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Gerald leaned against a soft tower of straw reading his latest wizarding text. He would have
called it an educational piece, but due to it being mainly constructed of colorful images, we
would have called it a comic. Gerald devoured these valuable stories of famous wizards with
gusto, every penny he acquired as gifts and wages from his father was saved in an old wizard’s
pouch hidden under a floorboard beneath his bed. He didn’t earn much, but what he did he
saved until he could afford a text book—one of the floppy ones filled with pictures.

The huge pile of straw he had secreted himself behind was the perfect place to read, and he
knew that he must study hard if he was to become a famous wizard. The fact that he was just
an eleven year old boy living in a little dream world had no effect whatsoever on his aspirations.
Also, the small detail that not one person in his family had ever been a wizard didn’t detract
from his ambition.

This was quite a large problem because the only way to become a wizard was to reach the
dizzying height of four-foot-eight; well that and the requirement of the family tree to contain a
magical gene in it somewhere down the line. But, the apparent absence of such a gene in any
of Gerald’s forefathers made no difference to him; he was going to be a wizard.

He sighed with pleasure as the story of Graadval The Elderunfolded before his eyes, which
were actually beginning to water now. Gerald had been leaning against the straw mound for so
long that the smell, which you would have originally said was just the smell of the countryside
was actually becoming a bit too much to bear. His father’s job was a horticultural expert, and
the main ingredient of his famous fertilizer came from the rear end of horses. This meant very
little to Gerald, unless you counted the fact that mixed in with the straw was at least one third
of his father’s complete stock of Arce Qwik Grow Fertilizer. That would also account for the
rather damp, brown stain on the back of his tunic, and of course the pervasive smell which was
now making Gerald’s eyes stream.

“Gerald!” the voice boomed around his family’s smallholding; a powerful, deep voice which
made Gerald cringe.

His father was not known for his patience and people around the realm always said that his
brash manner and fiery temper was due to the flaming red hair covering his head like a tatty
mop; straggly and quite patchy. What did remain attached to his father’s skull could not be
tamed and stuck out at all angles. Unfortunately for Gerald, he had inherited this feature, anc
even though he was only eleven you could see the wildness in his most visible feature. Gerald
had tried many different methods of disguising it including coloring, very unsuccessfully
because the witch he had bought the recipe from was usually more interested in her home-brew
than the remedies and potions her customers paid for. Luckily for Gerald his hair grew back as if



it had a regular doses of his family’s famous product.

“Gerald Arce, get your ar—“

“Coming!” Gerald jumped up, fear of a thrashing making that certain area of his anatomy,
which usually received the thrashing, tingle. He stuffed the rolled up wizard text book down the
back of his tatty breeches and walked around the straw to greet his father.

If Gerald’s father had been a wizard his powers would have been mediocre at best. His
family was not known for their stature and at only five-foot-two, his father would have needed
to be very careful with regard to his use of magic. There wasn’'t much wiggle room for any
demotions he might receive, and if he had any of Gerald’s tendencies to see what happens then
those inches would probably disappear at an alarming rate.

Gerald, at only four-foot seven still only had another inch to grow before his—nonexistent—
wizarding gene kicked in, but his family’s growth rate was pretty much against him getting there
before he could grow a beard—or hair in other less visible places.

“Let’s get going, Gerald,” said his father, his wafer thin patience showing signs of wearing
through. “We’ve got to get to Sendora before the end of the week and | still have to visit
Molehaven before we get there.”

“Molehaven?!” Gerald swallowed hard. Lord Moleheart scared the hell out of Gerald and ha¢
made it plain that he wasn’t a fan of the little red haired boy who’d rather skulk away and
practice incantations than do any honest work. It wasn’t Gerald’s fault that the outside privy
exploded when he tried to test the black powder he’d bought during his last visit to Sendora.
How was he to know that Lord Moleheart would be sitting on it reading at the time. Geralc
presumed that time would allow the memory to fade, but his last visit to the Lord’s stables
managed to dispel any such illusion.
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The road to Molehaven skirted the western edge of the Rogaat Mountains and Geralc
shivered at the frigid wind blowing through his tatty robe as he sat next to his father. The
rickety old cart bounced along the uneven surface of the poorly maintained track; poorly
maintained because Gerald’s family were the only ones that used it and his father couldn’t be
bothered to spend valuable horse poop picking up time keeping it smooth. Gerald remembered
a winter evening when his father stood by the roaring fire in their home and Gerald had been
daft enough to ask why they didn’t look after the road; it was theirs after all. His father had
looked at him as if he had suddenly turned into a new species of rodent. “For every shovel of
dirt | put in the holes in that track | could have had a shovel of quality product, and that means
coin in our pocket...you see?”

The tatty old horse which pulled the cart was deceptively fit and Gerald’s father had pretty
much stolen it from an elfling who owned a silk worm farm on the outskirts of Sendora.
Apparently elflings may be the most astute fellows when it came to selling dodgy gear to
unsuspecting folk like Gerald, but when it came to horse flesh they were lucky if they could
figure out which end of the horse to point down the road. Gerald’s father knew horses, and all
that came out of them, and he knew a strong horse when he saw one. Although, to all outward
appearances, this was an old nag, his father saw the strength in its eyes, and also the rippling
muscles beneath the tatty coat were a bit of a giveaway.



So, they ended up with Jason, as his father had named him—something to do with a famous
hero in the days of yore, although Gerald wasn’t sure who Yore was, but he must have been a
great person because so many people spoke about him.

Soon enough they approached the outskirts of the village and Gerald kept a wary eye out for
Lord Moleheart. As they reached the crossroads just outside he breathed a sigh of relief wher
his father took the left hand fork. This was the main road to Sendora, but it was also the
location of the stables where his father wanted to pick up his first load.

His father leaned over and spoke into his ear in a low voice, Gerald had no idea why because
there was no one else around, apart from a suspicious thrush that had been following them
since they left home.

He sighed when he knew what was coming, and as usual the story of this breeder’s prize
stud came flooding out; a huge black stallion named Spot, which, to Gerald, was a very strange
name. Firstly because the horse had only one color—black—and not a spot could be found on it
anywhere, including an area that Gerald checked, but wouldn’t like to spend any length of time
near, and secondly because it was the most evil beast he had come across in all the time he’d
worked with his father Names like Biteyerfaceoff and Kickyourbloodyheadoff came to mind
when trying to give a more appropriate name for this animal. All that mattered to his father was
the prize poop that came out of this beast, due to that fact that it was in prime condition and
that the breeder only gave it the best food he could buy. This, in his father’s words, ‘gave it a
certain consistency which made plants grow like bloody weeds’—especially weeds—which is
why every bag of fertilizer sold contained a few lumps of Spot poop. The name for their product
obviously used this fact as part of their company slogans.

‘Arce Qwik Grow Fertilizer - definitely hits the Spot’and ‘Arce Qwik Grow Fertilizer - knocks
the Spots off the competition’.

They pulled up by the stables and his father jumped down, shovel in hand—the special Spot
poop shovel that wasn’t used for anything else. Gerald was very happy about this as he wasn’t
allowed to handle Spot crap. It was his father’s job alone, and would only be handed down tc
the eldest son when his father was pushing up daisies, obviously fed with large doses from
Spot. The minor detail that his father would outlive Spot by a large margin hadn’t seemed tc
cross his mind, and it seemed to Gerald that he was the only one in the whole family to have
figured it out. The Arce family wasn’t known for its foresight, nor its intelligence, but it did a
great job of picking up poop. Ne’er a crumb was to found when they were on the job because,
as his father always said, there’s coin in muck and I intend to pick up as much as I can.

Anyway, these visits meant that Gerald could do a quick bit of studying, and as his father
entered the stable, shiny shovel over his shoulder, Gerald settled down to read.

As the colorful images flashed through his mind he managed to transpose the impressive
picture of the famous wizard for himself. The fact that he was sat on a manky old cart wearing a
set of wizards robes he had made for himself from sacks, didn’t detract from the vision of him
being the perfect wizard. One other small, important detail that escaped his notice, but no-one
else’s was the stench coming from his prized set of robes; using old sacks that had been used
to collect Arce Fertilizer ingredients gave him that unapproachable air, which he believed was
because everyone thought he was going to be famous. He still hadn’t figured out that their
distance from him had a lot to do with wind direction. He may have had a bit more in the old
noggin than the rest of his family, but only about a teaspoon more.

Gerald quickly put the bendy manual away when he heard the usual sounds coming from the



stable indicating that his father had almost finished. For some reason, mostly because it was an
evil git, Spot would stand sedately in his stall while his father worked around the horse, but Spot
had this knack of knowing when his father was about to make a run for it. It appeared that once
the first two sacks were thrown over the door of the stall, Spot realized that his father was on
the last one—three bags of poop was the maximum Spot produced between weekly visits, which
made Spot’s crap more valuable than gold, his father had said—and then all hell broke loose.
Splinters of wood would come flying out of the stable doors and ear shattering whinnying could
be heard above his father’s screams of pain from the glancing blows of Spot’s hooves as he
dove over the stall gate.

Every time he exited the stable a huge grin would be spread across his face, along with a
large amount of blood. It was amazing how a small scratch on the head looked as if someone
had buried an axe in your skull. According to the owner of the stable, Spot must like my father a
lot because the stallion was very accurate with its hooves and if it wanted to really hurt
Gerald’s father there would be little left of his head. What his father received was a playful love
tap and the noise and destruction of the stall was Spot’s way of say that he didn’t want Gerald’s
father to leave.

Gerald was extremely happy that no-one liked him that much.

Gerald’s father stored the precious Spot poop in a special compartment. He didn’t want it
contaminated by inferior horses. Gerald just couldn’t understand how another horse’s crap
could be inferior, but his father guarded Spot’s jealously. Thank the gods I'm going to be a
famous wizard. This fascination with equine excrement was beyond Gerald’s comprehension.

It took his father a good thirty minutes to ensure that Spot’s deposits were secure anc
quarantined. Gerald breathed a sigh of relief when they set off on the next stage of their
journey; especially as they were camping out for the night, which to Gerald was really
adventurous, alt-hough his father said that putting valuable coin into a scabby inn-keep’s
pocket was a complete waste. They had everything they needed with them; who needs a warm
hearth and mugs of ale; only one silver coin per night, lute player included. By the time they
reached the glade outside Peakhaven and settled down for the night, the sun was waving
goodbye to Wyverndawn; apparently it had been a tiring day so instead of sliding peacefully
behind the trees it dropped like a rock thrusting the whole forest into darkness. The tiny little
fire his father had built gave off little light and even less warmth.

“Not wasting good coin on kindling, Gerald,” said his father.

“l can’t think of a better place to get kindling or big fat logs than a forest, dad.”

“Don’t get clever with me, boy.”

“Right,” Gerald looked around at the abundance of fire making material, and shook his head
in dismay before snuggling under his sacking cover.

The following morning the sun appeared to be in a better mood and painted dappled patterns
across the forest floor as it gracefully raised its head above the horizon.

Gerald yawned and stretched his arms as the warmth of the sunny morning massaged the
nighttime chills from his body. He could hear the musical refrain from the crystal clear stream
as it leapt from rock to rock on its journey through the woodland. His eye caught sight of the



thrush that seemed to have attached itself to the party of adventurers—because that is how
Gerald saw he and his father; he was a famous wizard and his father was his trusty follower; an
eleven year old boy was allowed his dreams after all. He smiled at the thought of this new
feathered friend flying high above them as they made their way to Sendora. If this was a real
guest then the faithful bird would be his eyes from the sky, warning of any potential dangers
lurking ahead.

Splat!

Gerald jumped out of his bedding as if someone had lit a fire underneath him. “What the—*“

“Gerald!” his father covered the distance between them in only two steps, grabbed Gerald by
the scruff of the neck, and then marched him to the crystal clear, bubbling stream.

Gerald blinked rapidly—almost as rapidly as the wriggling he was doing in his attempt to
escape his father’s vice-like grip—he knew exactly what was coming and the deep pool created
by the stream skirting a large set of boulders loomed large. He was intimately familiar with this
pool because his father thought it an amusing interlude to dump him in it whenever they
passed. It was fine on those scorching days of summer, but his father didn’t have that switch
which differentiated between a refreshing dip and a life threatening immersion through layers
of ice. Luckily for Gerald it was spring, so when he made his undignified entry it was just
enough to make certain areas shrink a bit, rather than strip away all feeling in his body.

Once he managed to exit the pool he disrobed and hung his, much cleaner, prize robes over
the lowest branch of the tree he had slept under. Underwear was a strange phenomenon in
Wyverndawn, it was based around any material left over from other uses. Gerald had his eye on
a pair he’d seen in the wizard’s market—a place he was not allowed, yet—and he was
convinced that the silk boxer shorts he coveted would still be there when he became a wizard.
But, the only source of spare material in the Arce home was rough hessian that was left ovel
from making the very important sacks to carry their product. Therefore Gerald found himsell
stood below a huge old oak tree with skin the color of a set of robes he wanted, wearing the
scratchiest pair of underpants that had seen the light of day with the word Arce stamped on the
back of them.

He waved his arms and ran on the spot trying to get his blood flowing again, until his father
threw a rather anorexic rabbit at him and instructed him to skin it. Once it had bounced off the
ribs rippling down his chest, he picked it up and noticed that the skin was probably the meatiest
part of it. He shrugged his shoulders in resignation and prepared it for the spit. Once the stick
was though it he placed it over the fire, it took a while to sink in that he’d need to lower the
little beast quite a long way to be anywhere near the flames from the fire his father had built,
but eventually they did manage to break their fast.
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The road from Peakhaven was little more than a rutted, muddy track but Jason had nc
problems pulling their cart through the mire. As the sun warmed the road it became harder,
which also meant bumpier, but Gerald was in a happy mood. By sunset they should be entering
the gates of Sendora, and Gerald would be allowed an hour or so of free time; time that he
would make the most of.

In Gerald’s mind he had one inch left to grow and he needed to make the most of that time.



That meant gathering wizarding supplies and studying as much as possible—Gerald’s studying
was more of the looking at colorful pictures type as words of more than one syllable on the
written page were problematic, but in his little head was the determination of the stoutest
knight.

He knew exactly where to go when he reached the city and exactly who to talk to. Gerald, for
some reason, had this knack of convincing the most unsavory characters that he was destined
for greatness. This was probably the only thing that had kept him alive over the course of the
past couple of years. No-one in their right mind would approach the cutthroats he did without
the promise of a certain realignment or removal of body parts, but Gerald could. Rumors arounc
Sendora were that he was actually a spy from the Wizard’s Court and a very pow-erful wizard.
Luckily for him the local criminal fraternity shared the one brain cell between them and
assumed that his diminutive stature meant that the rumors were true. He was an opposite
wizard meant for others to think he was very weak; which according to some was a very clever
approach by the Wizard’s Court. This meant that as far as anyone—from areas he frequented—
was concerned, a hands off approach was advised.

Quite a few hours later Gerald was sat in one of the seediest inns in Sendora drinking a mug
of lemonade. He’d added a bit of tree bark to darken it so that it looked as if he was drinking ale
—quaffing as he like to call it; a term he’d heard was used by heroes of the realm. He was using
his steeliest look to make the person sitting opposite quiver, which they actually did. Facing a
wizard this small asking penetrating questions such as ‘are you sure that this copy of Wizarding
Monthly hasn’t been seen by anyone else yet?’ was liable to make the hardest member of the
criminal fraternity quiver just a bit, especially from this little wizard. The tatty robes and baby
face were, as far as they were concerned, a little too good, and that certain equine odor which
could eclipse their own natural smell spoke volumes about how determined the wizards were to
place a spy in their midst.

The pristine copy was handed under the table, as was the way of things with Gronmach anc
Co, even though the magazine wasn’t an illegal item. Gronmach, a hulking great orcling, had got
it hot off the press just this morning. Gerald grabbed it, eyes looking round the inn to make sure
their transaction was not observed, then pressed a coin into the orcling’s massive hand. The
coin was just a fraction of the magazine’s worth, but Gronmach just swallowed hard and
accepted it without comment. Gerald nodded at Gronmach, got up from the table and swept out
of the inn. Once he was outside he ran like an eleven year old boy who would get a spanking if
they were late; which he was and he would.

When he entered the stable yard he skidded to a halt; his father’s face had adopted the color
of his flaming red hair and Gerald knew that some form of punishment was rapidly heading his
way.

“Where have you been,” asked his father leaning forward to close the gap between them. “I
gave you an hour of free time out of the goodness of my heart and you are...LATE!”

“Er, just,” said Gerald, whose ears could still pick out the faint echoes of Sendora’s clock bell
which had just finished striking the hour.

“Late is late,” said his father reaching out and grabbing Gerald by the front of his robes.

As Gerald was thrust onto the flatbed of their cart, bottom uppermost he could only wait and
see how many strokes he was to receive. He wasn’t unduly worried because the copy of
Wizarding Monthly was securely hidden down the back of his pants and it made an effective
barrier between his bony rear end and his father’s ministrations. The other point in Gerald’s
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favor was that his father couldn’t count which mean that he rarely received the amount of
strokes his father specified. Gerald had always thought that counting would have been one of
his father’s strong suits because of he was a businessman—of sorts. But he was frequently told
that using your brain for education wore out valuable brain cells and that his father knew, at a
glance, exactly how much coin he had been given by his customers for the sacks of fertilizer he
had sold them. This small fact was probably the reason why they were so poor. Gerald was
convinced that they would have been a lot wealthier if his father could count.

The only thing that Gerald worried about at that moment in time, though, was the creases ir
his prized reading material once the punishment was over.

Once the ‘thrashing’, as his father like to call it, was over, Gerald climbed down from the
back of the cart and when to get Jason from his temporary stall. He couldn’t wait to get back
home to start studying the latest advances in magic that were bound to fill his chosen
profession’s monthly magazine. He might even pick up a new spell which would allow him to
help some unfortunate—non-wizard—person when his gene finally kicked in. Gerald was
convinced that this research was of vital importance if he was to hit the ground running when
he became a wizard. A possible different meaning of hitting the ground running didn’t enter his
head, which it should if his tendency to try things out backfired on him as was the norm with
Gerald.
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The visits to other farms since leaving Sendora where uneventful and gave Gerald plenty of
time to study his latest periodical. By the time they arrived back home his head was buzzing
with new ideas. His father’s only idea was to have Gerald mix his latest batch of poop with the
new stacks of straw his brothers had created while he was away. The only upside of doing this
was watching his father, reverently, adding one or two lumps of Spot to each stack as Gerald
forked the common poop into the straw. As per usual his brothers just leaned against whichever
solid object was closest to the stack Gerald was currently working on giving helpful advice.

Gerald bided his time. He knew that once he was four feet eight things would be different
and he could escape to a life of glamour. Then it would be his pasty faced brothers receiving
the brunt of his father’s words of wisdom—and stick.

As soon as he had finished forking in the last lump he scooted into the dilapidated cottage
he called home, and ran straight to the corner he had inherited from their dog when it passed
away. On the wall next to his bed—tatty old pallet—he looked at the horizontal lines etched
into the moldy wooden wall. He had waited a month since measuring himself and the wait had
been excruciating. He was so close, so terribly close, to reaching his goal. The hard line he’d
originally engraved was his target height and the last mark he’d added had only been one inch
from it. He must have grown in the month he’d waited. He’d eaten every meal he’d been given
and as much as he could steal in between. He’d worked hard and had even been lifting sacks to
increase his muscle mass—admittedly this was harder once he started putting things into the
sacks—and he was sure he could see the beginnings of a bicep appearing. All in all he was
convinced that he had done everything he could to ensure his body would grow at its maximum
potential.

He looked around the smoky room to make sure no one was watching—which was normal as
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no-one ever paid him any attention anyway—before slipping his latest purchase under the layer
of used sacks which made up his bedding. The added benefit of keeping his reading material
there was that they were great insulation on frigid nights in the drafty home. He retrieved his
rusty knife and stood up. After taking a deep breath, trying to temper his excitement, he
approached the wall. He turned and placed his back against the damp wooden boards and with
a swift stroke, made his mark.

He turned and opened his eyes to see the fresh white line glaring at him. His jaw droppec
when he saw how close he was to his goal. He couldn’t be sure, but he was convinced that the
lines almost overlapped. A couple of wood fibers were all that separated him from wizardom.
He scanned the room again, his heart thumping so loud in his chest that he was convinced that
even people in the city of Sendora should have heard. But, as usual, no-one was paying him the
slightest bit of attention. The rest of the family’s attention was firmly fixed on his father leaning
against the mantle of the fireplace—which had a miserly fire burning—listening to his animated
description of Spot’s latest offerings.

He turned back to inspect the new line and gently fingered the wispy fibers standing out
from the engraved line. A lump grew in his throat and he could feel his eyes filling, blurring the
crisp line. His dream was just a few fibers from becoming reality. He'd considered many things
to accelerate his growth: standing in Spot’s offerings, hanging from door frames with as much
weight as he could tie to his feet; he’d even considered getting a little something from the local
witch to help. This would have been a drastic move, especially after the hair dying incident, but,
he knew that any form of artificial growth would not work. He thought was a bit unfair due to
the amount of effort that went into thinking up ingenious ways to gain an inch or two. So, he
bided his time as best he could and waited...and waited.

He tried to calculate how long it would be before he grew the tiny little bit that remained, but
gave up after his head started to ache. It wouldn’t be long now, he was sure of that.

While his family talked of important things like the poorer consistency of their ingredi-ents
recently, Gerald gathered all the items he’s accumulated throughout the years. He wanted to
ensure that nothing had been overlooked. He had enough educational material to add at least
two inches to his bedding, so he felt confident that his studies were definitely at their peak. He
had the robes which he’d made from every scrap of spare material laying around. The overall
effect was a cross between a scarecrow and a jester, this resulted in a color scheme that could
make even the most flamboyant person’s eyes water, even after he had made sure that the
robes were scrubbed to within an inch of their lives. His crowning glory though, was the wand
he had reverently carved. It was just an old stick he had whittled, but he was immensely proud
of it and had spent hours making sure the grip fitted his hand perfectly—it had needed to be
adjusted many times over the years—and that each flourish for the variety of spells he had
learned was practiced to perfection. Yes, he was ready. Now it was just a case of growing that
last fraction of an inch.

S ®- T
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It was a week later when the strangest thing happened. It was a beautiful sunny day for
once, and the only sounds that could be heard were the playful songs of birds frolicking in the
gentle breeze; the buzzing of bees as they gathered nectar and moved pollen from one flower to
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the next; the sharp sound of hazel against hessian as Gerald received his customary ten in case
he’d done something wrong which his father hadn’t actually discovered. Better to be safe than
sorry, was his father’s outlook when it came to when punishment should be dished out, and
after a few mugs of his home made mead on a quiet afternoon he generally thought that he
should get ahead of the game because Gerald was bound to have done something, was
planning to do something or eventually would do something that needed to be addressed by
hazel against buttock.

Gerald, as usual, had his reading material stuffed down the back of his pants so, while his
father sweated from his exertions in the afternoon sun, Gerald could recite the latest spell he
had learned, making sure that each word and inflection was perfect. Demotion in inches was a
real danger if you got it wrong, and this stage of his career that could be disastrous.

It was during the recitation of one of these spells that a most unexpected and quite alarming
event occurred. Gerald was concentrating hard even though the thwacks from his father’s hazel
branch were becoming very annoying and, suddenly, there was a blinding flash followed by an
ear shattering scream. Gerald couldn’t remember screaming, but did remember finishing the
incantation he’d been working very hard on. He opened one eye nervously and noticed that an
unusual quiet had fallen over the surrounding countryside. A whimpering rose through the
silence increasing in volume and intensity until it became a high pitch screech which, if it
increased in pitch just a tad more, would only be heard by dogs.

Gerald jumped up and turned around to face his father, or where his father had recently been
because all that remained was a rather large scorch mark on the ground. His eyes lifted and
spotted a figure in the distance running towards their house. It appeared the figure was also
pounding on its head for some strange reason. Gerald’s eye caught sight of a shriveled object
on the ground and he bent down to retrieve it. On closer inspection he realized that it was his
father’s favorite bad boy stick—which he’d named Gerald for some strange reason. It was
burned to a crisp and as Gerald inspected it the stick crumbled to ash in his hands. His attention
shot to the cottage when he heard the door slam and a huge commotion coming from inside.
Thinking something horrendous was happening to his family he sprinted as fast as his little legs
would carry him. He might not like his family much and they like him even less, but they were
still his family and he was determined to protect them, if he could. As he rounded the corner he
skidded to a halt as they shot out through door and stopped dead, all eyes on him. He could feel
the color rise in his cheeks; guilt has a way of doing that to you even when you’re convinced
that you are totally innocent.

His gaze moved from face to face—rather quickly once he caught sight of the glare com-ing
from each one—until it rested on his father. The once flaming red hair that covered his head
looked as if he’d took the flaming part too far. What was left was blackened and very spiky. This
pretty much color coordinated with the soot covering his face and the scorched clothing—or
what was left of it—trying to cover his body.

It was at this point when realization smacked him in the face. He grew an inch and as his
stature increased so did the grin which hard started to form.

“I'm a WIZARD!” he almost screamed the words as he examined himself. Two arms, twi
legs, body, head, yeah all there, but nothing seemed to have changed, apart from that certain
feeling of self confidence at knowing you are different.

He looked up at his family who stood with mouths like beached carp. His grin settled to a
smile and he calmly walked past them and on into the cottage. He approached his pallet,
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hearing subdued voices, arguing, and the shuffling feet of those trying to be stealthy with zero
success, but he just ignored them. For once he felt empowered; not the little nobody who had
been the family disgrace.

He stood against the wall, turned and leaned back, then withdrew his trusty knife. With a
swift movement he drew a line then turned to face it. There was no doubt. He’d eclipsed the
minimum height and more. Completely ignoring his family he reached into the back of his
breeches and removed the magazine he’d been studying earlier. He then reached under the pile
of straw and manky hessian which was his pillow and pulled out his carefully carved wand
before settling onto his pallet.

“Now, now, Gerald,” came a stern voice from doorway to their home. “No funny
business...eh?”

Gerald looked up, one eyebrow raised in contempt and waited until his family turned, en-
mass, and moved to the other side of the room before calmly opening his magazine while gently
twitching his wand. After a while his attention was drawn to the stunning particles of light
coming from around his hand and moving up to focus on the tip of his wand. At first he was
mesmerized by what was happening, but he quickly realized that he’d better understand what
was happening before he let it get too far. For once Gerald showed a bit of maturity—probably
due to the fact that he was too scared of losing the inch he’d so recently received.
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A few days later Gerald was, as usual, laid on his pallet reading, rather than doing his normal
work of sorting spot offerings from those of other horses, when he felt, rather than saw, a
shadow cast over his bed. He ignored it until the throat noises which were supposed to be
gaining his attention turned into violent coughing spasms.

He looked up beneath a furrowed brow—he wanted the miscreant to feel suitably ashamed
for disturbing a great wizard—and his gaze fell on the rather disheveled form of his father.

“Yes,” said Gerald, in what he assumed was a severe tone.

“Errm...”

“Yes?” asked Gerald, maintaining his aloof demeanor.

“Gerald,” said his father. “The rest of the family...and |, wondered what your plans were now
that you are a, erm...wizard.”

Gerald laid down his magazine, taking his time to smooth the creases from the cover, and
stood up to face his father who squeaked with surprise, jumped back, tripped and promptly
landed flat on his back.

Gerald stifled a giggle at the look of terror on his father’s face as he looked down at him. The
figure cowering before him was no longer the terrifying parent who saw Gerald as some-thing
he had just picked up on the sole of his boot. Now it was Gerald’s turn to return the favor.

“I'll, obviously, be moving to Sendora to take up my position at the Wizards Court,” said
Gerald.

“Right you are,” said his father, scrambling to his feet. As he scooted into the main living
area he called over his shoulder. “We’ll leave first thing in the morning. Make sure you're
packed and ready to go when the sun comes up.”

“I'll be ready,” said Gerald. I’ll definitely be ready.
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Gerald stood by the door of their home with his homemade wizard’s chest packed, wait-ing.
He had his clean homemade robes and a new item he’d made during the night...a wizard’s hat
constructed from straw. It had various stars and runes drawn on it with a piece of charcoal
retrieved from last night’s fire. He had also written, in rather large letters, the word 'WIZZURD'
on it so no-one would have any doubt as to his profession.

He poked his head outside and was surprised to see his father sat on the cart ready to leave.
Normally the only way you could get him out of bed was to shove a pitchfork up his nether
region. Gerald shrugged, he was just happy to get away from there and start his new life. He
struggled with his wizard’s chest—paper is quite heavy, especially when you have several
years’ worth of literature to carry—,but finally managed to get it into the back of the cart.

He climbed up and took his seat, grinning at his father, who promptly cracked his whip and
sent Jason hurtling off down the road faster than Gerald had ever seen the poor beast move.
Gerald gripped his hat and the side of the cart for dear life, but the grin remained plastered on
his face.

They arrived at the glade, where they normally camped for the evening when doing their
rounds, in record time. In fact it was the middle of the afternoon, so Gerald was surprised wher
his father stopped and began unloading various items.

He shot his father a questioning look.

“Jason needs a rest,” was all he said before starting to build his usual meager fire. He
grumbled as he struck the flint over and over again without success.

“Incendio!” A flame shot out of Gerald’s wand, wiggled a bit, and finally hit the small pile of
kindling which burst into flames and then crumbled to ashes. “I think a new wand is in order.”

Gerald’s father opened his mouth to say something, but it slammed shut at the look Gerald
directed at him. “I think I’ll get some more wood then.”

Gerald nodded and went to sit down by a sturdy oak. He looked up to check that there were
no birds perched up there before leaning back and closing his eyes—after all that work lighting
the fire he deserved a rest.

“Ehem.”

Gerald opened an eye and saw his father standing there looking down at him.

“Yes?”

“Er...I have some more wood. Can you do your lighty fire thing again?”

Gerald looked past his father and eyed the fire that had been built. This one was a lot more
substantial, something Gerald could really get his teeth into.

He stood up and walked towards the pile of logs before him and raised his wand. “Incendio!”

Again there was a bright flash as the flame jetted out of the end of his wand. Just as before,
it wiggled in the air before striking the wood which burst into flames. This time, though, there
was enough there to prevent it being incinerated completely.

Gerald stepped back with a look of pride on his face. The smile grew into a grin when he
grew an inch.

This wizarding lark is going to be awesome.
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After lunch they set off for the final part of their journey. As before, Gerald’s father drove
Jason mercilessly. Gerald was beginning to think his father was eager to be rid of him, but those
thoughts disappeared as the sun set. Lit from behind by the orange and red flames shooting
across the sky, Sendora looked like a burning jewel in the distance.

Gerald’s heart soared as the massive spire of the Wizards Court was framed against the
magnificent skyline.

In record time they arrived at the city gates. As a guard approached Gerald’s father hoppec
down, grabbed Gerald’s wizard’s chest and dumped it on the ground. Hopping back onto the cart
he shoved Gerald out. As Gerald hit the ground the last thing he remembered was the sight of
his father rocketing back down the road.
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Gerald nearly jumped a mile when he woke up with a strange nose almost touching
his.”Er...what happened?” he asked the nose.

“Dunno,” said the nose as it retreated, apparently attached to a city guard. “Some fellow
dumped you off the cart and shot off down the road.”

The nose returned to its former position. “You ain’t a bandit, are you? or some other sort of
baddy?” The nose was replaced with a searching eye.

Gerald tried to pull his head back, but the hard surface of whatever they had placed him on
prevented any further backward movement.

“Actually I’'m a wizard on my way to the wizard’s court,” said Gerald, still trying to create
some distance between his head and the city guard’s.

“Really? | took you for some sort of scarecrow, come jester, come robber type person, what
with the weird getup you’re wearing.”

“These are actually my formal robes I’ll have you know,” said Gerald who had managed tc
force the guard to move with the annoyance in his voice. Obviously discretion was the better
part of valor when it came to someone claiming to be a wizard.

“Er..yes well, said the guard, beginning to looking decidedly uncomfortable. “We’ll see what
Sellion has to say about that, shall we?”

Gerald stood up, still lightheaded after his tumble, and headed for the door. The guard
followed. When they exited he placed a hand on Gerald’s shoulder, halting him. He waved over
two more guards.

“Grab his box thingy and we’ll escort him to Sellion’s chambers.”

They set off up the main thoroughfare of Sendora and Gerald’s eyes couldn’t keep still. The
places he’d visited previously were nothing like the residences lining the route to the Wizard’s
Court. As they progressed up the road he noticed a hulking figure leaning against a wall and as
they approached the smell coming from it identified the figure beyond doubt.

“Hi Gronmach,” said Gerald as they passed.

“l knew you was a wizard!” said Gronmach who quickly closed his mouth and disappearec
down the road at a rapid pace once he noticed who was accompanying Gerald.

The two guards carrying his wizard’s chest promptly dropped it and shot off after the orcling.
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The grip on his shoulder tightened as the remaining guard halted their progress, and
suddenly that nose appeared against his again.

“Know him, do ya?”

“Not really,” said Gerald. “Just in passing, while browsing the wizards’ market.”

“Well...steer clear of him. He’s bad news.”

Thankfully the nose retreated and the hand turned Gerald back around before marching hinr
up the road again.

“What about my luggage?” asked Gerald, trying to wriggle out of the vice-like grip.

“We’ll send it up to Sellion when we’ve dealt with Gronmach.”

Finally they reached the gates of the Wizards Court and the guard handed him over. “Take
him straight up to Sellion’s chambers while | go back and get his box thing.”

“Right,” said the sentry, grabbing Gerald’s shoulder and replacing the previous grip with one
even tighter, if that was possible. “Off we go, young fellow me lad.”

Gerald found himself herded across a courtyard dominated by a huge statue of a wizard, then
through a small doorway and on up, what seemed to be, a never ending staircase.

They arrived at a sturdy looking door and the guard knocked.

“Come!” came a booming voice from inside which nearly made Gerald need those new silk
boxer shorts he’d been dreaming of.

The door opened by itself and Gerald was confronted with the figure of what he could only
describe as the greatest wizard he’d ever seen. This was probably very accurate because Gerald
had never actually seen a real wizard in the flesh. The only ones he’d ever seen were the
paintings in his reading material.

“Come in then,” said Sellion. “Sit down and tell me why such a strange looking little chap has
arrived in my chambers at this hour.”

“Er...it's only just sunset,” said the guard.

“Ah, okay,” said Sellion, turning his gaze to Gerald again. “l lose track of time up here and |
was certain it was much later than that.”

He turned back to the guard. “Are you sure it’s only sunset?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What day?”

“Thursday.”

“Ah, that explains it. I've been working on this spell since Tuesday.”

“Right you are, sir,” said the guard, rolling his eyes. He leaned down and whispered in
Gerald’s ear. “Right weird lot these are. Never know what day it is, let alone the time.”

Gerald sat down in the chair opposite Sellion’s desk as the guard left, closing the door
behind him. He waited, and waited, and waited. Sellion was engrossed in his notes and seemec
to have forgotten him.

“Sir?” Sellion didn’t react and by now Gerald was literally squirming in his chair. Geralc
waited again.

Suddenly Sellion stood up, walked to the door and left the room.

Thinking he had popped out to get something, Gerald continued to wait. After what seemed a
very long time it finally dawned on him that Sellion wasn’t coming back. He stood up and made
his way back down to the guard.

“Er...”

“Ahh,” said the guard. “Where’s he sending you?”
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“l don’t know,” said Gerald. “He left at least an hour ago and hasn’t come back.”

“Not again. He’s always doing that, mind you the last lad who turned up waited all night and
was still sat there when Sellion returned in the morning after breakfast, so at least you have a
bit more going for you than he did. Poor lad blew himself up after a week so you’ll probably be
replacing him.”

Gerald blinked rapidly at that. “Blew himself up?”

“Yup. Should have known he wouldn’t get far after waiting all night for Sellion. Probably ¢
blessing actually as he would have caused a lot of trouble, young wizard who plays with spells
he shouldn’t. From what | heard, he’d been buying spells and extra words to make them
stronger. Magic way above his stature. Was only a matter of time before he blew himself, or
some other poor sod, up”

Gerald swallowed hard. “Buying spells?”

“Yep, although | don’t think we need to worry about you, do we?”

Gerald’s mind flashed back to the piles of spells and words sat in his wizard’s chest as the
guard guided him to Sellion’s sleeping chamber. They’re simple spells, not dangerous. | think.
Yeah I’'m sure they’re okay.

It took a while to wake Sellion, probably because he’d been awake for several days and also
because of the large amount of wool stuck in his ears.

Sellion finally sat up with a start. “Saturday already eh? Best be up then.”

“Er, no, sir,” said the guard. “You’ve only been asleep an hour—"

“Well why on earth would you wake me then?” the menace in his voice was unmistakable
and the guard tried to hide behind Gerald, very unsuccessfully as he was a hulking six feet tall.

“You left this young wizard in your chambers,” said the guard, shoving Gerald forward and
disappearing through the doorway leaving Gerald to fend for himself.

Sellion fixed Gerald with an icy stare. “New wizard are you? How long since you got youl
powers?”

“A week, sir,” said Gerald trying to look anywhere rather than into Sellion’s eyes.

“A week, eh? Well we’ll soon have you fixed up.”

Sellion got up and walked to a small desk in the corner of the room. He pulled a sheet of
tatty paper from the drawer. “Hmm, where to send you. Where did you come from?”

“Er, a small farm, north of Molehaven.”

“Molehaven, eh? We it just so happens that we need a wizard there. What a stroke of luck.
Pity the last lad we sent blew himself up.”

“Molehaven!”

“Yes, you’ll be near your family. Perfect eh? What’s your name again?”

“Gerald, sir.”

Sellion stared thoughtfully at the sheet of paper in his hand. “Lord Moleheart was blown ug
by a young lad called Gerald,” he said leaning down to glare at Gerald.

Gerald swallowed hard. “It was an accident, sir.”

“Accidents like that aren’t tolerated in the Wizards Court, young man, so perhaps it is a
blessing that you are going there.”

“But—"

“No buts, Molehaven it is. Keep you out of our hair and give you a chance to make it up to
Lord Moleheart. We’ll send you a set of robes and other whatnots. Goodbye.”

Gerald’s face turned whiter than the sheets Sellion was climbing between. Obviously
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dismissed, he turned and walked out of the room. “Molehaven,” the word came out in a
whisper, beads of sweat forming on his brow. “Lord Moleheart.” Now he definitely needed new
shorts.

S ®- e
’.4.: :r‘.

The next morning Gerald sat atop a rickety old cart heading north. The peasant sitting beside
him hummed quietly to himself as they moved farther and farther away from Sendora. Aftet
years of praying to all the gods, hoping to reach his dream of becoming a wizard, it had finally
come true only to be shattered by his first posting. Of all the places in Wyverndawn why on
earth did he get stuck with Molehaven. The image of Lord Moleheart’s furious face was burnec
into his mind. He thought that he’d never have to see it again, but here he was heading towards
his worst nightmare.

Late in the afternoon—this driver was very slow—they approached the glade where Geralc
usually camped with his father, but the old peasant kept the scruffy little pony plodding along
until they reached the village of Peakhaven. Gerald remembered looking at the warm lights
coming from the inn with longing when he camped with his father and shivered below his sack
blanket. It seemed that Sellion had given the driver enough coin to allow them to spend the
night in comfort, although on arrival it seemed that comfort for the old peasant was to share the
pony’s stall and not a bed like Gerald was given. It looked like being a wizard did have its bene-
fits.

Gerald spent a pleasant evening talking to the locals—it appeared being a wizard made you
popular, especially with those who had problems they thought you could fix for them. Gerald
even had his first mug of mead which gave him a warm glow inside and this warm feeling was
enhanced when the village wizard dropped by and welcomed him. As the evening wore on, the
more mead Gerald consumed, and it didn’t take long for his competitive nature to come out. The
end result was a lot of spells being cast to aid villagers; some successful and some not. On
balance the growth and shrinkage caused by this display of professional magic by both wizards
left Gerald two inches taller and the village wizard one inch shorter. Even though the old wizard
had lost an inch he gave Gerald a vice-like hug as he left and promised to give Gerald that
phoenix feather he’d mentioned. Gerald although very happy couldn’t actually remember
promising a phoenix feather and wondered where he’d get one from. It had turned out to be a
very enjoyable, although confusing, evening though.

The morning came with a crash as the sun was in no mood to be graceful. Gerald’s head felt
as if Spot was dancing on his skull. He splashed his face with the frigid water supplied by the
inn-keep and made his way down to the bar. He was offered a hearty breakfast, which he
refused; the somersaults his stomach did at the mention of anything solid was all the reason he
needed. While he was exiting the inn the inn-keep reminded him about the phoenix feather and
said that the old wizard expected to see him before he left. As the previous evening was mostly
a blank he just gave a quick wave and carried on out of the door.

He entered the stable and was faced with the old man trying to kick some life into the even
older looking pony.

“Won’t get up until he wants, the lazy old sod,” said the peasant. “Could be five minutes
could be an hour. You'd better go over and see the village wizard while | try and get this thing

19



”

up.

Why does everyone seem to know more about this meeting with the village wizard than | do:
With nothing better to do he went over to the wizard’s cottage. He was just about to knock on
the door when it flew open and a surprisingly healthy looking wizard in immaculate robes filled
the doorway.

“Good to see you Gerald. We had a great evening last night, didn’t we? The whole village is
talking about it.”

Gerald blinked rapidly. He couldn’t remember anything at all, although there was a vague
memory that involved a wart on an old woman and an argument about whether fire or ice would
be better at removing it.

“Come in, come. | don’t stand on ceremony here.”

Gerald entered a cozy home. There was a roaring fire and shelves filled with books and all
sorts of wizarding paraphernalia. Wow, | hope my cottage looks like this. In the corner, standing
on a sturdy perch, with a bowl containing some ashes below, was the most colorful bird Gerald
had ever seen.

“There she is,” said the wizard. “I don’t know how long it will take for her to shed that tail
feather | promised you, it all depends on when her burn time is.”

“Burn time?” asked Gerald staring at the phoenix.

“Yes, she will start to molt just before she is due to burn up, then a few days later she is
reborn from the ashes. Didn’t you know that? | thought it was common knowledge in our pro-
fession.”

“Well I've only been a wizard for just over a week now.”

“Ah, that explains it, although | would have thought you would have seen it in the New
Wizards Manual which Sellion should have given you.”

“l haven’t got to that part yet,” said Gerald. Wizards Manual, why didn’t | get one?

“Well I’'m sure you’ll find that section fascinating. Anyway I’ll get a message to you wher
this one is starting to molt and then you can come over and get a feather. So, where are you
going to be, so | can let you know?”

“Er Molehaven,” said Gerald, inspecting the phoenix closely. “Can’t you just take one?”

“I'm not sure, I’ve never tried. | can’t see her being too happy about having a tail feathel
ripped out though, can you?”

“Er, no | suppose not,” said Gerald, whose hand was fingering the bottom section of the
feather he’d been eying. Obviously, in Gerald land, giving it a slight tug to see how loose it was
an exceedingly good idea. Who knew how long it would be before she molted?

Suddenly the phoenix squawked loudly and shot up into the rafters supporting the thatch of
the cottage and Gerald was left holding a very incriminating piece of evidence. This woulc
probably have just earned him a stern look and a slight telling off if the bird hadn’t had the bad
manners to burst into flames, igniting the thatch.

“Crap!”

“What was that?” The old wizard looked up and his mouth fell open at the sight of his lovely
cottage being engulfed in flames. When his eyes fell on Gerald there was no doubt as to his
intentions and Gerald was shocked at how fast a, seemingly, old wizard can move when
motivated.

Luckily Gerald had plenty of experience of avoiding people with bad intentions towards hin
and he shot out of the door like an arrow, still gripping the phoenix feather. Luckily for him the
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peasant had managed to get the pony up and hitched to their cart, also luckily for him the old
wizard, although sprightly over a short distance, ran out of steam pretty quickly. That didn’t
mean Gerald was out of the woods yet as a ball of flame shot past his ear singeing his wizard’s
hat. Without looking back he hopped into the back of the cart and slapped the driver on the
back. The slap wasn’t really needed because balls of fire were a great incentive to get him and
his scabby pony moving.

As Peakhaven fell into the distance Gerald sat pondering the events of the past day.
Although he’d been sent to Molehaven, the worst village he could think of, he had managed to
gain two inches in height, plus a rare phoenix feather. As far as he was concerned he had had a
very successful twenty four hours and he was sure that he would be forgiven for the slight
mishap...in time.
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The cart rumbled down the bumpy track and entered the village of Molehaven. Gerald was
still feeling nervous about this appointment, but if he could keep his head down and help the
local population he was sure that Lord Moleheart would come to realize that Gerald was ar
asset to the village and forget about that incident with the black powder.

He looked around as they traveled down the main street and Gerald’ optimism grew. It was a
very pretty village and the locals seemed friendly enough, giving him waves and doffing hats as
he passed. He took it all in, and ideas of how to improve it kept popping into his head. He knew
several spells, which were displayed with great success the previous evening. He did notice
that the scenery, although pretty, was missing something; some landmark or feature to really
make this village pop. He sat deep in thought while the driver found out where Gerald’s cottage
was located, and soon they arrived at a small, but inviting little house. Gerald felt a warm glow
flow through his body. Now this looked like somewhere he could call home.

It was at that point that the door opened and a tall figure in a flowing robe stepped through
it.

Gerald’s heart almost stopped.

“Good afternoon...Gerald,” said Lord Moleheart. “Sellion sent your...trunk, ahead along witt
your junior wizard’s kit. It is all in your room waiting for you.”

Gerald’s legs shook as he climbed down from the cart to face his worst nightmare. “Er, good
afternoon,” said Gerald. Perhaps he’s forgotten.

“l haven’t forgotten what you did to me,” Lord Moleheart leaned down until their noses
almost touched.

“Ah, sorry about that, your Lordship, sir,” said Gerald. What is it with all this nose touching
business? “Nothing like that will ever happen again. | intend to be a great help to this vill—*

“Enough! You will keep your head down and do what you are supposed to and nothing more.
Do. |. Make. Myself. Clear?”

“Er, yes. Most definitely,” said Gerald, trying to squeeze past the lord of the village.

“Good,” said Lord Moleheart striding away with even a glance back.

Gerald entered his cottage and shut the door behind him. He breathed a sigh of relief as he
leaned against it. Finally, I'm home.
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The next few weeks passed surprisingly well for Gerald, meaning that he hadn’t run afoul of
Lord Moleheart. He’d even gained a few inches whilst helping unfortunate villagers, althougt
he’d lost the odd one when some things didn’t go quite to plan. On balance the promotions he’d
received were thoroughly deserved and the demotions he felt had been a little harsh. One
demotion did gain him a pony though, but the less said about that incident the better.

He had big plans though and this time he expected to really impress Lord Moleheart anc
finally get rid of that privvy blowing up thingy still hanging over his head like a little black cloud.

In a few days it would be Lord Moleheart’s birthday and Gerald had spent a lot of time
planning to make it a day to remember. This will make him forgive and forget.

Gerald had spoken to most of the village about his lord’s likes and dislike and everyone he
spoke to thought that if he did what he intended then the day would go off with a bang and
make Lord Moleheart’s birthday unforgettable.

What could go wrong, eh?

The End, for now...
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To purchase the first novel in the Gerald series and see what other work | have available,
please go to Amazon
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CHAPTER

A jet of blinding light flashed across the room, ricocheted off the window frame, and
disappeared up the chimney.

“Oops...”

A rumble under Gerald’s feet steadily increased in strength until the floor beneath him rolled
like a ship in a storm.

This can’t be good.

Gerald staggered to the window at the front of his weather-beaten cottage. The small hill
and new village landmark he had tried to summon to improve the view failed to materialize. But
the cotton ball clouds that normally drifted on the warm summer breeze whizzed by. Panic
surged through Gerald as he caught sight of villagers clinging to structures for dear life as
storm force winds tried to tear them away. The village herbalist flew past his window, and his
knees weakened as he watched her fly across the green past Lord Moleheart, who was hanging
onto a tree like a flag in a gale.

“Kack!” said Gerald.

The bedroom door flew open. “Gerald! What have you done?” Colin dodged flying crockery
as he made his way across the room.

“Hmm?” Gerald spun around and tried his best to look innocent. The point of his tall anc
illegally obtained wizard’s hat twitched as he blinked rapidly amid the devastation occurring
outside.

Colin had recently been posted to Molehaven as Gerald’s assistant—a position where roles
seemed to change with alarming regularity. He very rarely shouted; if he could get away with it
he whispered his spells. Shouting indicated Gerald had been especially naughty, and
confirmation came when he shrank one inch before Colin’s eyes.

Gerald knew at this rate he wouldn’t be a wizard much longer. Four feet eight was the
statutory minimum height for all wizards. Anything less, and Gerald would be back working ir
the fields, or shoveling horse poop until he reached the minimum height again.

“Double kack!”

“Have you been buying words again to strengthen your spells?” asked Colin.

“1 really wanted a small hill, to brighten up the village. It always looked so flat outside, and
you know there’s this tikitonic plate thingy just outside the village? Well the word | know can
move it a bit but...the guy | know, who knows a guy, guaranteed this other word will move two
of them together to make a hill.”
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“Well, you’'ve managed to cause the earthquake that should create it.”

“But the guy who sold me the word said—"

“And you believed him? Tell me exactly what you did.”

“Um...okay. First | pictured the plate thingies. Next, | pictured them moving towards eact
other so one overlaps the other. Then | said the first word. Then | pictured them moving more
and the hill forming. | said the last word to add power to the first. Finally, | stamped my wizard’s
staff on the ground to really give it some oomph!”

“But you don’t have a staff. You're not tall enough to own one yet.”

“Yes | have, look.” Gerald showed him the gnarled, white wooden staff in his hand.

“You do know that’s just a replica don’t you?”

“Well, yes, but it adds to the overall image of wizardry, doesn’t it?”

“Is that all you did?”

“Yeah...I think so anyway,” said Gerald, sneaking another look outside.

“Gerald...”

“Well, I was hungry and this image just popped into my head...”

“What image?”

“A slice of pie.”

“So let’s see if | have this correct,” said Colin, the frown creasing his forehead deepening.
“You attempted to create a hill using a word above your skill level, whilst banging a replica staff
on the ground and thinking of a slice of pie?”

“That about covers it,” said Gerald.

Colin sighed with exasperation. “I know you‘re only trying to be a better wizard, but using
secondhand words and high magic leads to this sort of result.”

The color rose in Gerald’s cheeks with embarrassment as he watched Colin grip the
mantelpiece to steady himself while trying to avoid being speared by airborne cutlery.

“l just thought it would be nice to give the villagers something,” said Gerald, who still
couldn’t understand why the spell he’d bought had failed so spectacularly. “Molehaven doesn’t
really have anything worth speaking of. A hill with a little picnic area would be perfect for sunny
Sunday afternoons.”

The rolling had settled to a steady rumble. Outside, a crowd had gathered on the village
green now that they were not hanging onto buildings, trees, and each other for dear life. A stab
of fear shot through him as all eyes turned in his direction. A tall figure wearing an expensive,
flowing cape broke away, heading in the direction of his cottage.

Backing away, he glanced up at Colin. Up? Normally they stood the same height.

“Er...I think | may be in a spot of bother here.”

“1 think you’re probably right,” said Colin. There was an edge to Colin’s voice that soundec
as if he thought this was a long time coming.

“Do you think he’ll believe me if | tell him | don’t know what’s happening?”

“l wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

“Right. | suppose I'd better go and meet him, eh?”

Gerald opened the heavy oak door, covered in stickers of runes and other miscellaneous
wizarding symbols, to greet Lord Moleheart. He hadn’t seen the village leader since thaf
unfortunate incident with copious amounts of custard. It cost him a couple of inches, rather
unfairly Gerald thought. How could he know creating a feast for his lordship’s birthday would
involve juggling so many words?
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He stepped onto the weatherworn step and the rumbling stopped. Not in a nice, gentle way
like a sigh of relief. This was more like a runaway cart hitting a brick wall. One minute Gerald
stood on the doorstep, drawn up to his full and important height, and the next he was flying
through the air, his voluminous robes expanding around him like the wings of an eagle. He hit
Lord Moleheart squarely in the chest, and as the entangled pair landed on the ground Gerald’s
robes rode up, surrounding them in a Persian blue shroud.

“Gerald, get that thing out of my ear!”

“I'm trying!” Gerald struggled to untangle his staff from within the folds of his robes.

Finally, with much swearing and energetic arm swinging, the two combatants separated.
Gerald bent down, picked up his hat, and tried to straighten the tip, now bent at a ninety-degree
angle.

Lord Moleheart’s puce face shoved into Gerald’s and growled, “What have you done this
time you adolescent, pigmy wizard?”

“Er...nothing, my lord,” Gerald placed his hat over his fiery red, spiky hair, covering his head.
Gerald’s eyes flitted about in a desperate attempt to avoid the glare of the Lord of Molehaven.
Eye contact became unavoidable, however, once he was lifted off his feet by the front of his
robes and Lord Moleheart’s nose thrust against his. Gerald’s little legs ran for all they were
worth in an effort to escape the wrath of the village leader.

“What have you done!” Lord Moleheart’s grip tightened a notch.

“N-n-nothing—I was as surprised as you when the ground moved!” Gerald’s legs continuec
to run for all they were worth, just on the off chance that he could get away from the spittle
flying from Lord Moleheart’s mouth.

“Well something’s going on and it’s not natural! An earthquake is possible, although I've
never heard of one occurring here. But the hurricane winds accompanying it point to a naughty
twelve-year-old wizard up to no good again.” The lord raised a suspicious eyebrow at Gerald,
but released him.

Gerald breathed a sigh of relief as he was dropped to the ground, the vice-like grip close to
his neck freed. It didn’t take him long to recover. After smoothing his robes, setting his hat
straight, and readjusting his slightly wedged boxer shorts, he cleared his throat in a self-
important manner.

He raised his staff in the way he assumed an important wizard would and declared, “I, my
lord, will seek out the reason for this chaos forthwith and notwithstanding—"

“QUIETY”

“Yes, my lord,” Gerald swallowed hard.

“With your track record, | don’t believe one word that comes out of your mouth. You are
hereby banished from Molehaven. Don’t come back until you’ve sorted out this mess!”

“Kack.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing, my lord.”

Lord Moleheart sighed. “Get out of here, and take your peasant servant with you.”

“Peasant servant?”

“Yes, you know, the little guy on the doorstep dressed in peasant clothes?”

“He’s a wizard too,” said an indignant Gerald, a bit annoyed that Lord Moleheart would think
that Colin was a mere peasant.

“Are you sure? He looks a lot like a peasant to me.”

'II
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“He’s my apprentice.”

“Ah. Anyway, you and your little apprentice have until sunset to leave the village!” Lord
Moleheart turned sharply and headed toward the crowd.

“You little liar,” said Colin as Gerald approached the cottage.

“Shhh...” Gerald ducked into the doorway. “Seems like we’re taking a little trip, eh?”

“Apprentice! Please...I'm taller than you now so really it’s the other way around.”

“Only by aninch, and I'll get that back in no time!”

“At least we’ll be getting away for a while. | don’t think | could take much more of the looks
we get around here because of your charitable acts.”

Gerald, ignoring Colin’s negativity, walked to the desk, a list of essential items growing in his
head for his mission. He picked up a blank scroll, a quill, and bottle of ink and wrote.

List of Essential Items for Very Important Trip:

1. Book of Spells no wizard should go on a very important trip without.

2. Top of the range wand (only slightly used, small crack at tip).

3. Wizard’s Staff, carried by important wizards at all times.

4. Spare set of robes, red with silver stars and crescent moons (in case | have to attend

very important meeting).

5. Latest Wizarding Market brochure in case there are any must-have items for sale.
6. Bag of gold taken from bank yesterday (only very slightly overdrawn).

7. Cart.

8. Pony.

That about covers it. Gerald packed his replica ancient wizard’s chest. “Have you packed
yet?”

“Yup.” Colin held up a small knapsack.

“Is that all you're taking?”

“All | need is a change of clothes and a book or two. What have you got in there?”

“Just the essentials,” Gerald grunted as he struggled to carry the chest out through the back
door. With Colin’s assistance, he managed to place the chest into the back of their rickety, two-
wheeled cart beside Colin’s knapsack.

“Do you think we’ve forgotten anything?” Gerald climbed into the cart and grasped the reins.

“Er...food?”

“We’ll pick that up on the way out of the village.”

“Er...pony?"

“Kack...” Gerald climbed down from the cart.

Nonplussed, he entered the stable and brought out their secondhand-looking pony. Even
though it possessed quite a few bald patches and one bent ear, he was very proud of the fact
he owned one. Not many people in the village could afford a pony or horse. Actually, Gerald
couldn’t afford one either. Rebel, as he’d named him, was acquired after a small mistake
involving a gardening job, a scythe, and an explosion that had converted him from a breeding
stallion to a patchwork gelding. The owner refused to pay Gerald, and as he was about tc
dispose of the pony Gerald kindly agreed to take it in payment for his services. The farmer was
so happy with this bargain that he followed Gerald all the way down the track, waving his
scythe above his head with joy. Gerald couldn’t actually catch the words coming from the chap’s
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mouth, but he was sure they were filled with praise for his professional wizardry.

He hitched Rebel to the cart and moved onto the main thoroughfare of the village, waving to
the people out on the village green. The friendly inhabitants waved back using clenched fists or
one or two fingers in response to the Gerald’s gesture of farewell.

“You see how sad they are to see us go?” asked Gerald.

“I'm sure they’re really sad we’re leaving, Gerald,” Colin said dryly.

Gerald stopped outside the general merchant store and waited while Colin went in to fetct
supplies for the next few days. He came out and handed the rations to Gerald.

Gerald peeked inside. “These look a bit beaten up. I’ll just pop back in and have a quiet worc
with the shopkeeper and explain that people such as us, on a mission as important as ours,
should have only the best quality items, not these battered things.”

“l wouldn’t if | were you, Gerald.”

“Why not?”

“He informed me, in no uncertain terms, that these items were in perfect condition prior to
the quake this morning. And that the value of his stock had halved because most of it flew off
the shelves. He also stated that if he got his hands around the neck of the little wizard he
assumed was responsible, he would squeeze until the little wizard’s head popped off.”

“Ah, well | think we should just carry on our way then. | haven’t got time to chat.”

They set off down the road, the sun warming their backs. As the cart bumped along, a little
plague hanging from the rear swung merrily back and forth with the words | HEART WIZARL
branded on it.
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