destroyed as well?”
“Yes,” Merlin says. “Once the spell of instant death was cast, the cursed wand expired as well.”
“And what about the Crown of Lothar?” I ask. “We looked for it after the battle but couldn’t find it. What happened to it?”
“That is another mystery,” Merlin says. “Either it was destroyed by the Wand of Lothar or it was… physically removed.”
Physically removed? But who could…
“The ‘caretaker!’” I blurt out. “The Dark King kept mentioning a ‘caretaker.’ Maybe he took it? Do you know who he was talking about?”
“No,” Merlin says. “I have been trying to find out the identity of this ‘caretaker’ for some time. You see, the King Arthur I knew was never able to transform into a dragon. So, this ‘caretaker,’ whoever he is, must be a very powerful wizard.”
“Well,” I say, “I guess that means The Realms still need looking after.”
“Indeed,” Merlin says, patting my shoulder. “Indeed. Now, come. We should begin our journey back to the Mortal Realm.”
I nod, and as we start down the hill I look back at Dad’s grave one last time and smile. The others are waiting by a misty lake when we reach the bottom.
“Excuse me, my lady,” Merlin says to the Lady of the Lake, “as we are no longer in possession of a certain golden whistle, I was hoping you could arrange a ride home for us.”
“With pleasure,” she says. Then, she gestures toward the lake, and a gleaming barge breaks through the mist.
“Connor, thank you for everything,” Quinn says, extending her hand. “We could never have defeated the Dark King without you.”
“It was a team effort,” I say, shaking her hand.
“To that end,” she continues, “we think it’s only fitting that we dub your team with a new name.”
“Um, okay,” I say. “What’s that?”
“From this day forward,” she says, “the bearers of the amulets of Excalibur will be known as the new Brave Three.”
“Huzzah!” the Dragon Horde calls out.
“Oh, wow,” Wade says. “Now that’s an awesome team name!”
“We’re honored,” Gabby says, putting her hand over her heart. “Thank you.”
“Remember,” Quinn says, “Avalon is as much your home as it is ours. You are welcome to return at any time—all of you.”
“Well, not all of you,” Clognog says, punching Baldo hard in the arm. “Right, Baldo?”
“You’re a real pal, Clognog,” Baldo says, punching him right back. “Now I understand why there are no heroic songs about gnomes.”
“Oh, I’ll show you what a hero looks like,” Clognog says, clenching his fists.
“I’ll wager two goblin legs on the human,” Flix says—or is it Stix?
“Make it four and I’ll take the gnome,” Stix says—or is it Flix?
“Okay, break it up you two,” Galanus says, galloping between Clognog and Baldo. “We don’t need anything else to go wrong.”
“He started it,” Clognog mutters.
“You started it,” Baldo mutters.
“Anyway,” Gabby interjects, “It’s time we headed back. I’m sure our parents are worried sick.”
“You’ve got that right,” Wade says. “My mom is going to kill me.”
Gabby, Wade, Merlin, Baldo, and I board the barge and wave goodbye. As we sail into the mist, I look at the Dragon Horde waving from the shore and vow that one day I’ll be back.
***
When I open my eyes, the boat has already pulled onto the shore. I see trees and the familiar pathway running between school and Aunt Agnes’ house, which can only mean one thing—we made it home! But the real question is, how much time has passed since we were in Avalon? I mean, Mom might be an old lady by now, or worse!
I sit up as the others wake from their slumber. The good news is that everyone looks the same, like they haven’t aged a day! But then again, we were all together in Avalon. Who knows what happened to everyone here while we were gone? And we were gone for a really long time.
Time! The hourglass! I reach into my backpack and pull it out. The flow of sand has slowed again.
“Ah, the Time Smoother,” Merlin says. “I was wondering what happened to that.”
“The, um, what?” I ask.
“The Time Smoother,” he repeats. “It is one of the magical artifacts your fairy parents brought to the Mortal Realm. It helps to negate the time difference between The Realms. With that in your possession, why, we shouldn’t have lost much time at all.”
Wait, really?
“What time is it?” I ask Baldo.
“2:25 p.m.,” Baldo says, looking at his watch.
“So, wait,” I say. “Is this, like, still the same day as this morning?”
“Yeah,” Baldo says, showing me his digital watch. “I have the date right here.”
“I’ve gotta go!” I say, jumping out of the boat and onto the shore. “I’m late for an appointment at the hospital. Mom’s waiting for me.”
“Please, allow me to assist you,” Merlin says. “I seem to be rebuilding my magic at a good rate.” Then, he looks at me and says, “PROPELET!”
Suddenly, I’m sitting on the edge of a hospital exam table and Mom is looking out the window with her back to me. I can tell she’s steaming mad by the way she’s tapping her foot.
“Hey, mom,” I say casually.
“Connor?” she says, turning around in surprise. “How did you get in here without me seeing you? And where have you been?”
Boy, those are some great questions.
“Um, with my friends,” I say.
“Well, the doctor left twenty minutes ago,” she says. “We’ll have to schedule your appointment for another day. I wish you could be on time for once.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I was… busy.”
“We’ll talk about it on the way home,” she says. “Let me get my purse.” Then, she leaves the room abruptly.
Well, she’s upset with me, and it’s not like I can tell her the real reason I was late. While I wait, I open my backpack and take out Dad’s sketchbook. Even though we buried him in Avalon, I wasn’t going to leave this behind. But then, as I flip through the pages, I see something drawn in the back that makes me stop.
It’s a sketch of Dad and me. And he has his arm around me. Suddenly, I feel overwhelmed with emotion and a tear runs down my cheek.
“Connor?” Mom says as she comes back into the room. “Are you okay?”
“Y-Yeah,” I say, closing the sketchbook and shoving it into my backpack. “I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?” she asks.
“Yeah, I’m sure,” I say, hugging her. “I’m sorry I was late. I love you.”
“I love you too,” she says, squeezing me tight.
“I-I want to tell you something,” I say.
“Um, okay,” she says cautiously.
For a second I hesitate.
I mean, I want to tell her I saw Dad in Avalon, but I can’t. That would totally freak her out. But I want her to know what he told me.
“I, um, had a dream about Dad,” I say.
“About your father?” she says with surprise.
“Yeah,” I say. “In my dream, he wanted you to know that he’s sorry he had to leave us and that he loves you.”
“Oh, honey,” she says, her voice choking up. “Deep down I… I know he was sorry to leave us. And to tell you the truth, I still love him too.”
Mom wipes her tears and squeezes me tight.
As I relax into the comfort of her hug, I think about the journey I’ve been on—from moving to Lore, to becoming a dragon, to fighting the Dark King in Avalon. So much has happened and I know my friends and I still have a long road ahead.
After all, there are still artifacts to find, mysteries to solve, and threats to face. Despite these challenges, I’ve never felt so supported in my entire life. I have good old Aunt Agnes and Tito, the toothless wonder. Merlin is back and Baldo’s always around for an inappropriate song or two. I have a whole new group of friends in Avalon and, of course, Gabby and Wade.
We’re the new Brave Three!
But most importantly, I have the love of my Mom and Dad, so I feel like I can do anything.
I take Mom’s hand and say, “Let’s go home.”
“Are you hungry again?” she asks.
“Starving,” I say. “But this time I’ll cook you a meal.”
“Uh oh,” she says.
We both laugh, and then we head home.
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