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C H A P T E R  1

THE FINAL TEST
“Ravens are watching.” Sabina nodded toward the far side 

of the outdoor arena, her hand gripping the hilt of a sword 
in a belt scabbard. Wearing a boy’s tunic and trousers and a 
training helmet that hid her hair, she didn’t look much like 
a girl at all. “Take a peek, but do not be obvious about it.”

Hawk, wearing a helmet of his own, moved only his eyes 
to glance that way. A dozen or so of the jet-black birds perched 
on a six-foot-high stone wall, their stares trained on him and 
Sabina. To most people in Camelot, it would seem odd that 
ravens braved the chilly drizzle to watch a couple of kids train 

“Are you wondering if one of them is Morgan?”

hung down her back, one braid with white hair intertwining 
with light brown tresses. With her clothes damp and dirty from 
their exercises, her hair blended in with her tunic’s earthy 
colors. “Not long ago, she transformed into a raven. She is a 
powerful witch.”

out of the corner of his eye. “Not powerful enough to show 
her real face here. She’s scared of you.”



“Perhaps, but she knows more about my origins and how I 
got my powers than I do.” With her helmet tucked under her 

do not know about.”

-
tion. At one time, the dragon Legossi protected her when she 
escaped from Goliath’s attack on Refuge, her home village. 
Now that she was with humans, she could protect herself with 

Lady Morgan Le Faye and her evil allies. “And watching us 
train might be a good way for Morgan to learn more about you.”

new abilities.”
“Maybe not, but my abilities are tricks Master Merlin taught 

me. If Morgan learns about them, I can come up with new 
tricks. You were born with your abilities. They don’t change.”

“True, at least as far as I know.” She looked him over from 
head to toe. “How is your back? Are the burn scars causing 
much pain today?”

Hawk stretched his back a bit. “Not bad. That last healing 
treatment you gave me worked pretty well.”

body. “Are you concealing any tricks for your test? Maybe 
that powder Master Merlin showed us?”

He touched his left arm’s sleeve and slowed his voice to 
stretch out his answer. “You’ll see.”



raised it to take a drink.
“Stop!” Sir Barlow’s voice boomed from across the arena. 

“Don’t drink that water!”
Hawk and Sabina spun toward him as he ran with a long-

legged stride, his dark chain mail jingling and a scabbard 
swaying at his hip.

wrong?”
Sir Barlow skidded to a halt on the wet grass and took the 

Sabina nodded toward the palace. “From the community 
cistern. It is fresh rainwater.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.” Sir Barlow dumped the 

why. I will explain later.” While Sabina and Hawk took turns 

with a louder than usual voice. “I apologize for my tardiness. 

visited his chambers on the way over here. Unfortunately, he 
has been sick of late, so he decided to hold court this morning 
instead of risking his health by attending an outside event in 
the worsening weather.”

Hawk blinked at him. “That’s a lot of words for ‘The king’s 
too sick to show up.’”

“Perhaps.” Sir Barlow took Hawk’s helmet and looked 
it over while whispering, “That was a speech for the ears of 
the ravens.” He put the helmet on Hawk’s head. “I will say 
no more about that.”



Hawk whispered in return, “Understood. But what about 
Merlin? Is he coming? And my mother?”

Sir Barlow’s low tone continued as he drew Hawk’s sword 
and examined the edge, dulled for training. “Do not react to 
what I am about to tell you.” He paused until Hawk gave 
him a nod. “Merlin has taken your mother to a safe place. 
She is not in danger at the moment. Merlin is concerned that 
she might be a target for Morgan. Again, I will explain more 
later. For now, Merlin wants you to go ahead with your test 
as if nothing unusual is going on.”

Hawk took a deep breath and tried to put his mother out of 
his mind. “I can do that. I can trust Master Merlin. He knows 
how to deal with Morgan.”

Sir Barlow handed the sword back to Hawk and drew 
his own. “True. He said that Morgan appears to be exacting 
revenge in an unusual way, though we don’t yet know the 
extent or the source.”

Hawk planted his feet and tightened his grip on the hilt of 

sooner you can tell me what’s going on.”
“Agreed.” Sir Barlow raised his sword. “This is not merely 

“Give me a second.” Hawk set his sword against Sir Bar-
low’s and took a deep breath. Drizzle from the dim sky mixed 
with sweat beading on his forehead, still warm from his prac-
tice bout with Sabina.

“Are you ready?” Sir Barlow asked, no longer whispering.
Hawk nodded. “Ready.”
Sir Barlow smiled. “You think you’re ready, but you’re 

not even steady.” He lunged forward, grabbed Hawk’s wrist, 



and gave him a shove. Hawk tumbled back several steps and 

Sir Barlow stalked toward him, a big smile on his face. 
“Come now, Hawk. I know you can do better than that.”

“You’re right.” Hawk slid a short bamboo shoot out of his 

then aimed the other end to the right of Sir Barlow. As hoped, 
orange sparks shot past him and zipped toward the ravens. In 

When Sir Barlow looked in that direction, Hawk leaped 
to his feet, grabbed his sword from the ground, and dove 
toward Sir Barlow, staying low as he aimed his body at the 
gap between the knight’s legs. Just as he passed through, he 
swept his own leg across Sir Barlow’s ankle, tripping him.

Sir Barlow toppled forward and fell on his stomach. Hawk 
scrambled up, ran to him, and set the tip of his sword against 
his back. Breathing heavily, he smiled. “Are we agreed that 
you should concede?”

“Indeed.” Sir Barlow grunted as he rolled to his back. “I 
plead the need to better heed.” He dabbed at a cut on his nose 

bleed.”
“And I ran out of rhymes.” Hawk reached a hand toward 

him and braced his feet. “Want a boost?”
“Certainly.” Sir Barlow grasped Hawk’s wrist and climbed 

to his feet. His clothes now damp, he brushed grass from the 
seat of his pants. “I see no need to continue your test. You are 
obviously ready for self-defense.”

“Even though I tricked you?”



“Yes.” Sir Barlow slid his sword into its scabbard. “Some-
times causing a distraction is better than a direct assault, 
especially if your foe is larger than you are. And you proved 
that idea with excellence.”

“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” Sir Barlow glanced at the remaining 

raven for a split second. “Hide that sparks shooter. Quickly.”
Hawk slid it back up his sleeve. Although quite warm, it 

wasn’t uncomfortable. Still, the warmth spread into his cheeks, 
the warmth of embarrassment. Apparently, Sir Barlow thought 
letting the raven see the sparks shooter was a bad idea. Now 
might be a good time to change the subject. He nodded toward 
Sabina. “Her turn to test?”

as he scraped mud from the visor. “Sabina passed her test in 
a private exhibition yesterday evening. Since the king is not 
here, there is no need to retest her for ceremonial purposes. 

While Sir Barlow continued scraping dirt, Hawk took 

raven continued watching. Could it be Morgan? Obviously, 
Sir Barlow was again raising his voice so the bird could hear 
him. Hawk then focused on Sabina. Her blank expression 
seemed impossible to read. She had returned to their room in 
Merlin’s quarters pretty late last night without saying why. 
Being secretive was so unusual for her.

Sir Barlow tucked his helmet under his arm. “Come with 
me.” He strode toward a gate in the stone wall.

Hawk and Sabina followed, walking side by side. Hawk 
whispered, “Why didn’t you tell me you already had your test?”



She kept her gaze forward, also whispering. “Because I 
did not know it was a test. Yesterday, Master Merlin took me 
to the king’s court and asked me to demonstrate some of the 

was the only other person there. It was over in a matter of 
a couple of minutes, and neither of them said a word about 
passing a test. I thought it was not worth telling you about.”

When they exited through the gate, they continued fol-
lowing Sir Barlow as he walked alongside the curved wall 
toward the palace, his head swiveling, probably watching for 
an ambush.

Hawk glanced back and searched for the ravens. They had 
alighted in a nearby tree, again peering at them with their 
beady eyes. He refocused on Sabina. “Then Master Merlin 
must’ve told Sir Barlow that you passed his test.”

“Probably, but if it was a test, it was more about my eye-
sight than my sword-wielding skills.”

“Your eyesight?”
Sabina nodded. “Merlin had all of Shachar’s scales laid 

out on a table, similar to the way Morgan had them on her 
table, though the scales are no longer attached to anything.”

hide them in separate places.”
“Right. And I thought it strange that the scales were still 

shimmering dimly, though the portal to the dragon afterlife 
is no longer open.”

“Maybe they’re still losing energy. The scales were pretty 
bright when Shachar spoke to us through them from the af-
terlife.”



“True, but here is the strange part about the test. When I 
approached the table to look at the scales, Merlin walked to 
the other side of the courtroom, unrolled a scroll, and asked if 
I could read it from where I stood. And I could read it, though 
the handwriting was tiny. My eyesight seemed much sharper 
for some reason. Then when I drew back from the table, my 
vision returned to normal. I cannot explain it.”

“That’s really strange.”
“True, but Master Merlin seemed unsurprised. Rather 

stoic, I would say.”
“Stoic?”

all. Unlike Sir Barlow when he saw your trick. Do you think 
he was angry?”

Hawk shook his head. “More like worried. It was probably 
a mistake to let the ravens see it. Master Merlin said I could 
experiment with the powder and bamboo, but he didn’t say 
anything about whether or not I should keep it hidden.”

“Did he say where he got the powder and bamboo?”

a lot of traveling in his younger years.”
When they arrived at the palace’s front gate, Sir Barlow 

gave a nod of greeting to Conrad, the guard stationed there. 
“Have you checked Merlin’s quarters lately?” Sir Barlow 
asked.

responding. “I personally inspected his chambers only mo-
ments ago. All is well. And the patrol inside knows to check 
every half hour.”



“Good. Good.” Sir Barlow touched his sword’s hilt. “I hope 
you don’t mind if I check myself just to be certain.”

“Not at all, my friend. Extra precautions are necessary in 
these uncertain times.” When Conrad opened the gate, the 
trio passed through and entered the palace’s front corridor, 
heading toward Merlin’s quarters. Lanterns hanging on the 

Hawk again spoke to Sabina in a whisper. “Back to your test. 
You must’ve done well with your sword, or you wouldn’t’ve 
passed.”

Sabina furrowed her brow. “That is part of the mystery. 
I did not do well. While I was at the table, a heavy sense of 
sadness nearly overwhelmed me. When I walked away and 
drew my sword, I felt heavy myself and quite lethargic.”

“Lethargic? That means tired, right?”
“Yes. Weary and sluggish. I could barely swing the sword 

at all.”
After taking a lantern from its wall hook, Sir Barlow un-

locked Merlin’s door, opened it, and ushered Hawk and Sabina 
inside. While Sir Barlow searched the chambers, including 
the secret room that required a certain series of knocks on 

stones from his sleeve and used the stones to ignite a lantern 
on the wall. Once he turned the wick up to give them plenty 
of light, he sat on his bed with the bamboo at his side and 
looked across the small room at Sabina as she sat on her bed.

She nodded toward the bamboo. “I am worried about 

Hawk picked it up. “It’s not a weapon. The sparks couldn’t 
hurt anyone. It was just a way to distract my opponent.”



“But Morgan might see it as a potential weapon. Something 
that can make a few sparks might be altered to make many.”

“You mean, enough to cause damage?”
“Exactly.”
Hawk closed one eye and looked into the bamboo shoot. 

All of the powder had burned away. “Maybe you’re right.”
“And maybe not. I’m just worried, that’s all.”
Hawk pointed at her. “You used two contractions. I thought 

you gave up on those.”
Sabina stuck her tongue out, then smiled. “I wanted to see 

if you would notice.”

formal?”
“If that means what I think it means, then yes.”

powder. How much does Master Merlin have?”
Hawk looked at Sabina through the shoot. “I used all of 

what he gave me to experiment with, but I got the impression 
that he has a lot more of it, probably somewhere here in his 
quarters. We should make sure it’s well hidden.”

“We could search for it while we do our new assignment.”
Hawk set the bamboo shoot on the bed. “You mean orga-

“Yes. It would require a complete inventory, so I am sure 

Sir Barlow entered the room and crouched between the 
two beds, his lantern adding to the light. “All seems safe here. 
Now I can tell you what I know.” He looked at Hawk and 
Sabina in turn. “Merlin has been investigating some highly 



unusual activity in and around Camelot. As you might have 
noticed, we had no rainfall for two weeks until last night, only 
perfectly clear skies without a wisp of a cloud from horizon 
to horizon.”

“So what’s the worry?” Hawk asked. “Everything’s back 
to normal. It’s been raining for hours. Just a drizzle now, but 
everything got soaked overnight.”

“Far from normal, I fear. Clefspeare and the other noble 
dragons have told us that the rain has ushered in a foul wind, 
something dark and sinister. They sense danger that feels like 
sorcery.”

Sabina scowled. “Morgan’s work. Like I was saying to 
Hawk a little while ago, she is a powerful witch.”

“Indeed, which is why Merlin is protecting Hawk’s mother. 
She was already Morgan’s target once before. It seems that 
Morgan enjoys attacking the loved ones of her real targets. 
They are your points of vulnerability.”

Hawk nodded. “Right. Our soft spots. Morgan knows that 
we’re more likely to do what she wants if she threatens them 
than if she threatens us.”

Sir Barlow pointed at him. “Perfectly stated.”
“But why did you dump our water? Did Morgan poison it?”
“I don’t think so. I know only that Merlin told me to not 

drink any water that has been taken from any stream, well, or 

three days ago.” Sir Barlow rose and backed a few steps to-
ward the door. “I expect Merlin will come soon to give you 
an update and tell you what to do. Until then, stay here. The 

on you every half hour.”



“Where are you going?” Sabina asked.
“The king himself asked me to locate more water that’s 

safe to drink. I would rather stay with you, but I wasn’t given 
that option.”

“We understand.” Hawk gave him a reassuring nod. “Don’t 

“I trust that you will be.” Sir Barlow gave them a partial 
bow, then turned, marched out of the room, and closed the 
door. A click sounded, the outside lock fastening in place. 
Although the lock required a key to enter, the inside latch had 
a lever they could turn to unfasten the lock if needed.

Sabina squinted at the door. “Does Sir Barlow know that 
there is a passageway from the dungeon into Merlin’s quarters 
that guards or even escaping prisoners can potentially use?”

“Probably not since the trapdoor is hidden.” Hawk nodded 
toward the panel, now open. “He didn’t even close the access.”

“We had better secure it, then I need to tell you more about 
my test.”

“Sure.” After closing the panel, Hawk sat on his bed again 
and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Let’s hear it.”

She copied his pose, their faces separated by only a few 
feet. “While it is true that I passed my test, I do not think it was 
designed to be a test of swordsmanship at all. I think Master 
Merlin hoped to witness exactly what happened to me.”

“You mean, your clear vision and feeling tired.”
“Right. He believes they are signs that I have more abili-

ties than we thought.”
“Dragon abilities?”



Sabina shrugged. “I do not know, but it must have some-
thing to do with Shachar’s scales. I assume if Master Merlin 
wanted me to understand the test, he would have explained it.”

“Not necessarily. I’ve noticed that he gets so focused on 
a project that he’ll forget to explain anything to anyone. I 
wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t remember to come back 
here to tell us—”

The door’s lock clicked. Merlin burst in and slammed the 

trousers and tunic as well as a stern expression, he pointed at 

can hold water and take it in there. Hurry.”


