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FOREWORD









Wand of the Witch is the second volume of Misfit Heroes, a fantasy series about creepy monsters, underdog heroes, and epic adventure. 

If you haven't read the first book, Eye of the Wizard, you should still get the gist of things here. The same heroes return, but they face a new enemy; the story stands alone fairly well.

If you're a person who always does things the proper way—using the correct cutlery at fancy restaurants, signalling the turns on your bike, wearing pants—you should probably read Eye of the Wizard first. Otherwise, leap right in. You'll miss a few references, and scratch your head once or twice, but otherwise you should be fine.

If you've read my Song of Dragons books, a word of warning: The tone here is lighter. While Song of Dragons is dark and epic, the Misfit Heroes books are lightweight romps—mere fun and escapism.

With this introduction out of the way, I welcome you (back) into a world of misfits, monsters, and magic....





 


Chapter One

The Witch









Henry shivered. "I don't like this, Christie. A witch lives in this forest. You know the story."

His little sister laughed. "Don't be a scaredy cat."

He glared at her. "I'm not a scaredy! I'm just... trying to protect you."

Christie rolled her eyes. She was eight years old, a girl of skinned knees, pigtails, and freckles. She carried a walking staff and a knife; she was always carving staffs from fallen branches. Henry was two years older, but today he felt very young. He looked into the forest and shivered again.

The oaks rose tall and twisted, bark grey as corpses, leaves blood-red. Those leaves didn't rustle; the entire forest was silent, deathly. This place is cursed, Henry thought. We should never have come here.

"Come on!" Christie said. "I dared you, remember? You have to go into the forest now."

Henry gulped. She was right, he knew. You never backed down on a dare, especially not a dare from your younger sister. What self-respecting boy would? And so he stood here, outside the gates of his town, and stared into this shadowy, silent forest.

"Let's go," he said, trying to keep his voice deep. He began walking into the forest.

Leaves and twigs crunched under his boots. The sound reminded him of snapping chicken bones and crackling skin. I wonder if human bones and skin would sound the same. He clutched the knife at his belt. Does the witch in this forest eat human bones and skin?

"You look pale," Christie said. She walked beside him, eyes narrowed and determined. If she was also afraid, she was hiding it well.

"So do you," Henry said.

"Ooh, good comeback."

He glowered at her. "Shut up, Christie. Let's walk quietly."

She snorted. "Why's that? Are you still scared of the witch?" She made a scary face, pulling her mouth wide, sticking out her tongue, and crossing her eyes. "Scary witch, scary witch!"

"Quiet!" he said. He clenched his jaw and looked around, but saw nothing. Nothing but these trees, tall and stern and knobby, topped with red leaves. They looked like old men with bleeding heads.

"Afraid the witch will hear us?" Christie asked.

"She heard Jeremy Cobbler."

He shuddered just to speak those words. Even Christie paled and gripped her staff tight.

"You don't know that," she said.

"Everybody knows it," Henry said. He stopped walking and approached Christie. He loomed over her, staring into her eyes. "The whole town does. He walked here too. Tania Miller dared him, so he walked here alone. They say he made too much noise, talking to himself and singing. He fell silent when he saw a shadow among the trees. At first he thought it a swooping owl, or maybe a bit of mist. But no. It was her. She had heard him. He tried to run, but you can't run from the witch." He leaned closer to Christie so that their faces almost touched. "She caught him with her claws. She turned him into a toad. And she placed him in a cage in her house, where he still lives."

Christie's face was ghost white. Her eyes were wide. Her knees knocked. But she managed to frown and push him back.

"That's rubbish," she said. "Absolute twaddle. How would anyone know that? How could they? Nobody saw it, Henry. There was nobody to come back to town and tell the tale."

He shrugged. "Somebody saw it. Maybe a woodsman—a hunter or lumberjack. People know about the witch. Everybody knows. And now Jeremy Cobbler is croaking in some cage."

Christie scrutinized him, eyes narrowed, as if seeking some conceit. Finally she snorted and kept walking.

"Absolute twaddle," she repeated, walking deeper into the forest. "Come on, I'm going farther. I dare you to follow."

Henry groaned and his stomach sank. He did not like any of this. But he kept walking. He could not let his little sister, an eight-year-old girl, walk here alone. He could not let her call him a scaredy cat. And so they walked among the trees.

There were no animals, Henry realized. He heard no birds, saw no squirrels, not even insects. Lichen hung from the branches, brushing against him like fingers. He imagined the witch's claws caressing him and shivered. His heart pounded and his tunic clung to him with cold sweat. Mist floated among the branches, and he couldn't see the sky. He kept searching for a shadow like in the stories, but saw nothing.

No shadows, he told himself. No witch. Maybe Christie is right. Maybe those are only stories.

Beside him, Christie gasped. Henry spun toward her, heart thrashing. Cold sweat drenched him.

"What is it?" he whispered, staring from side to side, seeking witches.

Christie pointed at the forest floor, gaping. "Candy!"

Henry looked and saw a cluster of honeyed almonds. It looked just like the treats Misty Baker would prepare back at town.

"Don't touch it," he said when Christie started walking toward it.

She ignored him, raced toward the candy, and lifted it. "It smells good."

"Don't eat it!" Henry said. "What if the witch baked it, or—"

But Christie ignored him and shoved the candy into her mouth. She chewed lustfully. Henry stared, eyes wide and fingers trembling. Would she turn into a toad? Would she shrivel up and die? His breath caught.

"Mmm mmm," Christie said. "It's dee—li—"

Suddenly she gasped and clutched her throat. Her eyes crossed, and her tongue hung from her mouth.

"Christie!" Horror pounded through Henry and he raced toward her. "Breathe! Can you breathe?"

She hopped around, eyes crossed and tongue lolling. "I... I'm turning into a frog! Ribbit, ribbit!"

As Henry stared in shock, Christie doubled over laughing.

"Real funny," Henry muttered, frowning at her.

She rolled around in the dry leaves, laughing and pointing at him.

"You should have seen your face!" she said, howling with laughter. "Oh Henry, you are such a scardey cat. That candy was splendid. I bet you wish you ate it."

Henry grumbled under his breath, but had to admit that he was rather peckish. He craved honeyed almonds too. His belly grumbled, which made Christie laugh harder. Henry smiled hesitantly, feeling a little better. Maybe there was nothing to fear here after all.

The siblings took a few steps deeper into the forest. Henry gasped. A second candy lay on the forest floor ahead.

He looked at Christie. She stared back. For an instant they stood frozen. Then they bolted forward.

Henry had longer legs and reached the candy first. He stuffed it into his mouth, closed his eyes, and sighed with content. It was delicious. It was the best damn candy he had ever eaten, even better than Misty Baker's creations. The almonds were thin, crunchy, and bursting with nutty flavor. The honey melted in his mouth. He tasted berries too, sour and sweet at the same time.

"Good, innit?" Christie said.

He nodded and pointed. "Look! There's more candy ahead."

They raced through the forest. This third piece of candy was a purple square of jelly, nuts, and fruit. Christie broke it in half, and they shared the treat. Henry had to close his eyes as he ate. It was, without doubt, the best thing he had ever eaten. He tasted grapes, almonds, and pears. He let out a long, happy sigh.

They kept moving through the forest. Every few feet, another marvel of confectionery awaited them: ginger cookies, nut-clusters, honey oat squares, and many other treats. The siblings raced between the trees, stuffing their cheeks full. Honey covered their faces and crumbs covered their tunics.

"Comin' to this fo'est wa' a great 'dea," Christie said through a mouthful of cookies.

Henry nodded, mouth full of licorice. "Mhmmm."

The kept walking through the forest, eating more and more, until they saw the house ahead.

The siblings froze and stared.

The house looked ancient; holes filled its thatch roof, its clay walls were cracked, and its door hung crooked on its hinges. And yet somebody must have lived there, Henry thought. Strange plants grew in the garden. He thought they were mandrakes. Wind chimes hung from the trees around the house, clanking discordantly. Henry looked more closely and his breath caught. Those wind chimes were made of bones.

"What is this place?" Christie whispered. She held her knife before her.

"The witch's house," Henry said.

The trail of candies led toward the house. These candies looked marvellous. Henry could smell them over the forest's smells of moss, rotting leaves, and old bark. He saw gingerbread men, Turkish delight, cookies, and more wonderful creations. He wanted to eat them all, but dared not move closer.

"Those look good," Christie said and reached for a treat.

Henry caught her wrist. "Wait. We better turn back home now. I'm... not so hungry anymore."

But he was lying. He was hungry—famished. The more treats he ate, the hungrier he felt. His mouth tingled for more.

"I dare you, Henry," Christie said. "Just one more candy. Just the one closest to us."

Henry looked at it. It lay a foot away—a gingerbread man smiling up at him from the ground. It still lay a good thirty feet away from the house. Henry gulped, stepped forward, and grabbed it. Before his courage could leave him, he stuffed the gingerbread man into his mouth and chewed. It tasted like heaven, like childhood, like pure joy. A sigh fled his lips.

"I dare you," Henry said. "Eat the next one." 

"Nooo problem," Christie said. She walked toward the next treat, ate it, and smacked her lips.

A dozen candies more, and they stood right outside the house. Henry looked up at it. Shredded grey curtains swayed in the windows like ghosts. Dead spiders covered the porch, and dead ants filled cavities in the walls. A faint stench of rot wafted from within, but above it rose the smell of more treats—cookies, cakes, candies, and endless wonders.

"Double dare you to peek into the window," Christie said. 

"No way."

"Come on! Are you being a scaredy cat again?"

He growled. "Shut it, Christie. I'm much braver than you."

She stuck her tongue out at him. "Prove it."

Henry hesitated. He didn't want to. What if the witch waited there, a shrivelled crone with fangs, long claws, and red eyes? But Christie began taunting him—"Na-na-na na-na!"—and sticking out her tongue. Henry squared his jaw, clenched his fists, and walked toward a window.

He peeked inside... and his breath died.

"Oh my God," he whispered, trembling. "Oh my God...."

"What is it?" Christie ran up and peeked through the window with him. Her eyes widened. "The mother load!"

Inside, the house looked like a candy shop—the best candy shop in the world, ten times better than Misty Baker's back home. Cookie jars covered tables, brimming with goodies. Cupcakes piled atop shelves and lollipops stood like flowers. Candies of all colors filled jars along the walls. Henry's mouth watered. Christie drooled beside him.

"Let's go in," Christie said. "I dare you."

She didn't need to dare him this time. His hunger overpowered his fear. He leaped toward the door, yanked it open, and entered the house. The sweet smells filled his nostrils. Henry and Christie inhaled deeply, sighed, and tucked in. 

"Mmm mmm good," Christie said, mouth full of cookies.

"Can't talk," Henry said, stuffing cupcakes into his mouth. "Eating."

He'd eaten a pound or two of treats before he noticed the woman in the room.

At her sight, he started and gasped, crumbs falling from his mouth. He nudged Christie, who gasped and froze.

Henry wasn't sure if the woman had been there the whole time, or had suddenly appeared. His first thought was: The witch! Only... this woman didn't look like a witch. Witches were old, warty crones; everybody knew that. This woman was young and beautiful. She had long blond hair, green eyes, and red lips. She wore black robes and held a thin, whorled horn; it looked like a unicorn's horn.

"Hello, children," the woman said. "Welcome to my home. I am Madrila."

Guiltily, Henry placed down the cupcake he held. He wiped crumbs off his face and shirt.

"Hello," he said awkwardly. "I'm sorry, ma'am. I... I mean, we... didn't know anyone lived here. We smelled the candies, and they smelled so good, that...." His tongue felt heavy. The woman watched him, and he didn't know how to continue. He finished by saying, "We'll be on our way now."

Madrila watched him for a moment longer, eyes cold. Then she laughed, and all the ice left her.

"Oh, but you are welcome here, children!" she said. "I laid out these candies to bring you here. I love little children. I wish they could all eat my candies."

Christie reached for a cookie on the table, hesitated, and looked up at Madrila. The young woman laughed.

"Eat it!" she said. "Eat it, young Christie. Eat to your heart's content."

Christie looked at Henry, her eyes large and uncertain. Henry looked back, not sure what to do. He remembered the stories of Jeremy Cobbler, how a witch turned him into a toad and caged him. But... surely those were only stories. Surely this young, beautiful woman could not be a witch. The treats were so good, and his hunger wouldn't leave him.

He bit into a candy.

His teeth ached and he spat it out.

"Ouch!" he said.

The candy in his hand had turned to stone. It was nothing but a pebble. Christie also cried in dismay. She spat out a second pebble. Suddenly Henry saw that all the treats were actually made of stone—the cookies, the cupcakes, the candies, nothing but rocks. His stomach ached. It felt like stones filled his belly. He wrapped his arms around him, moaning. Christie also moaned and doubled over.

"Ahh," said Madrila, standing before them. "You see, there is that little thing. When you eat stones, you get tummy aches."

As the siblings moaned and clutched their bellies, Madrila laughed. Henry looked up. Through the mist of pain, he saw Madrila's green eyes blaze, cruel and calculating.

"You're a witch," he whispered.

She nodded and pointed the unicorn's horn at Christie.

"And this is what happens to greedy, piggy little children," Madrila said.

She uttered strange words in a harsh tongue. A bolt of light shot from the unicorn's horn. The light slammed into Christie.

"No!" Henry cried. He wanted to attack the witch, or to run to Christie, but couldn't move; the stones in his belly wouldn't let him. He watched in horror as lightning raced across Christie. Smoke rose from her. She screamed.

"Henry!" she cried. "Henry, run!"

But he could not. He could not leave her. Christie began to spin. She fell to all four. Sparks and steam rose from her. Her skin turned pink, and her hands morphed into trotters. A coiling tail sprouted from her. The sparks died and the smoke wafted away. A small, pink piglet stood in a pile of Christie's clothes. It squealed.

Henry grabbed a stone from the table and lobbed it at Madrila. He missed. The witch laughed and pointed her wand at him. She repeated her spell.

Light blasted Henry. Pain filled him. A year ago, Matt the blacksmith's son had punched him. This felt like ten such punches. He fell to his knees and light spun around him. Smoke rose. He felt caught in a maelstrom. He tried to scream, but only a piggish squeal left his throat. He held his hands before him, watching in terror as they became trotters.

When finally the magic died, he looked up and saw Madrila looming above him, ten times taller than before. He could see himself reflected in her shiny leather boot. He too was a piglet.

He turned and ran for the door.

Madrila was too fast. She scooped him up and held him tight. He squealed and struggled, but couldn't free himself. Christie ran too and almost reached the door. Madrila caught her leg at the last instant and yanked her up.

"Good piggies," the witch said, holding them. "Now you will meet your friend Jeremy the toad, and Anne the monkey, and all your other little friends who dared enter my home." She laughed, a cold and mirthless sound.

Henry squealed and kicked and struggled, but couldn't free himself. His heart pounded. His snout quivered. Would he stay like this forever? Would he ever see his parents again? His eyes stung. Madrila carried him and Christie to a squat, heavy door at the back of the room. When she opened the door, Henry saw a staircase plunging into darkness. He squealed louder, but Madrila only laughed.

The witch carried them downstairs into a shadowy basement. A single oil lamp hung from the ceiling. In its flickering light, Henry saw dozens of cages. One big cage held a screaming monkey. A smaller cage held a toad. Other cages held strange creatures: a thing of many eyeballs and snouts, a slimy blob, a cat with no fur, and a bat with no face. Henry's eyes stung and his belly ached to see these creatures.

"Do you like my creations?" Madrila asked. "I made them myself, molding them from nosey, greedy children. They will be your new friends."

She approached an empty cage, tossed the piglets in, and slammed the cage door shut. Henry and Christie cowered behind the bars, mewling and staring around with wide eyes.

Madrila examined them, hands on her hips. Her eyes laughed. Shadows swirled around her feet.

"Welcome," she said, "to the rest of your lives."

Henry yowled and slammed against the cage door, but couldn't free himself. Christie whimpered beside him. She tried to bite the cage bars, but couldn't nick them.

Madrila laughed. "Yes, piggies, try to escape. You cannot." She knelt and stared at them. Her eyes were green ice.

"I did not have a childhood," she said. "Did you know that? I did not get to play with friends. I did not get to eat candy. So now, you and your friends—you pampered, spoiled, piggy little children—will suffer. You will suffer like I did." 

Henry cowered in the back of the cage. Christie huddled against him. He wanted to hug her, to tell her it would be all right. But how could he?

"Do you have a mother?" Madrila asked him. "Answer me, piggy."

Shivering, Henry nodded.

"I had a mother once," Madrila said. "A cruel, wicked mother. She abandoned me. She cast me out into the cold, harsh world. I had no home. Are you two siblings, piggies?"

They nodded, trembling.

"Good, good," Madrila said. "I have siblings too. But they were not cast out. They did not shiver in the cold. You might have heard of them. They are mercenaries of some infamy. They call themselves... Bullies for Bucks. An absolutely ridiculous name, if you ask me."

Henry swallowed. Yes, he had heard of the Bullies—they were heroes from a town called Burrfield nearby. He'd heard tales of them defeating the warlock Dry Bones, killing the monstrous vulture Vanderbeak, and going on many adventures. How could those heroes be related to this vile witch?

Madrila turned to leave. She crossed the basement and began climbing the stairs. After two steps, she turned and looked back over her shoulder.

"Soon you will have new friends," she said. "Soon the Bullies will join you. They grew up in warmth while I suffered... and now they will suffer too."

With that, Madrila climbed upstairs and slammed the basement door behind her. The oil lamp swung and guttered. Darkness flowed over Henry's world, full of fear, pain, and cries of horror.





 


Chapter Two

Extra! Extra!









One peaceful autumn, a wonderful, horrible, delightful, and dangerous invention reached Burrfield: print!

Of course, most Burrfieldians couldn't read. 5,127 people lived in the town. Only 247 of them could read, and among those, 178 couldn't read more than their own name and a few choice curse words ("bum" was especially popular and considered quite naughty at the time).

This was, perhaps, a blessing. Burrfield's print shop couldn't handle mass production yet. It took an hour to prepare a page for printing, and more often than not, the printer broke, scattering metal letters all over.

But the printmaker plowed on. His name was John Quill. "Name's Quill, like a porcupine's prickles, because I write a prickly word," he'd tell anyone who'd listen. He'd then wink. "But writing quills will soon be obsolete."

Most Burrfieldians nodded sagely at this, not fully comprehending Quill's (admittedly convoluted) jest, but sure that it was delightfully clever.

This John Quill was about thirty years old, with a thin mustache, winking eyes, and a gray cap he wore at a jaunty angle. Every day, he produced a five-page newspaper which, in a stroke of inspiration, he named The Burrfield Gazette. Quill served as the editor, publisher, and only reporter.

This was Burrfield's first newspaper. It might, Quill would brag, be the first newspaper in the kingdom. As far as he knew, his invention was unique—the ability to print words onto a page, not scribe them.

This garnered a lot of interest in Burrfield, whose citizens very much wished to appear worldly. After all, it was a small, quiet town where not much happened. In fact, barely anything had happened here for years, and Quill soon became a local hero. Every morning, he'd kickstart his machine, which would grunt and creak and moan, and begin stamping out papers. Townfolk would gather around the print shop, watching with wide eyes, as if witnessing magic. Most believed it was magic; they thought the print machine a mythical, living beast. One child named it "Printy" and swore that he saw it one night ramble into the field, where it ate three cows before returning home to sleep.

In the first few days, Quill wrote about mundane topics. He reported about whose crops were eaten by crows. He talked about the weather. He wrote about the local kickball teams, who played in Burrfield Square a couple times a week. Everything Quill reported was common knowledge—indeed, Quill knew about these events because everybody in Burrfield knew about them.

Still, that did not stop The Burrfield Gazette from selling like hotcakes (much to the frustration of the hotcake seller, whose shop was next door). The first day, every person who could read—even those who could read only their names and "bum"—bought a copy. The second day, even people who couldn't read bought a copy, just to brag about owning a Burrfield Gazette. Within two weeks, it seemed that every person in Burrfield was buying the morning paper. They were found at kitchen tables, inns, outhouses, park benches, and the bottom of pets' cages.

Quill had to hire three kids to help him print so many papers, and had two more kids come in on Sundays, to help print the double-length weekend edition. Owning a Burrfield Gazette was the thing to do. At mornings, everybody wanted to be seen sitting on a bench or boulder, leafing through a copy. Peasants who couldn't read a word to save their lives suddenly appeared at local teashops, leafing through Sunday editions of the Gazette, scratching their chins while holding the paper upside down.

John Quill soon became Burrfield's most prominent, respected citizen. Maidens batted their eyelashes at him. Men bought him beers. Dogs licked him and cats rubbed against his legs. When he wasn't printing his paper, he'd walk around with his skinny chest thrust out, his chin raised, a thin smile across his lips and his gray cap at its usual, jaunty angle.

Quill was walking around town one autumn day, when Jamie Thistle, fifteen years old, saw him. Quill gave her a smile, tipped his hat, and walked on, a gaggle of maidens following him.

"Look at that phony," Jamie muttered to her older brother, a beefy youth named Scruff. The two were sitting on a town bench, eating walnuts from a pouch. "Today he wrote about Robby Brewer's cat giving birth to a litter of dogs. And people believe it!"

Scruff's eyes widened. "Cat puppies! Did he say what color they are?"

Jamie kicked her large, lumbering brother. She was something of a runt—she stood five feet only on her tiptoes, and weighed one-hundred pounds only if she donned her armor. Scruff, meanwhile, stood close to seven feet tall, and was wider than the town's largest wheelbarrow. Still Jamie kicked him, and he winced.

"Scruff," she said, "the whole thing is rubbish. I mean, yesterday he wrote that Jeremy Greenfield was raising a cow with two heads... and two bodies. Two days ago, he wrote that a rare griffin was spotted on a tree—born with the body of a bird!"

Scruff gasped. "Monsters! Let's go see them."

"Scruff!" She kicked him again.

He yelped and shrugged. "What? Look, Jamie. He might write nonsense, but... people like reading it. I like reading it. And I, for one, am happy Quill is famous."

Jamie leaped to her feet. "How could you be happy? The man either reports what everybody knows, or makes up stuff. And yet everybody buys his newspaper and buys his stories. How could you be happy?"

"Because for once, we're not the famous ones in town."

He was right, Jamie had to admit. For a year now, Scruff, Jamie, and the other Bullies had been the most famous, discussed people in town. Since their amazing adventure a year ago, Burrfield wouldn't stop talking about them. People talked about the monsters they slew; the dark magic their brother Neev cast; the demon they brought back from their quest, a creature of fire and sin; and about the spiderling Scruff married, a purple spirit of the forest. Indeed, it seemed that for the past year, Burrfield talked about nothing but the legendary Bullies for Bucks.

Scruff nodded. "Let Quill talk about ravens eating crops, kickball teams, and cats giving birth to dogs." He chewed a walnut, shell and all, and patted his belly. "So long as he's not talking about us, I'm happy. Let him be the center of attention."

But soon, it seemed, Quill ran out of ideas.

On October 22, The Burrfield Gazette was just a copy of last week's issue. On October 23, the Gazette devoted an entire issue to comparing the respective merits of Golden Delicious apples and Granny Smiths. On October 24, three pages talked about a cat stuck in a tree, and circulation dropped from 4,124 to 1,007.

The October 25 issue—reporting about a couple beetles caught shamelessly mating outside the church—sold only twenty-three copies.

"Good," Jamie muttered to Scruff that morning. "The fad is over."

On the morning of October 26, strange sounds came from inside the printshop. The machine was creaking, hammering, and pounding louder than ever. Quill could be heard yelling at his assistants to print more copies—a full 5,127, one for every citizen of Burrfield. Blue smoke wafted from the chimneys, and the smell of ink spun heads. The townfolk gathered around. What could be going on in there? Was Quill mad, printing thousands of papers?

Finally, around noon, Quill emerged from his shop, carrying a bundle of newspapers. He did look quite mad. His hair was wild and ashy. Ink covered his face and hands. His clothes were tattered, and blue smoke rose from him. And yet he was grinning, eyes wild. He tossed the newspapers toward the people.

One landed at Scruff's feet, and he gaped at the headline.

 

"EVIL BULLIES FOR BUCKS WORSHIP THE DEVIL!"

 

Scruff gasped and lifted the newspaper. He started to read the article.

"'Bullies for Bucks,'" he read out loud, "'the thugs who live on Friar Hill, have long been known as a dissolute menace.'"

Scruff did not know what "dissolute" meant, and he was only half-sure he understood the word "menace", but he kept reading.

"'Now, it seems, they also worship the devil. One devil in particular—a fell beast named Romy, a demon of Hell. The Bullies were seen lighting candles around the creature and singing strange spells of devilry.'"

Scruff frowned. "Hey... that was only her birthday party. We lit candles on her cake and sang her Happy Birthday!"

Nobody seemed to hear him, and Scruff read on, becoming angrier and angrier. The article continued to claim that Romy was an evil creature, intent on eating the town children, and that the Bullies worshipped her as their mistress. It's not fair! Scruff thought. Romy had only bitten a baby once, and it was because he was covered in ice cream.

People were staring at him. A few muttered. Others fled. One set up a booth selling pitchforks and torches. Scruff decided to go home. Clutching his copy of the Gazette, he stomped down the street and headed to Friar Hill.

Grass and dry leaves covered the hill, rustling under Scruff's boots. The place still held strong memories for him. On this hill, years ago, he'd play with his siblings with wooden swords. On this hill, he'd watched Dry Bones murder his father. On this hill, he'd built the house he shared with his fellow Bullies. It was a place of warm feelings, haunting nightmares, and off key singing.

"Off key singing?" he muttered, raising an eyebrow.

That singing came from his house, which crowned the hill. It was a two story building, built of wooden beams and clay, its roof covered with thatch. A garden sprawled outside the house, full of flowers and vegetables growing over old wagon wheels. The singing was so loud, the birds who normally crowded the roof had fled, and the flowers were wilting.

"Happy Birthday to me! Happy Birthday to meeeee!"

The singing continued, so loudly and discordantly that a window shattered.

Romy!

Scruff sighed. His brother Neev, a young wizard, had summoned the demon last year. Since then, Romy had raised hell on earth: eating everything in their garden (vegetables, stalks, roots, and several mouthfulls of dirt), painting hearts over the walls when they slept, setting the roof on fire twice, and once sawing a hole between the second and first floor ("Who needs stairs when you can jump?" she had explained).

Scruff supposed that some off key singing was relatively benign.

He walked the cobblestone path to his house, opened the door, and stepped inside. His eyes widened. His heart sank.

"Happy Birthday to meeeeeeeee!"

Romy sat on the floor in the corner, legs splayed out before her. Though her skin was blood red, her fangs and claws sharp, and her wings black as night, Scruff couldn't imagine a less frightening demon. She wore a conical party hat atop her head of flaming hair. Whipped cream covered her face. Honey covered her fingers. Empty baking pans surrounded her, covered in crumbs. Hundreds of extinguished birthday candles littered the floor around her; some had bite marks in them.

"Oh hai, Scruff," she said. She tried to get up, but fell back down. "I'd stand up to greet you, but... I can't... seem to... move of my own volition right now." She patted her belly.

"Romy!" he said. "Your birthday was yesterday. How many more cakes did you eat today?"

She counted on honey-covered fingers. When she reached ten, she moved to her toes. Then to her teeth.

"Um... a few," she finally said. "I asked for poodle cakes, but Neev said I'm not allowed to eat those. Honey cakes are good too." She hiccupped.

Scruff sighed and left the living room. He found the other Bullies in the kitchen, ears plugged with cotton. They were standing on chairs, busy untangling chandeliers of cutlery that hung from the rafters.

"Romy decorations?" he asked. He had to repeat the question after they removed the cotton from their ears.

"It's better than her last attempt at interior decor," his brother Neev said. 

Scruff nodded sympathetically, remembering Romy's gallery of paintings entitled, "Nostrils of Terror: a study of Scruff's nose hairs magnified a thousand times."

He clutched the Gazette in his hands, hesitant to show the others. This is my family; I don't want to hurt them. He looked at them, one by one.

Neev, his younger brother, was wearing his green wizard robes. Seventeen years old, he was a wiry youth with sharp eyes, a narrow nose, and a hint of stubble on his chin. As always, a glower twisted his face. Last year at Wizard School, he had summoned a demon for his final exam. The demon turned out to be Romy, the least frightening, most confused creature in Hell. Neev flunked his exam, and Romy had been driving him mad since—decorating his spellbooks with hearts, showering him with kisses as he squirmed, and twice turning his robes pink in the laundry.

His sister Jamie stood nearby, wrestling with a bundle of bent, entwined spoons. Always a tomboy, she wore her armor and sword even indoors. Last year, she had cut her hair short, feigning boyhood to learn swordplay at Fort Rosethorn. Her hair had grown into a long, black mane since then, though her body remained small. She stood shorter than five feet, and was thin as a sapling, but behind her breastplate beat the heart of a towering knight.

Behind those two stood Scruff's wife—the love of his life, Cobweb. To this day, whenever Scruff saw her, his heart leaped. Cobweb was a spiderling, an enchanted spirit of the forest. Her skin was purple, her hair was white and smooth, and her ears were pointy. She wore a dress woven of gossamer, and a spiderweb tattoo glowed on her shoulder. She looked at Scruff with her soft eyes, and his knees felt weak. He walked toward her and kissed her.

"Hewwo, Scwuff," she said softly and smiled. "Wewcome home, m-m-my wovewy, handsome hewo."

Her clan had banished her because of her voice, but to Scruff, she sounded as beautiful as she looked. He touched her nose. "Thank you, sweety honey bunny."

Neev rolled his eyes, and Jamie looked queasy.

"Barf bag please," they said together.

Luckily, Romy had fallen asleep; Scruff heard her snores from the other room. It's as good a time as ever to show them the newspaper, Scruff figured. He tossed it onto the table.

"Look," he said.

Neev cursed. Jamie shouted and grabbed her sword from the wall. Cobweb gasped, covered her mouth, and tears budded in her eyes.

"D-d-dey say we'we eviw!" she said and sniffed.

"I'll turn that Quill into a toad!" Neev said, face red, and reached for his spellbook.

Jamie drew her sword, a beautiful family heirloom named Moonclaw. "No need for magic. This steel will do the job."

Scruff raised his hands and shouted over the commotion. "Hang on, hang on! Nobody is turning anybody into anything, or slicing anyone into pieces." He glared at his siblings. "We are Bullies for Bucks. We fight monsters, not fellow Burrfieldians."

Neev grumbled and shook his head in disgust. "We've saved this town from Dry Bones and his monsters. And now Quill is calling us devil worshippers. The day I worship Romy is the day you can lock me up in the loony bin."

Jamie marched to the door, sword in hand. Scruff grabbed her shoulders.

"Don't go anywhere, Jamie. If you attack him, what would happen? The Gazette would only print another story, calling us thugs. Haven't you ever heard that the quill is mightier than the sword?"

Jamie glared and swung her blade. "Not this sword. And not that Quill."

She kicked him, and he grunted but held her fast. "Calm down, Jamie. You too, Neev. So he printed some rubbish, so what? Nobody will believe it, and tomorrow, he'll find something else to talk about."

They grumbled, muttered, glowered... and stayed indoors.

Next day, The Burrfield Gazette printed the headline:

 

"BULLIES FOR BUCKS, TOWN THUGS, EAT PUPPY FOR DINNER."

 

When Romy saw the headline, her eyes widened in delight.

"Ooh, a puppy!" she said. "Is it a poodle? Can we eat it tonight again?" The demon licked her lips and rubbed her belly.

Neev's face turned red, and smoke all but rose from his ears. "Quill's done it again!" he said and tossed the paper across the room.

Scruff retrieved it from the corner of their living room, dusted it off, and read the article. Quill wrote that a lovely puppy had been living in the Bullies' yard, clucking and scratching the dust and enjoying life despite tragically looking like a chicken. The Bullies, who hate puppies, cooked it for dinner... and they're after your puppy next.

When Scruff went into town that day, hoping to buy milk and eggs, people glowered. A few pelted him with rotten fruit (why they were carrying around rotten fruit, he could not guess). Others yelled at him: "Puppy eater!"

"It was a chicken!" he shouted.

"Well, how brave would you be, if somebody tried to cook you?"

Scruff groaned and returned home, empty-handed.

The next morning, the Gazette printed the following headline:

 

"SCRUFF THISTLE, BULLY, STEALS FRUIT FROM TOWNFOLK."

 

Romy shook her head reproachfully. "Scruff, how could you?"

He glared at her. "Romy! They were throwing the fruit at me."

"Did they throw any poodles too?" She pointed into her mouth. "Me hungreee."

They were all hungry. Their pantry was nearly empty, and Romy had already eaten everything in their garden, including the rocks and gnomes. Sooner or later, Scruff knew, they'd have to go shopping in town. He didn't relish anything else tossed his way; he had a feeling that next time, people might throw stones along with old apples.

"Something must be done about John Quill," he finally conceded. "It's time for the Bullies to pay him a visit."





 


Chapter Three

Hear All About It!









They walked through the forest, dry leaves crunching under their boots. More leaves fell around them, and the air smelled of earth, rain, and trees.

"Remind me," Jamie said, "why are we walking in the forest instead of on Burrfield's nice, cobbled streets?"

Scruff groaned. "I told you, Jamie. Those streets are so nice, they're full of people—people who hate us and would pelt us with things. The print shop is across town. We'll just walk around Burrfield instead of through it."

Jamie sighed. She was a warrior, the daughter of a knight. She carried Moonclaw, her father's fabled sword, and she wore armor of steel. Why was she slinking through the forest?

"I'm not afraid of a few stupid townfolk," she said.

"Because you hadn't seen them," Scruff said. "They had torches and pitchforks."

"I have a pitchfork!" Romy piped up.

Scruff glowered at the demon. "They don't decorate theirs with pink ribbons and hearts."

Romy pouted, hid her frilly pitchfork behind her back, and began to suck her thumb.

Jamie drew her sword and raised it. It caught the light and glimmered. "Look at this sword, Scruff. Look at that oversized, spiked mace you carry. Look at Cobweb's bow, at Neev's spellbook, and at Romy's, well..."

Romy stared at her expectantly, wagging her tail. "My claws of steel? My fangs that bite? My pitchfork of dread?"

"...singing voice," Jamie finished. "With these weapons, we defeated Dry Bones, the greatest warlock in the world. We don't have to fear townfolk angry over a few nonsensical articles. I—"

A roar interrupted her.

Jamie spun toward Scruff, frowning. "Scruff, did your belly just rumble again?"

Scruff looked around the forest, eyes narrowed. He raised Norman, his spiny mace. "Wasn't me this time."

The roar rose again. Two more roars answered it. They seemed to come from the eastern trees.

Grobblers, was Jamie's first thought. The creatures had attacked Burrfield years ago and killed her mother. But how could grobblers still live? Their master, Dry Bones, was dead.

The trees rustled. Footfalls and grunting moved closer. Jamie held her sword tight.

Be with me,
Father, she prayed. I will fight bravely like you.

Ten creatures burst from between the trees, and Jamie snarled.

They were bulky, green things. They looked to Jamie like somebody had slapped them together from clumps of clay, but never finished the job. Their limbs were knobby, their bodies warty, their faces swollen. They grunted and opened their mouths to roar, revealing fangs.

"Ooh, wood elves!" Romy said in delight. "I've always wanted to see you guys."

The creatures grunted.

"We... grunt grunt... are grunters!" one said. "And you are the Bullies for Bucks. You killed Dry Bones. You... grunt... will die."

Their claws glinted and they ran forward.

Jamie ran to meet them, sword swinging.

Her blade sliced into one. It fell, grunting. A second grunter slashed at her, and its claws hit her breastplate, raising sparks. Jamie growled, kicked it, and stabbed it. Blood spurted, bright green.

As she swung her sword, she saw the others fighting. Scruff was swinging his spiny mace, shattering grunter bones. Neev shouted spells, shooting sparks of lightning. Cobweb fired arrow after arrow, her eyes narrowed and her purple skin glowing. Romy flapped her wings, hovered in the air, and stabbed her pitchfork down onto the beasts.

A grunter slashed claws at Jamie. It tore into her thigh, drawing blood. She screamed and stabbed it.

"Do you work for Dry Bones?" she shouted.

The grunter snarled and drooled. "We serve the great witch Madrila. This town will be hers. Burrfield will fall."

It tried to bite her. Jamie leaped back, swung her sword, and its blood splashed. The grunter fell dead.

Silence fell. Ten warty, green bodies littered the road. The battle was over.

Cobweb rushed to Jamie's side, eyes wide with concern.

"J-j-jamie! You'we huwt."

The spiderling took a handkerchief from Scruff and wrapped it around Jamie's wound. Green grunter blood covered the forest around them. The bodies stank, tongues hanging from their mouths.

"You know," Romy said, "everybody says wood elves are all graceful and friendly, but they're really not."

Jamie sighed. "Those were no wood elves, Romy. Whatever they were, they knew we're the Bullies. They knew this is Burrfield. They were not wandering here aimlessly; they were looking for us."

Neev knelt by one and examined it. Donkey ears grew from his head. The young warlock still hadn't outgrown his jinx; whenever he cast spells, some animal part sprouted from him. He pulled his hood over his ears and frowned.

"The grunters spoke of serving a witch named Madrila," he said. "I wonder if...." He shook his head. "No, impossible. And yet...." His frown deepened.

"What is it, Mommy?" Romy asked. She knelt beside him and hugged him.

Neev growled. "Romy, I summoned you from Hell almost a year ago. Must you still call me Mommy?"

She nodded. "Uh huh. Now what do you know about these grunting things?"

Neev straightened and smoothed his robes. Romy stood with arms around him, leaning her head against his shoulder.

"I've never heard of grunters," he said, "but I've heard the name Madrila. She was legendary back at the Coven. Apparently, a year before I joined, a young woman stormed into the Coven's tunnels. She called herself Madrila. They say she was beautiful, with long blond hair and green eyes."

Romy pouted. "My hair and eyes are prettier."

Neev mussed her hair of flames and continued. "In any case, Madrila marched right into the class Dry Bones was teaching his pupils. She shouted that she was Dry Bones's daughter, and that he must acknowledge her and teach her magic. But Dry Bones only shouted that he had no daughter. He banished her. Nobody saw her again. All the apprentices assumed she was a disgraced former student Dry Bones had flunked. Now it seems she's collected monsters and wants to avenge her father."

Jamie limped forward. Her wound throbbed. She grasped Neev's shoulder and stared at him.

"Neev," she said, "Dry Bones banished her. He denied being her father. Why would this Madrila care that we killed him? Why would she want us dead?"

He sighed. "I don't know. Maybe she thinks that, by killing us, she can finally earn her father's respect... even if that father is dead now."

"And maybe she's just a nut," Romy said and flapped her lips with her finger, making blubbering noises.

In any case, Jamie thought, she now worried a lot less about John Quill, and a lot more about witches and monsters in the dark. The wind moaned, the trees creaked, and Jamie shuddered. 

 

* * * * *

 

Neev smoothed his robes and pointed at the largest dead grunter.

"We're taking this fellow straight to Lord Bramblebridge," he said. "If monsters are planning a new attack on Burrfield, he needs to know. Scruff, pick him up."

His older brother, a lumbering giant who towered above the other bullies, made a face.

"I don't want to touch that thing," he said. "It stinks."

Romy picked a flower and tossed it onto the body. "There, he'll smell better now. You can do it, Scruff!"

Grumbling and grimacing, Scruff lifted the dead grunter and slung it over his back. The grunter's tongue swung from its mouth, slapping against Scruff.

"He's all clammy," Scruff said. "It's like holding a giant toad."

"Let's hope his warts don't rub off," Neev said and started walking.

Leaving the other grunters behind, the Bullies walked between the trees. Dry leaves fell around them and crunched under their boots. Squirrels, caterpillars, and geese filled the forest around them. It was a beautiful forest, and a beautiful day, but an iciness filled Neev's belly. Only last year, they had defeated a horde of monsters and an evil warlock. Would they never find peace?

Soon they reached Teasel Gate, the northern entrance to Burrfield. Wooden doors filled an archway in a crumbling, mossy wall. A lone guard stood there, an old man with white stubble, a round nose, and watery eyes.

"Who comes to Burrfield?" he asked.

"It's us, old friend," Neev said. He had often sat by the old man at the Porcupine's Quills tavern, listening to his stories. "Bullies for Bucks. Don't you recognize us?" 

The guard blinked and squinted. "The Bullies, aye... my eyes aren't what they used to be. They say you've been eating puppies and worshipping the devil. Why should I let you into town?"

Neev shrugged. "Well, I'm a wizard. I could just teleport myself into town. Romy has wings and could fly over the wall. Scruff is big enough to crash through it. Jamie is small enough to burrow under the doors. And Cobweb... well, she's so sweet, nobody hates her. But if you do let us in, it'll all be much simpler."

The guard blinked. "Well, I'm not sure what you just said, but I reckon it must make sense. But be wary, friends. Townfolk are mighty angry at you. I'll let you in, but don't go eating any puppies or worshipping no more devils."

Neev opened his mouth, prepared to deny the charges, then sighed. "All right, we promise."

The old guard nodded. "Good, good." He opened the door, and the Bullies stepped back into Burrfield.

As they left the gateway behind, Neev reflected that if grunters arrived at the gates, the doorman would hold them back for no more than a moment.

"The town needs a dozen guards at each gate," he said to Scruff. "And a dozen more with bows upon the walls. If more grunters are on the way, we can't let them in."

Scruff nodded, hefting the dead grunter across his shoulders. "We'll tell Bramblebridge. He keeps all his soldiers at Fort Rosethorn. When he sees this creature, he'll send them to the walls."

Their boots thudded on the cobbled streets. Oaks with orange and golden leaves rustled at their sides. The houses rose around them, built of wood and clay, their roofs made of hatch. Geese flew overhead, honking.

When they entered a small square with a mermaid fountain, Neev saw Quill's print shop. Quill himself peered from the window; he gasped, his eyes widened, and he disappeared from view. Neev gritted his teeth.

"The twerp saw us," he muttered. "What nonsense will he go write now? Maybe he'll claim our dead grunter is actually a baby unicorn we slew."

Romy shook her head. "It's a wood elf," she said. "I think."

Jamie muttered too and reached for her sword. "I say we visit him now. I'll bash his printer with my sword!"

Neev was tempted. Bashing Quill's printer sounded glorious. But he forced himself to walk by.

"We'll go there next. First we visit Fort Rosethorn and show Bramblebridge the grunter. Once he sends reinforcements to the walls, and Burrfield is safe, we'll deal with Quill. The weasel can wait for another hour."

Grumbling, the Bullies walked by, leaving the square and the print shop behind. Soon they saw Fort Rosethorn ahead. It rose upon a hill—a craggy, ancient fortress. Moss and roses covered its walls. Neev had never cared for swords or castles—spellbooks and scrolls were his loves—but Fort Rosethorn was still special to him. Father was a knight in this fort. Neev had visited him here many times in childhood; he still treasured the memories of climbing the walls, exploring the dungeons for ghosts, and listening to Father tell stories of the fort's legendary heroes.

Guards stood at the gates, clad in breastplates and holding spears. They gasped at the sight of the dead grunter and pulled the portcullis open. The Bullies walked under the wall and across the courtyard. Fifty squires were training here, clad in chain mail and swinging wooden swords. Dust rose and the smells of sweat, wood, and roses filled the air; the flowers covered every crumbling wall.

Lord Bramblebridge stood among the squires, chest puffed out, belly sucked in, moustache bristling. Sweat glistened on his bald head and plump, red cheeks.

"Scruff!" he bellowed when he saw the bullies. "Jamie!"

He lumbered toward them, arms swinging, shoving squires aside. His eyes widened.

"What in blazes are you carrying, boy?" he shouted at Scruff.

Scruff dropped the grunter onto the ground. Green blood trickled. The squires gasped and muttered.

"It's a wood elf," Romy said.

Bramblebridge squinted at the body and poked it with his sword. "Bloody hell, it looks like a human toad. Green and warty and stinks to high heavens."

"That's nothing," Romy said, twirling her tail. "You should smell the outhouse after Scruff uses it."

Bramblebridge ignored her and nudged the dead grunter with his boot. "Where did you find this creature?" he asked Scruff.

"If you mean Romy," Scruff said, "that is Neev's fault. As for this warty green thing, I killed it." He let a hint of pride fill his voice.

"Actually, I killed that one," Neev said. He could see a scar where his magical bolts had seared the creature.

Romy shook her head. "Nuh uh, Neev! I killed this one, I did. I poked his brain with my pitchfork."

"Killed it?" somebody spoke behind them. The voice was high-pitched and spoke with a genteel accent.

Neev clenched his fists and turned around.

"Quill," he said in disgust. "Who let you in here?"

The young printmaker bristled. His pencil-line moustache twitched like a worm. He puffed out his chest, straightened his cap, and harrumphed.

"Not that it's any of your business, warlock," Quill said, spitting out the last word as an insult, "but I am here on official Burrfield Gazette business."

Jamie snarled, leaped onto him, and began kicking him. "Your Gazette is rubbish!" she cried, kicks and punches flying. "It's not even worth blowing my nose into. How dare you print that nonsense?"

Quill was squealing. His arms waved in a useless attempt to hold off Jamie.

"Get this creature off me!" he demanded. "Bramblebridge, call off this little runt."

Jamie, who stood shorter than Quill's shoulders, howled with rage.

Lord Bramblebridge howled too, a sound which shook the fort. "Stop this!" he demanded. His cheeks were puffed and glistening red. "Men, separate these two."

It took four squires to pull Jamie off Quill. She kept screaming and kicking in their grasp. Quill rubbed the places she'd struck him, glaring at her.

"Now what is the meaning of this?" Lord Bramblebridge demanded.

Quill lifted his cap from the ground, dusted it off, and placed it back on his head. It drooped. He raised his chin, as if trying to rescue the last of his dignity.

"My lord," he said and sketched a bow. "If the Bullies go around slaying innocent forest creatures, it is my duty—as Burrfield's chief journalist—to report of their crimes."

"Our crimes?" Neev demanded. He pointed at Quill. "One more word out of you, and I'll turn you into a forest creature, and not a pleasant one."

Quill snickered. "I'm not afraid of you, warlock. If you pull any of your tricks here, there are a hundred men around who will arrest you. It is still illegal to practice your dark magic in Burrfield." He glared at Romy. "That creature you summoned is bad enough."

Romy beamed with pride and her tail wagged. "Did you hear that, Mommy Neev? He said I'm bad. Finally somebody realizes I'm bad!" She gave a high-pitched roar and snarled. "All fear Romy, the evil demon of Hell!" Then she giggled and covered her mouth.

Jamie managed to break free and leaped onto Quill again. Squires ran forward. Dust flew. Bramblebridge shouted, and suddenly it seemed that everybody was fighting. Several squires grabbed Neev's shoulders; one tried to wrench his spellbook from his pack, and only a withering glare from Neev cowed him.

"Out, out!" Bramblebridge bellowed. "I want you out of this fort!"

Jamie nodded. "Hear that, Quill? Get lost."

But Quill only smirked at her. "He means you, runt."

It was true, Neev realized. Bramblebridge was pointing at them and squires began dragging the Bullies out of the courtyard.

"You will not attack citizens of Burrfield in this fort!" the lord was bellowing. "Out, Bullies, out! I will not allow senseless violence in my courtyard. Now, squires—back to bashing one another with blunt swords."

The squires shoved the Bullies out of the fort and into the mud. Neev fumed. He wanted to blast the entire castle with balls of fire. Scruff looked ready to bash the place with his mace, and Jamie was still shouting curses at Quill. Cobweb had tears in her eyes and hugged herself. Even Romy seemed upset; a duck waddled only a foot away from her (her most feared bird), making her squeal, suck her thumb, and tremble.

At home that evening, tempers were still high. Jamie kept pacing the living room, swinging her sword. Scruff drowned his troubles in lemon pudding. Cobweb and Romy embraced in the corner, comforting each other with whispers (and occasional gasps and giggles when Scruff reached for yet another bowl of pudding.)

Neev stood watching his fellow Bullies, lost in thought. What if more grunters arrived? Would they kill the old doorman and storm into town? All of Burrfield could burn! The only bright side is that Quill might burn with us, he thought with a sigh.

That morning, one of Quill's paperboys—a chubby youth far too large for the donkey he rode—tossed the morning Gazette onto their porch. When Neev read the headline, he felt ready to explode.

 

"BULLIES FOR BUCKS MURDER PEACEFUL FOREST CREATURE"

 

He brought the paper inside, woke the others, and read them the article.

"'Yesterday afternoon, the Bullies—already caught eating puppies and worshipping the devil—committed yet another crime. While wandering the forest outside our town, they encountered a family of peaceful, forest dwelling creatures. The demon Romy explained that they were wood elves. In cold blood, the Bullies murdered the mother of this friendly family. The bully Jamie, the runt of the pack, tried to murder the elf's babies as well; they miraculously escaped her grasp.'"

Neev was so angry, he could barely keep reading. His voice trembled with rage as he read the second paragraph.

"'True, our woodland friends might appear strange to our eyes. Their skin might be green and their ways foreign. But to murder an innocent being because she looks different? This, my friends, might be the Bullies' worst crime to date. Be wary, fellow Burrfieldians! Hide your kids. Hide your wives. The Bullies are loose... and hungry for your blood.'"

He tossed the paper aside in disgust.

"I told you it was an elf," Romy said. "Even the newspaper says so."

"It wasn't an elf!" Neev howled. He crashed into the armchair and buried his face in his palms.





 


Chapter Four

The Apprentice









The grunters never returned.

Night fell, dawn broke, night fell again... and still no word of them. Willow was getting worried. She didn't much care if the Bullies lived or died. She didn't much care if Burrfield burned or thrived. But Willow, apprentice to the witch Madrila, cared very much about her mistress's moods.

This night her mood was foul.

Screams, curses, and explosions came from Madrila's study. Red and green smoke spilled under the door. Glass and wood shattered. Willow stood in the hall, shivering.

"Oh God, it'll be a mess," she whispered. "She's breaking every last plate, chair, and vial, and I'll be the one who has to clean it."

Willow took a shuddering breath. She smoothed her purple robes and tried to steady her heart. She would have to attempt the impossible: calm Madrila. Hesitantly, she knocked on the door.

"What is it?" Madrila shrieked behind it.

Fingers shaking, Willow twisted the doorknob and peaked into the study. Dread flooded her and she gulped. Madrila's hair was wild. Her eyes blazed. Her cheeks were red. Sparks of black magic coiled around her fingertips. The witch was young—not yet thirty—but still a decade older than Willow and infinitely more powerful.

"My lady," Willow said. "Would you... would you like some wine to soothe your spirits?"

She knew at once that was a mistake. Madrila shrieked.

"Do I look like I need soothing?" she bellowed, grabbed a statue of an imp, and smashed it. A hundred other statues, plates, and pieces of furniture lay shattered across the room.

It'll be a long night of cleaning for me, Willow thought. She hated cleaning. She hated preparing mulled wine. She had chosen to apprentice for Madrila because she wanted to do magic—real magic, not beginners' tricks like they taught you at the Coven, where everyone else apprenticed. Willow craved the good stuff—dangerous, wonderful, and evil spells like Madrila cast.

I want to hold a wand, not a broomstick, she thought. I want to summon demons, raise armies of skeletons, be a great and powerful ruler... not a servant.

But she only bowed her head and said, "Forgive me, my lady."

Madrila stomped forward, grabbed Willow's shoulders, and hissed. "Do you have any idea how valuable those grunters were? I spent a week molding them in my cauldron. A week! And now ten are lost in the forest, probably dead. The Bullies killed them. I know it. They killed my lovelies like they killed my father."

Willow swallowed. Here goes nothing. "My lady, you sent grunters to spy, and they never returned. Grunters are great warriors, but they are perhaps poor spies. All the grunting and stinking, you know." Before Madrila could get angrier, she finished quickly. "Allow me to spy for you. I'll take a few of the slinkers you created this morning; they're dumb but at least they're quiet. We'll size up Burrfield's defences, see what the Bullies are doing, and report to you within three days."

Madrila stared, silent.

Willow swallowed. Her knees knocked. Please let her agree, she prayed. If Willow could go on a real mission—not just to fetch groceries or do the laundry, but actual spywork—maybe, just maybe, Madrila would teach her some spells. Maybe, just maybe, Willow could replace her broom and ladle with a wand and spellbook.

Madrila stared for several long, painful moments. Her eyes narrowed, her lips tightened, and her fingers dug into Willow's shoulders.

Finally the witch nodded and turned away.

"Very well," she said. "Take the slinkers. Spy on the town. Be back in three days."

Willow couldn't stifle a shaky, thankful gasp. She wanted to sound stern, evil, and powerful. She wanted to say something like, The Bullies will suffer, my lady—we will crush them and grind them into dust.

Instead, she only squeaked and said: "Hooray! Thank you, I'll do it!"

How evil sounding, she thought and sighed.

Madrila touched a broken statue, raised her eyebrow, and said, "Oh, and Willow? Clean the room before you leave."

Damn.

Willow sighed and grabbed her broom. 

 

* * * * *

 

"Weww," Cobweb said, "if B-b-bwamblebwidge won't guawd d-d-da city wawws, why d-don't we?"

The Bullies were sitting around the hearth in their home, nursing mugs of cider (Scruff's was topped with whipped cream). The fire crackled and cast orange light over the rugs, armchairs, and paintings on the walls. Walnuts roasted over the flames, filling the room with their scent.

Cobweb sat on a sheepskin, leaning her head against Scruff's chest. His arm was slung around her, nearly as wide as her entire body. She felt warm and protected.

"It's not a bad idea," Neev said. He sat in an oversized armchair, leafing through a spellbook. Romy sat on his lap, sucking a lollipop and playing with her hair.

Jamie sat in the corner, polishing her sword. "Why should we even protect Burrfield when everybody here hates us?"

"B-b-because dis is ouw home," Cobweb said. "Because d-d-dis is whewe youw woots awe... whewe you and youw p-pawents wewe bown, whewe youw childwen wiww be bown."

She wiped her brow. Speaking so many words hurt her tongue and left her winded. She was getting better, she knew—she could talk more clearly than a year ago—but still hated speaking. Every word felt like climbing a mountain; a sentence the others could speak in an instant took her long moments to complete. She hated seeing Jamie tap her fingers, waiting for her to finish stuttering. She hated seeing Romy grow bored whenever she spoke, twirling her hair and whistling.

I can speak perfectly in my mind, Cobweb thought. I wish I could speak the way I think, quickly and smoothly. But I'm getting better. Scruff is teaching me.

Still catching her breath from her little speech, Cobweb wondered at her words. Her home lay far from here, across mountain and meadow and lake. She had no roots in Burrfield. Her home lay in Spidersilk Forest, a land of fireflies, birch trees, mystical runes, and fellow spiderlings with purple skin, silver hair, and spiderweb tattoos.

Scruff seemed to read her mind. He tightened his arm around her and kissed her head. But this is my home now, she thought. This is where I live with my husband. This is where our children will one day live. I want to protect it.

She grabbed her bow and quiver of arrows from their pegs on the wall.

"Wet's go," she said. "We have a t-t-town to pwotect."

Within an hour, Cobweb and Romy stood outside the town's northern Teasel Gate, armed with bow and pitchfork. Autumn trees rustled before them and the grass swayed at their feet. Jamie had gone to the southern Barley Gate, armed with her sword. Scruff and Neev had stayed home to sleep; they had agreed to take the night shift.

Cobweb breathed the crisp, autumn air, prepared to shoot arrows at any enemies that attacked.

The leaves rustled.

Squirrels raced across the trees, birds chirped, and grasshoppers hopped.

One time, a lone goose flew overhead, honking.

"Bo-ring!" Romy said. She yawned, stretched, and scratched her belly. "I hate guard duty."

Cobweb put a hand on her shoulder. "It's n-n-not so b-bad, Womy. We g-g-get to enjoy natuwe."

She snorted. "Nature can go to hell. I hate nature. I hate these birds everywhere; horrible things." She shuddered. "I hate bugs. I hate trees. I want to go hoooome."

"You can g-g-go," Cobweb said. She tightened her grip on her bow. "I can defend da gate mysewf."

Romy moaned. "But I'd be bored at home without you! Scruff and Neev are sleeping, and Jamie's guarding the other gate. Can't we do something more interesting? Can we play a game at least?"

Cobweb shook her head. "Womy! If we p-p-pway a game, how wouwd we guawd da town pwopewwy? We wouwdn't n-n-notice if anyone appwoached."

Romy groaned, growled, hopped, flapped her wings, and finally began to sing.

"One hundred bottles of beer on the wall, one hundred bottles of— Ow, Cobweb, why are you poking me?"

"Wisten!" she whispered. "I tink I heaw someting."

Romy fell silent and Cobweb frowned. She heard it more clearly now: a rustling in bushes. Just the wind? No; the trees did not sway, but the bushes kept moving. She nocked an arrow and drew the bowstring. Her heart raced.

"Who goes der?" she demanded.

Five creatures burst from the bushes. Cobweb gasped; she had never seen such strange beasts. Covered in white fur, they walked on tiptoes, and what toes those were. Most of their height was just those toes—hugely elongated and furry. Their bodies were small, their eyes beady, their noses long like an anteater's. Their arms ended with gleaming claws.

"Kill them, slinkers!" cried a voice, and a jet of pink sparkles flew.

Cobweb screamed and fired her arrow.

The long-toed slinkers squealed. Cobweb's arrow slammed into one. It screamed, baring sharp teeth. Romy screamed too, flew, and lashed her pitchfork at the creatures.

As Cobweb nocked another arrow, she saw that one of the attackers was a young woman—sixteen or seventeen years old—with black hair and purple wizard robes. She pointed a wand at Cobweb.

Cobweb ducked. Pink sparkles and hearts flew from the witch's wand. Cobweb fired her arrow. It missed the young witch by a finger.

"Damn it, shoot bolts of lightning, you stupid wand!" the witch cried and shook her wand. "Not hearts!" She turned to the monsters. "Slinkers, kill them!"

The toey beasts nodded. "Yes, Lady Willow! They will die." They charged on their tiptoes and their claws lashed.

Cobweb ducked and claws swung over her head. She grabbed a fistful of dirt and tossed it. The dirt hit the slinker's eyes, blinding it long enough for Cobweb to draw her dagger. She tossed the blade; it sliced the slinker's neck. Cobweb fired a third arrow, hitting its chest. It screamed and fell dead.

"Oh God, no!" Willow screamed. "Madrila will kill me for this. She spent all night creating that slinker."

The witch pointed her wand at Cobweb and uttered a spell. Candies flew from the wand, incurring a stream of curses from Willow.

"Oh God," the witch said and tossed her wand aside in disgust. "This thing is useless."

Cobweb snarled and kicked. Her foot hit Willow's shin, and the witch fell. Cobweb leaped up and kicked again, hitting Willow in the stomach. Above her, Romy flew and swooped, thrusting her pitchfork. Slinkers dell dead beneath her.

Cobweb grabbed Willow's hair and pulled her head back.

"Who is Madwiwa?" she demanded. "W-w-what do you peopwe want fwom us?

Willow blinked back tears and managed a snarl. "I will kill you, Bullies. I will kill you and make Madrila proud, and finally she'll teach me spells. Finally she'll teach me to be a great witch."

Sniffing, Willow kicked. Her foot slammed into Cobweb's knee.

Pain filled her. Cobweb fell. As Romy killed the last grunter, Willow scurried to her feet and ran into the forest. Within seconds, she disappeared among the trees.

"Wet's catch hew!" Cobweb said. "She's g-g-getting away."

Romy landed by her. Panting, the two girls began running after Willow. Branches slapped their faces and leaves crunched under their feet.

They ran through the forest for a long time.

"She's gone," Romy finally said. "We'll never find her."

Cobweb shook her head. "We'ww find hew. See how da weaves awe pwessed d-d-down hewe? See dat smudge of m-m-m-mud on dat bouwdew? She wan hewe. She's f-fast... but we'ww catch hew."

Romy got down on all four, lowered her head to the ground, and sniffed like a bloodhound. Her tail wagged. She straightened and nodded.

"She walked here," the demon announced. "I can smell her trail. Let's keep looking."

It was slow progress. Many roots, bushes, and boulders impeded their passage. Streams gurgled, full of slippery rocks. Sometimes they had to stop and climb over a fallen log, a towering boulder, or bramble. As she followed the trail through the forest, Cobweb thought about the other Bullies. What will they think when they don't see us come home on time?

Soon the sun began to set. When it grew dark, Cobweb could no longer see the trail, and they had to rely on Romy's nose. The demon stopped every few feet, leaned down, and sniffed the earth. Then she'd wag her tail and run forward. The stars emerged and the sun vanished. The only lights came from their hair: Romy's flamed like a torch, and Cobweb's glowed softly like moonlight.

Romy whispered. "What if we walk right into the witch's camp and meet a thousand monsters?"

Cobweb clutched her bow tight. "Wet's be cawefuw. If we f-f-find da monstews' camp, we'ww spy on dem, den wetuwn to Buwwfiewd. Wet's not p-pick any fights."

Romy walked ahead, sniffing and wagging her tail. Cobweb followed her. Leaves crunched and branches snapped under their feet. If there are any witches in the darkness, they'd hear us from miles away, Cobweb thought.

It seemed like they walked for hours when Romy paused and said, "I smell grunters." She sniffed. "Ooh, and some cookies!"

"Cookies?"

Cobweb paused and sniffed. It did smell like cookies ahead—honey cookies with almonds, she thought. The sweet smells mingled with a stench like rot.

"Wet's pwoceed quietwy," Cobweb said. "T-t-tiptoe and d-d-don't make a sound!"

They inched forward, careful not to rustle any dry leaves or twigs. Romy pulled her hood over her head, hiding the fire of her hair. Campfires burned ahead; Cobweb smelled them and saw their soft light. She parted branches before her and saw a camp of creatures.

The young witch Willow stood over a cauldron, mixing its contents with a ladle. A hundred monsters surrounded the cauldron—warty grunters, long-toed slinkers, three-headed dogs with flaming eyes, reptiles with red horns, and many others. A dilapidated house rose behind them, cloaked in shadows.

"Boil and bubble," Willow chanted as she stirred. "Toil and trouble. I brew a poison of evil and pain!" She tossed powder into the cauldron, tightened her lips, and stirred with more vigor. "Curses and hexes, devils and spirits, poison this brew with your evil! Here I stir a potion of wretchedness."

Delicious smells of honey, roasted nuts, and baked apples wafted from the cauldron. 

A grunter sniffed the brew. "Mmm, cookie dough!" he said. "Grunt grunt, can we eat this batch too?"

Willow growled and pulled her hair. "This is not cookie dough! This is a foul, evil poison. This is a brew of terror, of demons and ghosts!"

The grunter dipped his finger into the mix and licked it. "Yum yum, tastes especially sweet this time."

Willow seemed close to tears. She tossed the ladle aside, sat down with a groan, and covered her eyes.

"Cookies again. Every bloody time I try to create an evil potion, it comes out as cookie dough." She heaved a sigh. "Very well, I suppose you might as well eat this one too."

The monsters around the cauldron cheered and began to feast, smacking their lips and licking their fingers.

Cobweb watched with fascination from between the trees. "She's not m-m-much of a witch," she said.

Romy was wagging her tail furiously under her cloak. She was drooling like a hungry dog, and her stomach growled. Luckily, the monsters were too busy eating to hear.

"Cookies!" Romy whispered in awe. "I want some. Please please, can I go eat some too?"

Cobweb shook her head. "No, Womy. I'll b-b-bake you some at home tomowwow, okay?"

Romy's drool dripped onto the forest floor and her stomach gave another growl.

A shriek tore the forest.

The monsters around the cauldron froze, and Willow's face paled. The young witch's eyes widened and she trembled.

"Willow!" came a shriek from the house.

The witch shut her eyes and began to mumble; it seemed to Cobweb like she was praying.

"Willow, what are you doing?"

A second witch stormed out of the house behind the campfire. She was young, tall, and beautiful, with golden hair and blazing green eyes. Her black robes swished around her. The firelight painted her face red.

Willow straightened, gulped, and said, "Uhm... hello, Madrila. I'm... I'm preparing a poison for the Bullies—something so deadly, they cannot survive it."

Madrila! Hiding behind the trees, Cobweb gasped. So here was Dry Bones's long-lost daughter. Here was the witch who wanted her father avenged and the Bullies dead. Here was the woman who had sent grunters to kill them. Cobweb reached for an arrow.

I should kill her now, she thought. I should shoot an arrow into her heart. And yet she dared not. A hundred monsters stood here. If she killed Madrila, those monsters would swarm across the forest, find her and Romy, and kill them. Cobweb forced herself to release her arrow.

"Willow, you made cookie dough again!" Madrila shouted. "When will you learn to be a proper witch? When will you learn to be more evil, for heaven's sake?"

Willow sniffed back tears, but managed to puff out her chest. "I am evil, Madrila! I can be as evil as you. If you'll just teach me, maybe some really evil spells, I can—"

"You must earn your spells," Madrila said, interrupting the younger woman. "What happened to the slinkers you took to Burrfield?"

Willow trembled. She looked around, as if searching for an escape route. Finally she swallowed, lowered her head, and said meekly, "The Bullies killed them. I'm sorry, Madrila. We fought them well, but...." She winced as if expecting a blow.

Madrila only stared silently. Her eyes were ice. Finally she spun around, stormed back into her house, and slammed the door shut. A lock clanked.

Willow stood outside, trembling for long moments. Finally she sighed, lay down by the campfire, and curled up.

"Looks like another night outside for me," she said quietly. "At least I have you for company, my dear monsters."

The creatures, however, seemed not to hear her. They were busy fighting over who got to lick the cauldron. Willow sighed again, hugged her knees, and seemed to fall asleep.

"We've seen enough fow n-n-now," Cobweb whispered. "Wet's go home and teww Neev and J-J-Jamie what we weawned."

Romy was looking at the empty cauldron ruefully. Reluctantly, she tore her gaze away, nodded, and the two Bullies began heading back home.





 


Chapter Five

A Good Year for Pitchforks









John Quill stood outside the walls, holding an oil lamp. He stared down at the dead monsters—furry things with weasel noses, sharp claws, and toes the length of their torsos. He shook his head ruefully.

Oh, Bullies, he thought. Will you never learn to stop your senseless monster slaying?

Leaving the bodies, he stepped back through the gates into Burrfield. As he walked down the street, he began planning tomorrow's article. He smiled as he imagined the Bullies reading it.

"You will learn, Bullies," he said to himself. "You will learn that brawn cannot win every battle."

That Scruff was a beast of legendary strength. That Jamie was a runt, but skilled with the blade. Neev was a powerful warlock, Romy an evil demon, Cobweb a deadly archer. Warriors, Quill thought in disgust. All they know is how to fight, how to kill. He snorted. I might have skinny arms, and no skill with weapons, but I too am strong. I have the strength of words... and words are deadlier than any weapon. He allowed himself a small, tight smile. I will be Burrfield's newest hero.

He entered his print shop. Dawn had not yet risen, and his assistants slept on the floors. Quill took his boxes of letters—each one was printed onto a metal cube—and began arranging them in printing plates. As he worked, his smile grew.

 

* * * * *

 

Scruff woke up, stretched, and shuffled outside to grab some tea leaves. The paperboy rode by on his donkey, waved, and tossed a Gazette onto his feet.

Scruff knelt, picked it up, and howled in rage.

He stormed back inside and slammed the newspaper onto the table.

"More rubbish!" he said.

Romy and Cobweb crowded around him, peeking at the newspaper. Emblazoned across it appeared the headline:

 

"BULLIES FOR BUCKS MURDER A UNICORN FAMILY"

 

The article stated that a family of forest dwellers, almost certainly peaceful unicorns, were found dead outside Teasel Gate, which the Bullies had been guarding. Spiderling arrows filled them, and they bore wounds the shape of Romy's pitchfork.

"I'm famous!" Romy announced when Scruff read them the part about her.

The rest of the article explained that the unicorns had only wished to bring peace, love, and rainbows to Burrfield... things the Bullies obviously hated.

'The only thing the Bullies love is blood,' the article concluded. 'In this reporter's opinion, they should be locked in Fort Rosethorn's dungeon and forever kept from harming another soul.'

Scruff had just finished reading when the door slammed open. Need and Jamie rushed in; they had been out guarding the walls. Their faces were red, their breath heavy, and their hair wild.

"The natives are restless," Neev said between pants. He slammed the door shut behind him and locked it.

"There's a bloody mob on our heels," Jamie said and drew her sword. She snarled and held the blade before her.

Soon Scruff could hear hundreds of boots thumping, people cursing and screaming, and torches crackling. He peeked out the window and gasped. A mob was racing up Friar Hill toward their house. They held torches and pitchforks.

Romy snorted. "My pitchfork is much nicer. Theirs aren't decorated with ribbons and hearts."

John Quill led the mob, Scruff saw. The printmaker was the only one not cursing or shouting; he walked with a small, smug smile on his face.

"Fools!" Scruff said. He lifted Norman, his spiny mace. "If they break in our house, I'll club them. We risk our lives defending them, and this is what we get?"

Soon the mob reached the house. They trampled over the garden, smashing the pots of herbs, vegetable lattices, and flowerbeds. They began to pound on the door, waving their pitchforks.

"Murderers!" one shouted.

"Demon worshippers!" another called.

Peeking out the window, Romy shouted back, "There's nothing wrong with worshipping me! I deserve it."

Fists pounded on the door, which began to crack.

"Get out of Burrfield!" shouted a man. "You don't belong among decent folk."

Scruff peeked through the window's shutters and saw John Quill smirking, hands on his hips. That does it, he thought. Rage blazed inside him. My father fought and died to defend this town. I fight for this town. My family fights for it. I won't let Quill get away with this.

He swung open the door and rushed outside, knocking people over. He howled and swung his mace around, breaking pitchforks and torches. His cries shook the hill.

"The ogre!" somebody cried. "Kill him!"

Fists and pitchforks began flying his way. Scruff knocked them aside and ran toward Quill. The printmaker's smile vanished. He began to flee, but Scruff caught his shirt, spun him around, and shook him.

"You slimy weasel," Scruff growled. "How dare you turn these people against us, people we've fought to protect? Aren't you ashamed? Romy and Cobweb are new to this town; how dare you welcome them this way?"

Quill was pale and shaking, but managed to snarl. "Romy? Cobweb? The devil and the creature, you mean. Those... those things don't belong in Burrfield among decent humans. You married a monster. Your brother is all but married to a demon." He shouted to the mob. "My friends! Kill this beast. Kill all the Bullies!"

The mob stormed into the house. Scruff heard the other Bullies fighting inside it. Cobweb screamed and even Romy wailed in fear. Fists grabbed Scruff and pulled him off Quill. Boots kicked him, and a pitchfork stabbed his leg. He howled and swung his fists blindly, trying to hold off the mob.

"Cobweb!" he cried. "Cobweb, I'm coming for you."

He tried to make it back to the house, but legs tripped him. He fell, and a dozen people piled up atop him. He shook them off and punched anything that moved.

"Cease this!"

The voice rang across the hill. Lord Bramblebridge's voice! Scruff breathed in relief. The bulldoggish Lord of Burrfield would put an end to this. When Scruff turned his head, he saw Bramblebridge huff and puff up the hill, swinging his arms. Sweat glistened on his forehead and his orange moustache bristled with rage. Thirty soldiers marched behind him, wearing armor and holding drawn swords.

"My lord!" Scruff said. "I—"

"What the blazes is going on here?" Bramblebridge shouted. "Bullies, I have had enough of your mayhem. Enough, I say!"

Steam whistled out of his ears. His face was red as an apple. A vein throbbed in his neck. Scruff gasped. He's blaming us! The Bullies!

"My lord, please!" Scruff said. "There are monsters lurking outside the town. Green grunting creatures, and furry things with big toes, and a witch who bakes cookie dough, and...."

His voice died. The soldiers were laughing, he saw. Even some of the angry mob smirked. Scruff sighed. They don't believe me. But they do believe Quill.

Bramblebridge, however, was not laughing. He looked ready to burst with rage. His hand trembled around the hilt of his sword.

"I have had enough of these bullies. Enough! Whenever you are around, there is mayhem in Burrfield."

Jamie emerged from the house, face red and clothes torn. "Are you going to banish us again?" she demanded.

Bramblebridge glared at her. It seemed to Scruff like arrows could shoot out of the lord's eyes.

"I've tried that before. You keep coming back!" Bramblebridge turned to his men. "Arrest them! Arrest all the Bullies. Toss them into the dungeon and throw away the key. I will have order in my town!"

As soldiers grabbed Scruff's arms, he shook his head in disbelief.

"You should be fighting the grunters and slinkers!" he shouted. "You should be arresting the witches!"

As they slammed manacles around him, the soldiers laughed.

"Sure thing, Scruff," one said. "Grunters, slinkers, and tooth fairies too, I reckon. But don't worry. No magical fairy creatures can hurt you in the town's nice, cozy dungeon."

Scruff tried to shake himself free, but couldn't break his chains. The soldiers began dragging him away. Scruff saw more soldiers chain up Neev. The young wizard tried to cast spells, but the soldiers gagged him and shackled his limbs.

Wings flapped, and Romy rose into the sky, holding Jamie in her arms. The demon wailed and tears filled her eyes.

"Fly, Romy, get out of here!" Scruff shouted.

Romy sobbed but obeyed. She flew away, holding the diminutive Jamie. The two disappeared into the distance.

The last thing Scruff saw was a soldier manhandling Cobweb. No, not Cobweb! Not my wife. He screamed in rage. Somebody pulled a sack over his head, punched his cheek, and kicked him forward. Darkness and pain covered his world.





 


Chapter Six

Babes in the Wood









Romy flew over town, her arms wrapped around Jamie. The girl was squirming in her grasp and kicking.

"Calm down!" Romy said. "I can't carry you if you squirm."

She grunted with the effort. Jamie was perhaps a waif of a girl, but her armor was heavy, and Romy wasn't used to carrying more than a pitchfork. She flapped her wings mightily, struggling to fly even ten feet above the ground. She kept dipping, grunting, and struggling for altitude.

"Romy, fly higher!" Jamie cried. "The mob's gaining on us."

Romy turned her head and saw the townfolk chasing them through the streets. A few began tossing rocks. One rock hit Romy's shoulder and she yelped. Other rocks sailed around her.

"Faster, Romy!" Jamie said. "Faster!"

Romy flapped her wings so hard, she thought they'd fall off. She flew over the city walls, just high enough to clear them (though Jamie's boots slammed against the top). They flew over the forest, skimming the treetops. The fresh air invigorated Romy, and she flew faster, until she cleared a stream and the town dwindled behind her. The mob did not follow; they perhaps did not believe in grunters, but it seemed they still feared the forest. Romy descended, her wings aching.

Come on, Romy, she told herself. A nice, smooth landing today.

She glided down. She lowered her feet. She stumbled, flipped over, rolled, and hit an oak. Jamie groaned and pushed her away.

"Bloody hell, Romy, will you ever learn how to land?"

Romy rubbed a bump on her elbow. "Owww," she said and began sucking her thumb. "It's not my fault anyway. In Hell we only fly a little bit over pools of lava or down tunnels. We don't have to fly over walls and forests with angry mobs chasing us!"

The girls sat for several moments in the dry leaves. When they were sure nobody followed, they gingerly stood up, winced in pain, and looked around them.

Jamie drew her sword. "We have to save the others."

A chill ran through Romy. Poor Scruff, Neev, and Cobweb. Were they being locked in a dungeon now? Neev must be so lonely without me, and so cold without my fire to warm him. Romy already missed him so badly, she ached. Well, that and because I landed on a rock.

"How can we save them?" she said and shivered. "Bramblebridge has a hundred soldiers, maybe more. If he locked the others in the dungeon, guards will surround them. Lots of guards. We're good fighters, Jamie, but we're not that good. We can't storm an entire fortress ourselves."

Jamie cursed, grumbled, muttered, and sliced the air with her sword. She let out an enraged grunt like an angry boar.

"Damn it!" she said. "Damn John Quill, and damn Lord Bramblebridge, and damn the whole town. They're bloody fools, all of them. Damn them to hell."

"There's nothing wrong with Hell," Romy said and raised her chin. "As far as I can tell, Burrfield is not much better."

Jamie sighed. "Well, what do we do? How do we save Scruff, Neev, and Cobweb?"

Romy gazed into the forest. The trees stretched as far as she could see. Squirrels, insects, and horrible birds bustled between them. 

"What we do now," she said, "is stop Madrila."

Jamie grabbed Romy's shoulders and shook her. "Romy! Who cares about that witch now? The other Bullies are in prison. We have to save them first. Then we'll worry about saving the town."

Romy thought of Neev in the dungeon. Was he lying on a cold stone floor? Did he miss her too—her cuddling, kissing, teasing? She thought of Scruff and Cobweb too—giant, lumbering Scruff whose hugs were so warm; and dear Cobweb, the only person in the world who understood how Romy felt, a foreigner in the weird world of humans. She wanted to save them more than anything, but....

"The other Bullies are safe for now," Romy said. "They might be cold, lonely, and scared. But they're safe. Burrfield is not. What if Willow returns with more grunters? What if Madrila herself attacks? If Burrfield burns, everybody there might die... including Scruff, Cobweb, and Neev. We must stop Madrila. Then we'll worry about saving our friends."

Jamie stared at her, eyes blazing. "How can we defend Burrfield? We can't man the town's walls, just you and me... definitely not with Bramblebridge after us."

Romy raised her eyebrows. "I didn't say we'd man the walls. I say: We attack Madrila's house." She punched the air. "Hit her where it hurts. Pow!"

Jamie groaned and rolled her eyes. "So let me get this straight, Romy. You think we're too weak to storm a fortress... but we are strong enough to attack a witch's evil lair full of dark magic and monsters?"

She nodded. "Uh huh."

"Oh dear. You banged your head a little too hard with this landing, I think."

"That's as may be." She sniffed. "Look, Jamie. Storming a dungeon is tough. I know. Hell is basically a big dungeon. And the angels were always trying to attack us and failing. We'd hunker down in our hidey-holes and keep shooting fire at them. They could never break in. Rosethorn's dungeon will be like that. But Madrila's house... well, lots of monsters surround it. But those monsters are there to defend the house from knights, mobs, heroes, and all sorts of other creatures without wings. I can fly. You can too, when I carry you. We'll fly right over those grunters, straight onto the roof. We'll enter through the chimney—the Santa Claus attack!"

Jamie frowned. "And what about the other Bullies?"

"Once we kill Madrila, and Burrfield is safe, we'll talk to Bramblebridge. We'll let him cool down first. Are you with me, Jamie?"

The girl gave Romy a long, penetrating stare. Finally she spat into her hand and held it out. Romy shook it, then wrinkled her face.

"Eww, Jamie, did you really have to spit into your hand first?"

"I did. A bond of warriors. We are sisters in arms now, Romster."

Romy raised her eyebrows. This was the nicest Jamie had ever been to her—maybe to anyone!—and Romy felt her heart melt. She hugged the girl tight.

"Aww, thank you, Jamster. I love being your sister."

Jamie squirmed. "Sister in arms, Romy! Fellow warriors. Warriors don't hug, so let go."

As they walked through the forest, Romy skipped and whistled. "I have a sister! A real sister to love!"

Jamie only rolled her eyes.

 

* * * * *

 

The guards shoved him in, then slammed the dungeon door shut. Dust flew and darkness fell. Neev's knees hit the floor. He coughed, groaned, and stood up. Blinking dust from his eyes, he groped in the darkness.

"Ouch, Neev!" Scruff said. "You nearly poked your finger into my eye."

"Well, don't stand so close to me," Neev answered. He could still see nothing in the darkness.

"It's not my fault this dungeon is so small."

"Is it small, or are you just that fat?"

Scruff growled in the darkness. "Watch it, little brother, or this fat man might sit on you. Then you'll be able to escape under the door."

"P-p-pwease don't fight!" Cobweb said. Neev could just make out her form; her silvery hair, gossamer dress, and spiderweb tattoo glowed softly. The light glimmered on her purple skin. "Neev, d-d-do you know any spewws dat can hewp us escape?"

Neev sighed. "I could toss a fireball at the door. But what's the point? This fort is full of guards. Even if we break out of this cell, they'll toss us into another one."

Scruff growled. "Not with me punching and kicking."

"Oh, your punching and kicking did wonders when they arrested us," Neev said. "I think I saw you knock out... two soldiers? Maybe three? Guess what. There are a hundred all over this fort. You can't fight them all."

"But I can still punch your smart mouth."

"Come and try, brother," Neev said. He uttered a spell, letting a fireball form in his hands. With a puff of smoke, his nose turned into a toucan's beak.

Scruff stared in the firelight, rubbed his eyes, then doubled over laughing.

"Damn jinx!" Neev cursed. He groaned, extinguished the fireball, and sat down. He crossed his arms, leaned his head against the wall, and sighed.

The three Bullies sat in silence. At least there's some peace and quiet down here, Neev thought. No Romy singing, mumbling, or squeaking. He couldn't remember the last time he enjoyed such silence.

As Neev's eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw that Scruff and Cobweb cuddled in the corner. The spiderling kissed Scruff's cheek, and he wrapped his arms around her; each was nearly the size of her entire body. As Neev watched them, he pursed his lips. Well, maybe I do miss Romy a little.


A moment later, and he missed her a lot.

Where are you, Romy? he thought. Is Jamie keeping you safe? He wished the demon were here with him. True, she would tap his beak and mock him. She would sing stridently, if for no other reason than to annoy him. She would probably tickle him, pull his ears, or mess his hair to entertain herself. But... she would also kiss him, like she did every night under their blankets. She would cuddle against him, and her skin and hair would be warm and soft. She would nibble his ear, and whisper that she loved him, and he'd whisper the same to her.

Stay safe, Romy. Don't do anything stupid.

That thought made him feel worse. If Romy could be counted on for anything, it was doing something stupid. Neev sighed.

"We'll wait until nightfall," he whispered. He wasn't sure if guards stood behind the door, but he wouldn't risk speaking louder. "At least, until we think it's nightfall. Most of Bramblebridge's men will be sleeping. That's when we'll escape."

Scruff nodded; Neev could just make out his form in the darkness.

"A fireball against the door?" he asked. "Bolts of lightning into the lock? What spell will you use?"

"A silencing spell," he said. "On you. Why use fire or lightning, when we've got a lumbering giant who weighs more than an ox? Smash through the door. With my spell, nobody will hear. Oh, and if any guards are outside, smash into them too."

"That's a given."

Neev stood up and began to pace the chamber; three paces back and forth. "We'll run upstairs into the courtyard," he whispered. The portcullis will be down at night, but we can climb the wall. Old Farmer Larva has been stacking his hay by the eastern wall; he says no crows dare fly near Rosethorn. We'll jump down into his hay, then go find Romy and Jamie."

Hopefully alive, he thought, stomach twisting.

 

* * * * *

 

"The Bullies are in jail!" Willow cried and hopped for joy. "In jail, Madrila! All because of me!"

They stood in Madrila's small, shadowy study. Fewer items cluttered the place—Willow had cleaned the shards of everything Madrila had smashed after her slinkers died. Still, quite a few items covered the shelves and tables. Willow saw skulls with crystal eyes, steaming pots of potions, vials of poison, mummified cats, jars of bat wings, dream catchers, scrolls, spellbooks, wands, and countless other objects.

In the center of the room, Madrila sat upon her black leather chair, legs crossed. She wore black robes, a pointy hat, and a necklace of bones. For the first time in days, she smiled.

"Is that so, Willow?" she said. "In jail, you say?"

"Uh huh!" Willow raised her chin proudly, giddy with excitement. "See, I framed them for murder. I did have to sacrifice the slinkers...." She winced, but Madrila was still smiling, so she plowed on. "But it was worth it, and all part of my plan, of course. The Bullies are now imprisoned in Burrfield's dungeon. We're free to storm the town, kill its pitiful defenders, and take over Fort Rosethorn."

Willow's heart pounded, and her head spun with joy. Surely, now Madrila would teach her some spells—powerful and evil ones. Finally she—humble Willow, a lumberjack's daughter—would become a dreaded witch.

"You did well, my dear apprentice," Madrila said. She tapped her whorled, golden wand against her thigh. "Maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe you'll amount to something after all."

Willow nodded. "Thank you, my lady. Do you think that...." She gulped and clasped her fingers behind her back. This was the moment of truth. "Do you think that, before we attack Burrfield, you could teach me a new spell? Something really nasty and evil. I want to be evil like you."

For an instant, anger flashed across Madrila's eyes... but it soon vanished. The witch sighed. "You will never be as evil as me. Nobody is as evil as me. But since you pleased me today, I will teach you a spell."

"A nasty evil one?"

Madrila nodded. "A downright beastly spell."

"Hooray!" Willow leaped for joy, then collected herself. She cleared her throat and steepled her fingers. "I mean... excellent, my lady." She attempted an evil cackle. It sounded to her more like a giggle, but Madrila seemed not to notice.

The witch stepped toward the shelves and began pulling off jars and leather pouches. She tossed them to Willow, who caught them and held them in her arms, soon wobbling under the weight.

"Piglet snouts," Madrila said, tossing a pouch of them. "Monkey fingernails... snake eyes...." She tossed a couple jars. "Let's see, let's see... ah, here we go. Mermaid scales, very rare." She tossed a box to Willow. "What else? Oh yes, some lovely unicorn blood." She threw the vial. "And finally, a bottle of dragon drool."

As Willow struggled to catch and hold the ingredients, she also struggled to remember them. What was it? Monkey blood? Pig scales? Unicorn tails? Oh dear, being evil is so complicated.

Madrila approached an empty cauldron placed over embers.

"Come here, Willow. I will teach you this brew."

Willow walked toward the cauldron, a hill of ingredients wobbling in her arms. This time I won't make cookie dough, she swore. This time I'll create something so horrible, Madrila will know I'm evil—almost as evil as she is.

"What are we making, my lady?"

"I will teach you how to create a monster. I used similar spells to create my grunters. You will create a beast—a terror your mind will invent. Add the snake eyes first. Only two of them."

Willow placed the items on a table and rummaged. She found the jar of snake eyes, opened it, and spilled two into her palm. They were gooey and cold, but Willow refused to cringe; she would not show Madrila her disgust. Still, she couldn't help but breathe in relief once she tossed them into the cauldron.

"Now add three piglet snouts. And as you add them, I want you to imagine your monster forming. Imagine its eyes seeking enemies, its nose sniffing for blood."

Willow tossed the pig snouts into the pot. She tried to imagine a truly horrible beast, something that could hunt, kill, and terrify. But her mind went blank. Come on, Willow, she told herself. Think! Think of something that'll give people nightmares.

"The unicorn blood," Madrila said. "Add four drops. Slowly! One at a time. And stir. Now imagine the monster's body take shape, the blood flowing through its forming veins."

Willow added the blood, stirred, and tried to think. Go on... think, Willow, think. Imagine those evil eyes, that warty body, those sharp teeth.

She kept adding ingredients, following Madrila's instructions. Soon it came time for uttering spells; she called them out clearly, repeating Madrila's words. The brew bubbled. Green and purple smoke rose. A creature unfurled there, growing and twisting.

"A monster of my own," Willow whispered. She tossed in the final ingredient—two bat wings—and uttered the last spell. The broth blasted out a puff of blue smoke, then cooled.

"Reach into the cauldron," Madrila said, face flushed. She smiled. "Pull out your baby monster."

Heart hammering, Willow reached into the cauldron and pulled out a fluffy bunny.

Madrila groaned. "Willow!"

The bunny wiggled its nose.

"It does have a wart," Willow said hopefully.

Madrila screamed. Jars and vials flew. Willow fled the room, bat wings and snake eyeballs flying over her head. She raced downstairs, the bunny in her arms.

"You are hopeless!" Madrila screamed above. "I should banish you into the forest! I will turn you into a bunny!"

Willow fled the house and ran into the forest. She huddled behind an oak, hugged her knees, and trembled.

"And stay out!" Madrila shouted behind her. Willow heard the door slam shut.

A cold wind moaned and leaves rustled. Willow sighed and hugged the bunny to her chest.

"Looks like another cold night outside," she whispered to her adorable monster. "But tomorrow we'll attack Burrfield. Tomorrow I'll prove that I can kill people like Madrila does. I promise you, Fluffy. We'll show her how evil we are."

She fell asleep with the bunny cuddled in her arms.





 


Chapter Seven

Fluffy









Rowyn was walking through the forest, staff in hand, when the monsters attacked.

They burst from between the birches—green, warty things with long claws and fangs. There were three, each uglier and smellier than the last. Grunting and drooling, they charged toward him, feet kicking up dry leaves.

Rowyn gasped. He fumbled for his wand, a stick of birch painted green and gold. One grunter slashed its claws and pain blazed. Blood soaked Rowyn's tunic. The two other grunters leaned in to bite.

"We love a good elfling for breakfast," they said. "Sweet elfling flesh! Grunt grunt."

"Get back!" Rowyn shouted. He kicked one's face, crushing its nose. Blood and mucus flew. As the grunters screeched, Rowyn raised his wand and uttered a spell.

A bolt of lightning shot from the wand. It slammed into a grunter. The creature howled and fell back, trembling. The two others screeched.

"Back!" Rowyn shouted. His hair fell over his eyes; he could barely see. "Stand back, creatures."

One grunter lay on the ground. The other two cackled. "Madrila said we can eat elflings. Grunt grunt! You look tasty."

They slashed claws. Rowyn swung his staff, knocking those claws aside. One grunter attacked from his left, and Rowyn kicked it back. The other leaped at his right, and its fangs tore into Rowyn's shoulder.

"Mmm tasty elfling flesh!" it said.

Rowyn pointed his wand and cast another spell. Fire streamed from his wand and hit the grunter. The creature howled, fell, and rolled.

Only one grunter remained standing. It lashed claws, drooling and grunting. Rowyn leaped back, dodging the claws, and pointed his wand. He shouted a spell, and grey smoke flew from his wand. When the smoke hit the grunter, it froze. Its mouth opened, but it could not scream. Its skin turned from green to grey, and soon it had turned to stone.

Rowyn spun to face the two wounded grunters. They lay in the dry leaves, smoking and groaning.

"Be gone or I'll turn you to stone too!" he shouted.

The grunters groaned, clutching their burned flesh. "We will come back for you, elfling! A thousand of us will soon fill this forest. We serve Madrila, greatest witch in the world, and—"

Rowyn cast a spell. Smoke flew and turned another grunter to stone.

The one surviving grunter, its flesh burned, scurried to its feet and fled. Soon it disappeared between the trees, grunting in fear.

Rowyn stood panting. His pulse hammered in his ears, and his fingers shook. He had never seen grunters so deep in Glaswood Forest, this peaceful home of the wood elves. Or elflings, as most call us, he thought, wishing as always that his people were tall and noble like high elves, or night elves, or even the evil underground elves.

He was sixteen years old, still a youth, an elfling of average height (shy of five feet in his favorite boots), pointy ears that thrust out from his brown hair, and blue eyes that many thought too solemn. In truth, he was neither solemn nor somber, but prone to be reflective. He often thought of his parents, whom trolls killed ten years ago, and enjoyed admiring the woods in silence, while others sang or danced.

His grandfather, the clan elder, was raising him to be a wizard. Rowyn knew only three spells so far—lightning, fire, and stone—and carried his wand everywhere. Like all elflings, he sported a glowing goldencharm on his forehead. His was shaped as a star, which suited him; he often preferred night to day, and enjoyed contemplating the stars while the other elflings slept.

"Grunters in Glaswood Forest!" he said and shook his head. He approached the petrified grunter, stared into the stone eyes, and shuddered. The statue seemed to stare back.

I must tell Grandfather about this, Rowyn thought. Madrila's beasts often slunk around the borders of Glaswood, and sometimes sneaked in to grab mushrooms, walnuts, and firewood. But to find them here, miles deep into the forest?

Wand held before him, Rowyn began moving through the forest, walking as fast as he could. Red and orange leaves rustled, glided, and covered the ground. Mottles of sunlight moved in the breeze. Moss covered twisting roots that flowed and melted into one another. The trees rose everywhere—birches, beeches, and oaks—their trunks twisting and mossy, their branches holding curtains of lichen.

Branches creaked.

Rowyn froze and held his breath.

Grunters?

A shadow leaped from the trees. Rowyn yelped. He glimpsed red hair and green cloth. He pointed his wand, and began uttering a spell, when the assailant slammed into him. He fell into a pile of dry leaves, and his attacker pinned his arms down.

"Got you!" she cried.

Rowyn groaned. "Ellywyn! I almost turned you to stone."

The elfling girl laughed and leaped back. She curtsied and gave Rowyn a crooked, mocking smile.

"You'd never have a chance! If I were really attacking you, your wand would now be broken... and your nose."

She laughed. An elfling girl his age, she dressed like a boy—in tattered grey leggings, a muddy green tunic, and a brown cloak fastened with a silver clasp. Her hair was red as flame, freckles covered her face, and her eyes were green and mischievous. Her dagger Sunfire hung from her belt, leaf-shaped and forged of pure elfsilver; it glowed like the moon. She stood an inch shorter than him, and a goldencharm shaped like a sun glowed on her forehead.

"This is no laughing matter," Rowyn said. He pushed himself to his feet, spat out a dry leaf, and brushed dirt and leaves off his clothes. "Spells are a dangerous matter, and so's jumping out from the trees on people." He stared into her eyes. "Ellywyn, I saw grunters. Three of them, less than a mile back."

She laughed... then saw that he was serious. She frowned and finally gasped.

"Grunters!" she whispered. She drew her dagger with a hiss. She spun from side to side, eyes narrowed, as if seeking grunters in every tree.

Rowyn nodded and told her about encountering the three beasts, and how he killed two.

"The third went to get help," he finished. "Madrila will send more into our woods, I'd wager."

Ellywyn breathed out in frustration. Her knuckles were white around Sunfire's hilt. "But why, Rowyn? Madrila has never sent her monsters this deep into our forest before, never told them to eat elflings." She shuddered. "This means war, Rowyn. It's time we march to her house and kill her."

Rowyn too shuddered. His wand trembled in his hand. "Many humans have tried to defeat her—tall knights in armor, armed with swords and hammers of steel. We're only elflings, Ellywyn. We're short. We don't have as many weapons or spells as the humans. How are we to fight her?"

Dry leaves glided onto Ellywyn's head, as red as her hair. She stared at him, her eyes green like the moss covering the trees. "We might have to fight, like it or not. Protecting our borders is one thing. If she's invading our lands now, we'll have no choice but to declare war against her."

War? In Glaswood Forest? It seemed impossible to Rowyn. The big people fought wars. Humans marched on their crusades. Armies of high elves warred against ogres. Even spiderlings—relatives of elves—fought wars sometimes, clashing against goblin hordes. But elflings were peaceful folk—smaller than the high elves, fewer than the humans, weaker than the spiderlings. We live for meditation, for music, for beauty... not for war.

"Let's go see Grandpa Snagglefoot," he finally said. "He'll know what to do. He always does."

Ellywyn nodded and took his hand. "We'll walk straight to the clan. And I pray we see no more grunters on the way."

A cold wind blew, rustling the trees. The two elflings walked through the forest, weapons raised and hearts heavy.

 

* * * * *

 

Jamie and Romy crouched behind a fallen log, spying on Madrila's house. It stood ahead between the trees, crumbling and mossy. The trees around it were naked and frost covered them, glimmering in the moonlight. Winter had come early to this place. Fifty grunters surrounded the house, guarding it.

"Are you ready, Romy?" Jamie whispered.

Romy wore her cloak and hood, concealing her flaming hair.

"I'm read—" she began happily, but Jamie elbowed her stomach.

"Hush!"

Heart hammering, Jamie peered forward. Had the grunters heard? They were grunting, looking around, and two began stomping toward the trees where Jamie and Romy hid.

"Oh bloody hell, Romy," Jamie said. "You couldn't whisper? Damn it! Grab me and fly, now!"

"Oh, all right, Jamie, sheesh. No need to yell."

Romy flapped her wings, grabbed Jamie, and flew. They crashed through branches and soared toward the house. The grunters below howled and pointed.

"There, through the top window!" Jamie said. A crooked window gaped in the second floor. Candles burned behind the shutters. Madrila better be in there.

Romy flew toward the window. Jamie kicked, breaking the shutters, and leaped inside. She drew her sword and swung it. Candles flew. Romy tumbled in behind her, fangs bared and claws slashing.

A fireball flew toward them.

Jamie leaped aside, and the fireball shot by her, singing her clothes. It hit Romy in the chest. The fireproof demon tossed it aside, then leaped forward, thrusting her pitchfork. Jamie swung her sword.

A bolt of lightning flew.

Jamie parried with her sword. The bolt hit the blade, and her fingers blazed. Ignoring the pain, she swung her sword. The spellcaster stood in shadow; Jamie could not see the enemy. Her blade slammed into a force field and bounced back.

"Hello, Bullies," said the figure in the shadows. Romy kicked the fireball forward, and Jamie saw the witch.

She was a young, beautiful woman with golden hair and ghostly white skin. She wore black robes and a pointy hat.

"So you're Dry Bones's daughter," Jamie said. "I'll enjoy killing you like we killed him."

She thrust her sword. Madrila swung her wand, and blue light flew. The light slammed against the sword, parrying like a ghostly blade. Lightning flew from Madrila's other hand, slammed into Jamie's chest, and pain exploded.

Jamie fell. The world spun. Romy leaped, wings flapping, and tried to bite Madrila. The witch snarled, pointed her wand, and shot black lightning. The bolts hit Romy, tossing her against the ceiling. The demon grunted and crashed onto a table, breaking jars and bottles.

"Romy!"

Jamie snarled and leaped up. Before she could attack Madrila, the door opened. Grunters rushed into the room, grunting and snapping their teeth. Jamie swung her sword, spraying green blood. Romy leaped off the table, shook her head wildly, and leaped toward the creatures.

Madrila smiled and pointed her wand at Jamie. Green light blazed. Jamie parried. The spell bounced off her blade and hit a grunter. The creature froze, then puffed up. Fur sprouted across it, bright green. It suddenly looked like a giant fluff ball. It squeaked miserably.

"Ooh, fluffy!" Romy said, distracted from the battle.

Smiling crookedly, Madrila aimed her wand at Romy. Light flew and hit the demon. Romy froze, eyes widening. With a puff, orange fur sprouted across her. She became a ball of orange fluff, a good six feet in diameter.

"I feel fluffy!" Romy said, her voice now high pitched and squeaky. "Jamie, want to pat my fur?"

Jamie didn't. She ran toward Madrila and thrust her sword. But Madrila was too fast. She shot her wand at Jamie, and the light hit her chest.

Jamie froze and growled.

Oh bloody hell.

With a pop, she turned into a giant, pink ball of fluff. She could barely see through the fur covering her; it felt like living inside a dandelion.

"Ooh, you're pretty now, Jamie," said the orange fluff ball. "But I wish I were pink too. Pink is my favorite color."

Madrila placed her hands on her hips and smiled crookedly. "My my, look what's become of the brave heroines." She tapped her fingers against her thigh. "Let me see, what shall I do now? Burn you two? Sew you into sweaters? Or maybe... maybe I will use you as bait." She nodded. "Yes, I like that. Bait for more Bullies."

Jamie couldn't tell for sure, but it seemed like Romy was pouting.

"But I want to be a sweater," fluffy Romy whined.

Jamie tried to swing her sword, but couldn't even see it; the weapon drowned in her fur. She tried to charge toward Madrila, but ended up only rolling. The chamber spun around her, and when Jamie screamed, only a squeak came out.

Madrila laughed cruelly. "Grunters," she said, "roll these two downstairs and stuff them into cages. I'll have more use for them later."

The grunters rolled Jamie onto a staircase. She squeaked as they rolled her downstairs. The house spun around her. Romy was rolling downstairs behind her, crying for joy.

"Faster!" the demon said. "Faster!"

Soon Jamie and Romy rolled into the basement. Cages filled the place, creatures inside them. Jamie saw a toad in one cage, a monkey in another, and two piglets in a third. Other cages were cloaked in shadows. The grunters rolled Jamie and Romy into one cage and locked its door. Laughing and grunting, the grunters stepped back upstairs.

Jamie shuddered, her fur twitching. Romy's fur pressed up against her.

"Jamie, do you want to play marbles?" Romy asked.

Jamie roared in rage, but it sounded only like a puppy yapping. "Romy, we are turned into balls of fluff. We are locked in a witch's basement. How on earth are we going to play marbles?"

"But I'm bored!" Romy said.

With a sigh, Jamie huddled closer to Romy, so that their fur mingled. At least we won't be cold, she thought. She closed her eyes and thought about the other Bullies. I hope you're doing better than we are.


Would Madrila attack Burrfield now? Were the Bullies doomed? Jamie shivered. Romy began to snore, and Jamie leaned against her. It would be a long night.





 


Chapter Eight

Battle Cry









Fall Festival had come to Glaswood Forest, and Noelyn was worried.

She wanted it to be her favorite time of year. After all, Fall Festival was the favorite time of most elflings. But Noelyn was not like most elflings, and for her, Fall Festival brought pain and misfortune every year.

Sitting upon a mossy log, she looked around her. Elflings moved between the trees, hanging strings of walnuts from the branches. Other elflings were building leafmen, creatures woven of dry leaves, twigs, and strings. A few elflings were piling up the Carving Gourds; a highlight of the festival was always the carving contest, where elflings competed at giving gourds the scariest faces. Golden leaves glided everywhere, and the air smelled of berries, dry flowers, and sweet wine.

It will be a beautiful day, Noelyn told herself. A perfect day. Fall Festival is a time of joy and beauty.

And yet she shuddered. The first Fall Festival she remembered was ten years ago, when she was only five. She had been weaving leafmen when the trolls attacked, thrusting spears and shooting arrows. Her parents had died that day, along with the rest of her clan. She had escaped, alone and bloodied, and ran for two days through the woods until arriving here at Clan Birchroot. Her friends Ellywyn and Rowyn had found her cowering among the trees, shivering and famished.

Noelyn hugged herself, the memory bringing tears to her eyes. But that was years ago, she told herself. She watched a group of children climb a tree to hang their dolls from the branches. No trolls had been seen in Glaswood Forest since that day.

The year after, however, also brought her pain. When she was six years old, she had joined Ellywyn and Rowyn—themselves only children then—for a new Fall Festival. The other children had mocked her that day. They laughed at her brown northern skin, so unlike the fair skin of Birchroot elflings. They laughed at her silver hair, and tugged it, and bloodied her nose. She ran home crying, abandoning the leafmen dolls, the gourd carvings, and the singing and dancing.

That too was long ago, she told herself. Yet the year after that, her pet badger died at Fall Festival, and another year she had gotten sick and lain for three days with a fever. 

"But this year will be perfect," she told herself. "You are no longer a frightened little girl. You are fifteen, and a skilled archer and warrior. You no longer have to fear trolls or bullies."

She sighed, left the log where she sat, and approached a stream. She leaned down to drink, and once her thirst was quenched, she examined her reflection. Her skin was the color of healthy earth. Her hair was smooth and silver like a waterfall in moonlight, and her eyes were lavender pools. A half-moon goldencharm glowed on her forehead, and a quiver of arrows hung on her hip. She wore a grey dress, its skirt and sleeves ending with a hem of triangles. A bow and harp, both carved of giltwood, hung over her back.

"You are Noelyn, a strong woman, a brave warrior," she told her reflection. "You can face one little Fall Festival."

When she left the stream, she scanned the forest, seeking her friends. Where were Ellywyn and Rowyn? They should have been here by now. 

She spotted Oryn ahead, Rowyn's little brother. The young elfling, only ten years old, was kneeling behind the pile of gourds. He glanced around, thrust out his tongue in concentration, and pulled his cloak tighter around him.

Noelyn frowned. The boy was always pulling one prank or another. She marched toward him. When she got nearer, she saw that he was cutting small holes into the gourds, then stuffing them with strawberry jam.

"Oryn!" she said and grabbed his ear. She twisted and pulled him away from the gourds.

"Ow ow ow!" the boy said. "What are you doing, Noelyn?"

"What are you doing? Stuffing jam into gourds?"

An impish grin spread across the young elfling's face. "I'm giving them blood!" He giggled. "When the children carve into them, the gourds will bleed. It'll terrify Toryn and Gelflyn and the others. I bet they'll cry."

Noelyn twisted his ear, incurring winces and whimpers.

"You will cry, Oryn, if I catch you pulling another prank! No more pranks today, understood?" She lifted the strawberried gourd and tossed it into the forest. "Come with me. It's time to sing a song."

He groaned and rolled his eyes. "Oh, Noelyn, I hate singing, you know that. Can't you just perform yourself this year?"

She shook her head. "No. You promised to sing with me this Fall Festival, remember? So come on."

She dragged him by the ear toward the Moonstone, a mossy boulder that rose from a pool of dry leaves. A silver moon was carved into its surface, glowing. Noelyn climbed onto the boulder. The silver moon's glow grew, and she felt the goldencharm on her forehead grow warmer; that moon too was glowing bright, she knew. She pulled her harp from over her back and began to play.

Oryn climbed onto the boulder beside her. He began to sing, his voice high and clear like wind on a mountain. Noelyn sang too, her voice sad and smooth like a stream seeking the sea. She sang of beauty—of trees, of coming winter, or life and love—but there was sadness to her song too, she thought. I sing for my lost home. For my clan that was destroyed. For my parents, my siblings, my shattered life. Dozens of elflings gathered around the boulder, abandoning their work to hear her voice. Their eyes closed and they sang softly with her.

When she heard the growling, her voice died, and her harpstrings stilled.

The elflings around her stirred and mumbled. The growling and howls rose among the trees, moving closer.

"Monsters!" Oryn whispered. He pulled his sling from his belt, reached into his pocket, and found a river stone. He loaded his sling and spun it over his head.

Noelyn's heart froze. At once, she was five years old again, and trolls were attacking her clan. Ice filled her veins and spun her head, and yet her fingers were steady. She grabbed her bow from over her back, drew an arrow from her quiver, and nocked it. She stared around, eyes narrowed. Growls and howls filled the forest.

"What is it?" an elfling cried. 

"Are we under attack?" shouted another, an old man with a face like a dried apple.

Children began to cry. Some elflings began scurrying up the trees. Noelyn stayed on the boulder, bow raised.

"Stay by me, Oryn," she whispered. "Whatever happens, stay by me."

Twenty creatures burst out from between the trees, screeching. Noelyn felt the blood leave her face. Spirits, they're hideous. They were great lizards, five feet long, racing on clawed feet. A red horn, like a unicorn's, grew from each one's head. Bits of flesh dangled from their sharp teeth. They raced toward the elflings, bloodlust in their eyes.

Noelyn loosed her arrow. It whistled and slammed into a lizard. The creature howled.

Other reptiles were tearing into the elflings. Blood splashed the forest. Elflings fell dead. Noelyn nocked another arrow and shot, hitting a lizard. It mewled and fell.

"Noelyn!" Oryn said, face white. He trembled.

"Shoot them with your sling!" she shouted. "Aim for their heads."

Trembling, he nodded and shot a sling stone. It sailed through the air and hit a lizard, knocking it down.

Two beasts raced toward the boulder, claws scattering dry leaves. Their eyes blazed and their horns caught fire, crackling like torches upon their heads. They leaped over dead elflings, staring at Noelyn and Oryn.

Noelyn nocked another arrow. She aimed. She fired. Her arrow slammed into one lizard; it was only six feet away. It fell with a squeal. Oryn shot the other with his sling stone. The blow hit the lizard's horn, bending it. The creature screamed and kept racing forward. It leaped onto the boulder and slammed into Noelyn.

"Noelyn!" Oryn cried.

She fell and hit the forest floor. The lizard screamed atop her, and its claws lashed, tearing her dress and skin. It leaned in to bite. Noelyn drew an arrow and drove it upward. The arrow entered the creature's mouth and tore through its throat. It gurgled and blood dripped from its maw. Noelyn kicked it off and leaped to her feet.

Two more lizards were racing toward her. A river stone sailed overhead and slammed into one, knocking it down. Noelyn drew an arrow. The lizard leaped toward her, spraying drool. Noelyn shot. The arrow pierced the lizard a foot away from her, and it crashed dead upon her.

She pushed it off and leaped back onto the boulder. She stood beside Oryn, staring around. A dozen elflings lay dead. Lizards were busy eating them. More lizards were racing around, searching for more elflings, but the others had fled into the trees.

"Noelyn!" cried a voice in the distance.

"Oh spirit, Noelyn, are you all right?" shouted another voice.

Rowyn and Ellywyn emerged from between the trees, goldencharms glowing. They raced toward the boulder.

"Climb the trees!" Noelyn shouted to them. "Don't worry about me."

But her friends ran toward her over roots and leaves. The reptiles hissed and leaped toward them. Rowyn uttered spells, shooting smoke from his wand. One lizard turned to stone, then another. Ellywyn lashed Sunfire, her dagger of elfsilver. Lizard blood flew, black and thick.

"For Glaswood Forest!" rose battle cries, and a dozen elfling warriors emerged from the trees, bearing bows and quivers. A dozen arrows flew. Lizards squealed. Blood splashed. Noelyn shot her last arrow, killed a lizard, and it was over.

Silence fell. The beasts all lay dead, tongues hanging from their maws.

Legs shaky, Noelyn climbed off the boulder. Rowyn rushed to her and embraced her.

"You're wounded," he said and touched her cheek.

She nodded, eyes lowered, and held him. "A scratch."

He kissed her cheek. "We must find you a healer."

Noelyn smiled. Concern filled Rowyn's eyes. When they grew up, he was always the one who'd comfort her when she cried, who bandaged her wounds when other children hit her, who listened to her stories and deepest fears under the blankets.

"We will soon," she said. "Come, see something here."

She knelt by a dead reptile. It lay bloodied, its neck pierced with an arrow. Mud coated its scales. A collar encircled its neck, and a tag hung from it. On the tag appeared a single letter: a red M.

"What does it mean?" Ellywyn asked, frowning. A scratch ran down her cheek and leaves filled her red hair.

Noelyn looked up into her friend's green eyes. "Madrila."

They all shuddered. The name Madrila was feared in Glaswood Forest. Elflings whispered of seeing the witch wandering the forest at night, cloaked in black, eyes blazing in her hood. Several elfling children had disappeared over the past few years. Some whispered that Madrila had snatched them. In some stories, the witch cooked and ate the children. In other stories, she cast spells upon them, and turned them into monsters who now served her. Noelyn gulped. Had these lizards once been kidnapped elflings?

Young Oryn ran between the dead reptiles. "They all wear the same tag!" he said, eyes wide. He shuddered. "The witch."

Noelyn looked at the others, then closed her eyes. Fall Festival has come, and another time of darkness falls upon me. She tightened her grip on her bow.

 

* * * * *

 

Scruff crept toward the dungeon door, knelt, and peeked underneath. He saw the boots of a guard and heard snores; the man was sleeping in the corner.

"I think it's night," Scruff whispered over his shoulder. "The guard's snoring."

Neev sighed in the darkness. "Quite the caliber of men here at Fort Rosethorn. And this is the place that flunked you from knight school, yes?"

Scruff grumbled. "Remind me, brother. Didn't you graduate with honors from the Coven? Oh wait. I forgot. You flunked too."

Neev rose to his feet and growled. "Blame Romy for that. I did summon a demon from Hell, and that's no mean trick. I couldn't predict it would be a thumb-sucking, teddy-bear-loving, duckling-fearing demon."

Cobweb shushed them. "B-b-be quiet! We d-d-don't want to wake da guawd. Scwuff, do you tink you c-c-can bweak da doow?"

Neev snorted. "Look at him, Cobweb. I've seen smaller prize bulls than Scruff. He could knock down the Great Wall of China if he leaned against it."

Scruff had never heard of China, so he said nothing, took a deep breath, and prepared to charge.

"Ready?" he whispered.

Cobweb raised her fists like a boxer and nodded. Neev chanted a spell and cast a Cone of Silence on the door. Cat whiskers sprouted from his nose.

Stuff growled, ran, and slammed his shoulder into their cell's door. He crashed back, shoulder throbbing. The door remained standing.

"Scwuff!" Cobweb said.

He rose to his feet, shook his head wildly, and charged again. The guard was shouting outside. Scruff's shoulder hit the door, and it cracked. He fell back again, growled, and charged a third time.

The door shattered.

Neev tossed magical spiderwebs, hitting the guard's chest.

Scruff and Cobweb leaped outside, tossing punches. The guard fell and thrashed, struggling in the spiderwebs that bound him.

"Prison break!" he cried. "Help down here!"

"Wun!" Cobweb cried. "Upstaiws!"

Scruff led the way, charging up a craggy staircase. He crashed into a second door at the top, shattering it. He rolled into an armory, expecting to see more guards, but the place was empty. The shelves were free of swords and armor.

"Something's going on," he said, panting. "There are usually hundreds of swords and pieces of armor in this place."

Neev and Cobweb emerged into the armory behind him. They stared around, eyes narrowed. Shouts echoed above them. Swords clanged and boots thumped. Creatures grunted and a woman shrieked.

"Madrila is here," Neev said softly. Scruff shuddered.

"Wook, Scwuff! Ouw awmow and weapons." Cobweb pointed to a shadowy, dusty corner. Her bow and arrows lay there upon a table. Scruff's mace, helmet, and breastplate lay beside them. They grabbed the weapons and armor, and soon Scruff felt like a warrior again.

"We're two Bullies short," he said, heart hammering. "But we're ready to fight. Let's go face the witch."

As he ran upstairs, he wondered where Romy and Jamie were. Would they return to defend the town? Did they still hide in the forest? Did Madrila meet them there? But soon there was no time for questions. When he raced into Fort Rosethorn's courtyard, he beheld a battle of blood, screams, steel, and spells.

A hundred soldiers fought in the night, clad in chain mail and wielding swords. A dozen or more lay dead already, blood seeping into the dust. Countless grunters were lashing their claws and biting, grunting as they fought. Some carried torches, their light flickering red across the courtyard.

A grunter leaped at Scruff, snapping its teeth. Scruff swung Norman into its head. The grunter fell dead, but two more replaced it. He swung Norman left and right, slamming the mace into grunter heads.

Neev began tossing fireballs and lightning bolts. His cat whiskers vanished, replaced with rabbit ears, then a monkey tail, walrus tusks, and finally a giraffe's neck (which made his head bobble like Romy after a night in the pub). Cobweb was firing arrows and lashing her knife. But the grunters kept attacking, and Scruff saw no end of them. One bit his leg, and he screamed and kicked it off. A second clawed his shoulder. Their torches burned around him, and smoke entered his lungs. He coughed and howled as he fought.

"Where's Madrila?" he shouted. "Is she here?"

Neev coughed too. He cast another fireball, and his giraffe neck shrank. Ram's horns grew from his head.

"I haven't seen her, but it's her we have to kill. Let's find her."

The Bullies ran across the courtyard between battling soldiers and grunters. Scruff's mace swung, Cobweb's arrows flew, and Neev's fireballs rolled. They managed driving a path through the battle and burst outside the fort. They stood atop Rosethorn hill, looking down upon the town.

Burrfield burned in the night.

Grunters ran through the streets, torching houses and swinging swords at fleeing townfolk. Memories pounded through Scruff, spinning his head. It looks so much like that night... the night Dry Bones killed our parents.

"Look!" Neev said. "Friar Hill!"

Scruff stared. The hill rose across town, alight with green, red, and blue lightning. It seemed to Scruff like a dark figure stood within the light, controlling it, lashing it forward. Lightning rose from the figure, twisted, and rained down onto the streets. Wherever the bolts struck, houses broke, cobblestones shattered, and trees split.

"Madrila," he said. He tightened his grip around his mace and ran.

He plowed through the streets, knocking grunters aside. Townfolk fled around him, screaming and weeping. Soldiers fought and died. Neev and Cobweb ran beside him, firing fireballs and arrows.

I wish Jamie and Romy were here, Scruff thought. Had they met Madrila's monsters in the forest? Were they dead? Worry for them twisted his gut and shook his knees.

Lightning came crashing down. Scruff leaped back, and the bolt hit the street. Cobblestones cracked and smoke rose. Scruff leaped over the smoldering hole and kept running. A grunter leaped from behind a house, roaring. Scruff shattered its teeth with his mace, kicked it down, and ran.

A figure leaped from behind a house, and Scruff raised his mace, prepared to strike... but paused. It was John Quill, his clothes ashy, his eyes wide with terror.

"Scruff!" the printmaker said and grabbed Scruff's collar. "You have to do something! Stop them!"

Rage bubbling, Scruff shoved the man back. "Get lost, Quill. How dare you touch me?"

Neev ran toward them, a fireball in his hands. He raised the crackling comet, prepared to toss it.

"Give me one reason not to burn you with the rest of them, Quill," the young wizard said.

Cobweb pointed an arrow at Quill. Her cheeks flushed. "We shouwd j-j-just kiww you, you wiaw."

Quill fell to his knees. He grabbed Scruff's boots and began kissing them.

"Please," he begged between kisses, "stop the witch. She's burning everything, her and her monsters...."

"You mean her innocent wood elves?" Scruff said and kicked the snivelling man aside. "Get out of our way. We'll deal with you later."

Neev growled and tossed his fireball at Quill's feet. Quill screamed, leaped back, and vanished into the shadows. He blubbered in the darkness.

The three Bullies kept running. When they reached Friar Hill, they found several soldiers dead at its feet. Tears stung Scruff's eyes. They're dead... because of us. Because we killed Dry Bones and drew his daughter here.

He tightened his lips. There would be time for guilt later. Right now, he had to kill Madrila. He raised his mace.

"You with me?" he asked.

Cobweb nodded and nocked an arrow. "Awways, Scwuff. I wuve you."

Neev raised his hands; the fingers sparkled with electricity. "I'm right here, brother."

Scruff nodded. "Good. Let's go kill the witch."

They ran uphill.





 


Chapter Nine

A Long Time Ago...









Amabel trudged through the snow, crying, her newborn clutched in her arms.

Wind screamed around her, freezing her tears. Her babe squealed, such a frail, pink thing of wrinkles and grasping fingers. Amabel tried to tighten her cloak around her and the babe, but snow still found its way to their skin, fast and stinging.

She kept moving, though the wind bit, and the snow tugged her ankles. She could see nothing but flurries. Just keep moving, she told herself. To stop is death.

"Shhh shh, it's okay," Amabel whispered to her daughter, but the babe kept crying. She was only a day old.

And I myself am still a child, Amabel thought. She was only fifteen, and alone, and scared. She had never been so scared.

"I miss you, Father," she whispered, trudging down an alley between towering, icy walls. Her father would shout, shiver, and curse that his daughter had whelped a bastard; he had been so angry since Mother had died. But he would also know what to do. After shouting, he would help her, comfort her. He would speak of building cribs, dealing with curious neighbors, assuaging the priests, and Amabel would not be trudging through the snow with a mewling, frail, pink baby. Yet Father was gone to the Crusades, like most of the town's men; he had been away for two years now.

"And I miss you, Jan," she whispered as she walked through the icy town square, snow swirling around her. Jan Rasmussen. A tall, gaunt youth with dark eyes. Her childhood friend. Her baby's father. He too was gone—not to the Crusades, but to Batwog Coven, a council of wizards many miles away. He's a wizard's apprentice now; he won't be home for years.

Amabel trembled. She had never felt so alone. Where could she go? She could visit Sam Thistle's house, perhaps. Sam had been her friend since childhood, but he too now fought in the Holy Land, and his mother frightened Amabel. She always wanted me to marry Sam. What would she say, if she saw me carrying Jan's babe?

She looked up to a tall, narrow house beside her. Icicles covered it. I could go to the Quills, she thought; they were an old family of scribes. But they are also the town's worst gossips. They will speak of my babe, of my bastard. All the town would know my shame.

She sobbed and shuddered. Where can I turn? The ice and wind slammed against her. Snow filled her cloak. Bundled in cloth, her babe wailed. Amabel raised stinging eyes. In the distance, behind swirling snow, she saw the steeple of the church. It was but a thin, grey pillar in a white world, but it called to her. She had never been a pious girl, but now the church seemed like a beacon of hope, of warmth, of aid. She trudged toward it.

Ages of ice and snow passed before she reached the church. It loomed above her, a monolith of stone glimmering with frost. Gargoyles crouched atop the steeple, glaring down at her, and suddenly more fear than ever filled Amabel. She was sure that those gargoyles were mocking her. Their tongues hung and their eyes leered.

Harlot! they seemed to tell her. Bastard's mother! How dared you forget your Sam Thistle? How dared your whelp this illborn daughter of Jan, a shabby peasant?

Amabel gulped. She wanted to flee. She looked behind her and saw only swirls of snow, and her baby mewled. My daughter needs warmth. Those gargoyles can go to hell.

She pushed the church's doors. They creaked open, and Amabel stumbled in with flurries of snow.

Braziers crackled, and the stone walls spun. Amabel felt faint. The room swayed around her. Her baby cried. Her eyes rolled back.

"Father in heaven!" cried a voice.

A figure raced toward her, robes swooshing. Hands grabbed her and held her up.

"Who is it?" asked a second voice from further ahead, this one softer and deeper.

Amabel rested her head against a broad shoulder.

"Father," she whispered.

She blinked, and her eyes cleared enough to see Father Michael, a tall man with a brown beard. He held her in his arms.

"Come, help me bring her to my chambers," Father Michael said over his shoulder.

A gaunt man emerged from shadows, as cold as the icy wind outside. His eyes were chips of ice. His lips were thin, his nose long, his robes shabby. Amabel gasped, for an instant sure that Lucifer himself had invaded the church, but no... this man wore brown robes clasped with a rope. A friar, Amabel told herself. Only a travelling monk. A man of God.

The friar approached and held her shoulder. His fingers were long and cold; she could feel their chill even through her cloak. He helped Father Michael lead Amabel through the hallway and into a cozy, warm chamber. A fire crackled in the hearth. Ice began melting off Amabel's boots, cloak, and hair. Her babe finally stopped crying and slept.

The men removed her soaking cloak and boots, and helped her into an armchair by the fire, and soon Amabel was warm, dry, and drinking hot mulled wine. Her babe slept in her arms.

"Now speak to me, Amabel," Father Michael said. "Tell me everything."

Amabel gulped and looked up at the strange friar. She had grown up with Father Michael, but had never seen this stranger before. The friar stared back, eyes small, black, and cold. Calculating eyes.

"Father, who... who is your guest?" Amabel asked. The friar was still staring at her, saying nothing.

"This is Friar Robert," said her priest. "He's a traveller from the east, passing through Burrfield as he preaches to farmers across the kingdom. He's staying in Burrfield tonight."

"But only for the night," the friar said. His voice was cold, dripping scorn. "I do not care much for towns of comfort, roaring fires, and sloth. I am a simple traveller. I preach to the poor farmer, the outlaw, the downtrodden. I shall be on my way once this storm subsides."

He's calling us pampered, Amabel realized. He's calling us weak. If Father Michael noticed, however, he gave no sign. The kindly priest placed a hand on her shoulder.

"You can speak freely around the friar, my dear. He is a man of God. Speak to me."

She hesitated. Those dark eyes bore into her. But when she looked into Father Michael's eyes, she saw only warmth and love, so she gulped, and she spoke. She spoke of her father, and of her dear Sam Thistle, leaving to the Crusades. Face hot, she spoke of finding comfort in the arms of Jan Rasmussen, a dark youth who planted her baby inside her, then left to the Coven to become a warlock. She spoke of Mary, a serving girl from her father's tavern, helping her deliver her child.

"I don't know what to do, Father," she said. "My daughter has no man here to protect her, to care for her. What will become of us?" Suddenly she was sobbing. Her body trembled. "I'm so scared! I'm scared what people will say. I'm scared what my father will think when he returns... if he returns. Help me, Father Michael." She clutched his robes. "Please."

As Father Michael patted her hand, whispering comforting nothings, the gaunt friar cleared his throat.

"Perhaps," he said, eyes boring into the babe, "I can offer some assistance."

Amabel stared up at him. His eyes met hers, frozen. His mouth was a thin line. He looks like one of the gargoyles, she realized.

Father Michael turned toward him. "What are you thinking, Friar Robert? Speak your mind."

The friar's eyes never left Amabel as he spoke. "I travel west from here, heading to the monastery of St. Barnabas by the river. It lies a two day walk from here. I will preach there for several days, then continue my journey." His eyes narrowed, two slits in stone. "St. Barnabas is renowned for its orphanage, my lady Amabel. I will be glad to take your babe there; she will receive a pious upbringing. She will be raised with walls around her, warm meals to eat, a soft bed to sleep on. I have visited there often to preach to the orphans."

Amabel clutched her daughter closer to her breast. She stared down at the pink, sleeping face. My beautiful daughter. She looked up at Father Michael, eyes pleading. Surely there was another way, another solution....

But Father Michael only nodded. "Friar Robert speaks wisdom, my child. I have myself visited the orphanage of St. Barnabas. The children there are well fed and well taught; a child can receive a fair, pious upbringing there."

Amabel's eyes stung. She held her baby close. How can I give you up? You are my daughter, my love....

"It is only two days away," Friar Robert said. "You could visit her when she grows older. None need know your shame in Burrfield. None need know of your unholy acts with the peasant boy. You will remain a fine lady in this town... not an outcast. I will take the bastard child there myself."

Her daughter woke up. Her mouth opened and closed. Her hands reached out to Amabel.

"Please," Amabel whispered, her voice so soft, she wasn't sure they could hear. "Please, I... I cannot, please...."

Yet Father Michael only patted her head, and spoke of piousness and righteousness, and Friar Robert only stared with cold eyes, and spoke of her shame and sins. The wine spun her head. Sobs and tears claimed her. Before she knew what was happening, she had let Father Michael hold the babe, for only a moment...

...and found herself outside, standing upon a hill, wrapped in her cloak. She felt so cold. She felt so empty without her child at her breast. Shivering, she watched the dark figure of Friar Robert walk downhill, across the streets, and out the gates of Burrfield. He was but a thin, black sliver in a world of storming white.

"No!" she shouted, tears claiming her. "No, please! This isn't what I want. I changed my mind. Please!"

She ran. She ran down snowy cobblestones, the houses spinning around her. She ran out the gates, and through the forest, shouting for Friar Robert to return, shouting for her baby. She ran through the night, until dawn rose cold and pale, and finally she fell to her knees. Teasel Forest stretched around her, towering, taunting, glimmering with ice.

Just keep moving, she told herself. She pushed herself to her feet. They went to St. Barnabas by the river. Just keep moving.

She walked for three days.

She drank melted snow, and she ate nothing.

Just keep moving.

Half dead, she stumbled through the gates of St. Barnabas. Famished and trembling, she reached the orphanage and collapsed upon its doorstep. She pushed herself up and ran between the children, seeking her baby, seeking her love.

"Where are you, my daughter?" she cried, voice hoarse.

But they had never heard of Friar Robert. They had never seen her baby girl.

Amabel's life shattered. No more tears fell from her. No more pain could fill her. She stood among the orphans, cold, frozen, dead inside.

"Goodbye, my daughter," she whispered, staring at nothing. "Goodbye, my beloved, my Madrila."

She never spoke to anyone of that winter... not to her friends, not to her father when he returned from the Crusades, not to Sam Thistle who returned to Burrfield knighted and proud. She did not speak of it even when she married Sam, even when she gave birth to his children.

"I love you," she whispered to her son of shaggy hair. She laughed when she touched his curls. "He's scruffy."

She loved her Scruff, her first born son... but when she played with him, she still thought of Madrila.

"I love you, Neev," she said, crying and laughing, when she gave birth to her second son.

"I love you, Jamie," she said when a third child blessed their family. A girl. A beautiful girl. As beautiful as my Madrila, the child I lost.

Her pain lived within her every day, and every night she prayed to God. She prayed for her lost, secret child to someday come home.

 

* * * * *

 

Robert grabbed his cane. His eyes blazed and Madrila froze. Fear flooded her like a bucket of ice dumped over her head. She wanted to flee, to fight, to do something... but the terror froze her.

"This stew is rubbish," Robert said. He tossed the bowl at her. She ducked, and the bowl smashed against the wall behind her. Stew oozed across the floor. That seemed to infuriate Robert further. His cane shot out, whacking Madrila across the arm.

"Clean it, you piece of garbage!" he shouted. His cane lashed again, hitting her shoulder. Pain bloomed. "Clean the damn floor, and then make a proper stew!"

Tears filled her eyes. Madrila grabbed a rag, knelt, and began cleaning the floor. Friar Robert's cane slammed against her back, knocking her down. He was shouting above her, but she couldn't hear him. Pain and rage pumped through her.

When his cane landed again, she spun to face him. She snarled. Such rage filled her, that she thought it would consume her. In all her ten years, she had never felt such rage.

"Enough!" she shouted, wept, and snarled. Too many nights did he beat her. Too many scars covered her back. Before her rage left her, she grabbed a shard of the broken bowl and hurled it. The clay scratched Friar Robert's cheek.

For a moment he stared, frozen. Rage flooded his face. His blood was bright red against his ghostly skin. His lip trembled, and he bared his teeth. His cane rose.

Madrila ran.

She dashed out the door, Robert in hot pursuit. She ran between the trees, screaming and shaking. He ran behind her. A rock sailed over her head.

"Come back here, girl!" he shouted. "You are mine!"

Madrila ran off the dirt road, leaving his hut behind. She would never return, she knew. Trees blurred and spun around her. Branches slapped her face. In all her ten years, she had never gone this far from the hut. She did not know what world lay here, but anything was better than his cane, his rage, the stone floor he made her sleep on, the gruel he fed her. So she ran, trembling, weeping, bleeding. She ran until night fell, and his shouting faded in the distance.

Finally she fell atop a pile of leaves, trembling and terrified. She wept then. She called for him then.

"Master Robert! I'm sorry. I'm sorry! Please. I'm here! Take me back. Please...."

But he did not answer. She fell asleep trembling, alone, and lost.

When dawn rose, she walked among the trees, desperately seeking the hut, seeking the only other human she had ever known. Tears ran down her muddy cheeks. They tasted salty on her lips. Night fell, and still she could not find the hut, and hunger rumbled in her belly.

I'm alone. I'm all alone. She slept huddled between the mossy roots of a tree, rain drizzling upon her.

On the third day, she met the bards.

She crouched behind branches that day, sipping water that dripped from leaves. When singing floated through the forest, she froze and stared, eyes narrowed. She had never heard singing before; it was the most beautiful thing Madrila had ever heard. Notes floated like dry leaves on the breeze. When she peeked between the leaves, she saw them: a troupe of travelling men and women dressed in motley. Three were dwarves, shorter than her; they wore bells in their hats and particolored clothes. The taller folks wore bright vests with golden buttons, silver shoes topped with bells, and plumed hats. Several dogs walked among them, dressed in colorful, sequined sweaters.

As they walked down a narrow path, the men and women sang and played stringed instruments; Madrila would later learn these were called lutes and harps. She listened to the words of the song, gaping.

 

Oh the witch did cast her spells

And oh the mountains shook!

The knights could not defeat her

her magic had them cooked!

Heroes came from all the lands

to face the witch's magic

even though their swords were bright

their end was fast and tragic!

 

Madrila couldn't help it. She found herself singing along, marvelling at this mighty witch, her dark magic, and the power she wielded. 

"Hush!" said one of the dwarves, voice sharp. He narrowed his eyes and scanned the forest, and the music died. "I heard something from the trees."

Madrila leaped to her feet. She wanted to run and hide, but... if she ran, she would never more hear this music. She could not flee these people. She stepped out from cover, muddy and wafer-thin, leaves in her hair.

"Keep singing," she said, eyes stinging. "Please."

They gaped at her, their eyes softened, and her life forever changed.

She travelled with them that summer, and the following autumn, and learned their songs. Her voice was high and pure. At dozens of towns, she sang with these bards, sad and solemn when singing of tragic heroes, bouncy and winking when singing of mischievous elves, dramatic and booming when singing of battles and dragons. The dwarves danced and juggled around her, and the minstrels played. They called themselves The Snowy Owls—the most excellent troupe of travelling bards, jugglers, and dancers.

But Madrila's favorite song, and the one she sang best, was still that first one she heard... the song of the witch. Oh the witch did cast her spells! And oh the mountains shook! Whenever Madrila sang this song, she felt mighty and feared, like the witch herself. She imagined herself wielding magic, shaking the mountains, and killing Friar Robert with blasts of fire.

At nights, the Snowy Owls would build campfires in forests and fields, and sleep under the stars. Madrila would curl up with the dogs, warm between them, and she would dream... dream of becoming a witch too, of boiling rivers and cracking walls, of having songs sung of her.

"Please, my lady!" Friar Robert would beg in her dreams. "Please forgive me."

Night after night, she would point her wand at him, and shoot him with fire, or lightning, or magical arrows of blue light. Every night, he would die at her feet, burning away into bones.

"Please, Madrila, forgive us!" her true parents would beg, kneeling before her. In every dream, they looked different. Sometimes they were tall and gaunt like Friar Robert, and sometimes they were dwarves like the jugglers she travelled with. But they always knelt and always begged. "Please, our daughter, we're sorry that we abandoned you. Please forgive us."

But she'd only laugh, and point her wand, and burn them too, and smile as they screamed.

"And oh, the witch did cast her spells!" she sang atop a stage in the city of Queenpool, fourteen years old and willowy, a beautiful young woman of golden hair and green eyes. "And oh the mountains shook!"

A thousand people spread out below the stage, listening to her every word. She saw peasants, soldiers, merchants, beggars, tradesmen, even a few nobles. They all listened and sang with her, as around her the Snowy Owls danced, juggled, and played their lutes. They love me, Madrila thought. But if I were a witch, they'd fear me too.

That evening, Madrila walked through the city of Queenpool. It was Summer Solstice, the day of Queenpool's legendary summer festival. Countless people filled the streets, squares, and alleys. Smells and sounds filled the air. Madrila walked by merchants hawking jewels and perfumes, flamethrowers dressed in orange and black, jesters walking atop stilts, knights polishing their swords for duels, drunkards singing coarsely between mugs of ale, maidens in bright scarves and silks, dogs and sheep and chickens, children selling oysters, and countless other people. The smells of candies, cooking meats, perfumes, and spices tickled her nostrils, and the sounds of singing, barking, yelling, and clanging swords filled her ears. She had never seen so many people.

For ten years, I saw nobody but Friar Robert, she thought. I never knew the world was so big. That had been four years ago, and she had not seen the man since, but she had not forgotten. Every merchant who sold a dagger, every knight who drew a sword, every firebreather who shot a jet of flames—they all reminded her of Robert, and how she craved to kill him.

"Your fortune, child," came a raspy voice behind her. "I shall tell your fortune, yes?"

Madrila turned to see a gypsy woman in the shadows. The woman seemed ageless; Madrila couldn't decide if she was twenty or sixty. Her skin was golden and drawn tight over her face. She wore scarves heavy with beads and tassels, and gems winked on her rings. She sat upon a small chair before a table, nestled into an alleyway between an inn and a bakery.

"I don't believe in fortunes," she said. A few of the Snowy Owls had gypsy blood, and one carried tarots around in a golden box. Madrila had seen the cards and knew them to be false, nothing but parlor tricks.

The fortune teller smiled. "Do you not believe, then, that you will someday kill the friar?"

Madrila gasped. Her eyes narrowed. The words seemed to punch her belly, and for a moment, she couldn't breathe.

"How... how did you...?"

The woman gestured at a chair across her table. "Come, sit."

Gingerly, Madrila stepped into the alleyway. Though she took only three steps into the shadows, the sounds faded behind her; she could barely hear them. She could no longer smell the perfumes, foods, and spices, and could barely hear the crowds. A cold breeze moaned through the alley and Madrila shivered. It was summer, but she was cold.

The woman's smile widened. "Come, sit at my table, Madrila."

"How do you know my name?"

"I know much that is hidden. I know that you crave magic... that you crave to be a witch."

Madrila sat uneasily, scrutinizing the woman. A candle burned atop the table, casting flickering light. As the shadows moved, the woman looked either young and beautiful, or old and wrinkled; Madrila could not decide which was the true vision.

"You heard me sing, that is all," Madrila said. Suddenly she felt very young and afraid, like she would back at Friar Robert's hut. "That was only a song."

"Ah, but was it, child? Your voice is pretty, yes, pretty like your eyes and golden hair, but you were not born to be a singer." Her hands reached out, thin and golden, and grasped Madrila's hands. "I sense a greater purpose in you, a greater power. You will be a witch someday, a great and powerful witch who can slay her enemies."

Madrila saw that a dusty codex lay on the table, clad in leather. A spellbook, she thought and gasped. When she looked at the woman's waist, she saw a wand hanging from her belt, curly and black like a ram's horn.

"You're no fortune teller," she whispered. "You're a witch!"

The woman raised her eyebrows. "In Queenpool, witchcraft is forbidden. Here I am but a simple fortune teller. Ah, but out in the forest... things are different. Am I wrong, child?"

The witch's hands still clutched her, cold and long, their nails sharp. Madrila wanted to pull her hands free, but dared not.

"Who are you?" she whispered.

"Nin," the witch said. "That is all, and that is enough for you. And you are Madrila, born to a young woman far away, cast aside, lost, hungry, dangerous. You will be a witch too; a great wielder of magic, and all shall fear you."

Madrila tore off her hat of patches and bells. She tossed it aside. She ripped off her sash, a gaudy thing of yellow and blue.

"I no longer need these bard's things," she said. "I am no longer a Snowy Owl. Teach me, Nin. Teach me dark magic, teach me to be a witch like you, and I will serve you."

She travelled with Nin for a year.

They moved from town to town, telling fortunes for spare coins. They peered into crystal balls, and shuffled tarots, and clinked crystals, and performed other tricks for the gullible.

"This is not magic," Nin told her. "These are fools' tricks for coins."

"Teach me real magic," Madrila insisted, day after day. "I want to learn. Let me read your spellbook."

Nin would only shake her head. "You are not ready."

And so the spellbook remained closed, and they kept travelling, sleeping in hollow logs, and in creeks, and in barns, and atop beds of dry leaves. Madrila cooked meals for the witch, and hunted for her, and washed her clothes, and every day asked to learn. Every day Nin refused her.

"When you are ready, child. When the planets are aligned and the moonlight shines upon you."

One night a mob chased them out of a town. A priest led them, shouting of devilry and witchcraft. Peasants ran behind him, waving torches and pitchforks. Nin and Madrila fled in the night, whisking from tree to tree, but the mob seemed everywhere, swarming through the night.

Madrila found a rock, hurled it, and hit the priest's forehead. The man fell, and his followers rushed to his aid. Nin and Madrila fled into the shadows, wadded through a stream, and crawled to the safety of a wheat field. They hid between the stalks until the sounds of the mob faded, and they heard only crickets, swaying wheat, and a goose honking in the night.

Madrila panted. Sweat drenched her.

"You know no magic!" she hissed, breath heavy.

Nin too panted, her clothes torn and muddy. "Silence!"

But Madrila would not be silent. "All you know is tricks! Reading tarots to fools. Inventing nonsense when gazing into your crystal ball. If you were truly a witch, you would let no mob chase you. You would sear them with lightning and fire."

Tears burned in Madrila's eyes, and her chest ached. She had never felt so betrayed. I wanted to be a witch. A great power to be feared. Now I hide in a field, trembling and cold.

"No," Nin finally said. "I am not a witch. In Queenpool, I learned your name from a dwarf who danced for you, and who came for a palm reading. I'm sorry, child. I'm sorry."

Madrila grabbed Nin's shoulders and shook her. Her arms trembled with rage. "Why did you lie to me?"

Nin stared back steadily, eyes dry. "You needed to leave the Snowy Owls. I might wield no magic, but I have wisdom, and I could see that. You were not born to sing, to dance, to juggle. You were born to rule, child. Do you want to learn magic?" Nin smirked. "Take my spellbook. It's useless. It's written in dead tongues. This book is my payment to you, for the year that you served me. If you can make sense of it, which I could not, you will find the power you seek."

As the crickets chirped and geese flew across the moon, Madrila left the field, carrying the spellbook. Once more she was alone. She never saw Nin again.

All of summer, and autumn, and winter she studied the book. The letters were but squiggles to her. She pored over them day after day, and memorized the symbols, but still could not read them. The book was ancient, she knew. The parchment was crumbly, the leather binding smoothed and loose.

"Teach me these letters," she begged monks in remote forest monasteries, but doors slammed in her face.

"Read me these words," she demanded of merchants climbing off ships in distant ports. They would scoff and toss a coin her way.

She travelled from port to church, from library to cathedral, but none could read her book.

She was sixteen when she met Elizabeth.

That evening, Madrila was wandering a dark, creaky town whose name she did not know. When she came upon a curiosity shop, she stepped inside to find shelves laden with skulls, crystals, charms, potions, scrolls, bat wings, pickled eyeballs, and sundry other items. A magic shop, she realized, sucking in her breath. There will be answers here.

She approached the counter and found the shopkeep. He was an old elfling, barely taller than the Snowy Owls dwarves. His nose was long, his ears pointy, and his white hair grew down to his knees. Madrila placed her spellbook upon the counter.

"Can you read this?" she asked.

The old elfling grumbled. "Of course I can, girl. Now what will you buy?"

Madrila had no money; she was a tattered wanderer, moving from town to town, eating what she hunted in the forests... or found in city gutters.

"I'm not interested in your trinkets," she said. "Read me this book."

The shopkeep only snorted.

Rage flared in Madrila. Finally she found one who could read these words! And he would not help her? She wanted to draw her knife and stab him. Before she could react, however, a voice spoke behind her.

"I can help you."

Madrila spun around and found herself facing a witch.

Her breath left her lungs.

She knew this woman was a witch—she had to be. She wore long black robes and a pointy hat. A bat sat upon her shoulder, and she held a broomstick. She had long brown hair, wise brown eyes, and pale skin.

"Please," Madrila said, eyes stinging. "Ma'am."

The witch smiled. "My name is Elizabeth. Come with me. We'll find a quiet place to talk."

That night, they sat in a rough, grimy tavern. Elizabeth insisted they sit in a corner, hidden in shadows, away from the revellers and drunkards who sang by the fireplace. She ordered them onion soup, bread and butter, slabs of roast beef, sizzling bacon, stewed greens, and pints of strong ale. Madrila devoured the food and drink; she had not eaten this well since her days with the Snowy Owls, perhaps ever. It was a feast.

Yes, she thought, licking gravy off her lips. This is power. This is what being a witch means. Not cowering in fields like Nin, but feasting and drinking with no fear.

As Madrila ate and drank, Elizabeth barely touched her food. The witch merely sat in the shadows, watching Madrila, her face stoic. There was sadness in her eyes, but curiosity too. Finally, when Madrila had polished off the last crumbs, Elizabeth spoke.

"Where did you find this book?" 

Madrila wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "From a fraud—a woman who could not understand its power. But there is power to this book. I learned a little from it."

In the shadows, Elizabeth's brown eyes sparkled. "What did you learn?"

Madrila placed the spellbook on the table. She opened it to a page showing a bolt of lightning. Hundreds of words were scribbled in circles around the lightning bolt. Madrila pointed at a few letters.

"This makes a sound like the letter B. And this... this is a deep, guttural scratching of the throat. This mark here is a clicking of the tongue." She touched the old parchment, feeling its power. "I travelled from town to town, speaking to all who could help. Most knew nothing. Others knew only one symbol. Can you read this spell?"

Elizabeth looked at the book. Her eyes did not move. She raised her hands.

Madrila caught her breath. The room suddenly seemed colder, and the sound of the drunkards behind them seemed muffled. The shutters on the window creaked. The lamps swayed.

So fast she barely caught it, Elizabeth uttered a spell. Madrila heard many words in an ancient tongue, a sound like B, a scratching of the throat and clicking of the tongue. Light flared. A small, blue bolt appeared in Elizabeth's hands, painting her face a ghostly azure. Icy wind ruffled Madrila's hair and she gasped.

Smiling softly, Elizabeth closed her hand, and the lightning bolt vanished.

"You cast it!" Madrila whispered, and suddenly she was crying and shaking, and she was a child again, hurt and angry and hungry, longing for power. "You're a real witch, with real power."

And oh the witch did cast her spells, and oh the mountains shook. Madrila trembled too, and her tears fell upon the spellbook.

"I am a witch of Batwog Coven, child."

Madrila took a deep, sharp breath. There was an entire world she knew nothing about: A world of witches and warlocks, of power and magic, of knowledge. She grabbed the spellbook. She stared at the page through narrowed, blurry eyes.

She swallowed her tears... and she uttered the spell.

A bolt of lightning shot from her fingers and slammed into the wall, burning a hole through it.

For a moment Elizabeth stared in shock, eyes wide.

"I thought you could not read it!" the witch finally said.

Madrila breathed heavily. Her fingers tingled. The power claimed her, and she felt like she could burn the world. Her knees shook, and a savage grin found her lips. "I could not. I heard you speak the spell. And I cast it too."

Elizabeth shook her head, face pale. "That's impossible. It takes apprentices days to learn that spell. They study each syllable for hours. You heard it once."

Madrila's chest rose and fell, and fire seemed to flow through her. "Will you teach me more?" 

Elizabeth regarded her, eyes narrowed. Shadows danced across her face. "You intrigue me. There is either much power to you, or much deceit. Perhaps both. Yes, perhaps both." She leaned forward. "Do you know of Batwog Mountain?"

Madrila nodded. "It lies beyond the dark forest, past seas of mist and pines and rock. They say it is cursed." She had seen the mountain from a distance before, rising like a dark dream from fog. It had chilled her. And oh the mountain shook.

"My coven lurks in the depth below Batwog," Elizabeth said. "Come with me there. I will have you meet my master, the great Jan Rasmussen, also known as Dry Bones. He will choose if to teach you." She rose to her feet. "We leave tonight."

But Madrila shook her head, a smile twitching her lips. "You leave tonight, Elizabeth. I will join you there. I have a detour I must make."

 

* * * * *

 

She stood before the hut, snow swirling around her.

Six years, she thought. Six long years, and this hut seems so small now. Once it was my world.

For long moments, Madrila hesitated. The sun had set, and she had extinguished her lamp. The only light came through the hut's windows, red and flickering. I used to light those fires. There was pain inside that hut. There were memories of the cane, the belt, the fists, and worse memories: of loneliness, terror, and tears.

And there is a man in there, she thought. A tall, gaunt man with thin lips and cold eyes. A man who hurt me.

Since she had escaped this place, ten years old and skinny and scared, rage had filled her. She had dreamed of returning some day, of killing this man. But now... now she struggled to find that rage. Now fear overpowered it, icy in her belly. She did not fear the wretch who hid inside, only her own memories and pain.

I will be strong as a witch, she told herself. Witches fear nobody.

She opened the door and stepped into the hut.

He huddled there by the fireplace, stooped over a pot of meat, like a vulture hunching over a carcass. He looked over his shoulder, narrowed his eyes, and hissed. He had aged. His skin was sallow, his eyes yellow, his teeth rotten. He seemed not like a man, but a creature.

"Do you know who I am?" Madrila asked, and could not help a tremble from finding her voice.

He growled. "Get out of my hut. Go back to where you came from, wench."

She took a step toward him, her knees shaking, and her head spun. "Do you know who I am, old man?" she demanded.

He squinted, as if trying to bring her into focus... and his eyes widened. He dropped the spoon he held. It clanged against the floor.

"Madrila!" he whispered.

And oh the witch did cast her spells....

She spoke the words from her spellbook, the words she heard Elizabeth speak. A blue bolt of lightning appeared in her palm. She tossed it.

The lightning slammed into Robert.

He screamed. His body twitched. Smoke rose from him.

"Yes, I am Madrila!" she screamed, hair wild, chest heaving. "The girl you beat. The girl you stole."

She cast her spell again. A second bolt of lightning slammed into him.

He screamed again and fell.

"Where did you steal me from?" she demanded. "Who are my parents?"

He squirmed at her feet. "Madrila, please... you've come back to me, my child, you...."

She tossed a third bolt, and he screamed. The bolt tore through his shirt and burned his flesh. Smoking welts covered him.

"I am not your child!" she shouted. "You told me that many times as you beat me."

Tears filled her eyes. Those nights returned to her, endless nightmares. I am not your father, girl! he would shout as he beat her. I will show you no mercy.

"And I will show you no mercy," she said and shot another bolt. "Who are my parents?" 

"Amabel!" he shouted at her feet, smoking and twisting. "Your mother is Amabel of Burrfield. Your father is Dry Bones of Batwog Coven. Please, child, please...."

Dry Bones.

Batwog Coven.

Her head spun. She could not breathe. Of course. Of course! All these years, a traveller, a singer, a huntress, an outcast... she had dreamed of being a witch. She had known that was her purpose. Of course. Her father was a great warlock, the head of Batwog Coven. She wept. I am descended from greatness. That is why such power fills me.

"Please, Madrila, please," the burned man begged at her feet, hair singed. "Mercy."

She looked down upon this pathetic creature, and she shook her head. "No, Robert. I am not your daughter." She smiled savagely. "I will show you no mercy."

She shot more bolts, again and again, shouting her spell as tears burned down her face. Her words of magic filled the hut, echoing, slamming against the walls. She shot lightning until Robert stopped screaming, until there was nothing left of him but ashes and bones. She kicked those ashes, scattering them across that old, scratched floor.

She pulled a log from the fireplace and tossed it onto the rug. As snow fell, she stood outside in the night, watching the hut burn. She watched until it burned to the ground, and became only embers, only memories, a place that could never more hurt her.

"And now I find Dry Bones," she whispered to the embers. "Now I become the woman I was born to be."

 

* * * * *

 

She marched down the tunnel, torches flickering around her, until she reached the main door. She froze for a moment and took a deep breath. Her fists clenched. Her lips shook.

I will be a witch, Madrila told herself. I am descended from greatness.

She opened the door and marched in

Madrila found herself in a rough, shadowy cavern like a cave. Dozens of apprentices, all youths in black robes, hunched over cauldrons and tables laden with potions. Smokes, smells, and crackles filled the air.

At the back of the room, a skeleton sat upon a high chair, gazing upon his students with empty eye sockets. The skeleton raised his skull and seemed to gaze at Madrila.

She felt a chill race through her.

"Dry Bones," she whispered. Her father. The wizard who was burned years ago, the flesh melting off his bones, leaving him this creature of dreaded black magic.

The skeleton rose to his feet and walked toward her, bones creaking. The apprentices all turned their heads, gasped, and stared at her.

"Who are you, child?" Dry Bones asked. A snake nested in his ribcage, hissing.

"Amabel of Burrfield was my mother," she said and took a deep, shaky breath. "And you are my father."

Travelling to the Coven, she had tried to guess what Dry Bones's reaction might be. She did not know much of the skeleton, the High Warlock of Batwog. She had imagined him shouting for joy, maybe grinning silently, maybe hugging her. In her fantasies, she had imagined him pulling out spellbooks, magical amulets, potions, and other dark wonders, showing her the stars and the pits of Hell, the power and secrets of the universe.

She had expected him to love her.

But this... she had never expected this.

For a moment, Dry Bones was silent. He stood still, seeming dead. His eye sockets stared at her, empty cavities. His apprentices stared silently, hands still holding ladles and vials.

Then Dry Bones began to tremble, and a shout left his jaw.

"Liar!"

The shout was so loud, Madrila jumped. She gasped.

"I... what—?"

Dry Bones swept his skeletal fists across a tabletop, knocking off potions and books and scrolls. Glass shattered and smoke rose.

"Liar!" he shouted again. "Amabel betrayed me! She married Sam Thistle instead, the man who burned me." His fists trembled. "I loved her and she married him! I killed her for that. I killed Sam too."

He pointed his finger, and a lightning bolt flew toward Madrila. She ducked and it passed over her head.

"Father!" she cried.

"I will kill you too!" he shouted. "How dare you mention Amabel to me? How dare you?"

He uttered a spell and tossed a fireball her way.

Madrila leaped aside, and the fireball grazed her side, burning her cloak. She turned to flee. She ran down the tunnel, tears in her eyes. Dry Bones's shouts echoed behind her.

"I have no daughter! You better run, girl. If I catch you, you're dead!"

And she ran.

She ran out of the tunnels below Batwog Mountain. She ran through the forest. She ran for miles, for days, ran while crying and trembling.

She ran until she found herself lost, alone, and afraid.

"I will be a witch," she swore, hugging her knees as rain poured around her, and the night's darkness caressed her. "I will become the greatest witch in the world."

 

* * * * *

 

She crossed the kingdom on foot, and the kingdom to its north, and the cold kingdoms beyond.

She learned from outcast witches in caves, from old warlocks in crumbly towers, and from books and scrolls she stole. She burned trees with fireballs, and she killed animals with lightning. She lived wild, feral, drinking blood and eating raw flesh. At nights, she stretched her soul into Hell, and talked to demons, and tasted lava.

When she was twenty-one, she travelled to a misty island of pines, a secret place beyond the mountains and frozen hinterlands. She spent a year wandering in the mist and shadows, cloaked in black, eyes blazing. She had come seeking the island's mythical beasts... and that winter, she found one.

The unicorn was only a cub, a year old, of downy white fur, of golden hoofs, of a whorled horn that glowed. Snarling, Madrila slew the unicorn cub with lightning, and tore off its horn with icy fingers.

She drank the unicorn's blood, and gasped, and her eyes widened.

Yes. Yes! This is power.

The ancient magic flowed through her. Galaxies swirled before her eyes. Ghosts whispered in her skull. Power crackled on her fingertips. She rose to her feet, lips bloody, and shouted to the heavens. The unicorn's horn glowed in her hand.

She kissed the horn, cursing it with dark magic and bloodlust, and it became her wand.

"The greatest wand in the world," she whispered. "The wand of Madrila, the greatest witch."

Snow glided among the pines and filled her hair. The unicorn cub froze at her feet. Madrila licked blood off her lips and smiled.





 


Chapter Ten

Rollin'









Romy liked being a fluff ball.

True, she was orange, and a little jealous that Jamie's fur was pink. True, it was boring here in this cage, with no marbles, cards, or dolls. And true, she imagined that eating cake would be a sticky mess this way. But still... she was warm. She was cute. And rolling downstairs was fun.

"Jamie," she said, "do you reckon Neev will like me all fluffy?"

The pink fluff ball that was Jamie groaned. "Romy, right now, let's focus on escaping from this cage."

Once more, Jamie tried to squeeze between the bars, but couldn't. She was too poofy. She sighed and rolled back.

"I'll have to buy some hairbrushes now," Romy reflected. "Neev can groom me. Do you think he'll mind? I want my fur to be shiny and beautiful."

Jamie groaned. "Romy, stand still! Your fur is ticking me." She sneezed, ruffling her pink fur. Animals squealed and groaned in the cages around them.

The basement door creaked open.

A dark figure stood there, holding a torch.

Jamie snarled (though it sounded more like a squeak). Will they torture us now? I can take torture.

The figure stepped into the basement. It was Willow, holding her wand. Dry leaves and mud clung to her purple robes. The witch's apprentice growled.

"I will torture you now," she said. Her voice trembled the slightest. "I will show Madrila that I can be evil too. I will hurt you. I will force you to tell me everything you know."

Romy squeaked in fear, and Jamie puffed her fur larger.

"I'll never talk," she said.

Willow bared her teeth. Her eyes were wild. 

"I will break you," she said. "I spent all night studying breaking spells."

She uttered a spell. Jamie winced. Lightning flew from Willow's wand and crashed into the cage holding Jamie and Romy.

The cage broke.

Willow wailed. "Damn it, you stupid wand! I said break the Bullies, not the cage."

She tried to cast another spell, but Jamie rolled forward. She bounced and slammed into Willow, knocking her down. Romy bounced behind her, and the orange fluff ball landed atop the pile. Willow squealed below them, floundering.

"Get off me, you fluffy things!" The witch began to sneeze.

Romy rolled off and began bouncing upstairs. "Come on, Jamie!" the orange fluff ball called. "It's fun rolling upstairs too. Race me!"

Jamie remained atop Willow, who was sneezing wildly, her eyes watery.

"Open the other cages!" she demanded. "Do it now or I'll stick my fur right into your nose." She wiggled a bit, scattering fur, and Willow sneezed louder.

"All—CHOO!—right!" Lying below her, Willow reached out her wand and cast more spells. The other cages broke too. The piglets, monkey, toad, and other animals fled upstairs (the monkey paused just long enough to thumb his nose at Willow).

"And stay down!" Jamie said, rolled off Willow, and bounced upstairs. Romy bounced beside her, squealing in delight.

They rolled into the living room. It was full of vials, mummies, cauldrons, and scrolls, but empty of witches or grunters. Jamie slammed the basement door shut and heard its lock click, sealing Willow in the darkness.

"Woo!" Romy cried. She leaped into the air and crashed onto Jamie. "Wanna wrestle?"

"Romy, God!" She pushed her off. "There's no time for games now. We have to get out of here—quick! Before Willow escapes or Madrila returns."

"But I want to roll downstairs again. Please, Jamie? Please?"

"No more rolling downstairs!" Jamie shouted. "Now come on, let's get out of here."

The two fluff balls bounced across the living room toward the front door. They rolled into the forest, dry leaves and twigs clinging to their fur. Dawn was rising. The grunters were gone, though their footprints covered the earth.

"They've gone to attack Burrfield!" Jamie said. "Come on, Romy, we follow."

The fluff balls rolled across the forest, bouncing over rocks and fallen logs. Jamie wasn't sure how she could save Burrfield this way, but she had to do something. She couldn't hide in this forest while the town needed her. She no longer cared about John Quill or angry mobs; Burrfield was her home, and she'd fight for it, fluff ball or not.

"Keep rolling, Romy," she said. "We're not far."

The grunters had left a clear trail to follow. Jamie bounced along it between the trees. Romy bounced at her side.

A wind moaned, ruffling Jamie's fur. She shivered.

"Bit windy," Romy said.

The wind rose. It shrieked between the trees. Jamie rolled several feet back.

"Oh dear," Romy said.

Jamie growled and tried to keep bouncing forward. But the wind gusted, and she flew backwards. Romy flew at her side.

"Damn it!" Jamie said. "Come on, Romy, let's keep going forward."

The wind had other plans. It gusted and shrieked, tossing Jamie and Romy back. The fluff balls flew between the trees, and soon were rolling downhill—away from Burrfield.

"Whee, rolling again!" Romy cried in delight. She began to sing. "Rollin', rollin'... rollin' on the river...."

The balls of fluff flew over bushes and into a river. The current began pulling them downstream. Jamie struggled and squeaked, but could not climb out. The water soaked her fur, and she felt heavy and clumsy. The river moved at breakneck speed, pulling them further and further away from Burrfield. Romy laughed and squealed with joy. Jamie shivered and cursed.

For a long time, the fluff balls flowed in the current. It led them through miles of beech, oak, and birch trees. One time, Jamie managed to roll onto a muddy bank, but the wind blew her back into the water, much to Romy's amusement.

The sun reached its zenith, and still they rolled on the river. The forest grew older here. The oaks were twisted, and their mossy roots rose like cathedrals for fairies, coiling and intermingling. Vines and lichen hung from the branches, and Jamie could barely see the sky. It seemed to her like no individual trees lived here; they merged, branches and roots braided into one being. She shivered. Those trees seemed to be watching her. Their leaves were not bright orange or red, like in Burrfield, but bronze and copper. This is an ancient place, Jamie thought. A place of power and secrets.

"Owww... I want to go faster," Romy pouted.

The river had indeed slowed, Jamie noticed. This entire forest seemed somehow... slower, quiet, its colors faded. She saw roots reaching over the water ahead. When the water brought her near, she bounced onto the roots and rolled toward the river bank. No wind blew here, and she managed to reach solid earth.

"Come on, Romy," she said. "Up here."

Romy bounced onto the roots, rolled along them, and landed by Jamie. The two fluff balls shook themselves wildly. Water sprayed, and their fur poofed up.

"I want to go again," Romy said.

"Later, Romy. First we have to worry about getting back to Burrfield." She sighed. "It's many miles away now. It'll take ages to roll back."

She sighed. Even if she made it back home, and even if she saved Burrfield, would she remain a fluff ball forever? Romy seemed to enjoy her new form, but Jamie was a warrior. She needed to wield swords, to wear armor, to fight her enemies... not roll and bounce and squeak. If anyone could help her, she thought, it was Neev. He'd know a spell to cure me, or know where to find such a spell.


She was about to start rolling home when Romy screamed behind her.

"Ahh! Monsters! Monsters, Jamie!"

Jamie spun around, expecting to see grunters, slinkers, or some other beasts. Instead she saw....

"Wood elves!" she whispered in awe.

A dozen stood before her. They were short, slender people; the tallest stood shy of five feet. They wore leggings, tunics, capes clasped with silver acorns, and tall boots. Silver blades and quivers of arrows hung from their belts. Their ears were pointy and so long, they rose like antennae. Golden stars, moons, suns, and other symbols glowed upon their foreheads.

Romy began rolling away. "Run, Jamie! Monsters!"

"Get back here, Romy. They're not monsters. They're elves. Come see."

Shivering, Romy rolled back and settled by Jamie. The elves stared at them curiously. One walked forward, a young man who wore a green cape and hood. He was the only one not armed with blade or arrow; instead he held a green and golden wand. A star glowed on his forehead.

"You've met Madrila," he said.

Jamie nodded (at least, as much as a furball could nod). "You've seen her curse before."

The young elf patted her fur. "My name is Rowyn of Clan Birchroot." He turned to Romy and smiled. "And we are not monsters, but elflings. Wood elves, as you call us. We're smaller than the high elves of the north, and not as skilled with magic, though I think we know enough magic to cure you."

A second elfling stepped forward. She held a silver, leaf-shaped dagger. Her hair was red, her eyes green and fiery, her face freckled. She wore grey leggings and a green tunic, and a sun with seven rays glowed on her forehead.

"Rowyn, this is dangerous," this elfling said. "They could be the witch's spies. This could be her plan to find our clan."

Rowyn placed a hand on her shoulder. "Ellywyn, I trust them. We watched them for an hour on the water. They spoke of Burrfield, not of dark magic; they are humans from the west, and no threat to us."

Ellywyn's eyes flashed. "Humans too are a threat. They cut down trees to build their farms. They dry rivers. They—"

"I'm not human!" Romy said. "I'm a scary evil demon of terror!" She roared, but it sounded more like a squeak. "Jamie is human, but nobody's perfect, and I've never seen her cut a tree or dry a river. Though a few times, she did step on my tail, so I wouldn't trust her entirely."

The elflings looked at one another, eyebrows raised. Ellywyn sighed.

"Fine, Rowyn," the elfling girl said. "We'll take them to see your grandfather. Maybe he can cure them. But if they do anything suspicious...." She swung her blade near Jamie; the rush of air ruffled her fur. "I'll cut them in half."

The elflings began to walk between the trees. Jamie and Romy rolled along with them. The forest grew even thicker as they left the river behind. The roots rose ten feet tall, mossy and twisting. Burrows filled the trees, housing creatures that peered with shiny eyes. Dry leaves carpeted the ground, vines dangled, and curtains of moss swung. Where the branches parted, rays of light fell, dappling the forest.

After what seemed like hours of walking, the elflings stopped moving, and Rowyn announced: "Welcome to the Clan Birchroot."

Jamie looked around her. She saw nothing but more forest. The trees rose just as twisted and mossy here. Lichen swayed, wisps of mist floated between the branches, and a stream gurgled.

"Is this your home?" she asked.

Ellywyn, the elfling with the red hair and fiery green eyes, pointed her blade at Jamie.

"Our secret home," she said. "Tell no one, or I'll cut you."

"What could I tell of? I see nothing but more trees, more moss, and...."

Her voice died and she gasped. Eyes were peering from a tree! When she looked closer, she saw a figure crouched among the branches. An elfling girl! She was holding a bow and pointing an arrow below.

Jamie looked from tree to tree. She thought she could see more elflings. Their clothes blended into the trees, and their eyes peered from between the leaves.

One elfling leaped down from the trees, landed in a patch of dry leaves, and walked toward them. She wore a grey dress that ended with a hem of green triangles. Her skin was brown like the tree trunks, her eyes purple, and her hair long and silvery like moonlight. A half-moon glowed on her forehead.

"Who do you bring to Clan Birchroot?" she asked Rowyn.

"Hello, Noelyn. I bring Romy, a demon of the underground, and Jamie, a human of the west. The witch Madrila has cursed them, and turned them into these balls of fur. I will bring them to Grandfather Snagglefoot; he's wise and can cure them."

Noelyn stared at Jamie, her eyes deep and glowing, like dusky sky strewn with stars. The elfling archer nodded.

"Very well. May our magic cure them, and may the witch soon fall."

Rowyn began leading them between the trees. As Jamie bounced beside him, she noticed that nests filled the trees, holding elflings. Other elflings peaked from hollow logs or between roots. Small gardens grew between some trees where the sunlight fell; she saw gourds, cucumbers, and strawberries. They live like the wildlife, Jamie thought. She wondered what it must be like—to have no walls around you, only trees, and no roof over your head, only branches. The air smelled so fresh here—the smell of trees, water, leaves, growing things. This was a good place, she thought. A place of life and health.

I bet nobody here prints nonsense in dumb newspapers, Jamie thought. I wish I were an elf from Glaswood Forest, not Jamie the outcast girl from Burrfield.

Rowyn led them to a great tree, so wide three men could not hug it. Its roots rose like a temple, a dozen feet tall, forming twisted columns. Golden leaves carpeted the forest floor here, several inches deep. Sun beams sparkled.

"Welcome to Old Oak," Rowyn said solemnly. Beside him, the redhead Ellywyn clasped her dagger to her breast. Noelyn, the archer with the silver hair, tightened her grip on her bow. The golden charms on their foreheads glowed stronger here.

This is a holy place to them, Jamie thought.

"Come inside," Rowyn said and stepped between two roots. He vanished into shadow.

Jamie bounced after him. She was wide in fluff ball form, but most of her girth was her fur. She squeezed between the roots and found herself rolling down a tunnel. Romy rolled behind her. The air smelled of moss and mud here, but it was a good smell, Jamie thought. Roots twisted around her and mushrooms grew. Soon they reached a chamber under the tree, roots and earth forming walls around them. Jars of fireflies glowed in alcoves. Jamie saw a rug, an armchair, and shelves with wands, scrolls, and vials.

An ancient elfling sat before them. His white hair grew down to his knees. His nose was as long and pointy as his ears. He gazed at them with round, brown eyes and smiled. He had only three teeth, and when he smiled, countless wrinkles turned his face into a raisin.

"Well hello there, the demon Romy and the human Jamie."

Jamie wasn't sure how he knew their names, but felt it impolite to pry.

"Hello," she said.

Rowyn stood by the old elfling and introduced him. "This is my grandfather, the wise wizard Snagglefoot. He leads our clan. If anyone can cure you, it's him."

Romy bounced. "Nice place you got here, Snagglefoot," she said. "Do you have any marbles? How about a deck of cards?"

The old elfling struggled to his feet. He grabbed a twisting cane and hobbled toward her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a marvellous marble. It was blue, green, and tan, and looked like a round map. Clouds seemed to swirl across it.

"Ooh... pretty!" Romy said. "Can we play? I don't have hands anymore, though... just fur."

Snagglefoot tossed the marble into the air, where it floated and spun. He drew his wand from his robes and uttered a spell. When he touched the wand to Romy, her fur flurried, as if a gale blew against her. She squealed and laughed, as if he were tickling her. She began to spin like the marble that floated above. Magic flowed around her. Smoke rose, and suddenly a demon crouched where the orange furball had been.

Romy's wings were wrapped around her like a cocoon. She unfurled them slowly, flapped them, and gasped. She was a demon again, her skin red, her hair woven of flame, her fangs and claws bright. She wagged her tail, reached up, and grabbed the marble.

"Mine," she said.

Snagglefoot chuckled and turned to Jamie. He touched his wand to her, and goodness, it did tickle. Jamie couldn't help but squeal and laugh too. Her fur ruffled, and she began to spin wildly. She saw streaks of light, strands of magic, and puffs of smoke. Her fur vanished, and soon she knelt on the floor, a girl again. She wore her old leggings, breastplate, and cloak, and carried her sword over her back. She stood up, her knees shaky, and stood beside Romy. The top of her head only reached the demon's shoulder.

"I was taller before," Jamie lied, daring to hope. If he could turn her from a fluff ball back into a girl, couldn't he give her another seven or eight inches? Was she doomed to spend her life under five feet, a waif of a girl, her sword nearly as long as her entire body?

Snagglefoot placed a wrinkled hand on her shoulder and smiled. Jamie realized that he stood just as tall. When she turned around, she saw that Rowyn, the young wizard elfling, was her height too. When Ellywyn and Noelyn entered the chamber, Jamie realized that they were even shorter.

And yet they're proud, and strong, and warriors, Jamie thought. Maybe being so short wasn't too bad. She wished suddenly that she were an elfling too. Nobody would call her a runt here. They would call her a great warrior.

"Thank you, Snagglefoot," she said to the old elfling. "We owe you our lives. When the witch Madrila cursed us, we didn't know if we'd ever see our true forms again."

"Tell us of Madrila," Snagglefoot said. "Tell us all you've seen, and all that you know. She has long tormented us elflings, sending her creatures and her curses to our clan."

Jamie spent a moment speaking of fighting Dry Bones, Madrila's father, and how the witch now craved revenge. She talked of the grunters, and the animals in the basement, and of Willow the apprentice.

"She's after more power," she finished her story. "If she conquers Burrfield, and if she trains Willow to be a second witch, she'll threaten the entire kingdom."

The elflings looked at one another in the light of the firefly jars: Snagglefoot, old and wizened; Rowyn, a young wizard with somber eyes; Ellywyn, her silver dagger held high; Noelyn, of silver hair and purple eyes, clutching her bow. They seemed to talk with their eyes, an entire language that needed no words.

Finally Snagglefoot nodded. "We will send you aid."

Jamie nodded and clutched Moonclaw's hilt.

"Thank you, Snagglefoot," she said. "With an army of elflings, we can defeat Madrila. We will destroy her forces and kill or capture her."

The elflings looked at one another again. Ellywyn tightened her grip on her dagger. Rowyn and Noelyn held hands.

"No army," Snagglefoot said sadly. "We are small, humble folk. We have no armies like the high elves. Our blades are smaller, and we build arrows for guarding our realm, not attacking another. I will send with you three champions: Rowyn, my grandson, who wields a wand; Ellywyn, of fiery hair and fiery temper, who wields a blade of pure elfsilver; and Noelyn, our eyes in the night, an archer of pure aim. They will protect you on your way, Jamie of Burrfield. They will fight alongside your sword."

Jamie looked at them. Was that all? Only three? Suddenly her eyes burned. How could they defeat Madrila with so few warriors?

"But Snagglefoot, I saw many elfling archers in the trees. Send them with me! Send them to battle."

The old wizard shook his head. "They are simple folk, Jamie of Burrfield. Most have never shot their arrows at a living thing. They have gardens to tend, younglings to raise—"

"So do the people of Burrfield!" she said.

"And yet you are here with us, not with your people," Snagglefoot said. "Why is that, Jamie of Burrfield?"

She opened her mouth, but found no words. How could she tell him about John Quill, about the angry mob, about being outcast and lonely? She sighed, lost for words.

Noelyn approached her, eyes soft. The fireflies glimmered against her silvery hair and brown skin. The archer hugged Jamie, kissed her forehead, and whispered, "I will fight by your side, Jamie of Burrfield. Ellywyn and Rowyn will fight too. We will win together."

Jamie shut her eyes. She remembered seeing Lenore dead, slain after fighting Dry Bones at her side. She remembered hugging the bodies of her parents. She remembered all those who had died fighting black magic and evil. What if these elflings died too? It would be too much to bear, she thought. But still she nodded.

"I will be proud to fight by you," she whispered to them. "May our blades shine bright, our arrows fly true, and our magic light the darkness."

Noelyn smiled, teeth bright. "Now eat and sleep, Jamie and Romy. Night falls and the trees whisper. Tonight we rest. Tomorrow... we march to war."

 

* * * * *

 

Neev ran up Friar Hill, the wind stinging his face. He gritted his teeth and his heart thrashed.

This is the place, he remembered. This is where Dry Bones murdered my father. And this is where I'll kill his daughter.

Burrfield burned behind him, aswarm with grunters. Madrila stood atop the hill, hands raised and showering black magic. Her robes billowed, and her face was ghostly white. She laughed, fingers crackling with electricity. Twenty grunters surrounded her, holding jagged blades.

"Hello, Neev Thistle!" she called down to him. She pointed a finger at him, and green lightning flew. Neev cast his own spell, and blue magic shot from his fingertips, parrying her attack. Sparks showered and kindled the grass.

"We killed your father!" he shouted as he ran uphill toward her. "We'll kill you too."

She snarled and hurled a fireball at him. Neev shouted a spell and raised a blue force field. The fireball crashed.

"Grunters!" Madrila screamed, voice shrill. "Kill them."

The monsters ran downhill. Their red eyes blazed. Their maws opened to scream, baring fangs, and their blades swung. An arrow slammed into one, and it crashed down. As Cobweb nocked a second arrow, Scruff swung his mace, killing a second grunter.

A red shard of magic flew toward him, shaped as an arrow. Neev sprayed green fire from his fingertips, knocking the arrow aside. He uttered spells furiously and shot a bolt of blue lightning. Madrila laughed and parried with a bolt of her own.

Scruff screamed. Neev glanced and saw a grunter biting Scruff's shoulder. Cobweb was stabbing it with her dagger.

Madrila shot glowing blue spiderwebs. Neev shot a bolt of magic, but it passed through the web and missed Madrila. The web slammed into him, wrapped around him, and he fell.

Neev struggled but couldn't free himself. Grunters surrounded Scruff and Cobweb; the two fought back to back, faces grim. Laughing, Madrila walked downhill. She stood above Neev and placed her foot against his chest.

"Ready to die, boy?" she whispered, smiling crookedly. She aimed her wand at him.

Neev grabbed a rock and tossed it. Madrila's eyes widened when the rock hit her shoulder. Struggling out of the webs, Neev leaped up and punched, but she grabbed his fist. She snarled, crushing his hand, inhumanly strong. Her teeth were bared, her eyes wild; she looked like a rabid wolf.

"You will die," she hissed. She uttered a spell, and lightning flowed from her hand into Neev.

He screamed. The lightning burned him, twisted inside him, and made his knees buckle. He fell, writhing and shouting in pain.

Focus! Focus, Neev. Summon your magic. Ignore the pain. Fight!

Whose voice whispered inside him? Was it his own voice? His Father's?

Neev! Neev, I love you. Please, Neev, don't die.

It was Romy's voice, he realized. He looked for her, his vision blurry. He couldn't see her. He only saw Madrila's face, twisted in rage; the grass and trees burning; Scruff and Cobweb bleeding and surrounded. Lightning crackled across him, and smoke rose from him. But Romy did speak to him—Romy whom he loved, who loved him, whom he could whisper all his secrets to as they cuddled at night. She was innocent and pure. He could not leave her alone in this world.

Madrila laughed. Though the pain suffused him, drenching him with sweat, Neev began to utter a spell. Madrila inhaled sharply, eyes widening. Bull horns sprouted from Neev's head. A fireball flew from his hand and slammed into Madrila.

The witch screamed. She released him and fell, her magic vanishing. Neev doubled over, hugging himself and trembling. From the corner of his eye, he saw Madrila struggle to her feet. Get up, Neev! Fight. Fight!

He struggled onto his knees, pointed his fingers at Madrila, and shot a lighting bolt. It hit her chest and knocked her back. She flew several feet and crashed down.

Grunters came racing uphill. There were dozens, maybe hundreds. Their howls tore the air, and the firelight painted them red. Their fangs and claws were white as shards of bone.

"Neev, we have to get out of here!" Scruff shouted. Green blood covered him, and his mace still swung.

Cobweb ran and pulled Neev to his feet. "We have to wun! T-t-too many gwuntews!"

Neev nodded and they began running downhill. Madrila was screaming behind them; she was wounded but still alive. Monsters filled the night. In every direction he looked, their eyes shone, their claws lashed, and their fangs bit. Soon he was running through the streets. Fire rained from the sky, and bodies lay in gutters.

"Out of Burrfield!" Neev shouted. "This town is overrun."

"Neev! Neev!"

The voice came from down the street. He looked into the darkness and gasped. A woman stood there, wreathed in fire, her hair aflame. No, not a woman, but a demon! Romy! A lump filled Neev's throat. He couldn't stop tears from stinging his eyes.

"Romy!"

He ran forward. She ran toward him. They crashed into each other's embrace, and she began kissing him, trembling and weeping.

"Neev, oh Neev, you're alive," Romy said. "I love you so much."

He looked over her shoulder and gasped. "Jamie!"

His little sister ran there. Three elves stood at her sides, one with a wand, the other with a dagger, and the third with a bow. They were fighting grunters in an alleyway. Neev ran to help them, cast fireballs, and soon the grunters lay dead. More howled across the town, filling every street.

"Jamie, we're leaving!" Neev said. "To Barley Gate. Come on!"

Blood splashed Jamie's armor and blade. "We can't abandoned the town!" she said.

Neev gestured around him. Hundreds of grunters covered the roofs and filled every street. "If we stay, we die! We'll continue the fight in the forest. Now run!"

The five Bullies ran, reunited at last, and the three elflings ran with them. Fire burned all around, and grunters leaped from every alley and doorway. The companions' blades, arrows, and magic flew. Grunters fell dead before them.

When Neev looked back toward the hill, he saw Madrila standing again, laughing and shouting. Her voice rang over the town.

"Run and hide, Bullies!" she shouted and laughed. "You cannot escape me. Your town is mine! Your people are my slaves! And I am coming for you. You will die, Bullies. You will die in pain."

Romy growled and made to run toward the hill. Neev held her shoulder.

"Not now, Romy. She's got hundreds of monsters here. Into the forest! We'll find another way."

They ran through the streets until they reached the south gate. Ten grunters waited there, growling and grunting and howling for blood. Arrows flew, blades swung, and the grunters died. The Bullies raced into the forest, the fire and screams rising behind them.

As he ran between the trees, Neev's eyes stung; from tears or smoke, he did not know. They ran for an hour, maybe more. They ran until the roar of fire, the smell of blood, and the screams of death faded behind. Finally they collapsed in a forest clearing, shivering, wounded, and frightened.

Neev lay in the grass, his robes seared and torn, his body aching and blistering. Romy curled up against him, embraced him, and cried against his chest. Scruff, Cobweb, and Jamie huddled together, as did the elflings.

It began to rain and wind howled. The night stretched into a nightmare of pain, cold, and darkness. 





 


Chapter Eleven

Bulldog









Madrila walked through Burrfield, fingers tingling.

I'm home, she thought. For the first time in my life, I'm home. Here is where I was born. Here is where my mother abandoned me. Burrfield. Her breath shuddered in her lungs, and her eyes stung.

She looked at all the shops, the tavern, the church, the cozy houses. The town smoldered now, and blood splashed its streets, but Madrila could see its former beauty; Burrfield had been a storybook town.

I could have grown up here, she thought. I could have been raised happy, in a warm house, surrounded with family and friends. Her belly ached and she could barely breathe. She thought of all her years of pain—cowering from Friar Robert, living in the forest, wandering the world scared and alone. Meanwhile, her siblings—the freakish giant Scruff, the smug twerp Neev, and the runt Jamie—grew up in this perfect place, happy and protected.

I suffered while they lived in comfort. And now they suffer. She clenched her fists. Now everyone in Burrfield will suffer like I did.

"It's beautiful," she whispered, looking around her. She took a deep breath and nodded. "Beautiful."

Willow scurried by her side, struggling to keep up on shorter legs. Her purple robes swirled around her. Their pots, pans, blankets, and other belongings rattled over her back.

"Indeed, my lady!" the apprentice panted. "This is much better than living in the forest. Burrfield is a beautiful, quaint little town. Ooh, look, they have a toy shop!"

Madrila spun toward her, snarling. She clutched Willow's cheeks and squeezed them, digging her fingernails into the flesh.

"Do you think I care about toy shops? Do you think I care about quaint beauty?" She gestured at a few smoldering houses, their roofs burnt and their walls blackened, and to fresh graves at the church down the road. "This fire, and this death, and this fear... these are beautiful. Do you understand, Willow?"

Willow nodded, eyes wide with fear. She attempted a weak cackle. "I love seeing fire and... uhm, graves." She sneaked a yearning glance at the toy shop, then quickly looked at her feet.

Madrila sighed and shoved her apprentice aside. "I don't know why I bother with you, Willow. If you weren't so good at cleaning, laundry, and cooking, I'd have gotten rid of you ages ago."

They kept walking through the town. Fifty grunters marched around them, armed with spears and swords from Burrfield's armory. Helmets wobbled on their warty heads. More grunters manned every street corner, standing at attention. No humans walked outside. They either hid indoors in what houses still stood, or lay buried in the graveyard.

When they reached Friar Hill, Madrila looked up at the cottage that rose there. She smiled. It was a large house, the largest in town. The Bullies' house. Grunters lived there now; she could hear their cacophony of grunting all the way down here. Madrila had considered moving into the house herself—the ultimate insult for the Bullies—but she craved more than clay walls and a vegetable garden. Why settle for a house, when she could live in a castle? They kept walking.

"Ooh, pretty!" Willow said when they saw Fort Rosethorn ahead. "Roses! I mean—" She swallowed when Madrila glared. "I mean, look at those strong towers, and uhm... evil bricks."

The fortress rose atop a hill, roses growing over its crumbling walls. It wasn't much of a castle, Madrila thought. She had seen castles that would dwarf this place. But its walls were stone. Its towers could view the entire town. Its parapets could hold a small army.

"Our new home," Madrila said. She laughed evilly. Willow tried a cackle too, though it sounded more like a giggle.

They climbed the hill, robes swishing, until they reached the fort. Dozens of grunters manned the fortress walls and gates. They bowed to Madrila, grunted profusely, and pulled open the portcullis. Inside the courtyard, a hundred more of the warty beasts sat playing dice and chewing on bones.

"Grunters!" Madrila shrieked.

The green, lumpy creatures grunted and scrambled to their feet. They kicked their dice and bones aside and struggled to form rank. It seemed to take them ages, Madrila thought as she stood, hands on her hips. Finally they stood in formation, the odd grunt rising from them.

"Better," she said. "But not good enough."

She drew her wand and pointed at a random grunter. Lightning bolts flew, and the grunter screamed and crumpled up; it looked like an invisible hand crumpling green paper. Soon nothing remained of the grunter but a wrinkly green ball. Madrila kicked it aside.

"You will stand at attention faster next time!" she said. "Or more will die."

"Yeah!" Willow added.

Inside the main hall, grunters stood along the walls, holding swords. Blood still stained the floor. The doors leading underground were barred.

"How are the prisoners?" Madrila asked her chief grunter.

The beast stood seven feet tall, his skin a landscape of green warts. His red eyes blinked, and when he spoke, Madrila saw rows of serrated teeth.

"A few tried to break out," he said. "A few died."

Madrila nodded. "Excellent. Keep the rest alive, but keep them underground."

She had converted the cellars, armory, and other underground rooms into a great dungeon. Over a hundred men lay there, the defenders of Burrfield. She could hear their muffled screams.

"Let us out, witch!" one shouted, voice deep. "I'll break you apart, woman! Come fight me!"

Madrila smiled. "Lord Bramblebridge is a loud one. Bring him to me. I will teach him a thing or two."

The grunter nodded and barked a couple orders. Two more grunters unlocked the door and stepped underground. They screeched and Bramblebridge bellowed.

"Let me out, foul beasts! Unchain me! Fight me like men!"

Standing behind her, Willow peeked into the cellar and gulped. "My lady, is it wise to let him out?"

Madrila snorted. "Surely you're not afraid of him, are you?"

The apprentice shivered and shook her head wildly. She was pale, and her bottom lip trembled.

The grunters emerged from the dungeon, dragging Bramblebridge. The burly lord stood shorter than Madrila, but twice as wide. His chest was like a wheelbarrow. His cheeks were puffed and red. His orange mustache bristled, and sweat glistened on his bald head. His arms were all muscle, made for swinging swords, and now chained behind his back. He wore armor splashed with blood.

"I'll kill the lot of you!" he bellowed, spattering saliva. "I'll tear you all apart!" He saw Madrila and his eyes widened. "The witch!"

Steam rose from his ears. He lowered his head, broke free from the grunters holding him, and charged toward her.

Willow squeaked in fright. Madrila pointed her wand and magic flew.

Her magic hit Bramblebridge. It swirled around him, raising smoke and light.

"What the blazes!" Bramblebridge bellowed from inside the swirling ball of light and smoke. "Damn you, witch!"

The magic raised him, spun him around, and knocked him down. The smoke dispersed. Where a burly man had stood, a bulldog now barked. The dog looked remarkably like Bramblebridge, with the same broad chest, jowly cheeks, and even the same orange mustache.

Madrila uttered another spell, and a collar appeared on the bulldog, then a chain that bound him to the wall. The dog kept barking wildly, but could not free himself.

"Ooh, puppy!" Willow whispered, then saw Madrila glare and looked away. "Evil puppy?"

Leaving the bulldog and grunters in the craggy hall, Madrila walked upstairs into the tower. The staircase spiralled and finally reached a round chamber. Madrila stepped inside and found a bed, table, and shelves.

"Bramblebridge lived here," she said. "Willow! Go find fresh sheets for the bed, fetch a broom, and bring me some supper."

Willow gazed at the large bed; it was a good seven feet wide, large enough for several people.

"Do I sleep here too?" she asked.

Madrila laughed. "But you loved the bulldog so much, didn't you? I think, Willow, you would be much happier sleeping in the kennels." She pointed out the window at the kennels below; barking rose from them.

Willow sighed and left the room, head low. Madrila stood by the window and looked over the town. Houses still smoldered. Bodies were still being buried. The Bullies were nowhere in sight. Madrila took a deep breath, nodded, and smiled.

Run, Bullies, she thought. Hide and suffer. I will find you... and you will die.

 

* * * * *

 

"I'm hungreeee," Scruff said and rubbed his belly.

"I'm booooored," Romy whined and stamped her feet.

"I'm pissed off!" Jamie shouted and swung her sword.

"I am da vewy m-m-modew of a modewn m-m-majow—" Cobweb said, blew out her breath, and gave up. "Tongue twistews awe hawd!"

Neev clutched his aching head and groaned. "You guys are driving me crazy. Enough! Quiet! I'm trying to think, and I can't with this racket."

Nobody seemed to hear him. Scruff's stomach grumbled as loud as a thunderstorm. Romy whined, pouted, and kept trying to tug Neev's monkey tail (a remnant of his last spell). Cobweb was practicing her tongue twisters ("P-p-petew peppew p-p-picked a peppew... see, Scwuff, I'm getting bettew!"). Jamie was grumbling and swinging her sword, cursing Madrila and vowing to slice her into ribbons. The only quiet ones were the three elflings; they huddled by a tree, watching the Bullies with wide eyes.

Neev paced the forest floor. Trees rustled around him, their leaves falling, their branches holding squirrels and robins. His body still ached from Madrila's lightning; his skin sported bruises and blisters.

"What do we do now?" he asked himself. "Madrila has hundreds of grunters. She probably rules in Fort Rosethorn now, protected behind stone walls. How do we defeat her?"

Scruff had begun to nibble a leaf, but wrinkled his face and spat it out. "Blech! Horrible stuff." He sighed. "Look, Neev. Why do we have to deal with everything? Let the king take care of Madrila. That's why we have a king, no? To bring order and justice to the land?"

Neev snorted. "That king of yours has been on the Crusades for the past decade. Why do you think monsters, warlocks, and witches crawl over the realm? No, Scruff, we'd find no help there."

Jamie swung her sword, chopping imaginary monsters. "The elflings gave us some help. Rowyn, Ellywyn, and Noelyn are brave warriors, but they're not an army. We need an army now."

Romy piped up. "Hell has an army."

Neev glared at her. "Not now, Romy! And let go of my tail."

She pouted, crossed her arms, and plopped herself down under a tree.

"Can't you ask your wizard friends for help?" Scruff said. "Go to the Coven. Find us a wizard army."

Neev sighed. "There are powerful wizards there, but they're mostly old, ancient professors. They take no part in wars. They care only for knowledge and magic." He shook his head. "We'd find no help there, for all the Coven's power."

Romy jumped up and began to hop. "Hell is powerful!"

"Romy, please, be quiet!" Neev said. "Go find some acorns to play with."

She blew him a raspberry and turned away.

Neev turned to Cobweb. The spiderling stared back, eyes solemn. Her purple skin, gossamer dress, and silvery hair glowed.

"Cobweb," Neev said, "would we find help among the spiderlings? Your people are great archers and powerful warriors; would they fight against Madrila?"

Cobweb lowered her head. A tear streamed down her cheek. "D-d-dey hate witches, but... dey banished me, Neev. Dey b-b-banished me because I can't t-t-tawk so g-g-good. Dey towd me I can nevew come b-b-back." She sniffed. Scruff embraced her and glared at Neev.

"The tribe elders banished you," Neev persisted, ignoring Scruff's venomous stare. "But do you still have friends there? Fellow spiderlings who'll fight with us?"

Her eyes lit up. "Yes! I... I miss my fwiends der. B-b-but I'm scawed to go back. What if da ewdews attack me?"

Scruff tightened his arms around her. "What if I went with you?" he said softly. "They'd think me a giant! Nobody will mess with you when I'm around, Cobweb." He kissed her.

"Nobody messes with demons!" Romy said hopefully, but fled when Neev glared and pointed at her.

Cobweb sniffed, hugged Scruff tight, and nodded. "Okay, Scwuff. We'ww go der togetew. We'ww sneak in, witout da ewdews seeing, and see if m-m-my fwiends can hewp." She blew out her breath and wiped her brow, struggling with the words. "Even if onwy t-t-two or twee spidewwings hewp, it's b-b-bettew den nuting, wight?"

For the first time, one of the elflings spoke. The wizard Rowyn stood up. He brushed his woodland clothes, cleared his throat, and said in a soft and clear voice: "And we can summon Grumbledook the dragon."

Jamie's eyes widened. "You have a dragon?"

Rowyn sighed. "He's not an impressive dragon—at least not as far as dragons go. Don't tell him I said that. He's very old and very cranky. His wings have a few holes in them, and his teeth aren't as sharp as they used to be. Ask him to blow fire, and he's like to cough up some smoke. But a dragon is still a dragon, and even Grumbledook still has some fight in him."

Ellywyn raised her dagger and spoke too. "And he doesn't always help when we ask him. Most often, he'll grumble and sometimes try to roast you. We haven't spoken to him in years; they say that the last elflings to visit him now lie as charred bones in his lair."

Noelyn, the elfling archer, added, "But if you feed him treats, he will sometimes serve you. Sometimes. That's what my dear old Uncle Loryn used to say, may he rest in peace."

"One of those elflings who lies as charred bones," Rowyn whispered. The Bullies nodded sympathetically.

Neev considered. Flying a dragon to war sounded impressive indeed. Even Madrila would not expect that. A dragon could bear them to the top of Fort Rosethorn and blow fire—or at least smoke—upon their enemies. Yet did he dare send these elflings to summon the beast? 

"I'll go with you," Jamie said. She nodded, eyes determined, and held her sword high. "A dragon! A real dragon to ride. We'll tame him, dear elflings. And if he tries to burn us, he'll meet my blade."

Neev approached his little sister. Jamie, only fifteen years old and so small, looked up at him with blazing eyes. Her lips were scrunched and freckles covered her nose. Sometimes Neev forgot how young she was. He held her shoulders.

"Are you sure, sister? Dragons are nothing to trifle with."

She nodded. "I'm sure. I'm a warrior, Neev. A warrior like Father. I faced Dry Bones. I can face a dragon. Imagine us riding Grumbledook to battle!" Her eyes shone.

"Demons can fly too," Romy said. "Demons are tougher than spiderlings, tougher than dragons, tougher than witches." As if to demonstrate, she roared and stabbed the air with her pitchfork.

Neev sighed. "Romy, what are you on about?"

She approached him, grabbed him, and stared into his eyes. "Neev, my dear, you and I are going to Hell."

"No thank you."

She snorted. "Oh, don't be a scaredy cat, Neev. You're a warlock! Warlocks love demons, and fire, and Hell, and all those things."

Neev glared at her. "Romy, because I am a warlock, I know how dangerous Hell is. Demons are not to be trifled with either."

"Oh, but I am?" she said. "You trifle with me all the time. At least, I think you do. I'm not sure what trifle means, but I think it has something to do with socks. In any case, you're coming with me. I want you to see my home! Oh, we'll have so much fun there, with the lava, and the fire, and the—"

"Romy, this is no time for a vacation!" Neev said.

"But I want to go on vacation." She pouted.

Cobweb approached them. Gently, she touched Neev's arm and said, "Neev, I... I tink Womy wants to b-b-bwing some demon fwiends to fight wit us."

Romy's eyes widened. She gasped. "That's a perfect idea, Cobweb! I mean...." She cleared her throat. "I mean, that's exactly where I was going. Yes. Summon demon friends to help. Of course—that's what I mean. What do you think, Neev?"

He scrunched his lips. In truth, he was curious. As a warlock, a wielder of dark magic, he had spent countless hours studying Hell, gazing into its pits, even summoning Romy from its depths. But to actually visit Hell.... Only the greatest warlocks did that. It was a feat of legend. He was a little afraid, but if he wanted to become a great warlock, how could he turn this down? He imagined leading a host of fiery demons to war; he could almost feel their heat.

"Very well," he said. He clutched his hands behind his back to hide their tremble. "We'll go to Hell, Romy. You and me. We'll bring your friends here to fight with us."

"And play marbles with us," she added. She opened a pouch and showed him marbles the elflings had given her.

"So it's decided," Neev said. "Scruff and Cobweb will visit Spidersilk Forest and ask Cobweb's friends for help. Jamie and the elflings will find Grumbledook the dragon. And Romy and I will go to Hell."

Scruff's stomach grumbled. "And my belly is going to disappear," he said. "Cobweb, on the way to Spidersilk Forest, we're stopping at an inn and eating an entire roast boar."

The Bullies shared hugs, and Neev found sadness inside him. It seemed that whenever he reunited with his siblings, something drove them apart. Though he'd never admit it aloud, he'd miss them.

"Take care, little brother," Scruff said, squeezing him in a crushing embrace.

"Enjoy the heat," Jamie said and hugged him too.

Cobweb gave him a warm, gentle embrace, and her hair filled his nostrils with the scent of flowers. "We'ww m-m-meet again soon."

Neev nodded. "We'll meet in this forest clearing in one month. That should give us all enough time."

And they were gone. Jamie and the elflings walked north, disappearing among the trees. Scruff and Cobweb headed east, talking about roasted boars. Neev stayed for a moment in the clearing, Romy by his side. The demon girl placed an arm around him and kissed his cheek.

"Just you and me, monkey boy." She gave his tail a tug.

He sighed and held her hand. "Well, Romy, how do we get to Hell other than us killing each other?"

She snorted. "Pfft. Neev, if I killed you, you'd go straight to Heaven. You're a sweetheart and you know it." She mussed his hair. "No killing. We simply find a volcano and jump in. All volcanoes lead to Hell, you know."

"There is the problem of searing lava."

"I didn't say it has to be an active volcano, monkey. There's a perfectly dry one a week's walk from here. My friends and I used to sometimes sneak out that way, when we wanted to scare priests on Earth. This one time, we showed up at church, and streaked right down the nave! Good times. The choir lady fainted, but I think the alter boys enjoyed the show." She winked and tugged his arm. "Come on, lazy! I'll show you the way."

They walked south among the trees, hand in hand.





 


Chapter Twelve

Small Carrots, Big Spiders









Willow walked through Burrfield, eyes wide. She had never seen such a magical town. 

"This is a long cry away from the forest," she told Bramblebridge. The bulldog was tugging the leash, trying to run ahead, but Willow held him fast. She wanted to walk slowly. She wanted to savour this place—the scents, the sounds, the wonder of it.

"I was born to a poor lumberjack, do you know?" she said to Bramblebridge.

"Woof!" he answered and tugged the leash.

"It's true. I grew up in a shack among pines. "Then, as an apprentice to Madrila, I lived in a creaky, cold house surrounded by twisting oaks. But this place...."

She looked around and inhaled deeply. There were buildings in Burrfield, real buildings—some four stories tall! She saw a tavern with green tiles and actual glass windows. She saw a bakery—they didn't just bake bread here, but cakes and pastries too. She saw a church that rose so tall, taller than trees, gargoyles upon its spire. Many of the buildings bore signs of the battle—a burned roof here, a smashed window there—but the townfolk were quick to rebuild. The town already looked much better than yesterday; at this rate, its battle scars would be gone in days.

"I'm so glad we conquered this town," she said and patted Bramblebridge. "This is much better than the forest. I—"

Her voice died. Her eyes widened. Grunters were marching down the street, howling and waving clubs and torches. Madrila marched at their lead, smiling thinly. Her wand crackled with lightning.

"Here we are, my friends," Madrila said to her grunters. "Destroy this tavern! I will not have the townfolk gathering here to plot against me."

The grunters howled and began clubbing the tavern's windows and walls. Willow gasped and covered her mouth.

"Destroy the pastry shop!" Madrila shouted over the sound of shouting grunters and shattering glass. "These people do not deserve sweets, not while the Bullies still roam the countryside."

Willow whimpered when the grunters began smashing and burning the pastry shop. Smoke soon rose from its roof.

"Topple the church!" Madrila cried. "Burrfield will worship nobody but me."

The grunters ran toward the church and began smashing its bricks with hammers. People were fleeing the buildings. The grunters laughed and swung clubs at them too, showering the streets with blood.

"No!" Willow said, head spinning. "Madrila, how... why...?"

For the first time, Madrila seemed to notice her apprentice. Her smile grew. She walked forward, black robes swishing, wand crackling.

"My dear Willow!" Madrila said and reached out her arms. "You've come to see the destruction. Would you like to destroy a building too?"

Willow gulped. "I... I...."

I think it's horrible, she wanted to say. I think the buildings are beautiful. How could you destroy them? But she dared not speak these things. She had to be evil. Evil witches delighted in destruction.

"I guess I'd like to destroy one or two," she said weakly.

Madrila put a hand on Willow's shoulder. With her other hand, she pointed at the church's spire.

"Do you see that spire?" she said. "It's almost as tall as our tower at Fort Rosethorn. We cannot allow that. Use your hammer spell, the one I taught you last week. Send a blast of magic... and knock it down."

Willow looked at the spire. Four gargoyles frowned down upon her. Stained glass windows glimmered. Willow looked at her feet.

"I can't, my lady," she whispered. "I'm not powerful enough. I could maybe break a window, or... or maybe steal a pastry, or...." She gulped.

"No." Madrila's hand tightened on her shoulder. Her eyes blazed. "You will topple that tower. If you are truly my apprentice, you must cause greater damage than mere grunters. Do it! Break the spire!" Her fingernails dug into Willow's shoulder.

Willow gulped again and raised her wand. She faced the church. Grunters were hacking at its doors and breaking its windows. The spire rose above them. Willow's wand shook in her hand.

"Do it!" Madrila commanded.

Willow shuddered and uttered a spell.

Searing purple light shot from her wand. Rings of power burst forward.

The magic missed the spire... and slammed into the grunters attacking the church doors.

Willow screamed. Madrila hissed. The grunters fell dead.

"No, I... I didn't mean it, I...." Willow spun in horror to face Madrila.

The witch's face was white. Her eyes were wide, horrified, blazing with fury. Her lips pulled back, revealing sharp teeth. Suddenly she no longer looked human; she looked like a wolf, a monster, a terror.

"You killed my grunters," Madrila whispered, voice strained. Her fists trembled. She raised her wand.

"I didn't mean to!" Willow whispered. Her heart thrashed. "I only tried to—"

"You will die for this!" Madrila screamed and pointed her wand. Willow ducked, and lightning blasted over her head.

Bramblebridge barked madly and broke free from her grasp. Willow ran.

"You will die!" Madrila shouted behind her. Willow ducked and rolled. A fireball flew over her head. She leaped up and disappeared into an alley.

"Oh goodness, oh dear, oh God!" Willow cried as she ran. Her knees trembled and her head spun. What would she do? Where could she go? Her boots kicked up dirt. The houses blurred at her sides.

"Catch her!" Madrila screamed. "Grunters, bring her to me."

Willow turned her head. She saw grunters following. She uttered a spell, attempting to sear them with lightning, but gumballs shot out of her wand instead. The grunters slipped on the gumballs and fell. Willow kept running.

She burst into a square, raced across it, ran up a hill, and reached the town gates. Grunters guarded the doors.

"Let me out!" Willow shouted. "Move!"

These grunters had not seen her disgrace. They obeyed her, and soon Willow ran through the forest. Dry leaves flew around her. The trees' branches scratched her. Soon she heard pursuit behind.

"Catch the little wretch!" Madrila screamed in the distance. "Bring her to me."

Willow ran through the forest, tears in her eyes and terror in her heart.

 

* * * * *

 

Scruff all but smashed into the roadside inn.

"An entire roast pig!" he bellowed into the dim room. "And three pints of ale!"

"And some baby cawwots!" added Cobweb, a vegetarian.

A crackling fireplace, a wagon wheel chandelier, and ram's horn candleholders lit the common room. Bear rugs covered the hardwood floors and kegs lined the walls. Several people sat at scarred oak tables, huddled over bowls of stew and mugs of ale. Those still sober gasped seeing the huge man and the purple spiderling; the others merely blinked and returned to nursing their mugs.

Scruff made his way to a free table and sat down with a grunt. Cobweb sat beside him.

"Food! Drink!" he called.

A serving girl approached with a tray of mugs. As she set the table, Scruff was careful to stare at the ceiling; he still had a bruise from the last time Cobweb caught him looking too closely at a tavern wench. Soon he forgot all about bruises, wenches, and witches, and lost himself in cold ale. Cobweb tried a sip, spat it out, and meekly ordered some apple juice.

Soon the serving girl returned, carrying a tray with an entire roast pig—complete with an apple in its mouth—and a small bowl of baby carrots. Scruff and Cobweb tucked in.

"Scwuff," Cobweb said as she nibbled on her meal. "Do you tink we shouwd take da food to g-g-go? Dewe's not much t-t-time."

Scruff chewed lustfully. "Mmmm... quest later... food first." He raised his voice. "More gravy!"

Slowly his hunger abated, and his chewing slowed. He was nibbling on bones before he noticed the mournful singing from the corner. He wiped his mouth, frowned, and stared. In the shadows, a lone figure sat at a table. A dozen empty mugs stood there, and the shadowy figure was nursing another one.

"Nobody knows... the trouble I've seen...," sang the shadowy figure and hiccupped. 

Scruff hated to abandon his meal, but after a few more bites, curiosity overcame hunger. Chewing a mouthful, he left his table, stepped into the shadows, and approached the singing drunkard. His eyes widened.

"Willow?"

The witch's apprentice gazed up at him, eyes huge and watery. She squinted, struggling to bring him into focus.

"Hey... are you that Scruffy guy?" she asked and hiccupped.

Scruff glared. "My name is Sam Thistle III. Scruff to my friends, so you can call me Sam." He raised his mace, prepared to clobber the girl's head. "What are you doing here, witch?"

She glared at him, looked ready to attack, but then tears filled her eyes. She wept into her palms.

"Oh, I wish I were a witch!" she said. Her body shook. "But I'm only an apprentice, and probably not even that anymore. Oh why can't I be evil?"

She gulped down ale mixed with tears. Her cheeks were red and her hair puffed. She stumbled to her feet, fumbled for her wand, and pointed it at Scruff. It trembled in her hand, she hiccupped, and crashed back into her chair.

Cobweb approached and took the wand from her. "Wet me take dat," she said. "Wiwwow, I tink you've had enough beew."

"I'm evil!" she said and leaped onto the table. "Evi—"

Her eyes rolled backwards and she pitched forward.

Scruff caught her. The girl drooled, snored in his arms, and mumbled. "Puppies... I love puppies...."

A few moments later, Scruff and Cobweb were walking through the forest, pushing a wheelbarrow. Willow lay in the wheelbarrow, her arms and legs tied. She still slept, snoring and occasionally mumbling something about kittens, double rainbows, and baby unicorns. Soon the tavern disappeared behind them.

"Scwuff, awe you suwe dis is wise?" Cobweb asked. Dry leaves glided around her and filled her hair.

He pushed the wheelbarrow over a bump in the road, incurring mumbling from the sleeping girl inside. "Well, I wasn't going to kill her," he said and sighed. "And I ain't leaving her behind to sober up and rejoin Madrila."

"So we'ww j-j-just take hew evewywhewe now?"

Scruff bit his lip, considering. "Yes. She might be worth something to Madrila. I don't know how much..." The girl was now mumbling about fluffy bunnies. "...but it's something. Madrila stole our town, so we stole her apprentice. It's a step in the right direction."

They kept walking through the forest, the wheelbarrow rattling and bumping along. Grasshoppers and caterpillars covered the trail, and squirrels and foxes scurried between the trees. It was a long way to Spidersilk Forest. As he walked, Scruff wondered about the other Bullies. Would Jamie and the elflings tame the dragon? Would Neev and Romy find help in Hell? Their quests seemed more dangerous than his. I wish I could be there to protect you, he thought.

They walked for several hours, until the sun began to set. Purple and red wisps spread across the sky, and the trees cast long shadows. Soon Scruff was hungry again, and he found himself wishing for another tavern, another roaring fire, and another roast pig or two. His stomach grumbled. Cobweb walked silently, gazing upon the forest with sad eyes; this was near her home. Willow, meanwhile, still snored in the wheelbarrow.

"We should set camp," Scruff said. "Let's find a clearing to sleep in. I wish we had some food."

Cobweb shook her head. "D-d-dis is not a good pwace to sweep. We awe c-c-cwose to Spidewsiwk Fowest hewe. Diddwywiggwes guawd dis pwace."

"Diddlywiggles?" Scruff asked. "What are those? They sound cute."

Cobweb shook her head wildly, eyes alarmed. "Dey awe not cute! D-d-dey awe guawdians, and dey mostwy come out at n-n-night. Wets keep wawking. We c-c-can go to bed inside Spidewsiwk."

She trembled and her hands reached for her bow and arrows. Scruff placed his hand on her shoulder, leaned down, and kissed her cheek.

"Okay, Cobweb. We'll keep walking until we're in your home. We'll be safe there. And if any diddlywiggles show up on the way, I'll step on them."

As they walked, Scruff smiled to himself, imagining himself stomping on diddlywiggles. Surely, with a name so cute, they were fuzzy little caterpillars. He was used to Romy being scared of ducklings, caterpillars, and little cute things; it seemed Cobweb was too.

As the sun set, fireflies began to swirl. Purple mushrooms grew around him, some a foot tall. Night flowers bloomed, their pollen glowing. Scruff inhaled deeply, enjoying the beauty, the crisp air, and the peace of night.

A creature chattered in the darkness. It sounded to Scruff like a chipmunk, but larger. Much larger.

Cobweb froze and drew an arrow.

"Diddwywiggwes!" she said.

Scruff looked around, seeking cute caterpillars to squash. "Where, where?"

A shadow dipped down from the trees, cackling. Long legs reached out, wrapped around the snoring Willow, and the shadow pulled back up into the trees. Willow vanished with it.

"What the—?" Scruff said. "That was no caterpillar!"

Cobweb looked from treetop to treetop, panting. Her arrow shook in her bow. "What awe you tawking about, Scwuff?"

More cackling and chattering rose around the treetops. Shadows scurried. The light of fireflies reflected on long, shiny legs and purple eyes. Whatever those things were, they were big. Their eyes blazed above and the trees shook.

"Mmmm-mffff!" Willow cried above, voice muffled. "Let me goMfMMfff."

Scruff raised his mace. "Here caterpillars... here caterpillars...."

A diddlywiggle dipped from the trees, hanging from a silver strand. The light of fireflies caught it. Scruff grimaced.

"Great. So they're giant spiders. I should have known."

The spider reached toward him with glimmering black legs. Its purple eyes blazed, and its mouth opened, baring fangs. Scruff swung his mace. He hit the spider, and it flew on its cobweb like a tetherball. It made a full circle, then slammed into Scruff. It bit his shoulder. Scruff screamed and beat it off. It must have been four feet long, and its bite burned.

"Help!" Willow cried above. "Get them offfMFFFFMMMFFF". The spider seemed to cover her mouth again.

A second spider descended from the trees and lunged at Scruff. He clubbed it with his mace. It flew too in a circle, hanging on its cobweb, and came flying back toward him. Soon five spiders were flying toward him, and he kept batting them aside.

Cobweb was shooting arrow after arrow. One arrow hit a strand of web, and the diddlywiggle fell. The spider scurried toward her, jumped onto her, and leaned in to bite.

"Cobweb!" Scruff cried. He ran and swung his mace. The spider flew off Cobweb and slammed into a tree. It shook itself, then came charging forward, teeth snapping. Scruff was about to club it again, but another spider leaped onto his back. Its teeth sank into his shoulder, and he fell. 

Cobweb's dagger lashed. The spider shrieked and scurried off Scruff. He leaped to his feet, mace swinging, and clubbed two more. They kept dipping from the trees, scratching, and pulling back up into shadow. A dozen or more filled the trees.

"I thought spiderlings worshipped spiders!" he shouted as he fought.

Cobweb nodded and shot an arrow into the treetops. "We do! Da spidews awe onwy g-g-guawding ouw home."

Scruff clubbed a spider, sending it swinging on its cobweb round and round a tree trunk, until it slammed into the tree and groaned. Webs covered Scruff's back and clung to his mace.

"Hel—" Willow began to cry above, but her voice was farther away now.

The spiders are carrying her off, Scruff realized as he fought. More kept dipping from the trees. The sun was gone behind the horizon now, and endless spiders filled the darkness, their eyes glowing purple. Their teeth snapped and their legs filled the night, glittering and smooth.

"Oh bloody hell," Scruff said. "I ain't staying here to fight. These things guard the border? We're crashing through." He grabbed Cobweb's arm. "Come on!"

He began running forward, clubbing spiders aside. They swung from every direction on their cobwebs, biting and lashing their feet. One sliced his leg. Another bit his shoulder. Scruff kept running forward, pulling Cobweb behind him.

"I'm out of awwows!" she cried. She began lashing her knife at the attacking spiders.

"They're thinning out ahead!" Scruff cried. "We just need to get past the border."

He ran through the night, branches slapping against him, and saw glowing runes on boulders ahead. Spidersilk Forest. We're almost there. He clubbed two more spiders, leaped over a fallen log, and raced forward. Two more steps....

"SCWUFF!"

He turned his head and growled. A spiders, hanging from the treetops on spiderwebs, had wrapped its legs around Cobweb's shoulders. It began pulling her up into the shadows.

"Cobweb!"

Scruff leaped and grabbed the diddlywiggle. They swung on the spiderweb—overgrown spider, screaming spiderling, and a giant warrior with a belly full of pork and beer. They flew over the forest floor, up into the treetops, and back down again.

"Scwuff!"

"WhooooaAAA!"

They swung low over the ground, then flew up in the opposite direction, smashing through branches. The spider squealed and twisted. Scruff held on for dear life. Before they could fly back... the spiderweb snapped.

Scruff, Cobweb, and the spider flew. They crashed through branches and more spiders, over a stream, and down toward a grassy slope. They hit the ground, grunted and yelped, and rolled downhill.

"Cobweb, are you—ouch!—okay—damn it!"

Rocks covered the hill, jabbing Scruff as he rolled. Cobweb rolled beside him, wrapped in webs. The spider rolled too. Finally the three crashed into a fallen tree and were still. Scruff moaned. Scratches covered him. Cobweb moaned beside him, draped in spiderwebs.

"Cobweb!" he ran to her. The diddlywiggle attempted a half-hearted attack, limping toward him. Scruff kicked it, and it flew into the shadows.

"Oh, Scwuff." Cobweb embraced him.

"Are you all right?"

She nodded and looked back up the hill. Spiders still filled the trees there, swinging on branches and glaring with purple eyes.

"We have to save Wiwwow!" she said.

Scruff looked at the trees. Hundreds of spiders seemed to scurry between them. He shuddered.

"Cobweb, I dunno... I think Willow is...."

...dead already, he wanted to say, but couldn't. Cobweb's eyes filled with tears. Scruff wasn't sure why Cobweb felt bad; if the witch was spider food now, that was fine with him.

"...I think she's fine," he finished. "Willow is a witch, Cobweb. Or at least a witch in training. She can take care of herself."

Cobweb took two steps uphill, moving closer to the trees. "But Scwuff! What if she n-n-needs hewp?"

Scruff heaved the longest, deepest sigh of his life. "I'll go look for her. Stay here."

She nodded, trembling.

As he trudged uphill, Scruff cursed under his breath. Who cared about Willow? The girl worked for Madrila. Let the giant spiders eat her! And yet Cobweb's tears stung him. Whenever she cried, he would do anything for her. He stepped back into the trees, club swinging.

"Willow!" he shouted. "Do you hear me, girl?"

The overgrown spiders dipped and chattered around him. He couldn't hear Willow's screams anymore.

"Willow!" he cried.

He heard nothing but spiders. Eaten, he knew. He clubbed two aside, then ran back downhill to Cobweb. She stood in the grass by the fallen tree, hugging herself. The moon shone above, glittering on her silver hair, purple skin, and gossamer dress.

"She got away," Scruff said. "She ran back west into the forests of humans."

That was a lie, he knew, but a white lie. A possibility. Cobweb nodded and hugged him. Spiderwebs still draped across her shoulders, and Scruff picked them off.

"Okay, Scwuff. Wet's keep g-g-going. Now da dangewous pawt begins."

Scruff sighed. It gets worse? He took her hand, and they began walking through a clearing toward more trees.

"More dangerous than giant spiders?"

She nodded. "Much mowe. If da spidewwing ewdews catch us—me, a b-b-banished one, and you, a human... we'we in deep twoubwe." She took a deep breath and clutched her dagger. "Wet's find my fwiends quickwy... den get out of hewe."





 


Chapter Thirteen

Water and Stars









"So... Romy," Neev said. "How many demon friends do you have who can help us?"

They were walking down a dirt road, a field of wheat to their right, a vineyard to their left. In the distance, purple mountains rose from mist. Geese flew above, incurring screams from Romy whenever they honked too loudly.

"Oh, lots and lots and lots of friends," she said. "So many friends you couldn't count them! Oh, all those friends that I have!" She thought for a moment. "Two."

Neev groaned. "Two friends, Romy? When you said we should go to Hell for help, I imagined... I don't know, at least fifty fierce demons with flaming whips and pitchforks of dragonbone."

Romy waved her own pitchfork at the birds who flew above. When they had flown away, she looked back at Neev. "Oh, don't worry. My friends are just as tough, mean, and scary as I am."

Neev sighed. "That's what I'm worried about."

They walked down the road until the fields faded into wild country. Grass and trees swayed and a stream gurgled. When Romy saw the stream, she froze, shivered, and pointed.

"Ducks," she said and began sucking her thumb.

Neev smacked his lips.

That evening they sat by a campfire, eating roast duck (Romy was less afraid of them roasted) and drinking wild mint tea. The sunset flowed around them, orange and yellow like Romy's hair of fire. After eating, they lay on their backs and watched the first stars emerge.

"What do you think the stars are made of?" Romy asked, twirling her hair.

"Candy," he said. "Fly and get me some."

She patted his stomach. "You've eaten enough tonight. You're going to get fat!"

"Remind me, who ate ten birthday cakes recently?"

She pouted. "I was hungry!"

"Pigs get hungry. You—"

He froze and frowned. Something moved inside the stream—a large shape with staring eyes.

"Who's the pig?" Romy demanded and stamped her feet. "You're the one who grew a pig nose last time you cast a spell. All I did was—"

"Shh, Romy. Look, in the stream!"

She turned to stare and gasped. "It looks like... a swimmer?"

A figure seemed to swim underwater, transparent and glimmering. The water began to rise, raining droplets, forming the shape of a woman wearing robes and a pointy hat. The watery spirit seemed to smile. It spoke in a gurgling voice.

"Hello, Bullies."

Neev gasped. Madrila! Or at least, it was a watery version of her. The spirit reached out her arms, and tendrils of water shot forward. Neev growled and lashed his magic, severing a watery tendril with blasts of fire. Romy squealed. The second tendril wrapped around her and began pulling her toward the stream.

"Romy!"

Neev ran toward her, grabbed her, and began pulling her back. Water wrapped around her like ropes, pulling her toward the river spirit. Romy tried to scream, but water filled her mouth, and she coughed and sputtered. Her wings tried to flap, but were pinned to her body.

"I've got you, Romy!" Neev said, but a jet of water shot out and hit his face. More water wrapped around his feet and tugged him. He fell, and Romy slipped from his grasp.

"Romy!"

The water spirit pulled the demon into the stream. Romy gulped for air, gave a last scream, and then vanished underwater.

Neev cursed. His fingers trembled, but he managed to summon a fireball and toss it into the stream. Romy was fireproof; the watery Madrila might not be.

Steam rose from the water and droplets splashed. The fireball extinguished. He could see Romy struggling underwater, the watery Madrila pinning her down. Neev tossed a second fireball, and more water steamed and crashed, but the stream kept flowing.

Neev summoned a fireball into each hand and leaped into the water. He sank to the riverbed, eyes open and stinging. He saw Romy floundering, clutched in Madrila's grasp. Neev swam toward her and pressed both fireballs against the water spirit's head.

The creature screamed. Its head melted. Its arms opened. Neev grabbed Romy and swam with her to the surface. Their heads burst over the water, and they gasped for breath and coughed. His arms around Romy, Neev swam to the bank.

He pulled Romy out, dragged her several feet away, and lay her on the grass. Her hair smoldered, slick strands of guttering fire.

"Romy! Romy, can you breathe?"

She coughed and sputtered, but she breathed and nodded. "I—" She coughed. "I swallowed a fish!"

Neev turned back to the stream. The watery Madrila was rising again, headless. Her arms lashed out randomly, shooting streams of water, hitting trees and boulders.

"Where are you, Bullies?" Even without a head, she managed to cry in a gurgling voice. "I will find you. You cannot escape from me. I will summon the water, and the sky, and the earth itself to kill you. You cannot hide!"

"Maybe not," Neev said. "But we can fight."

He shot a fireball and hit the water spirit's chest. The creature shrieked and crashed into the stream. The water settled. Silence fell.

Neev let out a shaky breath. "She's gone."

Romy stood up, walked toward him, and hugged him.

"Oh Neev." She kissed him. "You saved me. But oh, your nose!"

He touched it and sighed. A pig's snout. Of course.

"Damn jinx," he said. 

Romy giggled. "Piggy pig pig!" She laughed and danced around him, tail wagging. "Who's the piggy now, Sir Oinky?"

Neev grumbled. He'd cast another spell, trading this jinx for another, but felt too drained. Casting so many fireballs took a lot out of him; he would cast no more magic tonight.

"You still ate ten cakes," he said, lamely. His voice sounded miserable to him, which made Romy laugh even louder. She kept running in circles around him, poking his nose, wiggling her backside at him, and oinking.

Finally Neev had enough. He walked up to her, grabbed her, and glared.

"Romy," he said, "shut it."

When she opened her mouth to object, he kissed her, muffling her words. Her voice died, and she kissed him back. His arms wrapped around her and she clung to him. They kissed for long moments in the sunset, their wet bodies pressed together.

"Piggy," she said to him when their kiss ended. She kissed his snout. "My cute hero piglet. I love you, Neev. I love you very much."

He held her close. "Right back at you, Romster. I'm glad you're okay."

She yawned. "Now let's find a place to sleep—far away from the water! We have a volcano to climb tomorrow."

They sat by the fire to dry, then lay down to sleep, cuddled up in their cloaks. Crickets chirped around them. Soon Romy slept, her head against his shoulder and her arms around him. She snored and drooled so much, that she soaked his shirt. Neev sighed, kissed her head, and closed his eyes.

 

* * * * *

 

Jamie climbed the mountain, her sword rattling over her back. Cold winds blew, sneaking under her breastplate like icy fingers. She tightened her cloak around her, gritted her teeth, and kept climbing. When she looked behind her, she saw distant valleys cloaked in mist. Beyond them rolled autumn forests, red and gold and yellow.

She saw the elflings too; they climbed the mountain behind her in single file. Rowyn walked first, his green cloak fluttering, his wand in his hand. His goldencharm glowed on his forehead, a glittering star. Behind him walked Ellywyn, her silver dagger drawn. Fall leaves filled her red hair, her sun goldencharm glowed, and her green eyes were narrowed. Noelyn brought up the rear, an arrow in her bow, her dress fluttering in the wind. Her purple eyes glowed like the golden moon on her forehead.

I wish I were an elfling too, Jamie thought, not for the first time. She remembered turning into a ball of fluff, and wondered if any wizards knew spells that could turn her into an elfling. I'm already short enough. All I need are pointy ears and a goldencharm. Mine would be a roaring dragon.

"How much higher is the dragon's nest?" she asked and looked up the mountainside. The peak seemed miles away, cloaked in clouds.

"All the way on top," Rowyn said. "Grumbledook is watcher of the peak."

Jamie grumbled. "I should have known."

She kept climbing, feet aching, but paused when she heard howls behind her.

Jamie spun around and stared down the mountainside. The elflings too heard the sound; they raised their weapons and stared into the misty valleys below. Howls and barks sounded there, coming closer.

"Dogs," Jamie said. She drew her sword. "Big, angry ones."

The howls continued, echoing in the valley. They carried a strange, metallic twang, she thought. They were too deep, too cruel.

"No, not dogs," Noelyn said softly, the first words she had spoken all day. She pointed her arrow down the mountainside. "Not the kind you and I know, at least."

Jamie growled and swung her sword. She wished she could see the creatures, but the mist hid everything. The howls were getting closer, and soon she heard footfalls too, a dozen or more racing up the mountainside. The barking sounded almost like words.

"Bullies bark bark Bullies bark!"

Rowyn uttered a spell, and soon his wand sparkled with green lightning.

"These creatures are looking for us."

Jamie gritted her teeth. She raised her sword and shield. "They found us."

Ten creatures burst from the mist below, racing up the mountainside. Jamie grunted. They looked like dogs, but were larger—pony sized—and each had three heads. Their hides were black, and fire filled their maws. Their claws clanked against the mountainside.

"Devil dogs!" screamed Ellywyn. She swung her dagger before her. "Stay back!"

The three-headed creatures kept racing toward them. "Bullies! Bark bark, Bullies!"

Noelyn shot an arrow. It whistled and slammed into one devil dog. The creature howled, fell, but rose and kept running. Rowyn shot lightning from his wand. It hit another devil dog, and the creature screeched and fell.

"Ellywyn, with me!" Jamie shouted and charged down the mountainside. "We'll take them head on."

The redhead elfling shouted a wordless battle cry, and the two girls raced toward the dogs. More arrows and lightning flew. One dog blew fire from its maw. Jamie pushed Ellywyn aside, saving her from the flames, and raised her shield. The flames crashed against it. Sparks flew around the shield, nearly burning Jamie. She screamed and ran, shield held before her. She leaped, swung her sword, and cut the devil dog. It howled and bit. Its teeth slammed against her breastplate, denting the steel. Jamie screamed, shoved it back, and thrust her sword. Her blade drew blood, the beast fell, and she stabbed it again.

"Jamie, watch out!" Ellywyn cried.

A dog leaped onto Jamie's back. She hit the ground. Teeth bit her shoulder, denting her armor.

"Get off her!" Ellywyn cried. She leaped. Her silver dagger lashed. The devil dog yelped and fell. Jamie scurried to her feet, swinging her blade into the beast. Ellywyn's dagger lashed a second time, and the dog fell dead.

Five more surrounded them, growling and bristling. Smoke rose from their nostrils.

The dogs blew fire. Ellywyn leaped, somersaulted, and lashed her blade at one. Jamie slid under a jet of fire and hacked at the dog's legs. It fell, and she leaped up and raised her shield. Fire blazed against it; a few tongues of flame passed around the shield and licked her arm. She screamed, leaped, and swung her blade. Devil dog blood spilled, orange and smoking.

From the corners of her eyes, she saw the elflings fighting, but had no time to look closely. A dog leaped onto her, all three heads barking. Its fangs slammed against her breastplate. The steel dented. Jamie grunted and slammed the pommel of her sword into one of the heads. The devil dog whimpered and leaped back, and she slashed her sword, cutting it down.

She panted, looking around. Devil dogs lay dead around her, bloody and smoking. Three other dogs were fleeing down the mountain.

"Noelyn, shoot them down!" Jamie said.

Noelyn was panting, her dress torn. Teeth marks bled on her leg. "I will not kill fleeing creatures."

Jamie groaned and watched the devil dogs flee into the mist. She considered chasing them, but doubted she'd catch them; they moved fast as horses.

"If those things work for Madrila, she'll know we're here," she said. She knelt by a dead dog. Its three necks bore collars and tags marked with red Ms. When she examined the other dogs, she saw that they all wore the same collars.

"M for Madrila," she said and sighed. "Expect more of these creatures on our trail."

She examined her wounds; her arm was singed, and bruises were probably spreading under her breastplate. The elflings suffered small lacerations and burns. Rowyn carried healing herbs and bandages in his pack; he spent a while tending to their wounds. When everyone was bandaged, they kept climbing the mountain.

"We better find that dragon soon," Jamie muttered. The mountain soared above them. She thought of Burrfield and ignored the pain.





 


Chapter Fourteen

Mount Doom









Madrila leaned back in her seat and patted Bramblebridge. Chained to the throne, the bulldog made soft, contented noises.

"Good puppy," she said. "Good puppy."

She doubted the bulldog remembered being human; he now lived for pats, treats, and chasing cats.

"A dog's life is easy," she said to the grunters who filled Fort Rosethorn's hall. "Fed, pampered, and patted all day."

The grunters grunted sympathetically. In truth, Madrila thought grunters had it easy too. All they did was obey, kill, and grunt. They did not bear the yoke of power. They did not have to worry about Bullies who kept escaping and wreaking havoc.

"They killed my sweet devil dogs," she said to Bramblebridge. "Your comrades! And they killed my water spirit."

And they killed my father, she thought, but said nothing. She would not speak of that pain here, to this dog, to these grunting grunters. Yet that pain still lingered inside her every day.

You never saw my power, Dry Bones, she thought. You never even believed I'm your daughter. But I'll show you. I'll show everyone who didn't believe me. I'll show them that Madrila, this outcast orphan, can become the world's terror.

Bramblebridge nudged her with his nose. He whimpered, begging for pats. Madrila sighed and kicked him aside, so that he choked on his chain.

"Go chase your tail," she said to him. He obliged, running around in circles.

She looked upon Fort Rosethorn's hall, her new home. A week ago, tapestries, suits of armor, and trestle tables had filled it. Madrila had tossed out all that junk. Instead of a table, she had built a throne, a great seat of twisted metal. Instead of tapestries and suits of armor, she placed grunters along the walls, each armed with a spear and sword. Outside the walls, she had torn off the roses and burned them; the castle walls now rose bare and cruel.

Finally a home my enemies will fear, she thought.

A knock sounded against the hall's double doors, fifty yards ahead of Madrila's throne.

"My lady!" rose a voice behind them. "My lady Madrila, I beg an audience."

Madrila sighed. She recognized that snivelling voice, and she detested it. Yet the man is useful. He's a toad, a worm, a maggot... but useful.

"Grunters!" she called. "Let him in."

Two grunters pulled the doors open. In walked John Quill, chin held high, chest thrust out. His fingers trembled, but otherwise he put on a fine show, strutting forward with his cap at a jaunty angle.

"My lady," he said and sketched an elaborate bow. His face was pale, but he managed a nervous smile.

"Hello, Swill," she said. "That is your name, right? John Swill?"

"Actually, it's—" She gave him her best glare, and he swallowed. "Yes, my lady. Of course. But... let my swill serve you today. I can help you find the Bullies."

Bramblebridge growled and Madrila patted him.

"How, Swill? How will you succeed where my grunters failed?"

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of small, metallic letters. "With these, my lady. These magical pieces of metal, when arranged on plates, print my Gazette. They print thousands of copies a day. Thousands for every man, woman, and child in Burrfield!" His eyes shone and his voice gained confidence with each word. "But imagine, my lady... imagine if every man, woman, and child in the kingdom read my words. Imagine it! In the farthest village, fort, and farm... people reading my Burrfield Gazette!"

Madrila cleared her throat. "You're an ambitious worm, but how does this concern me and the Bullies?"

His smile widened. "Ah, my lady. That is the beautiful part. With the distribution I envision, the kingdom will know of the Bullies' crimes. We could announce a reward on their heads, and everyone across the realm will hunt them. The Bullies will have nowhere to hide. All I need is some, well... some help." He cleared his throat. "Just a few grunters—to print the extra papers, to deliver them across the land, and... well, I'd need some money to buy all the parchment, and...." He coughed. "A hundred gold coins and a hundred grunters would be a swimming start."

She shot a bolt from her wand, knocking off his cap. He squealed and jumped. She shot a second bolt, knocking him down. Before he could stand up again, she leaped up and pointed her wand at his throat.

"You are cheeky, Swill," she said. "You will have no money from me. And you will have no grunters. But you will employ the people of this town—every one of them, if you must. And you will find more parchment, if you have to skin every last sheep in these farms, and then the townfolk. You will build more print machines, and you will send your Gazette to every city, village, and town in the kingdom. You will find the Bullies."

He gulped. "And if... if the townfolk refuse to help me?"

"They will help you. They will obey you. My grunters will make sure of that. Now out! Out of my hall, Swill."

He leaped to his feet, sketched a bow, grabbed his cap, and ran off. Bramblebridge barked madly after him.

"Go, boy, chase!" Madrila said and unlocked his collar. The bulldog burst into a run, chasing a squealing John Quill out of the hall. Madrila laughed.

"At least I found one thing the mutt is good for."

 

* * * * *

 

"Here we are!" said Romy, gesturing with flourish. "The mighty, terrifying Mount Doom!"

Neev raised an eyebrow. "Romy, it's... not exactly a mountain."

She gestured again with all the gusto she could muster. "Here is the great, legendary Hill of Doom!"

Neev leaned down and squinted. "It's more of an anthill than a hill."

The tiny volcano rose three feet tall, its hole just wide enough for a gopher or two. A fizzle of smoke rose from it.

Romy scrunched her lips. "Well, just pretend it's very far away, and that it's really really big. Now let's jump in! It leads straight to Hell... once you crawl for a couple days, and pass through the kingdom of the molemen, and make a little detour through the crystal caves. But after that—straight to Hell!"

Neev pulled his hair. "Romy! For heaven's sake. This is serious business. Madrila has conquered Burrfield. Quill is still printing rubbish about us. We must summon help to reclaim our town and our reputation. We can't waste time with your jokes. I'm not sure if this is an anthill or a gopher hole, but it's definitely not a portal to eternal damnation. If you're lost, just admit it."

She climbed onto the mini-volcano and began wedging her feet in. "Oh, Neev, when will you learn to trust me? Now be a good wizard and push my head."

"I'm not pushing your head!"

She managed to squeeze one foot into the volcano. Dirt cascaded down its slopes. "Do it! Push me into Mount Doom!"

Neev sighed. He placed his hands on Romy's head and began pushing her down.

"See, Romy? Just a gopher's hole, and you're probably stepping on one."

Yet to his surprise, Romy did sink deeper. Her foot disappeared down to the ankle, and she wedged her second foot in. A goofy grin spread across her face.

"Woo, here we go!"

Neev pushed her head down, and with a pop, Romy disappeared into the volcano. He heard her voice echoing below.

"Woooo! Come on in, Neev!"

His eyebrow firmly raised, Neev looked around him. If anybody sees me stepping into a gopher hole, my reputation as a dreaded warlock is over. Only a few squirrels stood around in the trees, though Neev did think they looked at him as if he were crazy.

"Come on, Neev!" Romy's voice echoed below.

Neev sighed and placed a hesitant foot onto the volcano. Romy's clawed hand emerged from the hole, grabbed his foot, and pulled him in. His foot disappeared into the volcano, then his leg, and soon Neev found himself sliding down a tunnel into darkness. Dirt rained around him and smoke stung his eyes. He slid until he hit solid earth and stood on shaky legs.

"Hey, Mommy Neev!" Romy said. She hugged him and pinched his cheek. "Welcome to the underground."

He looked around him. He saw walls of dirt and glimmering rock. It was a tight squeeze; Romy pressed against him. Her hair of flame crackled against his face, and a strand entered his mouth. He spat it out.

"Romy, are you sure you've come this way before?"

She nodded and held his hand. "Come on!"

She led him down a tunnel. The walls were made of smooth, black stone glimmering with crystals. In some places, strange markings appeared upon the walls: pentagrams, devil horns, and a few drawings of teddy bears.

"I drew those last ones," Romy confided. She sketched a bow. "I am an artiste."

"That doesn't mean what you think it means," Neev said, but she seemed not to hear. She was busy skipping down the tunnel, dragging him behind her.

"Just wait until you meet my friends," she said. "Such fierce, tough, warrior friends. RAWR! They'll help us save Burrfield. You'll see. RAWR! RAWWWWRRRR!"

Her roars echoed through the tunnels. The walls trembled.

"Romy, shush."

"Why? There are no baby birds here to threaten us. Here, underground, we are safe. Absolutely nothing to worry about!" She paused and tapped her chin. "Oh... other than tunnel snakes."

"Tunnel... snakes?"

"Well, yeah. Come to think of it, they hate noise. Especially roars." She glared at him, hands on her hips. "You really should be more quiet."

"Me?" he demanded. "Romy, you—"

He paused and listened. Hisses were coming from the tunnel ahead.

Romy grimaced. "Oh dear, now you've done it."

Ten yellow eyes glowed in the darkness, moving closer. Fangs glistened. Neev grunted and mustered lightning bolts; they crackled around his fingertips. Donkey ears sprouted on his head, and five snakes leaped toward them.

Neev grimaced. The snakes were huge, the size of pythons, with blood-red scales and golden horns. Neev shot lightning and hit one snake; the bolts crackled across its scales. Another snake wrapped around him, hissed, and began constricting him.

Neev screamed. The scales cut his cloak. He couldn't breathe.

"Romy!" he managed, voice a mere whisper.

Romy was growling and lashing her pitchfork, keeping two snakes at bay.

"Down, boys!" she said. "Down! Bad snakes!" 

Yet they leaped, wrapped around her, and began constricting her too. She screamed.

"Romy!"

Neev struggled wildly, but couldn't free himself. The snake began wrapping around his face. Neev cursed and uttered another spell. His hands were pressed against his sides, but lightning still filled them. The bolts shocked his legs, ran through his chest, and he screamed. The snake hissed and squealed and loosened around him.

Growling, Neev pulled a hand free, summoned a fireball, and shot it toward the snakes encasing Romy. The fire crashed against the snakes, they hissed, but kept constricting Romy.

"They're fireproof," he said. "Great."

The snake around him began constricting him again. Neev cast more lightning, shocked it, and it scurried away. Whiskers now twitched on his face. He cast more lightning (which replaced the whiskers with a duckbill) and shocked the snakes around Romy. The demon girl screamed; she felt the lightning too.

"Romy!"

He began pulling the snakes off her. They hissed, eyes burning. One snake's head lashed forward, fast as the lighting. Pain blazed on Neev's shoulder. He screamed. It bit me! The bite burned like a red poker.

Ignoring the pain, Neev kept tugging the snakes off Romy. Her head emerged from their tangle, and she took a deep breath.

"Bite them, Romy!" he said. "Use your fangs!"

She nodded and began biting the snakes. They squealed and hissed and began to flee.

Neev tried to summon more magic, but his head spun. He tried to grab the snakes, but his hands felt so weak. The bite on his shoulder blazed.

"Romy....," he whispered.

Nausea filled him and he could barely see her. The world blurred. He thought he saw her clawing the snakes, but wasn't sure. He fell. His hands reached up.

"Romy...."

Darkness flowed over his world.





 


Chapter Fifteen

No Escape









Cobweb's eyes moistened as she walked through Spidersilk Forest. She squeezed Scruff's great, warm hand.

"M-m-my home," she whispered.

The trees twisted around her, their roots crawling across the forest floor. Leaves rustled, wisps of mist floated, and water dripped. Cobwebs hung between the branches, glistening with dew. Flowers bloomed on the forest floor, the size of dinner plates, their pollen purple and sweet scented.

Scruff sneezed, his whole body shaking.

"Scwuff, awe you okay?"

He nodded, then sneezed again. "I think it's the flowers." He approached one and sniffed it. A great sneeze tossed him back, tearing his hand free from Cobweb's. He crashed to the ground and nodded miserably. "Yes, the flowers."

Cobweb loved silkflowers. This time of year, when they bloomed, was special in Spidersilk Forest. Her friends would be celebrating Silkflower Festival soon; it had always been one of Cobweb's favorite days.

"Dey awe pwanted to make human invadews sneeze," she lied. She imagined that Scruff—a warrior—would feel better about sneezing as part of a fight.

"Do your friends live near?" he asked, sniffling.

Cobweb nodded. "Not faw. Gossamew and Webdew have b-b-been my best fwiends since we wewe bown. Dey wiww hewp us fight Madwiwa."

She missed her friends so badly, her heart leaped. To finally see them again! Sweet Gossamer, whose ears were so pointy, who always wore feathers in her hair. And dear Webdew, golden freckles glowing on her purple skin, her eyes sparkling like sapphires. The trouble we would get into! Cobweb remembered. They had spent years frolicking among the trees, stuffing frogs down older spiderlings' dresses, throwing berries at one another, and sometimes eating so many roasted acorns that they could not move all day. I miss those days so much.

A great, twisting oak rose ahead, its leaves dark red and its bark mossy. Its roots twisted and intertwined with the roots of lesser trees. Cobweb smiled and touched the trunk.

"Hewwo, owd fwiend," she whispered. She would spend many hours playing in this tree's branches; it was a wise, old tree.

A few more steps, and she saw the twin birches; their roots molded together, and their trunks rose in a V. Cobweb had spent much of her childhood swinging between these trunks. She hugged the trees.

"I missed you, deaw twins."

Scruff sneezed. "Cobweb, we... SNEEZE... don't have much time for... ACHOO... tree hugging."

She glared at him. "Scwuff, dese awe my fwiends."

"Those are Gossamer and Webdew?"

"Weww... no. But dey awe fwiends t-t-too."

They kept walking. Dragonflies glided around them, leaving wakes of glittering purple powder. Dry leaves glided, and the flowers filled the air with pollen. Scruff's sneezes shook the forest.

"Scwuff, more quietwy, pwease. Wemembew — we can't wet da ewdews c-c-catch us! Dey b-banished me. If dey catch us, dey wiww...." She gulped. 

Scruff swallowed a sneeze. "Will what?"

Cobweb twisted her fingers. "Dey wiww tuwn us to stone." She buried her face in her palms. "I've seen it d-d-done befowe! It's howwibwe."

Scruff tried to embrace her, but swallowed another sneeze, which tossed him backward.

"They won't catch us," he said and sniffled.

They walked for several hours through the forest. Cobweb knew the secrets paths the spiderlings normally took, and she avoided them. She led Scruff along streams, and over hills leafy with bushes, and through patches of trees so thick, they could barely squeeze between the trunks. She could have taken a quicker route to her friends' home, but quick paths carried many feet, as the saying went; here she saw only dragonflies, birds, and spiders.

"I'm hungry," Scruff said. He eyed some mushrooms. "Can you eat those?"

Cobweb shook her head. "Bettew not. I know s-s-somebody who ate one of dose mushwooms once. She's stiww convinced dat she's a smaww piece of stwing."

Scruff licked his lips, seemed to be considering, then shook his head.

"Better not."

She patted his shoulder. "Gossamew and Webdew wiww feed us."

Finally in the evening, Cobweb saw the hill ahead, and her heart twisted. Longlegs Hill. Her home. Tears filled her eyes and she trembled.

"Dis is da pwace."

The hill rose from a ring of white rocks. Oaks and birches grew around and atop it, twisting and rustling. In these trees, she had lived for sixteen years with Gossamer and Webdew, her dearest friends, the only spiderlings who never mocked her twisted tongue.

"Home," she whispered.

"It's beautiful," Scruff said and sneezed. "Aside from all the silk—HOO!—flowers."

They climbed the hill, moving between the twisting trees. Cobweb saw the elm where she'd often sleep at night, nestled between the branches and leaves—the place where she felt most safe. She kissed the tree, her dearest tree in the forest. Beside it grew gnarled beech trees, where Gossamer and Webdew lived.

"Gossamew!" she whispered. "Webdew!"

The trees rustled in the wind, but nobody answered.

Worry clutched Cobweb, but she forced herself to take deep breaths. Her friends were probably at the Silkflower Festival, or gone to swim in Dragonfly Pool, or maybe out patrolling the borders with bow and arrow.

"Fwiends?" she whispered.

Leaves rustled, and two spiderlings leaped down from the branches, holding bamboo shoots. Cobweb gasped; those were not her friends. They gave Cobweb cruel, mocking smiles.

"Welcome home, freak," one said, a young woman with pointy ears and mean blue eyes.

"Never thought we'd see you again, baby lips," said another, a hundred silver braids framing her sharp purple face.

The first one groaned. "I told you, don't call her baby lips, it sounds cute."

The second spiderling glared. "But she talks like a baby! Like a dumb baby!"

Cobweb gasped and trembled. "I'm n-n-not a b-b-ba— a b-b-b—"

Sweat beaded on her brow, and her tongue felt so heavy. She could barely speak at all. The spiderlings laughed mockingly. Scruff's face grew red and his fists clenched.

"Cobweb, are these your friends?" He growled. "I don't like them."

Cobweb shook her head wildly. "N-n-no, Scwuff." She turned to the spiderlings. "W-w-where awe G-g-gossamew a-an-an...." Every syllable felt like climbing a mountain. "...a-a-and W-w-webdew?"

The spiderlings laughed and began imitating her. "G-g-gossamer and W-w-webdew!" They shook with laughter. "We'll take you to see them, freak, and that human you brought with you."

They raised their bamboo shoots to their lips.

"Wun, Scwuff!" Cobweb cried, grabbed him, and pulled him back. But darts blew from the bamboo shoots. One hit her arm, and she yelped. Another hit Scruff's neck.

Scruff howled and began running toward the spiderlings. They blew more darts. They hit Scruff's neck. He howled and tripped. He wavered for a moment, then pitched forward and hit the forest floor.

"Scwuuuu...," Cobweb tried to cry, but her tongue felt so heavy. She took a step toward him, her knees wobbled, and she fell. Her cheek hit dry leaves.

She looked up and blinked. She saw the spiderlings laughing and kicking leaves onto her. Mist floated over her world, and she saw nothing more.

 

* * * * *

 

Neev's eyes fluttered open.

His mouth was dry. His throat burned and his shoulder throbbed. But I'm alive. God, I'm alive.

"Neev!" Romy said. Her head appeared above his. She rained countless kisses upon him and held him tight. "Oh, Neev, thank goodness you're alive."

His arms were still weak, but he managed to hug her. He lay on his back on stone, Romy atop him.

"Romy. Romy! Air. I need air."

She nodded, sniffed, and climbed off him. He breathed deeply and propped himself onto his elbows.

"What happened?"

Romy trembled. "Those snakes you alerted with your roars... one bit you. They're venomous. You almost died, but I stopped the poison just on time."

He gasped. "You sucked the poison out? You know, you're not supposed to do that."

"No, silly! You can't suck out tunnel snake poison. There's only one way to stop it." Suddenly she seemed embarrassed and looked away. Being a demon, her skin was always red, but her cheeks turned redder.

"What, Romy? What did you do?" He frowned. "Don't tell me that...."

She nodded. "Yeah. I had too—"

"I don't want to know." He held up his hand.

"It was the only way. I—"

"Romy, please, spare me!"

She nodded, sheepish. "Let's just say, it's a good thing I had a lot to drink this morning."

"ROMY!" He groaned. He stood up on shaky legs. "Please, Romy, please, never speak of this again."

She began to giggle. She leaped around him, laughing, and tugging the tail which now grew from his back.

"Wait until I tell everybody! Ooh, maybe John Quill will write an article about it."

Grumbling, Neev began walking down the tunnel. His tail swished behind him. "Come on, Romy, let's keep going."

The tunnel sloped down as they walked, a spiral leading miles underground. The air grew hot and dry. Crystals glittered in the walls, white and purple and blue. As they walked, the crystals grew larger, until they were the size of men. Hundreds glowed around, below, and above them.

"Pretty," Romy said in awe.

A few more steps, and the tunnel became a towering cavern, ten times the size of Fort Rosethorn. Crystals here rose like columns, a hundred feet tall, purple and pink and silver. They glowed and hummed, a sound like harps. Light glittered around the chamber. Streams of water flowed between the crystals, pure and clear. Neev knelt and drank; the water was icy and delicious. Romy got on all four and began lapping water like a dog, drinking and drinking. She grinned at Neev between sips.

"Just in case more snakes—"

"Romy!"

"Okay, okay." She wiped her lips. "Let's go."

She rose to her feet, and they kept walking. The crystal caves led to tunnels which spiralled down into heat and darkness. Diamonds glittered in the walls. Clawed footprints and fur covered the ground and walls.

"What creatures live here?" Neev asked.

"Oh, don't worry about that fur," Romy said. "It's only from the VMKWs—vicious molemen killer warlords. They're harmless."

Neev winced. "Romy, vicious molemen killer warlords don't sound too harmless."

"Trust me, Neev! We're safe. They hibernate in the winter. They only eat people in the autumn, to fatten up for the cold months."

Neev groaned and clutched her shoulders. "Romy, it's autumn now!"

Her eyes widened. She gasped. "Really?"

"Romy!"

She shook her head wildly. "Well, how should I know? I've never seen winter on Earth before! I thought winter was when the leaves are red and—"

"That's autumn!"

Romy winced. She looked around her, biting her lip. "Uhm, I had an idea, Neev. Instead of finding demon friends, let's... return to Earth and just hide in the forest. Let's go do that right now."

Before Neev could reply, sniffing and scratching came from behind them.

"Uh oh," Romy said.

Neev spun around. In the light of Romy's hair, he saw white teeth and claws. When the creatures came closer, he saw the rest of them. They stood four feet tall, hobbling on squat legs. They wore bronze helmets and breastplates over dank, brown fur. They had no eyes, but long snouts that sniffed, and whiskers that reached out three feet long. Their paws were huge, each one the size of their torsos.

"Who goes there?" they asked, voices nasal. "Who invades the kingdom of the vicious molemen killer warlords?"

"Stand back, molemen!" Romy said. She raised her pitchfork. "This is the vicious Romy, the, uhm... mighty... warrior demon... moleman killer!" She nodded.

The molemen scurried forward, sniffing. Their whiskers poked Neev and Romy, moving across them.

"A demon and a human!" they said. "They must die, friends! Yes, friends, they will feed us for winter."

Romy shrieked and turned to flee, but more molemen came from the tunnel's other end. Their maws opened. Their teeth were large as daggers, their claws like swords.

"You take those, I'll fight these ones!" Neev said.

He tossed a fireball. The molemen shrieked. Their fur blazed. One fell, and the other three raced forward, claws stabbing. Neev leaped back. One claw slashed his leg, drawing blood. He grunted and tossed lightning, hitting the moleman before it could claw him again.

Romy shrieked and fought, holding back molemen with her pitchfork. More kept pouring into the tunnel from above, blocking their escape. Neev saw a dozen or more in the darkness.

"Come on, Romy, let's go! There are too many."

He grabbed her elbow and pulled her with him. They leaped over a moleman and ran into darkness. They raced down the tunnel, descending deeper into the earth.

"But Neev," Romy said, "are you sure we should go this way?"

Twenty or more molemen were chasing, their claws scratching the earth. They were screeching and calling for blood.

"I'm sure!"

"But Neev! This will take us straight to...."

Neev skidded to a stop. Romy froze beside him and gulped. The tunnel had ended. They found themselves standing on a ledge of stone, overlooking a chamber the size of a cathedral. A waterfall of lava fell ahead, lighting wagons of jewels, bridges of stone, alcoves in the walls... and hundreds of molemen.

A pillar of stone rose from a pool of lava, holding a golden throne. The molemen king sat there, clad in gold and jewels, overseeing his realm. A crown of diamonds rested on his head. Like the others, he had no eyes, but he sniffed the air and snarled.

"I smell invaders! A demon and human! Kill them, molemen! Feast upon them."

Molemen came racing from the cavern below. Molemen screeched behind.

"Oh, bloody hell," Neev said. He wrapped his arms around Romy and pulled her off the ledge of stone.

"Fly, Romy, fly!"

She screamed. They were tumbling toward the pool of lava below. "But... but!"

"No buts! FLY!"

The lava bubbled below. Romy flapped her wings. Neev's boots grazed the lava... and they flew. Romy's wings flapped madly and she squealed. Neev tightened his arms around her.

"Neev!" she screamed. "Stop holding my butt!"

He groaned. "Just fly, Romy!"

Molemen leaped toward them from alcoves on the wall. Still clutching Romy, Neev pointed his fingers at them. He shot whatever bolts of lightning he could muster. They screeched and fell.

"There is no escaping the kingdom of the molemen!" their king shouted. He leaped off his throne, vaulted through the air, and grabbed Romy's leg.

Romy squealed. The extra weight began pulling her down. The king snarled and drooled. Clinging to Romy, Neev kicked and hit the king's face. The moleman snarled and snapped at his boots, and Neev kicked again. Lava still clung to his soles, and it sprayed the king's face.

"You cannot escape!" he screeched.

Neev kicked him in the teeth. The king screamed, fell, and splashed into the lava. Droplets flew and singed Neev's clothes. He grunted.

"That tunnel ahead, Romy! Fly into it!"

She was still screaming, but managed to flap her wings and fly toward the tunnel. More molemen leaped toward them. Neev shot them down with lightning.

"Go on! Into the tunnel!"

The tunnel grew closer. Romy flapped her wings... and crashed into the wall a foot away from the tunnel. Neev grunted.

"Oohhhhh," Romy moaned.

She flapped her wings again, and they rolled into the tunnel, singed and groaning. The molemen screeched behind. Neev spun around and saw a dozen climbing into the tunnel. He roasted them with a fireball, and they fell screaming.

"Come on, Neev!" Romy shouted. She grabbed his hand and began pulling him into the tunnel. "Let's run! The molemen don't go deeper."

They ran down the tunnel; it sloped steeply. When Neev turned his head, he saw the molemen pursuing. He sent lightning their way, and they fell.

"They're following!" he shouted.

Romy panted beside him. "They won't for long. Trust me!"

"I'll never trust you again! Trusting you is what got us into this mess!"

They kept running down the tunnel. The air grew hotter. The molemen shrieked behind.

A deep, loud growl shook the tunnel. Whatever made the sound was big. The molemen behind froze, whimpered, then turned their tails and fled back to their lair.

Romy paused, panting, and brushed her hands together. "See? I told you, Neev. I told you. The molemen don't go down here."

The growl shook the tunnel again. Neev shuddered.

"Why not, Romy?" he whispered.

"Well, obviously, it's because of the lava whale."

The growl below rose to a howl. It was so loud, Neev had to cover his ears.

"Lava whale, Romy? Really?"

She groaned. "Neev, don't worry! It also hibernates in winter, and... oh." She winced. "Oops."

Neev sighed. Lava splashed ahead and red eyes blazed. His sigh turned into a scream.





 


Chapter Sixteen

Grumbledook









Snow flurried around her. Icy wind blew. Jamie cursed, shivered, and clung to the mountainside. She climbed inch by inch, desperately grasping bumps and crannies.

"Romy should have gone to get the dragon," she muttered through shivering lips. "She could have flown up."

Climbing around her, the elflings shivered. Their lips were blue, and frost coated their hair. Wind gusted, and they clung to the stone, their cloaks fluttering.

"We're almost there," Rowyn said. "I can see the mountaintop."

Jamie swallowed. A dragon waited there. The wind gusted again, slamming snow against her face. But at least dragonfire is warm. She climbed over a snowy boulder, reached for purchase, and grabbed something long and smooth. She found herself holding a human femur.

"Oh, gross!" she said and tossed it aside. After fighting Dry Bones, she had hoped to never see bones again.

Ellywyn ducked. The bone flew over her head, and she glared.

"Jamie, show some respect to those who died here!" the elfling warrior said.

When Jamie climbed another few feet, she found more bones, and even a few skulls still wearing helmets. A skeleton's hand was clutching a rusty sword. The bones were charred.

"They came here to fight Grumbledook," she said and gulped. If they had died, why should she survive?

A growl rose from the mountaintop. Snow cascaded. Jamie clung to the trembling mountain.

"Grumbledook!" whispered Noelyn, white with snow. She reached into her quiver and drew an arrow.

Puffs of smoke rose from the mountain. It felt like climbing a volcano. Roars shook the mountain—horrible, deafening roars of fury... that soon turned into coughs. The dragon above hacked and cursed.

"Beware!" came a voice from above. "Beware the mighty Grumbl—cough cough—the mighty dragon of the—cough—" The coughing continued for a moment and ended with a whimper. "Oh bloody hell. Just go away, will you?"

Jamie drew her sword, climbed a few more feet, and saw a nest upon the mountaintop. Fifty feet wide, it was built of dented armor, bones, shields, and even a few maces. Grumbles and puffs of smoke rose from the nest. From her position, Jamie couldn't see the creature inside.

"We're not here to hurt you!" she called. She climbed an extra few feet. The smoke unfurled before her. A smell of oil, ash, and old blood filled her nostrils. "We're just here to talk."

The voice rose from the nest. "Bah! You elves—cough cough—always say that. And then it's arrows, and daggers, and spells, and finally nice elf bones to eat. Not much meat on you little buggers, but—cough cough—it beats eating mountain goats. Come here, little elves! Come here to my mighty jaws. I've still got a few teeth left."

Jamie climbed a few more feet and reached the edge of the nest. Bones lay strewn about it, some still clad in rusty armor. She peeked above the nest's edge... and beheld Grumbledook the dragon.

"Wow, you're... small," she said.

He wasn't much larger than her, a mere five feet long from head to tail. Only three teeth remained in his maw. His scales were white, and he sported a long white beard and moustache. Holes filled his creaky wings.

"I used to be larger," he said and coughed. "Once I filled this entire nest! But dragons shrink as they age, and...." He growled. "But what business is it of yours? Be gone, elf."

He thinks I'm an elf! Jamie thought, warmth filling her for the first time today. She beamed with pride. I'd love to be an elf. And yet she felt it unfair to deceive the dragon, especially if she wanted his help.

"I'm not an elf," she said. "I'm a human. But I'm also smaller than usual. I guess you could say we have that in common."

Grumbledook flapped his wings, rose three feet in the air, and blew a puff of smoke.

"We have nothing in common! I am a fierce dragon! I am a terror of—cough cough—" He collapsed back into the nest. He looked up at her miserably. "Do you also cough when you get mad?"

Jamie climbed over a shield and breastplate and entered the nest. She walked over armor, bones, and sword hilts. When she reached Grumbledook, she placed her hand on his head. His scales were cold and smooth.

"No, but when I was little, I once caught a bad cold. My brother Scruff made me tea with milk, honey, and ginger. That seemed to help."

She sighed inwardly. Behold the mighty warrior Jamie! she thought. I should be a dragon slayer, or at least a dragon tamer. Instead, I meet a dragon and start swapping recipes.

The elflings climbed into the nest too. Grumbledook frowned and coughed smoke rings at them. The elflings waved them aside and stared, wincing. Grumbledook seemed ready to rant and shout some more, but Jamie patted his head, which seemed to soothe him.

"So this is your great Grumbledook?" she asked the elflings. "I've seen larger ponies. How the hell is this tiny old thing going to help us fight Madrila?"

Rowyn sighed. "Oh dear, he's shrunk some more."

"A lot more," said Ellywyn.

Noelyn approached and patted the dragon. "Oh, Grumbledook."

The dragon puffed out his chest and flapped his wings. "Nonsense! Nonsense, I say. I might have shrunk a little bit. The nest does seem a bit roomier than usual. But mostly you have grown, elflings. Grown to ten times the size! Behold the mighty Grumble—"

This time, it was not a cough that interrupted the dragon's words. It was a snore. Grumbledook's eyes closed and he slept.

Jamie shook her fists to the sky. "Great! Just great, elflings. This is your champion! This is what we fought devil dogs for and climbed a mountain for! Oh, I know. Forget dragons. Let's find an elderly turtle with one eye and a gammy leg. I'm sure it could fight Madrila." She swung her sword around. "Or why stop there? Forget turtles. Maybe we can find a drowned mouse in a coma with ingrown toenails and consumption; surely no witch could face that sort of fierce creature." She clutched her head. "Oh bloody hell, I don't know why I bother."

The elflings stared silently. Grumbledook snored.

With a sigh, Jamie sat down on an old shield. Suddenly her quest seemed hopeless. Madrila had armies of monsters—real armies, enough to conquer a town and fortress. She had defeated hundreds of soldiers at Fort Rosethorn. How could they hope to face her like this? Only three little elflings—beings as small as she—and a shrivelled up, narcoleptic dragon?

"The other Bullies better have more luck finding help," she muttered. But she was not hopeful. The spiderlings had banished Cobweb; would she truly find help among them? And as for Neev and Romy... Jamie groaned to remember all the times Romy had made a mess of things: Getting drunk at Queenpool, blabbering out loud while sneaking up on Vanderbeak, drinking one of Dry Bones's growth potions and growing a hundred feet tall....

Jamie froze.

She leaped to her feet.

"That's it!" she said. She jumped up and down, rattling the nest. "Growth potion!"

Grumbledook woke up and glared. "Aha! I knew you elves were getting bigger. You've been drinking growth potion! I am large and fierce as ever, I—"

"Not for us!" Jamie said. "For you, Grumbledook. We're going to get some growth potion in you, and you'll be as big as ever."

The old little dragon raised an eyebrow. "Is that anything like tea with honey and milk?"

"Something like that. Now come on! Dry Bones's old tower lies miles away from here. We'll have to move fast."

Grumbledook rose to his feet and nodded. Smoke unfurled from his nostrils, and he tossed his head back. "Come, onto my back, little ones! We will fly."

Jamie scrunched her lips. She doubted Grumbledook could carry one of them, let alone all four. She patted his head.

"Save your strength. We walk this time. But once we find that potion, you must help us, Grumbledook. We will return to you your size and strength. In return, you must help us fight a witch."

Grumbledook blew sparks of fire at the sky. "I'll burn her to a crisp! I'll tear her limb from limb! I'll—"

His eyes closed and he snored. Jamie sighed.

"Guys," she said to the elflings, "help me lift him. He's going to need some help getting down the mountain."

Jamie had imagined leaving the mountain riding a dragon. As the snow flurried, a dragon descended the mountain, riding Jamie and the elflings.

 

* * * * *

 

Scruff moaned. His eyes fluttered open, then closed. Light fell on his eyelids.

"Mmgghfff," he said and tossed an arm over his eyes. "I don't want to wake up."

A voice, impossibly distant and muffled, called to him. "Scwuff! Scwuff!"

He moaned. "Mmmfmfffph!" he said emphatically. "I want to stay in bed all day. The other kids all say I'm an ogre."

The voice insisted. "Scwuff, awe you okay? Wake up!"

His brow furrowed. Blinking weakly, he opened his eyes and saw blue skies.

That's strange, he thought. He wasn't sure why, but it seemed like ages since he'd seen the sky. His neck hurt, his throat burned, and his eyes were crusty.

"Whaa happened?"

"Good, he's awake," somebody said; a different voice from the first. "To take three sleeping arrows... most would die. But he's a big boy, this one."

He was lying on smooth wood. It was a tree stump, Scruff realized, but a huge one—six feet across and full of rings. Muttering and twisting his aching neck, he pushed himself onto his elbows.

He gasped.

"Oh mama."

He lay on a tree stump, all right, but it rose a hundred feet tall. A forest spread below him, the treetops distant. The trunk towered above everything else, perfectly straight and smooth like a cathedral's column.

"Scwuff, you'we awive!"

Scruff turned his head and gasped. Three more towering tree trunks rose behind him, ten feet apart from one another. They also ended with wide, smooth stumps. Two spiderlings he did not recognize sat upon two stumps. Cobweb—his wife, the love of his life—sat upon the third.

"Cobweb!" he said. He leaped to his feet, then wobbled. The distant forest rustled and swayed below him. His head spun, his knees shook, and he sat down. "Ohh.... I'm woozy."

Cobweb reached out to him. She stood up and looked ready to jump. "Scwuff!"

One of the spiderlings, who sat on a trunk beside Cobweb, clucked her tongue. "Don't try to jump, Cobweb. The last spiderling imprisoned on your trunk tried it. She almost made it to the trunk Scruff is on. Almost."

Cobweb too sat down and sighed.

"Cobweb, are you all right?" Scruff asked. "Where are we? What happened?"

"D-d-dis is da fowest's pwison," she said. "D-d-da spidewings caught us, and shot us wit sweeping dawts." She gestured to the two other spiderlings. "But g-g-good news! We found my fwiends! Dis is Gossamew." She gestured at a spiderling with light purple skin and feathers strewn through her silver hair. "And dis is Webdew!" She gestured at the second spiderling, whose skin was a deeper purple, and whose eyes were like glittering sapphires.

Scruff gave them a tired wave. "Hi, Gossamer and Webdew."

He felt like a deflated bellows. We came all the way here just to fall captive. He wondered if he'd ever see his siblings again. He wondered if he'd ever leave this towering tree stump. We have to escape, he thought. But how? The log was too smooth and wide; climbing down was impossible.

"How long have you two been here?" he asked Cobweb's friends. "And why were you also imprisoned?"

Gossamer heaved a sigh. "It was a tough night when Cobweb was banished. We lost our friend. We had to watch the entire clan mock her. And we missed her... we missed her dearly."

Webdew nodded. "I cried! A lot." She sniffed and tears filled her eyes. She wiped them away with her fists.

"So we began a campaign," Gossamer said. "Bring Back Cobweb! Bring Back Cobweb! We shouted it from the treetops. We wrote it in glowing runes upon our holy stones. We planted trees in her honor. We even arranged sticks and spiders, so that they wove spiderweb letters: Bring Back Cobweb!"

Webdew sniffed. "But the other spiderlings... they began to mock us too. They tore our spiderwebs, and one day they... they...." She sobbed for a moment before she could continue. "Oh, it's horrible, but they took skunks, and filled our home with them. The place stank so badly, and we did too. They called us stinky since then."

"Well, they called you Stinky," Gossamer said. "I believe my nickname was Smelly."

"Smelly is better," said Webdew. "Smelly can be a good thing, if you smell like flowers. Which you do. When you're not smelling like skunk, that is."

Gossamer returned her eyes to Scruff. "We did not give up, even after that. We decided that we'd start our own clan. We'd find Cobweb and invite her to join. We'd be only three, but every clan has to start somewhere, right?"

Webdew blew her nose loudly into a leaf. "Oh, but the elders heard our plan. They had spies in the bushes, I think. And they arrested us. They said we were traitors, could you believe it? Gossamer and me! And the next thing you know, we ended up here on these tree stumps." She ended her story with a whimper.

Scruff too felt like whimpering. Would he end up spending his life here on these stumps? He wanted to leap down and kill every spiderling below.

He was going to speak comforting words to Cobweb when a buzzing sounded behind him. He turned to see ten overgrown dragonflies—each one the size of a horse—flying toward him. Spiderlings rode them, carrying spears and bows. Their long silver hair fluttered in the wind, and spiderweb tattoos glowed on their purple skin. Scruff recognized two of the riders: The spiderlings who had shot him. He growled and clenched his fists.

"Fly a little closer," he muttered. 

But they would not. The dragonflies flew to hover ten feet away. Their wings buzzed deafeningly loud, and their eyes glared at Scruff, orbs of green and purple. Their spiderling riders glared too.

"Hello, prisoners," one said, a beautiful young spiderling with silvery braids.

Scruff swung his fists at her. He had long arms, but not that long. He missed her and wobbled on the tree trunk, nearly falling off. His head spun, and the spiderlings laughed.

"How dare you imprison us here?" he demanded. "I am Sam Thistle III, son of a knight, a warrior of Burrfield. If you don't release me, the might of human armies will descend upon Spidersilk Forest."

The dragonfly riders laughed mockingly.

"We know you, Scruff," said the spiderling with the braids, spitting out his name as an insult. "You are an outcast like Cobweb. A freak. Yes, we've heard about you Bullies." She said that word as an insult too. "A band of misfits and losers, banished from your homes, roaming the world and bullying decent folk. But now you've roamed into the wrong land." She gestured toward the northern horizon. "Look there, Scruff. What do you see?"

"NO!" Cobweb shouted. "No, pwease! You... you c-c-can't do dat to us!"

The spiderlings only laughed.

"Behold!" one said. "The Stairway to Heaven."

Scruff stared north and gasped. He saw a great stone stairway rising from the forest like a cliff. It was built of craggy stone, hundreds of feet tall. The stairway led into the sky and ended with a smooth cliff. Boulders crowned the top steps, glinting in the sun. It was the largest, most terrifying monolith he'd seen, larger than ten Fort Rosethorns.

"Hmm, I wonder how I hadn't noticed that huge, towering staircase right in front of me until now," he mumbled. He shook his head wildly. "What is it?" 

Webdew whimpered. "Death," she whispered.

Cobweb nodded and trembled. "D-d-dey t-t-take you up da staiws, all da way to da top, and...." She shuddered. "Dey tuwn you to stone."

The dragonfly riders laughed again. Their leader flew around the stumps, tossing the prisoners rotten fruit.

"Enjoy your dinners," she said. "It may be your last. You will climb the Stairway to Heaven tomorrow, and you will stand trial upon it. If you are found guilty of threatening Spidersilk Forest, you will spend eternity as mindless boulders." She looked at Scruff and smirked. "Not that it would be a drastic change in your case."

With that, the dragonflies and their riders flew off.

Scruff looked at Cobweb, wanting nothing more than to hold her. She looked back, eyes watery. Gossamer sighed and Webdew whimpered.

"Nothing's ever easy," Scruff said. He looked toward the distant stairway and shuddered.





 


Chapter Seventeen

Whale Riding









Madrila walked alone among the graves, her robes wrapped around her. Crows stood upon tombstones, cawing. A cold wind blew, blowing dry leaves into her hair. She tightened her robes around her, but that could not warm her. She was always too cold, even by the brightest fires, even wrapped in the thickest furs. Her chill lived inside her—the chill of neglect, pain, loneliness.

Soon she found the tombstone she sought. She stood above it, staring down at the mossy, chipped stone. She read the words upon it.

 

Amabel Thistle

Wife and Mother

Rest in Peace

 

Madrila clenched her fists. Thistle? No, she should never have been a Thistle. She should have been Amabel Rasumessen.

"Wife?" Madrila whispered. "You should have married my father. You should have married Jan Rasmussen, a true wizard. He wasn't Dry Bones then. He wasn't a skeleton when he planted me inside you." She bared her teeth at the grave. "Mother? Mother to who—my half-siblings? The wretched Scruff, Neev, and Jamie? Were you ever a mother to me?"

Madrila drew her wand with a flash, pointed, and shot lightning at the tombstone. A crack appeared, effacing the word Mother. Madrila laughed bitterly.

"Oh, you were a mother to them. You raised Scruff, Neev, and Jamie in your home, held them, fed them, loved them. They were born to Sir Sam Thistle, the handsome hero." Tears stung Madrila's eyes. "But what of me? What of your first daughter?" Madrila trembled. "You abandoned me!"

She looked at the church which rose above the graveyard. It was a beautiful church, even as its windows were smashed and its doors cracked. I could have prayed here among beauty. But no. She had prayed in filthy dark corners, her back scarred. She had eaten gruel. She had screamed and wept when Friar Robert beat her.

"I roamed the forests," Madrila whispered to the grave, her eyes stinging, her voice shaking. "I sought my true father. But he didn't even recognize me. He didn't even acknowledge me. Your son, your Neev, he went to the Coven as a real student. He learned in comfort from the brightest minds in magic. I did not have that pleasure."

She shivered to remember her youth—learning magic from traveling warlocks and witches, wrinkled old creatures who'd teach her a spell or two for a chance to grope her body. She'd huddle in the forest—in caves, in huts, in wolf dens—studying from tattered old books. She remembered the taste of unicorn blood, a giver of power and magic. She caressed her wand, the unicorn's whorled horn, her beacon of might.

"But I became strong, Mother," she said. "Stronger than Neev. Stronger than Dry Bones. Stronger than anyone would have imagined." She growled. "And I've taken this town! This town that should have always been mine. And I will kill your true born children, Mother. I will kill Scruff, Neev, and Jamie, and I will kill their friends too. Can you hear me, Mother? I hope so. I want you to know what you've done."

She shot another bolt of lightning, and the tombstone shattered. Eyes stinging, Madrila turned and walked away, heading back to her new home. Fort Rosethorn rose above her. Madrila allowed herself a trembling, vicious smile.

"No more huts, caves, or forests for me," she said. "This is my castle, my center of power."

Grunters saluted as she entered the castle. Hundreds of them filled the courtyard, the towers, and her main hall. She walked toward her throne, sat upon it, and clutched the armrests.

"Soon the Bullies' skulls will lay at my feet," she said softly. Grunters squealed around her, fangs bared, claws scratching the air. "Soon all will fear, worship, and love me."

 

* * * * *

 

"Down, boy!" Romy cried. "Down! Bad lava whale!"

The creature howled before her, filling the tunnel. Lava splashed around it and sprayed from its mouth. Droplets sizzled against Romy's skin. She stabbed the air with her torch, holding the whale back.

"Sit, boy, sit! Good lava whale."

The whale growled and snapped its teeth, each one the size of Romy's body. Its flippers slapped the tunnel walls, and its tail splashed in a sea of lava below. Its eyes were pools of molten rock, glowing red.

"Romy, you cannot tame this demon like a dog!" Neev shouted. He stood behind her, fingers crackling with lightning. "We learned about them in the Coven. This is a great archdemon, a being of pure evil!"

"And he's a bad boy," Romy said. She poked the whale's nose with her pitchfork. "Roaring at us like that! You are bad, very bad."

The whale roared. Lava sprayed from its mouth. Romy marched forward and slapped it across the face.

"NO ROARING!" she said.

The whale moaned. Romy slapped it again.

"Don't you moan at me," she said. "You will be a good lava whale. Good. Good... Just like that." She patted its head. The whale grumbled, growled, and glared.

"Romy, be careful!" Neev whispered behind her. "Step back."

But Romy kept patting the whale, though its head rose taller than her. Its skin was hot and smooth, and lava bubbled in its mouth.

"Good lava whale, good boy. There you go. Nice and easy. Feeling calmer now?"

The lava whale nodded. The tunnel shook.

"Mhm," it managed to say, its voice rumbling like an avalanche of rocks. "Goooooood."

Romy grinned and turned to look back at Neev. "See, Neev? He's harmless."

Neev slapped sparks off his robes. "He is most certainly not. Romy, great demon whales with mouths full of lava are not harmless. Caverns of ravenous killer molemen are not harmless! Venomous hellsnakes are not harmless!"

She kept patting the whale. "Well, we're still unharmed, aren't we?"

"Well, I—" His mouth hung open. "We— I mean, we are—" He sighed. "No thanks to you, Romy."

"Completely thanks to me!" She glared at him. "Who flew us over the molemen cavern? Who tamed the lava whale? When the hellsnake bit you, who made sure to—"

"Okay, Romy, okay!" His cheeks turned red. "Drop it. Can you just... get this lava whale out of the way, so we can continue? The damn thing's filling the whole tunnel."

The whale grumbled, shaking the tunnel. Dust rained. Romy pouted and kissed it. "Oh, don't you listen to him," she said in a baby voice. "He's just a big mean cranky warlock. You're my sweet lava whale, aren't you?"

It nodded. "Mhmmmmmmmm."

It stuck out its tongue, ten feet long and lumpy, and licked her from toes to head. Slime covered her.

"Eww!" she said. She shook herself like a wet dog, spraying the slime everywhere, including onto Neev. The whale chuckled.

"Now, Mister Whale," Romy said. "We have to get across the lava sea, and I can't fly and carry Neev for too long. He's too heavy. Will you give us a ride?"

Neev spoke up behind her. "Romy, I'm not sure that's a great idea."

She ignored him. She kept patting the whale. "You'll give us a ride, right? If you do, I'll give you a nice treat." She turned her head and whispered to Neev. "Neev! Come here."

Neev approached gingerly, hands raised and sparkling with lightning. He would not remove his gaze from the whale's eyes.

"Come on, closer! Don't be afraid."

He took three more steps, until he stood by Romy and the whale. She reached into his pack, rummaged, and pulled out a string of sausages. The whale's eyes lit up. Drool dripped from its maw.

"Hey, those are mine!" Neev said.

"Oh be quiet." She dangled the sausages before the whale. She pulled them back when its tongue reached toward them.

"Fooooooood," the whale said, voice rumbling and shaking the tunnel.

"Not yet!" Romy said. "First you give us a ride. Then you can eat." She dangled the sausages before him.

"FOOOOOD!" the whale demanded.

Romy slapped him. "Not yet! Ride first." She began climbing up its head. Its skin was hot, dry, and rubbery; she could easily grab folds between her fingers. Soon she reached the top. She lay on her stomach, her arms dangling across its forehead. The tunnel's ceiling rose a mere foot above her.

"Come on, Neev!" she said. "Climb up beside me, or we'll roast you with a blast of lava."

"No thanks," he said, giving both her and the whale a suspicious look.

Romy dangled the sausages in front of Neev. She wiggled her eyebrows. "I'll give you a sausage," she said temptingly.

"FOOOOOD," the whale said.

Neev sighed. He put his hand against the whale and grimaced.

"Go on Neev, you can do it," Romy said.

"DOOOOOO EET," said the whale.

Wincing, Neev began to climb. The whale stuck out its tongue and pushed Neev's feet up. Grumbling and cursing, Neev reached up. Romy caught his hand and pulled him up beside her. He lay beside her, pale as a ghost.

"BEHOLD!" she said. "The mighty warlock!" She mussed his hair and kissed his cheek. "What would you do without me?"

He muttered something under his breath, then added in a louder voice, "Just get this whale of yours to move it."

Romy slapped the whale's head. "Hear that, big boy? Let's move. Take us into the sea of lava and swim across. We're going all the way down to Hell."

The whale wriggled and pulled back from the tunnel. Romy and Neev held on tight. Lava splashed behind them. The whale and the tunnel shook wildly.

"This better work, Romy!" Neev said. His fingers dug into the whale's hide, clinging for dear life.

The whale splashed into the lava, turned, and began swimming. The sea was so long, Romy could not see the end of it. Craggy stone walls rose at their sides, curving to form a stone ceiling. The lava flowed around the whale, red and black and bubbling. The whale trumpeted for joy as it swam, lashing its tail and flapping its flippers. Smoke blew from its blowhole.

"Just make sure it stays on the surface!" Neev shouted. "Does it know humans die in lava?"

"Probably not," Romy said. "Most creatures down here are fireproof. Including me." She patted Neev's head. "If he does swim under the lava, just cast the same spell Dry Bones did when he burned, and you can be a living skeleton too."

"ROMY! This isn't funny!" Sweat drenched Neev and his face was red.

The whale kept swimming beneath them, moving faster now. The cavern walls blurred at their sides, and the lava splashed. We'll be near the entrance to Hell soon, Romy knew.

"Don't worry, Neev!" Romy said. "I'm still holding the sausages, and the whale won't want to burn them." She dangled them over the whale's face. "So long as I've got these sausages, we're safe, so—"

The whale's tongue lashed out, grabbed the sausages, and yanked them out of Romy's hand. The whale swallowed and belched.

"Oopsie," Romy said.

The whale began dipping deeper into the lava.

"ROMY!" Neev shouted.

"Stay up!" Romy said and tugged the whale's eyelids, trying to keep it afloat. Her wings flapped, but the whale kept sinking.

Neev shouted. "Romy, I thought you tamed that thing!"

She kept pulling its eyelids, and shouting at it, but the whale kept sinking. Soon its mouth disappeared under the lava, then its eyes. Only the top of its head remained above, Romy and Neev clinging to it.

"Bad whale!" she shouted. "Bad! No more food for you!"

She saw the end of the lava sea ahead. The shore was rocky and distant—hundreds of yards away.

"We'll have to fly!" Neev shouted. "Carry me, Romy!"

She shook her head wildly, shouting over the splashing lava. "No way! I can't even carry Jamie that far, and she's half your size!"

The whale sank another foot. Lava splashed against Romy's feet.

"You'll have to do it, Romy!" Neev cried. He stood up shakily on the whale's head.

"I can't!" she said. "Neev, quick, cast a spell!"

"What? I don't have any flying spells! Romy, this is not the time to—"

"Just do it!" she said. "Trust me, Neev. Trust me."

He uttered a spell and cast lightning at the ceiling. His jinx covered him with cat fur.

"Another spell, Neev! Quick!"

He tossed a fireball. His fur vanished, and bull horns grew from his head. The whale sank even further; only several inches of its head remained above the lava.

"Quick, Neev, keep casting spells!"

Magical lightning, fireballs, arrows, sparks, and fireworks flew from his fingers. His jinx kept flaring: he grew an elephant's trunk, then a giraffe's neck, then fish gills, then a beaver's tail.

"A bigger spell!" Romy said. "Hurry!"

The whale vanished under the lava.

Neev cast a shower of fireworks that flew and roared like dragons.

Swan wings sprouted from his back. 

"Now FLY!" Romy screamed. She grabbed his hand, flapped her wings, and took flight. Neev flew too, swan wings flapping madly. Lava burned the soles of his boots.

"I've never grown wings before!" he cried. They shot forward over the splashing lava. "How did you know it would work?"

"I didn't!" she cried back. "I just wanted to see a magic show before you were burned to toast."

He gave her the most discombobulated look she had ever seen.

Before he could reply, the whale's tail splashed below. A shower of lava rose. Romy squealed and flew sideways, knocking into Neev. The lava missed them by an inch, and droplets sprinkled Romy's arm and sizzled against Neev's cloak.

"Fly higher!" she told him. They flew—her with bat wings, him with swan wings. The whale kept slapping his tail below, and they flew from side to side, dodging the fountains of lava. Romy's wings and lungs ached.

"Almost there!" she said.

She growled. Neev squeezed her hand and flapped his wings so fast, they blew her hair back.

Go on, Romy, she told herself. Finally—give us a nice, smooth landing.

She reached the shore. She lowered her legs. She took a deep breath and steadied her wings.... and her feet touched the ground.

"Succe—" she began triumphantly, when Neev crashed into her. She fell, tumbled, and he landed atop her.

"Neev!" She pushed him off and glared at him. "Finally finally finally I had a good landing, a real landing, and you ruined it."

He rolled onto his back and lay still, staring up at the ceiling in shock. His face was green. The sea of lava gurgled at their feet.

"Romy," he said weakly, "do any hellsnakes swim in the sea of lava?"

She nodded. "All the time."

He swallowed. "If they bit anyone in there, they should be cured now."

She cuddled against him and kissed his lips. He kissed her back and wrapped his arms around her. They lay for long moments on the shore, the lava waves crackling.

"I'm glad you're still alive, Neev," she said. "I love you. You know that, don't you?"

She helped him to his feet, plucked a feather from his wing, and placed it in her hair. They walked into the dark tunnel ahead, hand in hand... descending into Hell.





 


Chapter Eighteen

Flower Picking









"Can we rest now?" Grumbledook coughed and spat. "My legs are aching, my back is aching, and this forest stinks."

Jamie turned her head and glared at him. The shrivelled old dragon was walking behind her. His chin was thrust out, his eyes were narrowed, and his tongue flicked between his three teeth. The elflings surrounded him, wrapped in their cloaks and bearing walking staffs.

"You just rested five minutes ago!" Jamie said. "And this forest does not stink. It smells of flowers, leaves, and fresh air."

Grumbledook snorted a blast of smoke. "Like I said. Stinks." He sat down with a grunt, crunching dry leaves. "I'm having a nap."

Before Jamie could reply, he was snoring and muttering, eyes closed.

Noelyn sighed. Golden leaves filled the archer's hair. Purple eyes glowing sadly, she patted Grumbledook's head.

"The poor thing," she said. "He's so tired."

"He is not tired," Jamie said. She marched up to the sleeping dragon and glared down at him. "He is lazy, and cranky, and couldn't care less if Madrila is attacking our lands."

The little old dragon grumbled in his sleep. "Damn elf kids with their swords and walking and stinky forests...." His voice faded into a snore like a saw.

Jamie shook him, but he would not wake. She sighed.

"Might as well have some lunch," she said.

She walked to a fallen log on the roadside, sat down, and rummaged through her pack. She pulled out apples, cheese, bread, a skin of ale, and dry fish wrapped in leather. The elflings carried berries, mushrooms, roots, and nuts in their packs. They arranged the food on a flat boulder and shared a lunch.

As she ate, Jamie thought about her fellow Bullies. Did they enjoy the luxury of a good lunch too? Or were they being attacked, imprisoned... or killed? Worry gnawed on her, and the food seemed tasteless. And what of Burrfield? Much of the town hated her now, but she still had friends there: Chloe, serving girl at the Porcupine's Quills; the two Davids, cranky old men who'd play backgammon with her in the park; little stable boy Mike, who'd always had a crush on her. They had not joined the angry mobs. They were still her friends. And I still have to save them.

She was chewing bread crust when she heard voices from around the bend.

"Hey Gus, grunt grunt, you think we'll find them Bullies here grunt snort?"

"Grunt! They'd have to be the dumbest heroes in the world to travel on the road snort snort. Me, I'd hide in the forest."

"You hide in the forest whenever Madrila scolds you, Gus."

"Grunt grunt. I do not, I just go to...."

The voice died as ten grunters walked around the bend. They wore patches of armor over their warty flesh, and they carried swords. Armor and weapons from Fort Rosethorn, Jamie saw; she recognized the thorny roses engraved upon them. The grunters froze on the road, snorted, and gaped at Jamie, the elflings, and the sleeping Grumbledook.

"It's the Bullies!" one grunter said. "And one of them's turned into a dragon!"

The grunters all raised their swords, bared their fangs, and roared.

"Attack!" they cried and ran forward, kicking up dry leaves.

Jamie snarled, drew her sword, and ran to meet them.

Two grunters swung blades at her. Jamie raised her shield, blocking one blade; the blow chipped her shield and sent pain up her arm. She swung Moonclaw, parrying the second sword. Sparks flew. 

A third grunter raised his sword above Jamie. It snarled and drool dripped down its fangs. Noelyn's bowstring thrummed. Her arrow whistled and slammed into the grunter, who pitched forward. Jamie leaped back, spinning her shield and sword. She parried two more grunter attacks, thrust her blade, and stabbed one in the stomach.

"What the—" Grumbledook said and raised his head. "I'm trying to take a nap here! Damn kids." He pulled his wings over his head and resumed snoring.

"Grumbledook, you useless old plonker!" Jamie shouted. "Wake up and fight!"

Three grunters attacked her. She parried one blade, blocked one with her shield, and the third hit her breastplate. Pain thudded through her chest. She swung her sword and cut a grunter's leg. Black blood spurted. Three more grunters approached her, snarling.

Silver flashed beside her. Ellywyn leaped, landed by Jamie, and swung her dagger. She cut one grunter's arm, then stabbed another's chest. The elfling's red ponytail swung madly, her green eyes flashed, and her freckled face blazed with fury. Her sun-shaped goldencharm burned like a real sun.

"I fight with you, Jamie!" she cried. A grunter slashed her hip, tearing her tunic and shedding blood. She screamed but kept fighting.

"Ellywyn!" Jamie said. "You're hurt."

The sight of Ellywyn's blood distracted her for only an instant, but it was long enough. A grunter slashed his sword. Jamie parried, diverting the bulk of the attack, but the blade still sliced her arm. Blood dripped. Jamie snarled and swung her blade, cutting the grunter down. Her arm blazed.

She looked around the battle. Noelyn was still firing arrows, her eyes narrowed and her hair billowing. Rowyn was shooting lightning from his wand, knocking down grunters. He too suffered a wound; the side of his tunic was torn and stained with blood. Grumbledook kept snoring.

"Grumbledook, wake up, you pillock!" Jamie shouted.

Rowyn's lightning knocked down another grunter. Only one remained alive. He snarled and brandished his sword. Jamie ran toward him, knocked his sword aside with her shield, and stabbed his neck. The grunter fell, and his blood spilled around Jamie's boots.

She stood over the body, panting and bloody, and looked around her. The grunters lay dead on the road. Both Rowyn and Ellywyn bled, but still stood, eyes flashing.

"That showed em," Ellywyn said.

Jamie approached her and examined her wound. It was a deep cut.

"This will need stitches," she said.

She turned to Rowyn next. Grunter claws had slashed his side along the ribs, but bandages and spirits would do the trick here. Neev was usually the healer among the Bullies, but Jamie had learned some things from him, and carried the right supplies in her pack. But before she would tend to the elflings....

She stomped up to Grumbledook and kicked him.

"Wake up," she said in disgust.

He opened an eye and glared at her. "Go away, elf. I'm napping."

"I'm not an elf, and you're not a dragon, based on what I've seen." She kicked him again. "What kind of dragon sleeps during a fight? You said you'd help us!"

Grumbledook spat, coughed, and struggled to his feet. Dry leaves filled his white beard. "I said that if you gave me a growth potion, I'd help you. No growth potion yet? No help yet."

Jamie gave him her best glower, a glower that she thought could wilt flowers and kill butterflies. Grumbledook only glared back, chin thrust out, teeth thrusting up from his underbite. Finally Jamie groaned and turned away.

"Rowyn, Ellywyn, come here," she said. "I've got bandages and healing herbs in my pack. Let me take care of those wounds. Noelyn, keep an arrow nocked. You watch the road in case more grunters approach."

Soon they continued walking down the road—Ellywyn limping, Rowyn wincing, and Grumbledook coughing. Jamie and Noelyn walked ahead, weapons held before them.

Jamie turned toward the elfling archer. "You fought well today," she said. "One of your arrows saved my life. You are a great warrior." She turned to look at Ellywyn and Rowyn. "You two fought just as bravely. I'm honored to fight at your side, my friends."

Grumbledook bowed his head. "Thank you, Jamie."

She glared at him. "Not you."

They walked for several moments in silence. A cloud of sparrows flew overhead, chirping, and the trees rustled. Fall leaves glided. Grasshoppers and caterpillars covered the dirt road and filled the bushes alongside it. Jamie spotted an apple tree and they filled their packs with the fruit. She knew this place; she remembered walking here with the Bullies last year. Dry Bones's tower is near.

Soon, around a curve in the road, she saw the tower. She gulped.

"Evil still clings to this place," she whispered.

It was a crumbling stone tower, round and mossy, rising from burnt earth. In this place, Dry Bones had imprisoned Scruff and Cobweb. In this place, Jamie had fought and killed grobblers. And in this place, Romy had once drunk a growth potion... a potion which, if more existed, could save Burrfield. She stood and stared, not daring to step any closer. Wind whispered and rustled dry leaves around her boots. The trees swayed, the clouds moved, and the tower seemed to tilt.

The elflings came to stand beside her.

"Does anyone live here?" Noelyn asked. She aimed an arrow at the tower, as if waiting for enemies to appear.

Jamie narrowed her eyes and stared. A raven landed on the tower and cawed. A stray cat wandered around its doorway. Dry leaves covered the ground, undisturbed, and cobwebs covered the door.

"This tower is abandoned," she said. "I bet nobody's lived here since we killed Dry Bones. Come on, let's go."

She walked toward the tower, boots crunching leaves and twigs. The elflings walked beside her, silent, while Grumbledook hobbled with mutters and coughs. When she reached the tower, she found the door still splintered, and the ash of old fire still stained the bricks.

"The potions were on the ground floor," she said. "Hundreds of them covered the shelves. Follow me."

She stepped into the shadowy tower.

Sniffs rose ahead in the darkness.

Jamie gasped, cursed, and drew her sword.

"Dear God," she said and felt the blood drain from her face. Behind her, the elflings screamed.

 

* * * * *

 

"Ouch! Stop that!"

Scruff turned his head and glared. The spiderlings behind him glared back. Beautiful young women with purple skin, silver hair, and mocking smiles, they poked him again with spears.

"Move!" one said.

"Keep climbing the Stairway to Heaven," said another, "or we'll poke you full of holes." She jabbed him with her spear.

Scruff moaned. "Why can't we just ride the dragonflies instead?"

The spiderlings jabbed him again. "You walk! Walk up the stairs, human!"

Scruff tried to growl, but sneezed instead; the spiderlings wore silkflowers petals in their hair. He took some satisfaction seeing his sneeze cover them. He wanted to attack them too, to beat those pretty, purple faces. But ropes bound his wrists behind his back and hobbled his legs. 

"No sneezing!" one said. She stabbed him with her spear, nicking his skin. "Keep walking!"

Grumbling through his sneezes, Scruff kept hobbling up the craggy staircase. Cobweb, Gossamer, and Webdew hobbled at his sides, also bound in ropes. More spiderlings were poking them with spears too, goading them up the stairs.

"Darn it!" Scruff shouted when a spear stabbed him so hard, it must have drawn blood. He strained at his ropes, but couldn't free his arms. The spiderlings laughed behind him.

Dejected, Scruff looked around him. He had already climbed hundreds of steps. The forest spread below, growing more distant with every step. The great, stone staircase rose into sky, taller even than the tree stump he'd been imprisoned on. When Scruff looked up, he saw the staircase end in clouds. Through the clouds, he glimpsed the boulders crowning the staircase. He gulped. Those boulders were prisoners once too, he thought. And soon we'll join them.

He climbed for hours, it seemed. The spears kept goading him, tearing holes into his cloak. He wanted to hold Cobweb, to kiss her, to protect her, but couldn't. The spiderlings surrounded them.

"Stay strong, Cobweb," he said to her. "I'm here with you."

She looked at him, so beautiful and sad. "I wove you, Scwuff."

The spiderlings behind them laughed.

"We wove you, Scwuff!" they all said, imitating Cobweb and tittering. They jabbed her with their spears, drawing beads of blood. Rage filled Scruff. He howled and tried to leap onto the spiderlings, but wobbled. The ropes tugged his legs, keeping them only a foot apart. He nearly fell off the staircase, but the spiderlings grabbed him. Their spears poked him, and one spear lashed his cheek. He tasted blood.

"Walk!" the spiderlings demanded. "Walk or you die now."

Finally, after two thousands steps, they crested the Stairway to Heaven. Wind blew and Scruff shuddered. The forest seemed to spin below him.

The staircase ended at a platform. Dozens of boulders rose here, tall and thin. Golden runes glowed upon them. Scruff realized that the boulders had the vague shapes of women, as if sculptors had begun carving statues, then abandoned their work after only brief chiselling.

Were these boulders once spiderlings, or were they humans like me? Scruff wondered. Do they still remember walking and breathing? Can they see and hear us now?

A tall spiderling stood between the boulders, clad in white robes. A halo of fireflies encircled her head. Her skin was indigo, darker and bluer than the skin of young spiderlings. Her eyes were azure and too large, her face ageless. An elder, Scruff knew. A leader of the clan.

The elder raised her hands above her head. Her bracelets of white stones chinked. She raised her deep, sonorous voice; it seemed to shake the clouds.

"Today we gather atop the Stairway to Heaven to put the traitors on trial!"

The spiderling guards cheered.

"That's not fair!" Scruff said. "How do you know we're traitors if the trial hasn't begun yet?"

The spiderling elder stared at him, and Scruff gulped. Her eyes were twice the usual size and deep as night. Stars swirled inside them. Scruff could not speak or breathe. This was an ancient creature of great power, he realized.

"The trial begins," she said.

The spiderling guards goaded the prisoners close together. Cobweb pressed against Scruff's right arm. Gossamer and Webdew huddled to his left. The guards surrounded them, smirking and leaning on their spears. All around, the boulders rose, runes glowing upon them.

The elder stood before them, glowing and stern. She stared at Scruff. Her eyes bore into him. Scruff wanted to turn away, to look at anything else, but could not. Those eyes held him; it seemed ages before they left him. He trembled and breathed in deep, shaky breaths.

The elder stared at Cobweb next, a stare that lasted an eternity. She trembled under that gaze; Scruff ached to see it. And yet his wife stared back, chin raised, trembling but defiant.

I'm proud of you, Cobweb, Scruff thought.

Finally the eyes stared at Gossamer and Webdew. Both trembled and whimpered, and Webdew's eyes filled with tears. After ages of staring, the turns of seasons and the passing of histories, the elder stared ahead into the horizon.

"The trial," she announced, "is complete."

"That's it?" Scruff demanded. "We haven't even said anything! Won't you let us defend ourselves?"

"Silence!" shouted a spiderling behind him, and spears stabbed his back. Scruff barely noticed the pain.

"So what now?" he said. "Speak, elder!"

A long silence fell. The spiderlings caught their breaths. The birds did not chirp. The trees below did not rustle. Scruff heard his heartbeat thudding in his ears.

Finally the elder spoke.

"Guilty!"

Scruff sighed. "Was I really expecting anything else?" 

Cobweb gasped and Webdew whimpered. Gossamer stared around in shock. The elder raised her hands. Moonlight glowed inside them. She pointed her hands toward Webdew, who was weeping now.

"No, please," the young spiderling begged.

The light blasted onto Webdew. She gasped and tossed her head back. Her skin turned grey, and tendrils of stone raced across her.

"Webdew!" Cobweb cried, tears in her eyes. She turned to the elder, panting. "Pwease, don't! She d-d-didn't do anyting! Tuwn me t-t-to stone instead!"

The elder ignored Cobweb. Her teeth were bared. Her eyes blazed like suns. The moonlight flowed from her fingers, bathing Webdew. The young spiderling wept and screamed, but the tendrils of stone covered her face and ran into her mouth. Her scream died. Her body froze. Her hair hardened and her tears fell as pebbles.

"Webdew, no," Cobweb whimpered.

It only took a few seconds more, and Webdew was a boulder. A rune glowed upon the stone.

Silence fell.

"Guilty," the elder whispered. She turned to glare at Cobweb. "And you are next."





 


Chapter Nineteen

Roc Sounds









"Okay," Romy said as they walked down the tunnel. "There's only one challenge left to face." She swallowed and shuddered. "But it's the most horrible, terrifying enemy of all."

She clutched Neev's hand and squeezed it. She hated this part of the journey. Hated it. She was tempted to turn back and run to Earth.

"What is it, Romy?" Neev asked. He patted her hand. "You're trembling."

She squeezed his hand so hard, he grunted. "Oh, it's awful, Neev!"

"Worse than the molemen?"

"Mhm."

"Worse than the snakes and the whale?"

"Much worse." She thought she could hear them ahead: the terrible padding of their feet, the bloodthirty call of their voices. "We're going to die, Neev! We're going to DIE!!!"

"Calm down, Romy!" Neev muttered a spell and a fireball formed in his hand. "We've defeated so many enemies before. We'll defeat this one too. You've come through here before and survived, right?"

Holding hands, they stepped deeper into the tunnels. Romy's knees knocked. Maybe the monsters wouldn't see her this time, she thought. Maybe they were sleeping. Maybe....

She saw them ahead.

"AHHH!" she screamed. "Neev, run! RUN! We're done for!"

She turned to flee, but Neev held her hand tight.

"Romy, really! They're cute."

She covered her eyes and peeked between her fingers. A hundred red little devil ducklings blinked at her. Their little beaks opened and they quacked. Their fluffy wings flapped uselessly, each the size of her pinky fingers.

"I hate them," she said. "Oh, why did we ever come here?"

Neev began pulling her down the tunnel between the devil ducklings. The monsters quacked and squeaked at their sides. A few even brushed against her legs. Romy shrieked. 

"Neev, please, let's go back home. Back to Earth."

"Romy, we've come all this way. We've defeated all these enemies. We can't turn back now because of a few cute ducklings."

"A few monstrous, demon-eating devil ducklings!"

He patted her hand. "You can do this, Romy. I'm with you. I'll protect you. Step by step, okay?"

She trembled and kept her eyes closed, but could still hear the quacking, and she could still feel their fluffiness against her legs. The tunnel was too low for flying, and Neev kept pulling her through the sea of feathers and beaks. A tear streamed down Romy's cheek.

"We're almost through them, Romy. Just two more steps, okay? I'm with you."

She clung to him, shivering and whimpering. She missed the hellsnakes. She missed the molemen. She even missed the giant vulture Vanderbeak. They all seemed tame as bunny rabbits compared to these ducklings.

"There, Romy. We're past the ducklings. You can open your eyes now."

She shook her head wildly. "Nuh uh."

Neev patted her shoulder. "I promise you, Romster. No more ducklings."

She trembled. "Are there any feathers around?"

"No feathers. Only pools of lava, jagged rocks, and a black staircase plunging into darkness."

She sighed in relief and opened her eyes. Neev was right. The ducklings were gone behind them; she could hear only faint quacking. Before them, the Staircase of Shadows descended into the pits of Hell.

"We're home," she said and breathed deeply. She hugged Neev. "We made it! The last challenge is always the toughest, innit?"

He raised his shoulders and eyebrows and opened his mouth to speak. Romy shot him a shrivelling glare. His shoulders and eyebrows fell, and he nodded.

"It always is." He kissed her cheek. "You were very brave. I'm proud of you."

She wagged her tail weakly. "I did all right, didn't I?" She nudged him. "Better than you with the lava whale." She thought for a moment. "Or the snakes, or the molemen, or—"

"I get it, Romy. Now let's go find your friends."

She nodded and pointed down the staircase. It was a narrow staircase framed with craggy black walls. The steps were narrow and glowed a deep red.

"Hell is down there. This is a back entrance, of course. When we bring sinners in, they enter the main gates, which are all scary and fiery, with giant vultures like Vanderbeak, and demons with whips, and skulls and things. This is just a service tunnel—a back door—so it's not very impressive. It's really quite plain, and... it's not the best introduction to my home." She thought for a moment. How could she bring Neev into Hell, her beloved homeland, like this? She turned around and began walking away. "Forget it, let's go back to Earth. I know another entrance to Hell that's much more glamorous."

"Romy!" Neev grabbed her and pulled her back. "We're not turning back now. Besides, do you want to face the ducklings again?"

She gulped. "No, but... Oh, Neev. I've told you so much about Hell. I want you to see the main gates, not the back door. When we walk downstairs, can you imagine mountains of skulls, and evil rocs, and demons with flaming whips?"

He nodded. "I will. I promise."

"Okay. So come on."

Hand in hand, they began walking downstairs. Heat rose from below. The steps were so craggy, they had to hold the walls for support. Shadows and smoke swirled around their feet. Every step was a balancing act.

"Neev," Romy whispered, "are you imagining rocs?"

He nodded. "Yes, Romy."

"Big ones. Evil vultures the size of dragons. CAW! CAW!!!"

He nudged her. "Ow! My ears. Romy, what are you doing?"

"CAW! CAAAAW! I'm making roc sounds to help you."

He glared at her in the shadows. "It's okay, Romy. I can imagine them quietly too."

They kept walking downstairs. The way featured nothing but rocks, smoke, and craggy walls.

"GROWL!" Romy said. "RAWR! GROAWRRRR!" Her cries echoed.

"Romy!" He elbowed her. "Quiet. My ears are hurting. What are you doing?"

She groaned and pouted. "Neeeev! You're not imagining. You shouldn't think it's me. I'm being the hell dragons now. Are you imagining the hell dragons?"

"Yes, they're very nice."

"They're not nice. Neev! Come on." She crossed her arms and stood still. "We're going to go back, and find the main entrance, unless you can pretend better."

He sighed. "Oh, wow! I can see hell dragons. They're not nice at all, and they're very big and very scary, especially the sounds they make. Better?"

She nodded. "Mhm. Okay, we're here."

They took three more steps and reached a wooden door. It was a bit chipped and somebody had scratched a naughty drawing in the corner.

"Behold!" Romy said. "The gates of Hell! Cower at their might!" She nudged Neev and whispered from the side of her mouth. "Cower, Neev."

He shuddered theatrically. "Oh, fright!"

Romy put her hand on the doorknob, then froze. She looked at Neev and tapped her chin.

"I just realized something, Neev. You're human."

He rolled his eyes. "You only realized that now?"

"Well, I always knew, sort of, in the back of my mind. But it never mattered much, not on Earth. Now we're about to enter Hell. There will be demons there; lots and lots and lots of em. These demons might be surprised to see a human down here."

Neev pulled his hood low over his head. "I'll do what you do on Earth. Hide under cloak and hood."

She pinched his cheek. "No, silly! That won't work. Demons don't wear cloaks and hoods. We wear fire. You'll have to pretend to be dead, to be a sinner sent for eternal damnation."

"I usually feel like I'm doomed to eternal damnation around you, Romy."

"Perfect then! You'll have to pretend to be my sinner, specifically. I used to be a torturer, you know. I've tortured lots and lots and lots of sinners."

Neev raised his eyebrows. "I can't imagine you torturing anyone, Romy. You—torturing sinners with whips, racks, and pincers?"

She lowered her eyes sheepishly. "Well... my methods were a little different. I mostly gave sinners wedgies and Indian burns. Sometimes I'd play my accordion for them or make them smell my old socks." She shrugged. "Whatever gets the job done."

"I ain't smelling your socks, Romy."

She reached into his pack and rummaged around. "Hey Neev, remember how in Queenpool, we put on a show? You chained me up, so that everybody thought I was a tame demon." She found rope in his pack and pulled it out. "Well... gueeeess what?"

He held up his hands. "No way, Romy. No. Just no way."

"Come on! It's the only way it'll be believable. I have to tie you up."

"I'm not doing it!"

She stamped her feet and pouted. "Neev, on Earth, I did what you asked. I wore a hood and cloak. I let you chain me up, so people thought I'm a monster. Well, now we're in my home, so you have to do whatever I say. It's the rope for you."

"No deal."

She sighed and looked away... then pounced onto him. She knocked him down and wrestled. He tried to fight, but she pressed her knee into his back.

"ROMY!"

She pulled his arms behind him and wrapped the rope around his wrists. "Don't fight, Neev! You have to do it."

He grumbled and muttered and kicked, but finally she had his wrists tied behind his back. She helped him up. He stood glaring.

"Perfect!" she said. She stood behind him and goaded him forward with her pitchfork. "Now move it, sinner! Be good or I'll torture you with my singing voice." She opened the door, revealing a chamber of fire and darkness. "Home sweet home."




* * * * *

 

Scruff stared at the boulder that had been Webdew. Ice filled his belly.

No! His anger bubbled. He couldn't allow it. He would not watch this happen to Cobweb too. He growled and shouted.

"You want boulders?"

The elder turned to stare at him. Her eyes bore into him, but Scruff was so enraged, he barely felt them.

"You like boulders, crone? I'll give you boulders!"

He leaped and slammed into a boulder that rose before him.

"Scwuff!" Cobweb shouted.

The boulder tilted. The spiderlings screamed and the elder leaped back. The boulder slammed down, narrowly missing the elder and shaking the stairway.

The elder snarled and pointed her hands at him. The moonlight fell upon him, and he screamed. He looked at his hands and saw them turn grey.

"No! You will not turn me to stone too."

He slammed into a second boulder and knocked it over. The elder jumped back, and the boulder slammed down beside her, cracking the stairway. Scruff slammed into a third boulder, and soon they were falling like dominoes.

"Down the stairs!" he shouted to Cobweb and Gossamer. "Hurry!"

The two began racing down the Stairway to Heaven. The guards leaped after them with spears, but Scruff shoved more boulders. They crashed down, shaking the staircase and trapping the guards on the platform above.

"Scwuff, come on!" Cobweb shouted.

Scruff knocked down a few more boulders. The spiderlings atop the staircase tried to climb over, but slid off. Scruff knew the barricade wouldn't hold them for long. He began racing downstairs behind Cobweb and Gossamer.

The elder's voice rumbled behind them, cascading down the stairway.

"Kill them!"

Scruff looked over his shoulder. The spiderlings had climbed over the fallen boulders and were racing downstairs. Their spears glinted.

"Come on, run faster!" Scruff cried to Cobweb and Gossamer. They hopped downstairs, leaping three steps at a time. Their legs were still hobbled, and with every leap, Scruff was sure he'd fall and break his head.

"Kill them!" the elder cried behind.

It seemed ages before they reached the forest. They crashed through branches and reached the forest floor. Great dragonflies waited there, tethered to the trees. They bore saddles of polished wood and rope. Fastened to each saddle was a bow, a quiver of arrows, and a spear. Scruff gasped to see his own weapon—his spiny mace Norman—attached to one saddle.

"They stole Norman!"

Cobweb hopped toward one dragonfly, turned her back, and reached out her bound arms.

"Bite da wopes off, dwagonfwy!" she said. "B-b-bite dem off and I'ww give you a tweat!"

The dragonfly bit through the ropes. Soon Cobweb, Scruff, and Gossamer were free of their bonds. The spiderlings came racing down the staircase before them, crashing between the branches toward the forest floor.

"Fwy!" Cobweb cried. She leaped onto one dragonfly. Gossamer leaped onto another.

Scruff hesitated. The dragonflies were large—the size of horses—but they were still slim insects with brittle wings. He weighed as much as three spiderlings; could they carry him?

"Scwuff, huwwy!"

The elder raced toward him. Her hands reached out. Moonlight flowed from them. Scruff cursed and leaped onto the dragonfly his mace was strapped to.

The insect gave a long, mournful moan. "Oooowwwwww."

"Now fly, boy!" Scruff shouted. "Fly!"

Moaning and squeaking, his dragonfly began flapping its wings. It wobbled and dipped. Gossamer and Cobweb were already soaring toward the treetops.

"Fly now, or she'll turn me to stone, and I'll be twice as heavy!"

The dragonfly gave a startled squeak and soared. They crashed through the treetops and into the sky. Scruff saw Cobweb and Gossamer flying ahead.

"Fly to them, boy," Scruff shouted. The wind shrieked and spiderlings shouted below. "Go on."

"Ooowwww," said the dragonfly.

Soon he flew alongside Cobweb and Gossamer. Clouds streamed around them. The forest spun below.

"Now let's fly out this forest!" Scruff shouted to his wife. "Let's fly to Burrfield."

Cobweb shook her head wildly. Her hair streamed. "We have to get fwowews!"

Below them, more dragonflies were taking flight. Spiderlings rode them, shouting and pointing. The elder rode at their lead. Scruff cursed.

"Cobweb," he said, "I love you, but this is no time for picking flowers."

Gossamer rode her dragonfly beside him. "Cobweb is right!" she shouted. "Scruff, only the flowers can save Webdew and the other boulders. The pollen can cure them."

Scruff looked at her as if she were insane. He grumbled. "Great. More silkflowers." He sneezed in anticipation.

Cobweb pointed to a meadow below. "I see a b-b-bunch of fwowews der!"

Before Scruff could look, arrows whistled around them. One flew so close to his ear, it sliced a strand of his hair. He cursed and looked over his shoulder. Twenty spiderlings were chasing him, riding dragonflies and shooting arrows. Scruff grumbled and reached for the bow and arrow attached to his saddle. He was a clumsy archer at best; his arrow flew and missed the spiderlings by a hundred yards.

"Get da fwowews!" Cobweb shouted. "Gossamew and I wiww fiwe awwows."

She nocked one arrow and shot. It hit a pursuing spiderling and knocked her off her dragonfly. Gossamer shot a second arrow and hit her target too.

"Sure, you girls get to fight, and I go picking flowers," Scruff said. With a moan, he tugged the dragonfly's reins, driving it down toward the meadow. Arrows flew around him. One sliced his thigh, but he ignored the pain and kept diving.

The meadow rushed up to meet him. Silkflowers filled it, the size of dinner plates. Their pollen filled the air, and a fit of sneezing claimed Scruff. He could barely see, and his dragonfly shook beneath him with every sneeze.

"Keep flying, boy!" Scruff shouted. The dragonfly righted itself to skim over the meadow. Scruff reached down, sneezing madly, and grabbed a flower in each hand. He stuffed them under the straps of his saddle. The pollen filled his nostrils, made his eyes water, and shook his body.

"Shoot down the big one!" the elder cried above. "Shoot him down!"

Arrows rained. They thudded into the ground around Scruff. One glanced off his helmet, and another tore a hole through his cloak.

"Damn it!"

He kneed his dragonfly, and they skimmed along the ground, racing between the flowers. Scruff reached out his arms, stirring pollen into clouds. The horrible yellow stuff rose all around him.

"We can't see him!" a spiderling called above.

"Fire your arrows! Cover the meadow!"

Arrows whistled everywhere. Scruff sneezed and sneezed. He couldn't see a thing. Blindly, he grabbed more flowers, as many as he could hold.

"Into the forest, boy!" he shouted at the dragonfly. "Go on, and stay between the trees!"

They zoomed out of the meadow, yellow with pollen. They raced between the trees. Branches slapped against them. Dragonfly riders chased behind, firing arrows that peppered the trees.

"Scwuff, you got da fwowews!" Cobweb crashed through the treetops on her dragonfly and flew beside him. "Now wet's g-g-get to da staiwcase."

"Where's Gossamer?" he shouted and sneezed.

"G-g-getting mowe dwagonfwies. Go! Fwy!"

They flew between the trees. Cobweb kept firing arrows behind her. One dragonfly rider took an arrow to the chest and crashed. Another dodged an arrow and slammed into a tree. Scruff kept flying and soon saw the Stairway to Heaven before him. He tugged the reins, and his dragonfly began zooming up the staircase. Cobweb flew beside him, firing arrows.

"Spwinkwe da bouwdews wit powwen!" Cobweb shouted.

"You're bossy in battle, do you know that?" he shouted back.

They reached the top of the staircase and flew above the boulders. Sneezing wildly, Scruff pulled flowers from his saddle and began shaking pollen over everything.

Arrows whistled. Spiderlings were flying up from below. One arrow slammed into Cobweb's dragonfly, and the great insect crashed against the stairs.

"Cobweb!" Scruff cried.

She lay on the stairs, her dragonfly atop her. Her face twisted with pain, but she managed shouting, "Heaw da bouwdews!"

Scruff kept shaking the flowers. The dragonfly riders were a moment away from reaching them. Pollen flew everywhere. He saw nothing but the yellow pollen, glowing moonlight, and the back of his eyelids with every sneeze.

Humming filled his ears.

He heard gasping, weeping, and prayers.

"We're healed!"

"The human saved us!"

Scruff rubbed his watery eyes. When he could see again, he found dozens of spiderlings surrounding him. They were thin and weary. They hugged one another and wept. Their skin was still grey as stone, but as he watched, the grey faded into purple.

"Kill them all!" cried the elder spiderling. She rode up the staircase on her dragonfly, hands glowing with moonlight. A dozen dragonflies appeared around her; spiderlings with bows and spears rode them.

It's a lost fight, Scruff knew. He could not kill them all. As he raised his mace, fifty more dragonflies came flying from the east. Scruff took a deep breath, prepared to die.

"Goodbye, Cobweb," he said. An arrow grazed his shoulder, and he gasped with pain. "I love you."

The fifty eastern dragonflies reached him. Through the haze of pain and pollen, Scruff saw that only one dragonfly bore a rider. It was Gossamer.

"No time for goodbyes!" Gossamer shouted. Her fifty dragonflies landed on the top steps. "Onto the dragonflies, everyone. Spiderlings, we are leaving!"

Scruff gasped. Flying up the stairs, the elder and her guards screamed.

"Get on a dragonfly, Cobweb!" he shouted. "I'll hold them back."

Despite his wounds, he swung his mace. He held the enemies back. As he fought, Cobweb crawled from under her dead dragonfly and mounted a live one. The dozens of healed boulders, their limbs still stiff, climbed onto the other dragonflies. Arrows flew, and two spiderlings fell dead.

"We're out of here!" Gossamer cried and dug her knees into her dragonfly. She turned and flew away, heading west. Scruff and Cobweb followed. Fifty dragonflies flew around them, wings buzzing.

Arrows flew in both directions. Dead spiderlings rained from the sky.

"Don't let them get away!" the elder cried, flying a hundred yards behind.

Scruff stared at her. Her eyes met his, deep and burning blue. He glared back and snarled.

"It's too late for you, darling," he said, though he knew she could not hear. "You're outnumbered now." He raised his voice. "Goodbye, Spidersilk Forest! It's been a lovely trip, but it's time to go home."

The fifty freed spiderlings all fired arrows from their dragonflies. The elder and her guards screamed. Arrows slammed against them, and their dragonflies fell.

"Goodbye, Spidewsiwk!" Cobweb cried. Tears sparkled in her eyes, and she laughed and cried. "Goodbye, my home. Goodbye fowevew." 

Gossamer and Webdew flew at her sides, tears in their eyes. Scruff felt his own eyes moisten. I love you so much, Cobweb. I was so worried that I lost you. He smiled at her. Everything will be fine now, I promise you.

Fifty dragonflies flew over trees, across the river... and into the realms of humans.





 


Chapter Twenty

Lolhogs









Romy poked Neev's back with her pitchfork, goading him through the backdoor of Hell.

"Romy, there's no need to poke me." He twisted his wrists in his bonds.

She poked him again. "It has to look realistic," she said. "What if demons catch a living human walking in Hell? They'd kill you, Neev. So be a good dead sinner."

Past the doorway, they entered a small, craggy chamber. A single torch hung on the wall, crackling. Spiders scurried along the floor, and bats hung on the walls. Lava dripped from a hole in the ceiling. It was only a tiny cavern, a place barely anyone visited, but memories flooded Romy. Home. She had missed this place. She squeezed Neev's hand.

"This room is special," she said.

Neev looked around at the craggy walls. "It's empty, other than a few bats and spiders."

Romy shook her head. "No it isn't. Memories fill it. When the other demons picked on me, and called me a baby, I used to escape to this room. I spent many hours here, playing with my teddy bear, eating donuts, and reading books about adventures."

When they walked into the next chamber, more memories stung her and moistened her eyes. This room was also empty, aside from a puddle of lava and some stalagmites.

"This room is special too," she whispered. "In this lava, I used to roast hot dogs, marshmallows, and ponies." She bit her bottom lip to stop it from trembling.

"Ponies, Romy? Really?"

She nodded. "Mhm. Delicious ones with crunchy hooves. We'll eat some later."

"I'll pass."

They kept walking, moving through chambers and tunnels. The rooms grew larger as they walked. Snakes coiled around their feet. Bats fluttered overhead. In the larger chambers, dragons flew and shrieked under the ceiling.

Demons lived here too, thousands of them—they walked down tunnels, flew over pools of lava, nibbled on bones in shadowy corners, drank wine at tables laden with skulls, and trained with pitchforks and blades. Romy sighed. It had been so long since she'd seen fellow demons! She tried to wave at a few, but they ignored her. She recognized many of these demons—she had grown up with them—but they only scoffed when they saw her.

One demon, a beautiful female with flaming hair, called out to her, "Hey, Romy, where's your teddy bear?"

The demon's friends laughed.

"Yeah, Romy!" another called out. "Shouldn't you be having a tea party now with other babies?"

Romy ignored them. Let them laugh at her! She didn't care. She had spent too many years crying over their taunts. She was a proud member of Bullies for Bucks now; she didn't care what these demons thought.

Neev, however, seemed concerned. He looked at the laughing demons, back at Romy, and sighed. Suddenly he seemed sadder than Romy had ever seen him.

"Are you okay, Romy?" he asked softly.

She poked him with her pitchfork and shouted. "Keep walking, sinner!" In a quiet voice, she added, "Don't worry about them, Neev. I know those demons. They're just big bullies. Soon we'll find my friends, and you'll see what real demons are like."

They kept moving through chambers and tunnels. They walked for hours. Romy introduced each chamber they walked through.

"And in this room, I once bit my own tail," she said, sweeping her arms around a cavern full of soot. Neev nodded.

"Oh, and this room!" They walked through a chamber where columns of fire crackled and skeletons hung on chains. "In here I once bit a hellhog's tail."

Neev nodded.

"And this room is really special!" she said in the seventieth room, a chamber full of skulls and bones. "I swallowed a marble here once. A really nice one too."

Neev rubbed his shoulders. "Romy, I'm tired. Are there many more rooms to walk through?"

"Millions!" She smiled. "Remember that I'm 207 years old and have many stories to tell. Ooh, and this room ahead! I once baked a cake here, but the dough grew too big, and—"

"Romy, can we rest? Please? After we rest, I'll listen to all the stories about you biting this, and eating that, and anything else."

She placed her hands on her hips and glared at him. "Really, Neev. Burrfield is conquered. The other Bullies need our help. And all you can think about is your tired, poor feet. Come on, let's just go meet my friends." She pulled him toward a doorway. "I know a shortcut."

He followed her. "If you knew a shortcut, and we're in a hurry, why didn't you—"

"Not now, Neev! No time. Let's go."

They entered a narrow hallway, walked for a moment, and entered a round chamber. Once inside, Romy untied Neev's hands and grinned. She had missed this place.

Unlike the other rooms, which were all bare rock and lava, this room was made for comfort. Shelves lined the walls, holding jars of marbles, teddy bears, building blocks, and board games. A rocking chair stood in one corner. A music box played a jaunty tune. Two little demon girls sat upon a rug, having a tea party with their dolls.

The girls looked up from their game. Their eyes lit up, and they leaped toward Romy.

"Romy! Romy, you're back!"

They hugged her legs. Romy beamed.

"Hi there! Did you miss me?"

The little demons nodded, clinging to her. Their flaming hair was tied in pigtails, and pink ribbons decorated their tails. Hearts were drawn onto their wings.

"We missed you very much!" they said. "Do you want to have a tea party with us?"

Neev stood, looking confused and uncomfortable. "Um... Romy, are these the friends you told me about?"

She nodded and wagged her tail. "Yes sir!" She patted the demon hugging her left leg. "This is Annie." She patted the demon hugging her right leg. "And this is Mandy."

The girls grinned at Neev. "Hello, nice mister human!"

Neev cleared his throat and waved hesitantly. "Uhm, Romy, they're... little children."

Annie blew him a raspberry. "I'm not little, I'm eight."

Mandy stuck out her tongue. "And I'm eight-and-a-half, I'm big."

Romy hugged them close. "Don't listen to him, he's just a cranky warlock. Come on! Let's play marbles like we used to."

"Okay!" the demon girls chimed together. Soon the three demons sat on the floor, squealing and laughing as marbles rolled. Mandy opened a box of chocolates, and soon Romy's face was covered and her belly full.

"Have some chocolates, Neev!" Romy said. He was still standing in the corner, eyes wide. "Join us."

Hesitantly, he sat down on the rug. Mandy and Annie leaped onto him and kissed his cheeks.

"Eat some chocolates, Uncle Neev!" Mandy said.

Annie held out the box to him. "They're yummy."

He did not eat but looked at Romy. He opened and closed his mouth several times before he could speak.

"Romy," he finally said, "we came to Hell to find help defeating Madrila. You said your friends are fierce warriors."

"They are!" Romy said. "Show him, girls."

The two little demons shoved Neev down and began pummelling him with their fists. They roared and kept punching him. Neev lay on his back, sighing.

Romy leaned down and whispered, "You have to pretend to be hurt, that's how it works."

His face grew red. He leaped to his feet, knocking the girls back. His hair was wild.

"Romy, for heaven's sake!" he shouted. "I'm done pretending! Our town needs us. Our friends need us. My siblings need us. Doesn't that mean anything to you?" He glared at her. "Was all this just an excuse to visit your friends, these little girls?"

Annie and Mandy stared at him, mouths open. Tears filled their eyes, their bottom lips wobbled, and they began bawling. Their tears flew in fountains.

"Look what you did," Romy said. She put her hands on his shoulders. "Neev, I..." She felt tears fill her own eyes. She hated her weakness. She didn't want to cry! She wanted to slap Neev, to yell at him, to be strong and right and angry. But her tears did fall, and she turned her head aside in shame. "Oh, Neev," she whispered. Her body trembled. "I'm so sorry."

"I just—" Neev pulled his hair. "I don't know, Romy. I don't know anymore. What should I do with you?"

She hugged him and leaned her head against his shoulder. Her tears wet his cloak. "I'm sorry, Neev. I'm sorry I'm sorry so very much." She trembled against him. "I want to save Burrfield, really! But... I guess I also wanted you to see my home. You know?" She sniffed, looked into his eyes, and touched his cheek. "I love you so much. With all my heart, so much that it hurts sometimes. So much that... when you're away from me, I'm so sad, because I miss you so much. And when I'm with you, I'm always happy. No matter what. Even in the great dangers, and through the toughest times, I'm happy when I'm with you. Because I love you that much. And... well, you showed me Burrfield. You showed me your family and friends. And I wanted you to... to see my home, and meet my friends, and...."

She could say no more. Sobs racked her body and she could only cling to him, drenching him with her tears.

He sighed and patted her hair. For a moment they stood holding each other.

"I love you too, Romy," he finally said, voice soft. "Now and always. But what will we do now? How will we find help here to save Burrfield, to save our house, our home?"

She held him tight. "I don't know, Neev. I thought Annie and Mandy could help us, but... they couldn't even beat you up. Not even you, Neev! How would they fight grunters or Madrila?"

He bristled and cleared his throat. Before he could reply, Mandy squeaked up.

"If you need help fighting somebody, we can bring the hellhogs."

Annie nodded. "Mhm. We have lots of them. After you left, Romy, the girl hellhogs all had babies. And they've grown. Quickly."

"We trained them!" Mandy added. "They'll do whatever we say."

Romy's eyes widened. She gasped. "Hellhoggies!" She jumped up and down. "Squee squee! Me wants to see the hoggies!" She grabbed Neev's hand and pulled him. "Come on, Neev, let's go see them!"

Mandy and Annie led the way, skipping and wagging their tails. Romy and Neev followed. They passed through a doorway, down a tunnel, and into a great chamber the size of a mountain. The girls led them over a craggy stone bridge. Lava bubbled below, and rocs screeched above. Other demons lived here, glaring from alcoves that filled the chamber walls. Neev pulled his hood close down over his head, but if anyone noticed a human walking through Hell, they only muttered.

The girls sang as they skipped ahead. "We're off to see the hoggies! The wonderful hoggies of Hell!"

One old demon, who stood on an outreach of stone above, waved a cane at them. "Be quiet, damn kids! And I thought I told you to stop bringing sinners down here."

They ignored him and kept walking. Across the bridge, they walked down a twisting tunnel, and soon entered a great shadowy chamber. The air smelled of fur and fire. Hundreds of eyes filled the shadows. Hundreds of tails wagged and hundreds of mouths slobbered.

"Hoggies!" Romy said. "Look, Neev!"

The hellhogs filled the chamber. Some were older, the size of rhinos on Earth; they had black fur, red horns, and long tusks. Most were the youngsters, half the size but still larger than Romy, their fur red and their tusks still short.

"These things will fight for us?" Neev asked, raising an eyebrow.

Romy nodded. "Look at those teeth! Look at those horns!"

"And we've trained them well," said Annie and Mandy, tails wagging. "They're also available for dancing routines, if you're interested."

"We're most definitely interested," Romy said. "But first we have to save our town." She tugged Neev's sleeve. "Can we take the hellhogs to Burrfield, Neev? Please please please? They'll be really good fighters, I promise."

"Pleeeeease," said Annie and Mandy. "Please please please let us take the hoggies!"

"I don't know...," Neev said.

"Pleeeeease," Romy begged and tugged his sleeve violently. Mandy and Annie hugged his legs. "Please, Mommy Neev, pleaseeeee."

The hundreds of hellhogs looked up, snorted, and stamped their feet.

"Peeeeeeees," they snorted, smoke rising from their nostrils. "Peeeeeeeeeeeeees."

Neev looked at Romy, looked at the demon girls hugging his legs, and looked at the snorting hellhogs. Finally he heaved a long, deep sigh that left his shoulders stooped and his eyes weary.

"Oh, all right."

"HOORAY!" the three demons cried. They leaped onto him and knocked him down. The hellhogs swarmed around him, licking him with slobbery tongues.

"Get off!" Neev said. "Off, the lot of you!" He struggled to his feet. Hellhog drool and fur covered him. He shook himself, spraying the drool. "Disgusting."

Romy grabbed his shoulders. "Let's go back to Earth! Come, through this door."

She walked across the room to an old, wooden door. She opened it to reveal a landscape of grass, sunrise, and a stream. She breathed in the fresh air.

"Ah, good fresh Earth air!"

Neev stared with wide, unblinking eyes. His mouth opened and closed like a fish. It was a long moment before he could speak again.

"We could... this is... there's a door between Earth and hell here?"

"Well, duh," Romy said. "It's only a mile away from Burrfield, actually. There, you can even see Burrfield behind that tree."

Neev gasped. He blinked a few more times, then shouted. "So why didn't we just come in this way! Why did we fight hellsnakes, and molemen, and lava whales, and devil ducks, and walk for hours through a hundred chambers? Why couldn't we have come through this door!"

Romy snorted. "Oh please, Neev. This entrance is boring. I figured we'd take the scenic route."

She walked outside into the sunlit valley. The hellhogs followed, fur bristling and nostrils sniffing. Mandy and Annie skipped alongside, singing tunes. Romy turned to see Neev still standing in Hell, gaping.

"Well come on, slow poke!" she cried back to him. "For somebody who's in such a hurry, you sure do move slowly."

He stepped outside in a daze, mouth still opening and closing like a fish's. Soot covered him. When they were all outside, Romy closed the door behind her; it was covered in grass, and blended in with the hillside.

She kissed Neev's cheeks and mussed his hair. The hellhogs crowded around them.

"And now," she said, "we can go fight Madrila."





 


Chapter Twenty-One

The Hoarders









She hung from the trees, wrapped in cobwebs. The spiders clicked around her, crawling over their webs toward her. They surrounded her as far as she could see.

"Back!" Willow screamed between strands of cobwebs. "Stand back!"

The spiders kept crawling toward her. Their mouths opened, drooling. Their legs clacked and their eyes blazed. Willow struggled, screaming. Cobwebs bound her arms to her sides. Her legs were wrapped together.

"Food... foooooood," the spiders said. They crawled nearer and placed their legs upon her. Their mouths opened wide.

"Back!" Willow cried. "I am a powerful witch! I will hurt you if you don't move back."

Grunting, she twisted her hand and reached for her belt. Her fingers grazed the top of her wand. A spider bit her shoulder, and she screamed. Squirming and bending her fingers, she managed to grasp and draw her wand. Arm still pinned, she pointed the wand and uttered a spell.

"Now die, spider!" she said. "Die with fire!"

Magic crackled across her wand... but instead of deadly fire, a cupcake flew from it.

A spider opened its mouth and swallowed the treat.

Damn it! Willow struggled in her bonds. She had meant to roast the spider, not feed it! But at least she had sated its hunger, and it wasn't eating her at the moment.

A second spider approached below her, clacking up toward her legs. Willow twisted her wand.

"Eat lightning!" she said and uttered a lightning spell.

A stream of candies shot from her wand, hitting the spider's face. The spider's mouth clacked opened and closed, catching candies and chewing.

When more spiders approached at her left, she cast an enchanted arrow spell, which made cookies shoot from her wand. Next she shot honeyed almonds, lollipops, and gingerbread men. Soon the spiders were all munching and ignoring her.

"Now release me from these cobwebs," she said once they had eaten the treats.

The spiders growled and raised their legs over her. They opened their maws, revealing sticky teeth.

"Do it!" she said. "Release me and I'll give you more treats."

The spiders howled. Their legs rose and fell, shaking the cobwebs. Their mouths opened and closed, and their eyes blazed.

"I mean it," Willow said. "No more treats unless you release me. Cut these cobwebs loose!"

The spiders roared. The fur on their abdomens bristled. They looked at one another, looked at Willow's wand, and slammed their legs down onto her. Willow screamed, expecting them to rip into her flesh, but their legs were tearing off the cobwebs. They spun her around, tearing webs, releasing her limbs, and Willow fell from the spiderweb.

She crashed through branches, yelped, and landed in a pile of dry leaves. Moaning, she struggled to her feet and wobbled. Her head spun. Everything hurt. Cobwebs and spider drool covered her.

She looked up and saw spiders racing down the tree trunks. Her first instinct was to run, but they were fast. They would catch her. Their mouths clanked open and shut, and they cried out.

"Foood.... foooooooood."

"Stay back!" she shouted.

The spiders froze.

Willow raised her wand.

The spiders jerked, mouths opening wide.

Willow cast a spell, and fireworks of gumdrops exploded above her. The spiders raced around the trees, gobbling them up.

"Now freeze!" Willow called. The spiders froze, watching her eagerly. Crumbs covered their faces and filled their fur.

"Come down here," Willow said. "Stand on the ground before me." She pointed. "Here! Stand here."

The spiders scurried down the trees, dozens of them, each one the size of a pony. They crowded together on the forest floor, watching her and drooling.

"Sit!" she said.

They sat, and she tossed them cookies and cupcakes.

"Follow me," she said. She took three steps, and the spiders followed, never removing their eyes from her wand.

"Stop!" she said and they froze.

Slowly, hesitantly, a smile spread across Willow's face. These creatures are powerful. They are evil. And they are mine.

"Follow me," she said. "We're going back to Burrfield."

They followed, squealing and cackling and begging for treats. When Madrila sees the army I bring her, she'll have to take me back.
She'll have to make me a real witch. Willow laughed as she walked through the forest, a hundred spiders following her.




* * * * *

 

Jamie gasped, sword held before her. 

Hills of trash filled the tower. She could not see the floor. Rag dolls, plates, rotting fruit, old clothes, torn books, necklaces, stale bread, boots, hammers, cutlery, and countless other items—they piled up inside Dry Bones's old tower, threatening to collapse and bury her.

The strangest creatures Jamie had ever seen stood atop the piles of garbage. The elflings gasped around her and raised their weapons.

"What are they?" Ellywyn asked in disgust. She clutched her silver dagger.

The creatures looked at them and hissed.

"They're... they're made of trash," Jamie said.

The creatures cackled. Their limbs, torsos, and faces were cobbled together from countless objects: doll parts, broken jugs, old clothes, washboards, purses, torn scrolls, rotten food, and many more things. One creature shuffled toward them. Its fingers reached out, made of cutlery. Its eyes were two glowing beads, a mop formed its hair, and its lips were a sliced orange peel.

"We are not made of trash." The creature spoke in a raspy crone voice. "We are made of beautiful, lovely things."

A second creature shuffled toward them. It wore mismatched boots over wooden legs; one a table leg, the other a broomstick. Its eyes were two silver coins set in long head made from a bellows.

"We are hoarders," this second creature said, expelling its creaky, windy voice through the bellows's nozzle. "We collect only the nicest things."

Three other hoarders stood behind these two, cobbled together from countless items. They nodded and muttered agreements. Jamie saw that vials of potions were embedded into their bodies of trash, glistening like glass boils.

"They have the potions," she said to the elflings. "That's what we need."

Grumbledook peeked into the tower and sniffed. "I'm not drinking anything taken off those things." He snorted.

Jamie glared at him. "You will drink what I tell you!" She marched up toward a hoarder. Its body was built of the potions, nuts, bolts, boot soles, crusted shoelaces, coins, a bracelet of seashells, and sundry other items. 

Jamie looked at the potions covering its body. She saw potions labelled "Healing", "Strength", "Death", "Love"... and buried deep between crumbled handkerchiefs and apple cores, a vial of purple potion labelled "Growth". Jamie reached toward it.

"You will not take my things!" the hoarder screeched. It slapped Jamie's hand away. "Not my beautiful, beautiful things."

Jamie shook her hand; it hurt. She glared at the hoarder. "Your things aren't beautiful, they're junk! Can I just have that one vial?"

The hoarder reached toward her with hands made of forks. It began to rummage through her pockets.

"Hmm, things, yes, more beautiful things!"

"Hey, let go!" Jamie cried. She tried to back away, but a second hoarder approached behind her and reached into her pack. A third joined them. They rummaged through her belongings, muttering and whistling.

"Ooh, lint, I like that, yes. Nice pretty copper coins! And she's got a lovely candle, oh yes, that'll look nice here, wouldn't it, lovelies?"

More hoarders were similarly mobbing the elflings, rummaging through their packs and pockets.

"Nice elfling things, yes! Acorns and silver thread, and ropes and kindling and buttons and needles, yes lovelies."

Jamie squirmed and kept beating their hands away. "Let go! Those are mine."

The hoarders glared at her, their eyes made of buttons, seashells, beads, and coins. 

"Our things! Ours now. Lovely, beautiful things, yes lovelies."

Once the hoarders had emptied the companions' pockets, they began adding their treasures to their bodies. They stuck the candles, coins, and acorns onto their torsos. They strung the threads, buttons, and rope through their hair. One placed Noelyn's necklace of riverstones around its own neck.

"Oh, yes, we are so pretty, aren't we lovelies?" The hoarders cooed to one another. "We are so beautiful."

Jamie sighed. "Yes, you're lovely. Now that you've stolen our things, can we have the potion?"

They hissed at her. "Be gone! You want to take our things! You want our beautiful treasures."

Jamie groaned. "Just the potion! And you can have the vial back afterwards. We only want the liquid inside."

The hoarders began shoving her. "Back, back! That's what they all say, yes they do, lovelies, yes they do. They only want to take one thing, they say. But then they want more. Then they want to take all our things. We needs them, lovelies. We needs our beautiful treasures, yes."

"It's not beautiful, it's crap!" Jamie shouted. "You own nothing but garbage."

They snarled, baring teeth made of wooden chips, broken knives, and shards of glass.

"They are treasures. Now leave, thief. Leave our room of treasures!"

Jamie had heard enough. "I'm taking that potion."

She held her shield up, plowed her way forward, and reached toward the hoarder with potions on its body. Her fingers grazed the growth potion vial, and she was just about to clutch and tug it, when the other hoarders leaped onto her.

"Jamie!" the elflings cried in fright.

The hoarders slammed her onto the piles of trash. She sank into the dirty clothes, broken toys, beer mugs, and other items. The trash heap rose to her chest. The hoarders above began biting and scratching, and Jamie cried and tried to shove them off with her shield, but they kept attacking.

"Let go of her!" Ellywyn cried. Jamie glimpsed a flash of red hair and silver. A hoarder squealed. Jamie floundered and tried to swing her sword, but only cut garbage. She glimpsed a second flash of movement—a moon goldencharm glowing, and purple eyes, and she heard Noelyn's voice.

"Get off Jamie!" Noelyn too slammed into a hoarder, shoving it off. 

Lightning crackled, and Jamie heard Rowyn uttering spells. A hoarder above her shook, purple lightning racing across it. Jamie screamed and shoved it with her shield. It fell off her, and she crawled atop the trash heap, sword swinging.

Her sword slammed into a hoarder, scattering bracelets, cups, bottles, and bolts.

"My treasures!" it screeched. "My things, my lovelies!"

It knelt and began collecting the items. Jamie swung her sword again, breaking off more trifles. Rings, a baby's shoe, a bladeless hilt, forks, a brooch, and coins flew. The hoarder wailed.

"Jamie, the potion!" Ellywyn cried to her right. She was thrusting her dagger, holding back the hoarders with the growth potion. It lashed its cutlery fingers and snapped teeth of shattered glass. Ellywyn kept trying to grab the vial, but couldn't reach it.

"I see it!" Jamie cried. She ran toward the hoarder through the piles of garbage. The trash rose to her knees; she could barely move through it. Rowyn fought at her side, tossing spells against two hoarders. Noelyn was swinging a candlestick at another hoarder, shouting at it. Blood ran down her thigh.

"We will have your bones!" cried a hoarder and leaped onto Jamie. "We will have your beautiful, lovely bones for our treasures."

Jamie gulped. She noticed that behind the trash comprising the hoarder—rags and doll heads and socks—it seemed to have human bones held together with strings. Did it take those bones from humans it killed? Jamie wondered.

The hoarder's hands were made of garden shears. They sliced at her. Jamie raised her shield and blocked the blades. She swung her sword, and it slammed into the hoarder's neck. Bones snapped. Jamie swung her sword again, and the head rolled. Buttons, chess pieces, seashells, and beads spilled from it.

"My things!" it cried. "My things!"

Jamie leaped toward the hoarder attacking Ellywyn, the one with the growth potion on its body. She slammed her sword down and severed its arm. Eggshells and toy soldiers spilled from the wound. When the hoarder knelt to collect them, Jamie grabbed a vial that was attached to its stomach. She yanked it free.

She looked at the vial, but it was the healing potion. Damn it! She growled and tossed it aside. The hoarder leaped onto her, one arm missing, teeth snapping.

"You want to steal our lovely treasures!"

She swung her blade into its head. It screeched and fell. Jamie leaped onto it and began tearing the vials off, seeking the right one. Around her, the elflings still fought the other hoarders.

"Got it!" Jamie said. She lifted the purple vial over her head. "Growth potion. Now let's get out of here!"

The wounded hoarders were busy rebuilding themselves. They were rummaging through the trash, picking broken toys, jugs, beads, and sundry other items. They began attaching them to their bodies, building new arms, legs, heads, and patching up wounds.

"Lovely things!" they cried. "Beautiful treasures."

Jamie grunted and ran toward the doorway. The elflings ran at her sides. They burst out of the tower panting and bloodied. The hoarders screeched inside.

"They are stealing our treasures!"

Jamie turned her head and saw them at the doorway. They peered outside with narrowed eyes, but dared not follow. They blinked and hissed in the sunlight.

"Ah, sunlight that burns!" one said.

They began retreating indoors, covering their eyes and whimpering.

"The outside world is bad."

"The outside world wants our treasures, lovelies."

Soon they disappeared back into the piles of trash and closed the door behind them.

Jamie took deep, shaky breaths. Her head spun. She had never seen such creatures. God, one had bones under the trash of its body. Jamie had thought it collected the bones from dead humans, but now she wasn't sure. Maybe it was human, or had been long ago. She shuddered.

"You are a great warrior," Ellywyn said, staring at Jamie with somber eyes. A scratch ran down her cheek, seeping blood. She placed a hand on Jamie's shoulder. "You are my sister in arms."

Noelyn and Rowyn stood holding each other. The archer rested her head against the wizard's shoulder. He was smoothing her silver hair and whispering into her ear.

Grumbledook stared at them all, puffing smoke through his nostrils. "Well, it's about time you found my potion." He coughed. "All that fighting and shouting hurt my ears. Bring it here."

Jamie stomped toward the small, shrivelled up dragon. She grabbed his snout and stared into his eyes. "Now listen here, you old bastard. If I give you this potion, no more excuses. You grow big, and you start fighting for us. Next battle, I want to see you lashing your claws and blowing fire. Understood?"

He snorted smoke onto her. "I am a dragon of my word. You have a deal."

The elflings gathered around. Jamie sheathed her sword and uncorked the vial. Green smoke rose from it, and a scent like raisins and wine tickled her nose. Grumbledook opened his maw and stretched out his white tongue.

Jamie tilted the vial over the dragon's mouth. Purple liquid spilled. Grumbledook gulped and made a face.

"Disgusting!" he said. "It tastes like grapes. Couldn't you find any elf-flavored potion?"

Jamie narrowed her eyes and stared. Grumbledook stared back. The elflings crowded closer.

"Nothing's happening!" Rowyn whispered. 

"Just wait," Jamie said. "Watch."

Grumbledook's eyes widened. The clouds parted, and sparkling rays of light fell upon him. Harps played and angels sang. Jamie caught her breath. Grumbledook was growing!

"A miracle!" Noelyn whispered and a tear ran down her cheek.

Grumbledook grew... and grew... and grew... until he was about ten percent larger.

The light dimmed.

The angelic choir fell silent.

Grumbledook coughed.

Noelyn shouted for joy and hugged him. "Hooray!" she said. "You've grown very slightly larger!"

Jamie rubbed her eyes and gasped. "Is that it?" She stamped her feet. "Bloody hell. I was expecting more." She squinted at Grumbledook. "You were the size of a pony. Now you're the size of a very small horse."

Grumbledook unfurled his wings and roared to the sky. "Behold! I am a mighty dragon! Cower around me!"

"I'm still taller than you," Jamie said. "And I'm four-foot-ten."

He seemed not to hear her. He blew wisps of fire at the sky. "Cower, world, at the might of Grumbledoo—"

He began to snore.

Jamie sighed. She sat down and buried her face in her hands. The elflings patted her sympathetically.

"What now?" Rowyn said.

Jamie peeked between her fingers at the sleeping, slightly larger dragon.

"Maybe if he flies very high above the battle, he'll appear larger," she said and clearly heard the misery in her voice.

"Maybe," Noelyn agreed, stroking Jamie's hair. "He's not much bigger, but... he's all we've got. He might be a little small and shrivelled, but he's still a dragon. That's got to be worth something, right?"

Jamie stood up and heaved a sigh. "Let's go meet the other Bullies. Maybe they fared better." She kicked Grumbledook. "Wake up! We're going to fight."

They walked into the sunset, Grumbledook's rings of smoke floating above them.





 


Chapter Twenty-Two

Montage









Scruff kissed his wife's cheek.

"We will save our home," he whispered to her, stroking her hair. "I promise you."

Cobweb cuddled against him. "We wiww, Scwuff. I know."

They sat on a mossy log, trees rustling around them. Fifty spiderlings stood around them, sharpening spears and fletching arrows. The giant dragonflies stood tethered to trees, drinking nectar from piles of flowers the spiderlings had picked.

"It's only a small army," Scruff said quietly. "Fifty spiderlings against hundreds of monsters. But the other Bullies should be here soon. They'll bring more help."

Cobweb kissed his cheek and held his hand. Her hand was so small in his, not even half the size, soft purple against his rough, calloused skin. She's so pure, so perfect. She deserves better than to live like this, a hunted outcast.

He looked around the forest, waiting for the other Bullies to appear. Where were they? They had agreed to re-gather here a moon after leaving on their quests. The full moon had been two nights ago, and they still lingered. Worry coiled in Scruff's belly. What if they had died?

"Maybe I should go look for them," he said to Cobweb. "I'll climb the mountain where Jamie went. I'll find the volcano to Hell and find Neev. I—"

Voices came from between the trees, interrupting him.

"Mommy, can you carry me? Please!"

"No, Romy, I told you a million times. You can walk."

"But my feet hurt and I'm tired. Carry me please please please—"

"Get off me, Romy! Get OFF!"

Dry leaves crunched, branches snapped, and Neev and Romy stepped out from between the trees. Romy was jumping onto Neev, who kept shoving her off. When they saw Scruff and the spiderlings, they froze and their eyes widened.

"Oh hai, Scruff and Cobweb," Romy said and waved. She gasped. "Look at all those other Cobwebs! You've multiplied!"

Neev rolled his eyes. "Those aren't more Cobwebs. She brought spiderling friends. Not all spiderlings are the same. Don't be racist, Romy."

"Be what now?" She blinked, sat down, and rubbed her head. "I'm dizzy. I'm seeing Cobwebs everywhere." Her face brightened. "But at least I'm not seeing dozens of Scruffs. That would be a real eyesore."

Scruff sighed. "Welcome back, Romy." He stood up, walked forward, and hugged the demon. "Good to have you back."

He turned toward Neev. The young wizard looked like he'd been to Hell and back; which, Scruff supposed, he had. The young wizard's robes were torn and ashy. Dirt and soot smeared his face. Scruff couldn't help but grin.

"You look horrible, brother."

Neev nodded. "You yourself have looked better. What's that covering you? Spiderwebs and pollen?"

More leaves and branches crunched, and two demon girls emerged into the clearing, holding hands and skipping. They led a host of strange, furry creatures. They looked like boars, but had red horns and clawed feet, and smoke rose from their nostrils. Some had pink ribbons in their fur.

Romy gestured at them. "Meet Mandy, Annie, and the hellhogs! They're here to fight with us."

The hellhogs—there were about fifty—ran around the clearing, snorting flames. The giant dragonflies startled and spiderlings rushed about, trying to calm them. Squeals, grunts, howls, and cries rose across the camp.

"Shh!" Scruff said to everyone. "Madrila's forces still scout this forest."

Nobody seemed to hear him. Romy climbed onto a boulder and began to sing a rowdy bar song. Mandy and Annie, the little demon girls, ran in circles squealing. The animals raced around howling. Scruff stared helplessly. If there were grunters a mile around, they'd hear the racket.

"Everybody QUIET!" he shouted, so loudly that a tree broke. 

Silence fell at once.

Everybody stared at him, down to the last hellhog.

"Good," he said. "And keep it quiet."

For a few blessed moments, the forest was peaceful. Scruff heard nothing but the breeze and rustling leaves. Then Jamie emerged from between the trees, grumbling over her shoulder.

"Oh be quiet, you wrinkled old toad!" she was saying to somebody behind her. "If you complain about your sore feet one more time, I'll—"

Jamie noticed the crowd in the clearing, and her voice died. Her eyes widened. "Scruff!" she said. "Neev!"

The elflings emerged from the forest too, bruised and battered and a little haggard, but their eyes were still bright, and their goldencharms still glowed. Finally, behind the elflings, a dragon emerged into the clearing.

Scruff exhaled slowly.

"I've never seen a dragon before," he said, "but I've always imagined them a bit... bigger."

The dragon glared at him from under bushy white eyebrows. "And I've always imagined humans to be smaller, but you're about the size of a bloody walrus, you are." He coughed, spat, and grumbled. "Now get me some tea to drink, a bed to sleep on, and bones to chew."

Jamie rolled her eyes. "Ladies and gentlemen—Grumbledook the dragon."

Scruff walked toward her. He couldn't help another grin. "Nice catch, sister."

She snorted. "It's still a dragon. You and Neev only brought some bugs and pigs."

The Bullies all shared hugs, handshakes, and pats on the back, and then surveyed their forces. Fifty spiderlings and dragonflies. Two demon girls and a herd of hellhogs. Three elflings and one small, snoring dragon.

"Well," Scruff said. "Are we ready to go kick Madrila's butt?"

A hellhog snorted. Grumbledook snored. Romy was busy picking something out of her ear. Everyone else stared at him, silent.

Cobweb put a hand on his shoulder. "Not yet, Scwuff. Fiwst... we need a twaining montage."

Strangely, music began to play across the forest. Scruff looked around him. He could see no musicians, but the music still blared. Suddenly he found himself lifting a heavy log. Cobweb sat on one end of the log, and Romy on the other.

"Madrila!" he shouted as he lifted the log over his head. 
 "Madrilaaaaa!"

What was going on?

He ran up a snowy mountain, a hellhog slung across his shoulders. Wind howled around him. Dragonflies flew at his sides. Sweat soaked him, and he grimaced, but managed to keep running. He reached the mountaintop and jumped, fists in the air.

"MADRILAAAA!" he shouted, voice echoing across the mountain.

The music swelled.

Cobweb stood among the trees and pulled back her bowstring. Fifty spiderlings drew back arrows around her. The arrows flew toward grunter dummies of straw and old clothes, but all missed.

"Attack!" Romy cried and pointed at bushes. "Kill!"

The herd of hellhogs looked at her, then lay down and began licking themselves.

The music pounded.

Scruff lifted the log again, and this time the elflings sat upon it too. His face was red, and sweat soaked his hair.

"You can do it, Scruff!"

"BURRFIELD!"

Jamie tossed apples into the air. Grumbledook flew toward them, and tried to roast them with fire, but his flames were only weak spurts.

"Fire!" Cobweb shouted.

The spiderlings shot their arrows, but only hit the trees and bushes.

Scruff lifted a wagon full of hellhogs, grimacing and groaning. His muscles bulged.

"Go on, move it, move, kill!" Romy cried, kicking hellhogs. They snapped at her feet and groaned.

The drums beat.

Neev stood casting spells, shattering and burning boulders with lightning and fire.

"MADRILAAAAA!" Scruff shouted hoarsely, face red. He was doing push-ups with one hand, Cobweb and Romy standing on his back.

As the music soared to new heights, Cobweb and her fifty spiderlings drew more arrows. Fifty bowstrings twanged. Fifty arrows hit their targets, slamming into the grunter dummies.

"Yeah!" Cobweb cried.

Romy pointed toward the bushes. "KILL!" she shouted to the hellhogs. The beasts ran forward, snarling, and began tearing the bushes apart.

"You did it!" Romy cried. "You did it!"

The music pounded through the forest.

Scruff climbed a cliff, carrying the other Bullies on his back, and reached the top. The music soared, shaking the forest. Scruff dropped his friends atop the cliff, raised his fists to the heavens, and roared.

"MADRILAAAAAAAA!!! AHHHHH!!!!!"

The music exploded. The world spun around him.

Scruff found himself back in the clearing where he'd been. Once more, Cobweb stood with her hand on his shoulder. The others stood around him.

Scruff wiped his forehead. "Well, that was strange. Are we ready now?"

Cobweb nodded and stared at him solemnly. "We'we weady. Wet's go save Buwwfiewd!"

They cheered and the forest shook.

 

* * * * *

 

John Quill burst into the throne room, panting. His hair was wild and his eyes wide. 

"My lady!" he cried, voice echoing through Fort Rosethorn's hall. He stumbled toward Madrila and fell to his knees before her throne.

Madrila stared down at him in distaste. "Stand up! What do you want?"

"The Bullies!" he said, chest rising and falling. "They've gathered an army, and they intend to attack Burrfield."

Madrila leaped to her feet and sucked in her breath. "The Bullies planning an attack! How do you know?"

Quill smoothed his clothes. He cleared his throat, turned his head, and called to the doorway.

"Enter, friends! Come speak to Madrila."

Hesitantly, three heads peeked around the corner. They looked like woodsmen; their faces were rough, and they wore fur hats. Quill gestured them forward. The three entered the room, looked around, gulped, and approached the throne. They wore furs and leathers sticky with sap and nettles. They bowed before Madrila.

Quill placed his hands on one's shoulder.

"Tell her, my friends. Tell the Lady Madrila what you saw."

One of the woodsmen cleared his throat. He opened his mouth to speak, then hastily removed his hat and placed it against his chest. He looked around nervously, bowed his head, and finally spoke.

"My lady, we saw the Bullies in the forest. We are but humble loggers, and stumbled upon their camp." 

Madrila leaned forward in her throne. "What did you see? Tell me everything."

The woodsman licked his lips nervously. "They mustered a mob, my lady. They summoned foul beasts—flaming hellhogs, and purple barbarians riding dragonflies, and...." He gulped. "A dragon. A little one, but a dragon still."

Madrila leaned back in her throne. So, the Bullies want to fight back. Very well. Let them come. Let them crash against the walls of my town, and die under the towers of my fort. She snorted.

"A few hellhogs and spiderlings?" she said. "A little dragon? It would take more to defeat me. Do you know why, my friends?"

The woodsmen shook their heads. 

"No, my lady."

She raised her wand. It was a beautiful wand, ancient and whorled, pure white and gold.

"Because I have this. Do you know what this is, friends?"

The woodsmen shifted their weight. "A... a wand, my lady."

She placed it flat upon her palm. "Yes. A wand. But not any wand. Most wands are carved of wood—cherry or birch, mostly. They carry the magic of old trees, of leaves that kiss the sky, of roots that dig into the earth. Most wands are crafted in covens and towers; councils of great wizards carve and imbue them with magic. But I never studied at covens or towers. I never had great teachers to grant me a wand. No. I made this wand myself. Do you know what it's made of?"

The woodsmen looked pale. They shook their heads.

Madrila caressed her wand. "A unicorn's horn. I killed the unicorn myself, and drank its blood to learn its secrets. Its horn is more powerful than any cherry or birch root. It is a wand forged from wonder, from death, and from magic itself. Do you think that I fear hellhogs, or spiderlings, or even dragons?" 

The woodsmen shook their heads emphatically. "We meant no offence, my lady! We simply... read about the Bullies in The Burrfield Gazette, and read about the reward for information, and... well, we figured that...."

She nodded. "Ah. So you're in this for the reward, I see."

The woodsmen looked at one another, gulped, and nodded.

"Quill!" Madrila barked. "Pay them. A golden coin each."

The printmaker bowed his head, fished in his pockets for coins, and tossed them. The woodsmen caught them, pocketed the coins, and bowed. They turned to leave.

Before they could reach the door, Madrila called out. "Oh, just one more thing...."

The woodsmen turned to face her, faces pale.

Madrila pointed her wand at them. "You see, this wand is only useful if I use it."

She shot three rapid bolts of lightning, hitting the woodsmen. The men screamed, trembled, and fell to their knees. Smoke rose from them. They twisted, bulged, and bubbled. Their bones shifted. Their skin melted and reformed. One man grew orange fur, red horns, and long fangs. The other grew leathery wings, a lizard's head, and scales. The third man grew horns, hooks, and spikes across his body, and rows of sharp teeth filled his mouth. The three monsters roared before her.

"You will serve me now," she told them. "You will fight against the Bullies. You will be my warriors."

The monsters growled and bowed, fur bristling, scales clinking, and fangs snapping.

Quill blanched. He stared at the monsters, sweat beaded on his brow, and he clasped his fingers behind his back.

"Uhm... marvelous work, my lady!" he finally said. "Marvelous. Shall I, uhm... show them to the barracks?"

She shook her head. "No, you come with me. We're going for a walk."

She stormed down the hall, robes swishing. She snapped her fingers.

"Monsters! You come too."

Soon they were walking through Burrfield. A cold wind blew, scented of winter. Dry rose petals fluttered around her feet. Burned buildings rose at her sides, their windows boarded shut. Blood still stained the cobblestones. Once, Madrila imagined, children played on these streets, puppeteers and jugglers performed, and farmers hawked their produce. Today the people huddled indoors. She saw only a stray cat, an old beggar, and grunters standing guard at street corners.

It was quiet. Too quiet, she thought. She heard only her footfalls, the grunts of monsters behind her, and Quill's wheezy breath. But soon war would come. The town would shake with howls, clanging steel, whistling arrows, and screams.

My half-siblings are on their way.

She pointed her wand at the beggar. Black magic swirled. The beggar screamed, twisted, and soon drooled as a bristly old monster. His fur was grey and maggoty, and drool dripped from his fangs. Madrila patted him.

"Join us, old friend. Join my army of dark wonders."

She walked down the street until she reached the Porcupine's Quill. One wall of the tavern was burnt. Holes peppered its roof, and several of its windows were smashed. Yet Madrila still saw people crowded inside, huddled over beers. She opened the door and stepped in, her monsters behind her.

When she had first invaded this town, she found many people here, cheering and singing by the hearth. When she stepped in today, she saw only a dozen sullen townfolk whispering in the corner. Low embers glowed in the fireplace.

When they saw her, the townfolk started. One bowed. Several froze. One reached for a knife.

Madrila shot her wand. The man with the knife doubled over, screaming. Horns grew from his head. Fangs grew from his mouth. Black fur grew across him, and muscles tore through his clothes.

The other men cried in fright. Several turned to flee. Several raced toward her, grabbing knives, chairs, and candlesticks. Her wand shot from side to side. Bolts of magic flew. Madrila laughed. She hit the men who ran toward her, and they fell, smoking and twisting. One turned into a python. Another became a great scorpion with a human head. The others grew bat wings, scales, horns, and claws. They hissed and drooled.

"Join us, friends! Join us." She laughed. The monsters crowded around her, bowing. "Serve me, your ruler. Serve me in this war. We will make this town a center of dark magic, a wonder to the world. We will defend it from the Bullies who seek to destroy us."

She left the tavern. She walked through the town, kicking open doors, smashing windows. By afternoon, a hundred monsters followed behind her, grunting and drooling and oozing. By evening, three hundred creatures crawled, scratched, hopped, and flew around her. She laughed in the darkness.

"Climb the walls, friends!" she called, arms raised. Lightning crackled overhead. "Man the posts. Guard the doors. Stand atop every tower and every roof, and wait. Wait for the Bullies. When they arrive, kill them. Kill them all."

The monster army howled and cheered. Madrila smiled thinly.

This is power. This is glory. Do you see, Mother? Do you see, Father? Do you see, my wretched half-siblings? You took everything from me. You made me strong. And now... now you will pay.





 


Chapter Twenty-Three

It's Only a Model









The Bullies stood among trees, crowding around a model of Burrfield. Their ragtag army of spiderlings, hellhogs, demons, elflings, dragon, and dragonflies stood behind them, awaiting commands.

"Burrfield has two gates," Neev said, pointing at the model. It was built of wood, mud, and stones. "Teasel Gate in the north, near Teasel Forest, and Barley gate in the south, near the fields."

Romy frowned at the model. "Um, Neev? Burrfield doesn't look anything like this! Where's our house?"

Neev pointed at a crude structure of branches atop a pile of mud. "There, Romy. That's Friar Hill and that's our house."

"But where am I?" she demanded, squinting at the model.

Jamie kicked her. "Not now, Romy! Just pretend you're inside the house."

Still squinting, Romy leaned down and lifted the small wooden house. She held it upside down and shook it. "I don't see me. Get out, little Romy! Get out!"

Scruff roared. "Romy, you're stepping on the southern wall!"

Neev tried to pull her back. "Romy, stop it, now you knocked over Fort Rosethorn."

The demon looked from side to side, mouth open. "Where am I? Where's Fort Rosethorn?"

"It was that bunch of branches!" Neev groaned. "You ruined my model."

Romy blinked. "I thought you wanted us to attack Fort Rosethorn. Remember? Because Madrila is in there. Hey, wait a minute. Where's little Madrila here?"

Romy began stepping around what remained of the model, knocking over the last buildings, and looking utterly perplexed. The others had to pull her back, but not before she stepped on the last structure.

Neev sighed. "Well, building that was a waste of two days." He shook his head sadly. "I'll just tell you my plan without it."

He turned to face Jamie, his little sister, and his heart softened. Only fifteen, she stared up at him, chin raised, eyes flashing. Her sword was nearly as long as her body, and she was no taller than an elfling, but Neev could think of no better warrior to fight at his side. When we were kids, I never had to protect you, little sister, he thought. You could beat up boys three times your size, then and now.

He put a hand on her shoulder. "Jamie, I'd like you to lead the northern charge. Take the elflings and Grumbledook and break through Teasel Gate. Can you do this?"

She clasped his shoulder too. "We will break through."

Neev held her shoulder for a moment longer, then pulled her into a hug.

"Take care, you little rascal," he whispered.

She nodded, face pressed against his chest. "You too, you scrawny little bookworm."

They pulled apart, blinking moist eyes.

Next Neev turned to Scruff. He stared at his brother, silent for a moment. Scruff stared back, mace in his hands, lips tight. He towered over the others, a good foot taller than Neev, and two feet taller than Jamie. I've always looked up to you, Neev thought. Mostly literally... but figuratively too. He remembered how, when they were children, he thought Scruff was so strong, so brave, the greatest warrior in the world after Father. Whenever the other children hit Neev, he could call his brother for help. And now I fight by your side.


"Scruff," he said. "Jamie will need help from above. Take two dozen spiderlings. Ride the dragonflies and fly above Jamie. Grunters will be manning the walls. I want your dragonflies to keep them busy while Jamie breaks the gates." He clutched Scruff's arm. "If anyone can do this, it's you. You're a great warrior. You have the heart of a knight; don't let anyone tell you otherwise. Be careful today."

Scruff nodded, face grim and tough... but suddenly his lip wobbled, his eyes moistened, and he pulled Neev into a crushing bear hug.

"You too, little brother!" he blubbered. "Be careful. Stay safe. I know you can do this."

Neev squirmed in the embrace, unable to breathe. He had to struggle, kick, and slap Scruff before his huge brother released him. He gasped for air and panted for several moments.

Neev cleared his throat and turned toward Cobweb. The spiderling gazed at him, smiling softly, eyes glowing. Moonlight clung to her. You're my sister now too, Neev thought. You're also a Thistle now, and I'm proud that you're part of our clan.

"Cobweb," he said softly, "while Jamie and Scruff attack Teasel Gate, I'll attack Barley Gate. I too will need aerial cover. Take the remaining dragonflies and fly above me."

Cobweb nodded and hugged him. "I'ww pwotect you," she whispered. "We wiww aww meet in Fowt Wosetorn, I pwomise."

"Thank you, Cobweb," he said softly, holding her. Her body was warm against him. "I'm proud to have you and your friends fight with us. You are great warriors."

Finally Neev turned toward Romy. The demon was looking at the remains of the model, scratching her head. She seemed not to have heard any of the conversation.

"Romy," Neev said. "Are you all right?"

"I'm confused!" she said, sounding miserable. "Are we in Burrfield yet?"

"No, Romy. That was only a model. We've been over this, remember?" He took her hands. "Look at me, Romy. Focus. While Jamie and Scruff attack the northern gate, you'll join me in the south. We'll take the hellhogs and break Barley Gate. Okay?"

She bit her lip, thoughtful. "You know, Neev, with all this talk of geography, it would have been much easier if you'd built a model."

"ROMY! I did—" He bit down hard, sighed, and squeezed her hands. "Forget north and south for now. Just follow me with the hellhogs, okay? And when we see monsters, we'll kill them."

She nodded and a grin split her face. "That I understand."

"Good. And Romy...." He cleared his throat. "Be careful out there. Okay?"

She raised an eyebrow. "Why's that, Neev?"

He brushed dirt off his robes. "Well, I wouldn't want you to, uhm... to accidentally hurt yourself or anything."

"Is that it?" she demanded.

"Look, Romy. Just be careful, all right?"

She snorted, blowing back a curl of her hair. "Oh, Neev, just admit it! You looooove me, and you'd just die if anything happened to me." She punched him. "Admit it!" She began hugging and kissing him.

Jamie and Scruff were snickering behind their palms. Neev squirmed in Romy's embrace.

"Not now, Romy!" he whispered. 

She pouted. "Come on, Neev! Tell me that you love me. You never want to tell me that. Don't be so shy." She kept pecking his face with kisses.

Neev sighed. Why did she have to keep embarrassing him? He did love the demon, but if he said anything, he knew his siblings would mock him forever. He wriggled out of her embrace, face red, and cleared his throat.

"Is everybody ready?" he asked.

They nodded, one by one. Neev swallowed a lump in his throat. Though he would never admit it, he was scared. He could not bear it if anything happened to his fellow Bullies. Be strong, Neev, he told himself. Be strong and we'll win.

"We'll save our home today," he said. "Now let's go!"

The Bullies roared. Behind them, the spiderlings, elflings, dragon, demons, and hellhogs roared too. They began running through the forest, and the earth trembled. 

 

* * * * *

 

She ran down the road, sword held high. The elflings ran by her sides, goldencharms glowing and weapons bright—Ellywyn's silver dagger, Rowyn's golden wand, and Noelyn's arrows. Pebbles and mud flew from under their boots, and trees rustled at their sides.

"Come on, Grumbledook!" Jamie called.

The dragon was lagging behind. He ran along the road, puffing and groaning. Sometimes he'd flap his wings, fly a few feet, then run again. Smoke rose from his nostrils and maw, and he shouted between coughs.

"I'm a-coming, little one! The Great Grumbledook is sounding his roar!" The old dragon roared, a raspy sound, and flashes of fire sprayed between his teeth. "Battle again—one last day of glory for the legend!"

Above them, two dozen dragonflies flew, each the size of a horse. Spiderlings rode them, arrows in their bows, their hair streaming. Their battle cries shook the forest. Scruff rode at their lead, swinging his mace. Jamie felt sorry for his dragonfly; the poor beast was hacking and wheezing.

When she saw the walls of Burrfield ahead, Jamie felt her eyes moisten. Home. Arrows came flying from those walls, a hundred slivers across the sky.

"Take cover!" Jamie shouted. She leaped to the roadside and knelt behind her shield. Ellywyn crouched beside her and covered her head. The others leaped behind trees. The arrows whistled and peppered the road. A few slammed into trees.

Flying above, the spiderlings shot their own arrows. Their battle cries filled the sky. Monsters scurried atop Burrfield's walls, beasts of scales, horns, fur, and claws; Jamie had never seen such horrors. The creatures shouted and drew bowstrings, and more arrows rained upon the forest.

"Charge!" Jamie cried. "To the gates!"

They ran, arrows flying overhead. One arrow slammed into Jamie's shield. Another scratched Ellywyn, who shouted but kept running. The monsters howled atop the wall ahead, firing more arrows. Scruff and the spiderlings were firing arrows back toward them.

"Grumbledook, break the gate!" she cried.

The dragon trundled down the road, roaring. An arrow jutted out from his tail. The monsters above saw him, pointed, and shouted. The old dragon ran and slammed against the gate. Chips of wood flew, but the gate stood. An arrow pierced Grumbledook's wing, and he roared and blew fire above him. The jet of flame raced up the wall, and the beasts on the parapets howled.

"Can you break the door?" Jamie shouted. She raised her shield overhead as a volley of arrows fell. The elflings huddled around her, hiding under the shield; Rowyn clung to her left side, Ellywyn to her right, and Noelyn between her legs.

"I can break through a mountain!" Grumbledook shouted, ran back, and slammed against the door again. The wood didn't even crack.

Shrieks tore the air, high pitched like a knife scraping a plate. Jamie winced and covered her ears. Shadows covered the land, and when she looked up, she saw dozens of huge bats flying over the walls. Each was large as a wolf, their wings black leather. Their eyes blazed red, and they had human faces. Jamie recognized a few—the town cobbler, an onion farmer, a peasant girl. The creatures flew toward the spiderlings, scratching and biting.

"God!" Jamie said, disgust curdling her belly. "Those are... those are townfolk! Madrila turned them into monsters." She covered her mouth, feeling queasy.

"All fear the mighty Grumbledoo—" the dragon began, then hacked and coughed. An arrow slammed against his scales and snapped. The dragon roared and ran forward. He hit the gates, then fell back, grumbling and shaking his head.

Gritting her teeth, Jamie looked into the sky. She saw Scruff riding his dragonfly over the wall, swinging his mace at the bats. His poor dragonfly's tongue lolled, and its eyes rolled back. Its back was crooked like a U under Scruff's girth.

"Scruff, we need you down here!" Jamie shouted. "Give that poor insect a rest and come knock down the doors!"

He nodded, tugged the reins, and directed his poor dragonfly down to the earth. Arrows flew around him, and his mace knocked back a swooping bat. He landed beside Jamie and leaped off his dragonfly, who groaned appreciatively and flew off.

"The doors!" Jamie cried. More arrows fell, and she held her shield above her head. The arrows slammed into it. One arrow glanced off Scruff's pauldron.

Scruff nodded. "I'll take care of this."

The huge warrior ran and slammed into the doors. It was like a boulder crashing into a twig. The gates shattered, raining chips of wood. Scruff rolled into Burrfield.

Grumbledook snorted. "I weakened them for you."

"You burn the bats!" Jamie shouted at the dragon. "Fly, damn you. You have wings, don't you?"

The dragon grunted, blew a jet of fire at a swooping bat, then walked through the gates. "Huh. Flying. What does she think I am, three-hundred years old again?"

Through the gates, Jamie saw fifty monsters, maybe more. A few were grunters. The others were motley beasts, some scaly, some slimy, some furry, all hideous. They swung swords and howled, spraying drool. Scruff stood among them, swinging Norman in every direction. Bite marks covered his breastplate.

"Scruff!" Jamie screamed. She ran through the gates, sword high. The elflings ran around her. Noelyn shot an arrow, hitting a scaly beast in the chest. Rowyn shot lightning from his wand, breaking apart a crawling slimeball.

"This is our town!" Jamie shouted and swung her sword, slicing a grunter. Ellywyn shouted at her side, lashing her dagger. Monsters huddled around them, drool dripping, fangs glinting. Their beady red eyes blazed. Two lashed spears at her. Jamie deflected one blow with her shield, and the second slammed into her breastplate. She grunted with pain.

"Jamie!" Ellywyn cried.

Jamie spun toward her and felt the blood leave her face.

"Ellywyn!"

A spear had pierced the elfling's thigh. Blood poured. Ellywyn fell, eyes wide with horror. The light of her goldencharm, a sun with seven rays, dimmed. The grunter above her still clutched the spear, grinning savagely, its teeth like daggers.

Jamie screamed. She leaped, spun, and lashed her blade. Moonclaw sliced the grunter's chest; it howled and dropped its spear. Jamie snarled and thrust her sword, and the creature fell dead.

"Jamie... oh Jamie," Ellywyn whispered. She lay on the ground, dirt in her orange hair. She held the spear in her thigh with white, trembling fingers.

Jamie pulled Ellywyn to her feet. "I'm getting you out of here!"

The elfling shivered and limped. The spear fell from her leg with a spurt of blood. Jamie pulled her away from the battlefield into a shadowy alley. She placed her down on cobblestones. The elfling trembled.

"I can still fight," she said, clutching her silver dagger. "Just give me a moment." 

Jamie rummaged through her pack, found a bandage, and pressed it against Ellywyn's thigh.

"Hold this tight!" she said. "Don't let more blood esc—"

A roar sounded behind them. Jamie spun around and cursed.

A monster stood at the opening of the alley.

She had never seen anything like it. It stood twice her height, nearly ten feet tall. Spotted fur covered its body, like the fur of a leopard. It had long, black claws and serrated teeth like bread knives. It roared so loudly, the alley shook.

Jamie raised her sword—Moonclaw, her father's sword. 

"Be with me, Father," she whispered. 

She ran toward the creature, sword swinging.

 

* * * * *

 

"Run, hoggies!" Romy cried, pointing ahead. "Run into the gates!"

The hellhogs raced forward, snorting and wagging their tails. Smoke rose from their nostrils. The walls of Burrfield loomed above them, bristling with monsters. Arrows flew.

"Now for wrath, now for ruin!" Romy shouted. She flew above the hell horde, arrows whistling around her. "Last march of the hellhogs!"

The hogs ran, a river of red fur, white horns, and enraged squeals. They slammed against the city gates, piled up, and began gnawing. Chips of wood flew.

"Good hoggies!" Romy said. "Goo—oh!

An arrow whizzed by so close, it scratched her cheek.

"OUCH!" she said. She stared and saw creatures on the walls. They were shooting arrows at the hellhogs and at the swooping spiderlings. Romy shook her fist at them. "You are very rude!"

She flapped her wings, shot forward, and swooped toward them. An arrow flew, and she ducked. It whistled over her head. She reached the wall and thrust her pitchfork. The prongs drove into the creature who shot her. It screamed and pitched forward, tugging on the pitchfork and nearly pulling it from her grasp.

Romy landed on the parapets, replacing the archer she slew. She looked around. More creatures manned the parapets around her, green and warty beasts who grunted in a chorus.

"Oh hai, wood elves!" she said and wagged her tail. "I didn't expect to see you guys here. I thought monsters would be manning the walls."

Neev's voice rose from clouds of dust and hellhog fur below. "Those aren't wood elves, Romy! They're grunters! For heaven's sake."

She blinked and noticed that the green, grunting creatures were pointing arrows at her. Their eyes were red and mean.

"Eep!" she said, flapped her wings, and flew up. The arrows flew under her feet, and the grunters ended up shooting one another. They grunted, pitched forward, and fell off the wall.

Romy looked below her. The hellhogs had torn a hole through the gates and were climbing in. More grunters were pouring pots of boiling oil onto the invaders. The hellhogs, however, were used to swimming in lava; a little boiling oil only energized them. They wagged their tails and grunted with joy. Annie and Mandy were riding two hellhogs through the broken gates.

Romy was about to fly into Burrfield when shrieks tore the air. She looked up. Flying monkeys were swooping toward her, baring their fangs. Their bat wings flapped.

"Ahh!" she screamed. "Flying monkeys! Who'd have thought a witch would have flying monkeys!"

One monkey reached her and scratched her arm. Pain blazed. Romy squealed and stabbed it with her pitchfork. A second monkey bit her leg. She kicked it off. More came flying toward her, screeching and thumping their chests.

"Neev!" Romy shouted. "Do you have any bananas down there?"

The young wizard was climbing through the hole in the gates. "Romy, come on! Fly over the wall—we go to Fort Rosethorn!"

She nodded. "Right."

Lashing her pitchfork, she drove through the crowd of monkeys. They scratched at her, screeching. The spiderlings flew around her, shouting battle cries and shooting arrows. Everywhere she looked, she saw flying fur, red eyes, white fangs, whistling arrows, and buzzing dragonfly wings.

Cobweb flew by her on a dragonfly, shooting an arrow.

"C-c-come on, Womy!" she shouted. "Ovew da wawws!"

"Do you have any bananas?" Romy shouted back.

They flew through crowds of monkeys and arrows, over the city walls... and into Burrfield.

 

* * * * *

 

The monster licked its lips with three slobbery tongues, each the width of Jamie's arm. It drooled, soaking its fur.

"I like elflings for breakfast," it hissed. "Stand aside, human. Do not come between me and my meal."

Her heart hammered, but Jamie raised her shield and sword, standing between the monster and Ellywyn. The elfling lay behind her, wounded and moaning. The beast towered over Jamie, twice her height.

"You will not touch her," she said. "Not unless you kill me first."

The monster growled and swiped its claws.

Jamie raised her shield, and the claws slammed into it. Chips of wood showered. Pain ran up Jamie's arm, pounding in her bones.

"I will eat you too, human," the beast said. It swung its claws again. "You are small and sweet as an elfling."

She drove her shield forward. The claws slammed against the wood. The shield cracked, and Jamie cried in pain. The blows felt like a blacksmith swinging a hammer. She thrust her blade, but the monster knocked it aside, as if swatting a fly.

"Die now," it growled, spraying drool. It pounced, maw stretching wide enough to fit Jamie's head.

"Jamie!" Ellywyn cried in fright.

Heart pounding, Jamie leaped aside, swinging her sword. Her blade sliced the monster's chest. Its fur was thick and matted; it adsorbed most of the blow. Her blade only scratched its skin.

The monster laughed. It spun toward her and pounced again.

Jamie raised her shield, and the beast's fangs tore into it. The shield shattered. Splinters flew everywhere, and the monster spat out wood.

Be with me, Father, Jamie prayed silently. Be with me, Lenore.

She howled a wordless battle cry. She leaped into the air, raised her blade, and swung it down.

Swing true, Moonclaw.

Her blade dug into the monster's shoulder. Blood soaked its fur, and it howled to the heavens. The alley shook. A window shattered. Jamie thrust her blade, prepared to land the coupe de grace.

But the monster was too quick. It parried the blade with its claws. It swiped its second paw and hit Jamie's breastplate.

White light flooded her. Pain drowned her. She flew and crashed against a wall, cracking it. Before she could even fall to the ground, the monster lashed again, and its claws etched grooves across her breastplate.

"Jamie!" Ellywyn cried, lying wounded below her. 

The beast turned toward the elfling, drawn by her voice, and clawed her shoulder. Fresh blood spurted.

Ellywyn screamed and tossed her dagger.

The blade drove into the monster's belly. Blood dripped and the beast roared.

"Be gone!" Jamie cried, swinging her sword. "Away with you!"

The monster howled. It raised its claws to the heavens, and its roar shook the alley. Pushed against the wall, Ellywyn and Jamie swung their blades, holding it back. Fear filled the monster's eyes.

"Away, or we'll cut you again!" Ellywyn cried.

The monster turned its tail, fell to the ground, and began crawling away.

Jamie fell too, panting and shaking. Sweat washed her hair. She wanted to slay the monster, but dared not. She had seen something in its eyes, in the shape of its jaw, the sound of its voice.

It looks too much like Tom the Blacksmith, she realized, and fear pounded through her. These monsters are unlike grunters. She shuddered. They were townfolk once.

"Jamie!"

Ellywyn crawled toward her, tears in her eyes. Blood stained her leg and shoulder. Jamie crawled toward her, and they embraced on the ground, shaking.

"You're hurt," Ellywyn said.

Jamie gave a weak snort. "It's nothing. But you're a mess, Ellywyn. Damn it, elfling, I only have so many bandages I can spare on you."

Ellywyn laughed weakly, and Jamie laughed too.

"So bandage me up," the elfling said. "This war isn't over. Not until we kill the witch."

Jamie looked out the alley's mouth. The battle still raged in the town; blood, fur, arrows, and blades flew everywhere. Jamie nodded.

"The witch waits in the fort." She took a deep breath. "It's time to kill her."





 


Chapter Twenty-Four

Monkeying Around









Neev ran through the streets, monsters howling around him. Bats and winged monkeys shrieked above, flying against the spiderlings. Monsters swung blades and hellhogs raced around his legs. Grumbledook was blowing fire somewhere to his right. Everywhere he looked, Neev saw blood, smoke, and red eyes.

His knees shook, and he wanted to run back, to flee Burrfield into the forest. Too many memories stirred among the screams and blood and fire. Through the smoke, he saw his mother's face again.

"Neev!" she cried. "Run, Neev! Run!"

Dry Bones's grobblers clawed her. Their fangs bit. Mother fell, and young Neev—only twelve years old—stared in terror.

He ran that day. He fled the burning house, fled his mother's body and dead, staring eyes. He fled Burrfield itself to delve into the Coven.

For so long I ran, he thought. I've been running since that day.

A monster raced toward him, a furry red creature with eight tentacles. Neev shouted a spell, shot a blast of energy, and knocked the monster down.

"Good job, Neev!" Romy shouted beside him. She was busy stabbing her pitchfork at swooping monkeys.

Neev shot lightning, knocking down one of the monkeys. Romy flashed him a grin, and despite himself, Neev smiled back. This is why I keep fighting, he realized. Romy is the fire of my life. I won't run from battle, not when she needs me.


"C-c-come on, Neev!" Cobweb shouted above, diving forward on her dragonfly. "Huwwy up! To da f-f-fowtwess!"

He ran, Romy at his side. He shot spells in every direction, clearing a path. Romy's pitchfork lashed. The hellhogs raced around them, snorting and streaming through the streets in a river of red fur.

Soon Neev saw Fort Rosethorn rising ahead upon a hill. Madrila had burned the roses off the walls. Neev growled; those roses had grown there for centuries. He ran uphill, fists clenched. Ice filled his belly. Arrows whistled above and howls filled the air.

Panting, he reached the hilltop. He stopped outside Fort Rosethorn. Its crumbly walls loomed above him. The fort's doors towered, carved of thick wood banded with iron. Romy ran up beside him, panting. The battle raged below across the town.

Madrila waits behind these doors, he told himself. She is a great magic wielder, greater even than Dry Bones.
And I will face her again. He squared his jaw, fear pounding through him.

"Romy, I...." He gulped, not sure how to proceed.

She looked at him eagerly, waiting. Her lips parted and her eyes shone. What did he want to say? I love you, Romy? I might die today, Romy? I'm going to kill a witch for you, Romy? He did not know. Instead he just looked into her eyes and said, "You have monkey fur in your hair."

Disappointment filled her eyes. She looked deflated. As the battle raged below, Romy placed her hands on her hips.

"Is that all, Neev?" she demanded. "We're about to fight the battle of our lives, and that's all you can tell me? 'You have monkey fur in your hair?'" She sniffed and tears filled her eyes.

"Well, I mean...." His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. "I normally like your hair, and... well, I don't want there to be monkey fur in it."

She looked away, sobbing quietly. "Okay, Neev. Okay. I get it." She looked back at him, eyes huge and quivering. "I know how I feel about you, Neev. I tell you all the time. You know how much I love you. How much I worry for you. How much it means to me to fight by your side." She noisily blew her nose into a handkerchief. "We might die today, Neev. We might die defending our home. But I guess all you care about is that I have some fur in my hair."

From the corner of his eye, Neev saw the other Bullies approach. Scruff clubbed three grunters and walked up, hesitant. Cobweb landed her dragonfly and busied herself with her bow and arrows, pretending not to see the argument. Jamie slew a roaming grunter and joined the group, sword bloody.

Neev looked at them, then back at the trembling Romy. She can't do this to me! he thought. I'm a great warlock, or trying to be one. I'm a sorcerer of black magic. I'm powerful, and feared, and strong... always strong. Warlocks don't cry and speak of love and romance.

He sighed. "Romy, I.... Please."

He tried to touch her cheek, but she slapped his hand away. "No, Neev. You're not who I thought you were. When you summoned me from Hell, I knew at once that I loved you. I knew at once that you'd protect me on Earth, be my guide, my defender, my boyfriend. I love you, Neev. Don't you love me too?"

He looked at her mop of flaming hair, her trembling lips, her teary eyes. He did love her, but... how could he say so, like this, in front of everybody? Why did she always put him on the spot? He reached into her hair, plucked out a clump of monkey fur, and showed it to her.

"See?" he said. "Monkey."

She snorted through her tears. "Look who's talking." She pointed at his tail, a byproduct of his last spell. "Baboon."

"Me? You're the one with the big red butt."

She gasped. "You hairy ape!"

"Climb any trees lately?" he asked.

She roared so loudly, the hill shook. "You stinky, poop-slinging, tree-swinging, banana-gorging orangutan!" She hopped with rage. "You hairy, peanut-brained, flea-eating gorilla! Go drag your knuckles toward the nearest tree, find a smelly chimp girl to groom, and she can be your girlfriend. You are living proof man evolved from apes! In a thousand years, I bet they'll send you to space on a rocket. You can't speak, hear, or see evil! Do you understand me, or do I need to say ooh-ooh-ah-ah? You, sir, are a simian, red-butt-scratching, seeing-and-doing, stinkbag monkey boy!"

She panted, chest rising and falling. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, and her cheeks flushed. Neev looked at her, and his chest ached; she was so beautiful. He remembered those nights when they'd cuddle in his sleeping bag, whispering and laughing and kissing. He remembered how happy he was when they'd built their house, with a room just for them, and how he never wanted anything else.

"Oh yeah?" he said.

"Yeah!"

"Are you finished?"

She panted. "Yeah!"

"Good," he said and grabbed her shoulders. "Because you, Romy... you are the most beautiful, funny, and best monkey in the world. I love you, Romy. Now and always. More than anything. And I don't care if anyone hears it. Because you are my stinky monkey girl."

She gasped and growled. "How dare you, you— I mean...." She blinked. "Oh. Thank you... I think."

She scrunched her lips, considered his words a moment longer, then grinned. She leaped onto him, wrapped him in a bear hug, and knocked him down. She began kissing him all over his face, countless little pecks.

"Mwa mwa! I love you too, Neev. I love you I love you I love you. Mwa mwa mwa, monkey!"

He struggled beneath her. "Okay, Romy. I get it. We'll have time for this later. For now, let's go kill Madrila. Okay?"

She leaped up, beaming, and wagged her tail. "Okay, monkey Neev!"

Scruff, Jamie, and Cobweb approached them, weapons in hand. The rest of their forces still fought across the hill and in the streets below.

"We enter the fort," Neev said to his fellow Bullies. "The five of us. We'll kill the witch like we killed her father."

They all nodded. Neev faced the fort's gates and cast a lightning bolt, snapping their locks. He pushed the doors open... and the Bullies stepped into shadows.

 

* * * * *

 

At first Neev saw nothing. Darkness filled Fort Rosethorn's main hall. He heard nothing but Scruff grunting and Romy mumbling something about buying bananas. He took step by careful step and whispered a spell. A fireball crackled to life in his hands, casting flickering light across the hall.

He gasped. Around him, he heard the other Bullies gasp too.

Fort Rosethorn had been transformed into a nightmare. The tapestries, suits of armor, and candlesticks were gone. Instead, cages hung from the ceilings, and strange monsters filled them—some hairy, some slimy, some round like toads, and others gangly like stick insects. The creatures hissed and snorted in the light.

"Do you like my creations?" came a voice from deep in the shadows, where Neev's light did not reach. "I made them myself from my enemies."

Neev growled and lobbed his fireball.

The flames spun and hurled across the hall, casting light upon dozens of more cages. Soon the fireball reached the end of the hall, and its light fell upon Madrila.

The witch caught the fireball and held it. She gazed at it curiously, an amused look in her eyes. She sat upon a throne of bones, clad in black robes.

"Not bad, not bad," she said. "The flames are hot... but not enough to burn me."

Snarling, she tossed the fireball back at the Bullies.

Neev began uttering the words of a force field. Before he could complete the spell, Jamie whipped around him and held up her shield. The fireball crashed into it, breaking into a million sparks.

"That does it!" Jamie shouted and ran across the hall, boots echoing. "You die now, witch."

Madrila cast a lightning bolt. Jamie ducked, slid under it, and kept running. She parried a second lightning bolt, leaped, and swung her sword down toward Madrila.

The witch cast a beam of blue light. The blast tossed Jamie back, caught her, and lifted her. The girl struggled in midair, kicking and screaming. The magic held her like a giant blue fist.

"You little runt," Madrila said, snarling. She gestured at an empty cage of chicken wire. "You will join my creations."

Before the other Bullies could react, Madrila shot a blast of green magic at Jamie.

Jamie screamed. Her back arched. She fell to the floor, squirming and squeaking.

"Jamie!" Neev shouted. He cast lightning at Madrila, but she only laughed and deflected it with a lazy wand swipe. Scruff, Cobweb, and Romy screamed and charged forward, but Madrila lashed her wand again, and blasts of wind blew them back. They slammed into a wall and grunted.

"Neeeev!" Jamie cried from the floor. Smoke rose from her and her hair billowed. "Neev, squeak! Squeak!"

Black fur covered her body. Claws grew from her fingers. She shrank, and her voice rose to a high pitch. Sparks of light showered. Jamie's armor clanked against a pile of empty clothes. 

"She's gone!" Scruff said, leaping to his feet.

Neev sighed. "No. She's still here."

A black mouse crawled out of Jamie's breastplate, squeaking. Madrila laughed, picked up the mouse, and tossed it into the chicken wire cage.

"Anyone else want to taste my wand?" the witch asked, smiling crookedly.

"Me, me!" Romy cried. She jumped up and down. "Can you turn me into a fluff ball again?"

The demon girl ran forward, tail wagging.

Madrila shot her wand.

Blue sparks flowed over Romy. The demon squealed in delight. She spun as in a typhoon, showering sparks.

"Romy, you idiot!" Neev shouted. Horror gripped him. What was Madrila doing to her?

A puff of purple smoke rose. A teddy bear fell to the floor. The tiny, stuffed animal rose to its feet and looked around with button eyes.

"Hey, you turned me into a teddy!" the little bear said, speaking with Romy's voice. "Anyone want to play with me?"

Madrila lifted Romy and tossed her into the cage with the mouse. The cage door slammed shut. The teddy Romy stared through the chicken wire with button eyes.

Neev growled and tossed an arrow of green magic. Cobweb shot an arrow of wood and flint. Madrila only laughed, lashed her wand, and both missiles turned to dust.

"Neev!" Romy cried from her cage. "Neev, I'm a teddy bear! Do you want to play with me?"

"Not now, Romy!" Neev shouted.

Scruff shouted too—a hoarse, wordless cry. He charged down the hall, mace swinging.

"Damn you, witch!" the huge warrior shouted. "Let's see you face a real warrior."

Madrila stared at him, snarling. She raised her wand. Scruff ran toward her. He almost reached her. Neev dared to hope....

But Madrila cast her spell too quickly. Green confetti shot from her wand and covered Scruff.

Scruff howled. His mace hit the floor and clanked. His body bulged, twisted, and spun. Soon he fell to the floor, transformed into a sack of turnips.

"Mmm mmm, turnips," Romy said from her cage. "I know what I'm eating for dinner tonight."

"Nooo!" Cobweb cried, tears in her eyes. "Oh, Scwuff! My Swcuff!"

She shot another arrow at Madrila, but the witch turned it to ash. Neev tossed a fireball, but Madrila knocked it aside with a blast of magic.

Cobweb ran and knelt by the sack of turnips. She hugged it and kissed it.

"Oh, Scwuff," she said. A turnip fell from the sack and rolled. Cobweb stared at it with horror.

Madrila laughed, lifted the turnip, and tossed it into the air. She roasted it with a blast of fire from her wand, caught it, and bit into it.

"Mmm, dee-licious," she said.

Cobweb screamed, drew her dagger, and leaped at Madrila.

Laughing, the witch pointed her wand. Magic flowed over Cobweb, sparkling and humming. With a puff of smoke, Cobweb turned into a small, purple, fuzzy spider. The spider fell to the ground. Madrila lifted it and tossed it into the cage with the mouse and teddy bear.

"Oh hai, Cobweb," the teddy Romy said. "You didn't change too much."

"Squeak!" said Jamie the mouse.

The sack of turnips on the floor said nothing.

Neev stared at Madrila from between strands of sweaty hair. The witch stared back, smiling crookedly. Neev's insides trembled, but he forced himself to stay still, to stare steadily at Madrila.

"Well well, little wizard," she said. "It's just you and me now, isn't it?" She raised her wand slowly and pointed it at him.

"So it'll be a good, old fashioned wizards' duel," he said. He raised his hands. "Just how I like it."

She snarled and cast a blast of lightning.

Neev shot his own lightning. The magics clashed and raised sparks like fireworks.

"Ooh, pretty!" the teddy bear said and clapped.

Growling, Neev cast a magical green fist. It drove toward Madrila and punched her. The witch flew and hit the wall behind her. The bricks cracked. Neev grinned savagely and Madrila screamed.

Neev cast a fireball. Madrila pushed herself off the wall, spun, and shot her own fireball. The comets clashed and blazed, showering sparks. The monsters in the cages howled and slammed against the bars.

Lightning flew.

Magical arrows blazed.

Fireballs clashed.

Smoke, sparks, flames, and comets filled the hall. Stars blazed. Purple, green, and red lights flashed.

Neev had never cast so much magic. He growled, eyes narrowed. He was tired, so tired. Every spell cost more of his strength. But he had never felt so powerful, so in control. He was magic.

I can do this, he thought. I can beat her.

He shot a stream of light. The blast knocked Madrila onto her throne. She sat there, dazed and growling, twitching with magic.

"It's over, Madrila," Neev said. He stepped toward her slowly, fingers lit with magic. "You've lost."

He began uttering a lightning spell.

Madrila screamed and pointed her wand at him.

Magic crackled. Lighting flew, crashed, and blazed. Neev grunted. Magic slammed into him. He could see nothing but light. Had he hit Madrila?

"You cannot beat me, boy!" Her voice rose from the inferno. "Taste my magic."

Light flared. Purple bolts flew from the nebula. Neev tried to cast a counter spell, but could not; too much pain filled him. The bolts slammed into his chest. He flew through the air, hit a wall, and fell.

He tried to rise, to utter more magic, but another bolt hit him. He screamed. His body convulsed, and he tasted blood.

Romy's voice rose somewhere in the distance, muffled, miles away. "Neev! Neev! Stand up, monkey boy!"

He could barely hear her, could see nothing but light and sparks and fire. From the lightning, the silhouette of a woman walked toward him. Her hair flowed as if underwater. Soon Madrila stood above him, smiling, staring down upon him. Her cheek was bruised, her nose bled, but she still laughed. She pointed her wand toward him, and all he could do was stare up at her, trembling with lightning.

"And you, Neev," she said. "You I will turn into a doormat. I will leave you here by the gates, so that every day, my grunters and I can wipe our feet on you."

She began uttering a spell.

The doors slammed open behind them.

"Madrila, Madrila!" rose a voice, high pitched. "Look what I brought!"

Neev turned his head weakly, blinking. Just barely, he made out the figure of Willow. Surely he was dreaming; the apprentice seemed to stand before a horde of giant spiders. Then Neev's eyes rolled back, and he saw nothing more.

 

* * * * *

 

Cobweb stood in her cage, a small fuzzy spider. She stared through the chicken wire with wide eyes.

"Look, Madrila!" Willow cried, storming into the hall ahead of a diddlywiggle army. "I brought you spiders. Big ones!"

Beside her in the cage, the teddy bear Romy whimpered, and the mouse Jamie squeaked.

"Hey, d-d-diddwywiggwes!" Cobweb shouted. She sighed. Damn it. Even as a fluffy purple spider, I have the same stuttering voice.

The huge spiders, each the size of a pig, looked up at her. Their many eyes blinked and burned with rage. They opened their mouths, hissing and clicking. Humans ears would not understand them, but Cobweb could.

"They have caged you, fellow spider!" they said. "How dare the humans do this?"

Madrila stood over a groaning, smoking Neev. The young wizard shifted and moaned, hurt but alive. The witch stared up from him and met Willow's gaze.

"You!" she said. "I told you to stay out of this town, girl."

Madrila pointed her wand at the apprentice.

"Wait!" Willow said. "I tamed these spiders. I tamed them all by myself. They will help you fight the Bullies. They...."

The spiders were hopping and screeching. Drool dripped from their teeth and their eyes blazed. Their fur stood on end.

"The witch caged a fellow spider!" They trembled with rage.

Cobweb nodded. She opened her mouth to speak, and realized that in addition to English, she suddenly also knew Spidertongue, the language of spiders. She cried out in that ancient tongue of clicks, hisses, and grunts.

"The blond witch did it!" she said. "She caged me. She hurt me and my friends."

Cobweb gasped. Hey! I can talk all right in Spidertongue! This is great!

"Peter piper picked a pepper!" she said, grinning. "She sells sea shells on the sea shore! Do you hear me? How much wood could a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?" She hopped with joy.

Eyes narrowed, Madrila examined the army of hissing, clicking spiders.

"Not too bad, Willow," the witch said. "Not bad at all. Maybe I taught you something after all."

Willow nodded, chin raised proudly. "I'm evil now!"

The spiders growled. "The witch caged the little one! We must save our tongue twisting friend!"

Cobweb nodded and shouted. "Get the witch! Get her!"

The spiders bounded forward, fangs glistening. They howled and leaped in a wave of fur, claws, and teeth. Madrila looked up and gaped. She raised her wand and shot one spider down. The others crashed upon her.

"Yeah, get her!" Cobweb shouted, jumping about. "Fuzzy wuzzy was a bear, fuzzy wuzzy had no hair, fuzzy wuzzy wasn't very fuzzy, was he!" She began to sing and dance around. "I am the very model of a modern Major-General!"

The spiders scurried around Madrila, a typhoon of fuzz and long legs. Fur and smoke rose. Madrila screamed and the spiders screeched. Cobweb and the other Bullies watched with wide eyes. Even Scruff, the sack of turnips, seemed to watch through two rents that looked like eyes.

"No, no, stop!" Willow cried.

But the spiders kept swirling around Madrila, biting and shrieking.

"Mmm mmm, tasty witch!" they cried.

When they finally broke apart, Madrila was gone.

Cobweb rubbed her eyes and blinked. Nothing of Madrila remained. Not a shard of cloth. Not a lock of hair. Had she magically teleported away, or had the spiders truly eaten every last bite? The Bullies all stared in silence.

"Did you... eat her?" Cobweb asked.

One diddlywiggle, belly wide, coughed up a wand. It was Madrila's wand—the unicorn horn. It clattered against the floor, and the diddlywiggle belched.

"Oh dear," Cobweb whispered.

Romy rubbed her woollen belly. "I'm hungry too. Does anybody have a poodle?"





 


Chapter Twenty-Five

Witches' Wands and Demon's Drool









"Squeak squeak!" Jamie said twitched her whiskers.

"Mmmm ggmmmg!" said Scruff, and a turnip fell from him.

"You c-c-can do it!" Cobweb said, spinning a spiderweb.

"Come on, Monkey Neev!" said Romy. "Turn us back into the Bullies already! I think one of my stitches is opening."

Neev groaned and tugged his hair. "Will you all be quiet? I'm trying to focus here."

He stood in his old home on Friar Hill, sleeves rolled up and spellbooks opened before him. His fellow Bullies covered the table: mouse, sack of turnips, spider, and teddy bear. Neev leafed through the books, searching for a spell to turn them back, but couldn't find a thing.

"I don't know, guys," he said. "You might be stuck this way."

The table erupted with squeaks, groans, and shouts. The little Bullies bounced atop it, scattering vials and scrolls.

"All right, all right, calm down!" Neev said, raising his hands. "I'll keep looking."

He stared at the corner of the room, where Madrila's spellbook lay upon a shelf. He tightened his lips. Did he dare? The book might show him how to reverse the spells, but... opening the spellbook of a dead witch could be dangerous. Witches often cursed their tomes. Neev had taken the book from the fort, and placed it here, but hadn't dared open it. If he did, would demons leap out? Would death rays blast him? Would the book grow teeth and bite off his hand?

He looked back at the table. The mouse, teddy, sack, and spider stared at him. Neev sighed. If I want to help them, I have no choice.

He reached toward the codex and hesitated, his hand in the air. The Bullies on the table watched him. Finally Neev tightened his lips, grabbed Madrila's spellbook, and opened it.

He winced, expecting a blast of fire or lightning. Instead he saw a note scribbled onto the first page:

 

Spells of power 

for my mother, Amabel Brewer, who cast me aside

for my father, Jan Rasmussen, who banished me into darkness

for my siblings, the Thistles, who grew in warmth while I shivered

for all who hurt me

for the town that lost me

here is my power

here is my wrath

And oh the witch did cast her spells... and oh the mountains shook.


—Madrila 

 

For long moments, Neev stood silently, staring at the inscription. The other Bullies squeaked and jumped; Neev barely heard them.

"What is it?" Romy asked. She covered her mouth, a mere line of yarn. "Did the book freeze you?"

Neev didn't reply. He read the words again and again, sighed, and finally closed his eyes. A chill ran through him, raising goosebumps across him.

"Goodbye, sister," he whispered, so quiet even the Bullies on the table could not hear. "I'm sorry. We never knew."

A deep sadness filled him, like a river under mountains, or a shard of ice floating on a melting pond. Light will never shine as bright. This home will never feel as warm. I lost a sister.


He leafed through the book's pages, tapped one, and nodded.

"Here," he said softly. "I found the spell I need."

I will keep your secret, Madrila, he thought, running his fingertip across the parchment. You will never have to know, Scruff and Jamie. You will never have to feel this sadness too.

He lifted the witch's wand, the unicorn horn. It still pulsed with dark power. He began reading the spell in the book.

"You better practice on Scruff first," Romy said. "Just in case you mess up the first time."

Neev nodded and pointed the wand at the turnip sack. The sack bounced and groaned, spilling turnips.

"Hush, Scruff!" Neev said. "I'm trying to focus."

He kept uttering the spell. The wand thrummed in his hand. A bolt of magic shot out, hit the sack, and exploded with sparks. The sack bulged, and soon Scruff sat upon the table in human form, blinking and rubbing his eyes. The table cracked and shattered under him.

"Squeak, eep!" shouted the mouse and spider.

Scruff sat on the floor, legs splayed out, shards of wood around him. He looked up at Neev and moaned.

"I fell on something," he said miserably, reached under him, and pulled out a flattened teddy bear.

"Ohhhhh," Romy moaned. Once a chubby teddy bear, she was now flat as a pancake. "I don't feel so gooood."

Scruff shook the flat teddy bear, and tried to reform it, as if trying to fluff up a pillow. Nothing helped. Romy wilted in his hands.

"You've turned me into a doily!" she said.

Neev winced and pointed his wand at Romy. "Hang in there, Romy. The spell will help."

He uttered it again, and a bolt of magic flew and hit the flat piece of cloth. The teddy bear ballooned, grew, and soon the old Romy sat on Scruff's lap. Once more, she was a demon with flaming hair, claws and fangs, and a wagging tail.

She leaped up and approached a mirror. She stood with her back facing it, looked over her shoulder at her rump, and groaned.

"Neev!" she said. "You gave me ten extra pounds, you did. I was way thinner before."

"Yeah, before eating all those birthday cakes," Scruff said.

Romy glared at him and poked his ample belly. "Look who's talking, turnip boy."

Neev cast the spell on Cobweb and Jamie next. The two grew back into girls and embraced.

"T-t-tank you, N-N-Neev," Cobweb said and kissed his cheek.

"Not bad, brother," Jamie said and punched his shoulder. She looked around her. "But this place is a bloody mess. Any good cleaning spells in that book of yours?"

Neev looked around him. Grunters had spent weeks living in this house, and they had trashed the place. Their drool covered the furniture. Their claw marks covered the walls. They had left dirty dishes and cutlery everywhere.

Romy looked around too and gasped. "My masterpieces! The grunters destroyed them!"

Her paintings, these ones from a series she called "Things Smaller than Scruff's Belly", lay torn across the room, showing shreds of mountains, cathedrals, and blue whales. Romy began collecting them and pouting.

"I think," Neev said, "that we'll need help cleaning up. And I know just the person to do it."

The Bullies all looked at one another.

"John Quill!" they said together.

Scruff hefted his mace. "Time to go visit our new cleaning lady."

 

* * * * *

 

Scruff marched through the town, mace in hand.

The other Bullies walked behind him. Around them, their army was busy cleaning up the streets. The little demons, Mandy and Annie, were training their hellhogs to pick up litter. The spiderlings were scrubbing ash off walls and re-thatching burned roofs. The elflings were herding chained monsters into the Porcupine's Quills tavern.

"Some of these monsters used to be townfolk," Neev called out. "Keep those ones safe. I'll turn them into humans soon."

The elflings nodded and goaded furry, scaly, and slimy creatures into the inn. Several animals walked among the monsters; Scruff saw piglets, a toad, and a monkey.

"They used to be children!" Rowyn called to them, herding the animals inside. "They wandered into town this morning and scratched their names into the dirt. We'll cure them too."

The Bullies kept walking, leaving the tavern behind. Soon they saw the printshop across a square, and Scruff growled. He gritted his teeth. He couldn't wait to grab Quill and shake the fear of God into him. He stormed across the square between hellhogs, kicked down the printshop door, and charged inside.

The house was empty. The closets were open and bare.

Scruff stared around, blinking. The other Bullies stepped in behind him and cursed.

"The coward escaped!" Scruff exclaimed.

"Sir Obvious saves the day again," Neev said. He stepped around the printshop, looking for clues. The printers were still there, but the metallic letters were missing. 

Scruff kicked a wall in frustration. "Well, it looks like not every villain eats his just dinner."

"Just deserts," Neev said. 

Scruff's belly grumbled. "Desserts? Where?"

Looking around him, Neev sighed. "I wonder if we'll ever hear from our friend John Quill again. His venomous prose might still poison gullible minds in some far reaches beyond our sight."

"Come again?" Scruff asked, scratching his head.

"He might still write bad stuff about us."

"Ah."

Romy stepped up toward them, chewing a bundle of straw. "Uhm, Nee' n' 'ruff? I 'ave a' 'dea." 

Neev pulled the straw from her mouth. "What is it, Romy?"

She spat out some chaff, sneezed, and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "Well, if we can't find Quill's desserts, do you think Willow can make us some?"

Neev groaned. "No, Romy, they're not real desserts, it's an idiom. His just deserts—it just sounds like desserts, but it means something you deserve, spelled with one s." Romy was blinking at him, and Neev sighed. "Oh, nevermind. What are you thinking, Romy?"

She patted her belly. "Well, whenever Willow tried to cast evil spells, her wand always shot out cookies, candies, and gumdrops and stuff. Can we make her give us just desserts?" She hid her mouth and whispered to him. "Did I say it right? Just desserts is really all I want. I don't need the earlier courses."

Neev slapped his forehead, groaned, and sighed. "We'll ask her, Romy. Okay?"

She wagged her tail.

They left the printshop, walked across town, and climbed Rosethorn Hill. The grass and trees were burned, and the fort rose barren above them, stripped of its roses. Whenever we rebuild, Scruff thought, some warlock or witch burns down the town. May this be the last time.

They entered the fort, walked across its hall, and stepped into the cellars. Whimpering and sniffling sounded in the shadows. A figure sat cloaked in darkness, hugging itself and rocking. A voice rose, miserable and trembling.

"Oh, Madrila... oh poor poor Madrila. I—sniff!—am so sorry!" Slaps sounded in the darkness. "Bad Willow! Bad! Ouch!"

Scruff grabbed a torch from the wall and stepped forward. He found Willow sitting in the corner. A chain ran from her ankle to the wall. The girl was slapping herself and crying.

"Oh bad Willow! Bad! Your spiders ate her, the only woman who ever cared for you." Tears flowed down her cheeks. She didn't even seem to notice the Bullies approach.

Scruff knelt by her. "Willow?" he asked softly. "Are you all right?"

She glared at him with puffy red eyes. "Of course I'm not all right! I—sniff—killed her! The only person who looked after me. Who protected me. Who taught me." Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she blew her nose into her sleeve. "I just wanted to help. And now she's dead, all dead because of me."

Romy tapped her cheek. "But you did a good thing," she said. "Madrila was evil. She was a witch!"

Willow stared at her. "And you're a demon. So what?"

Scruff tapped her chain. "Look, Willow, you tried to kill us. You helped destroy Burrfield. You have to be punished. I think you should stay here forever."

She hung her head low. "I deserve it." She sniffed. "I didn't want to destroy Burrfield. Honestly. I tried not to. But... Madrila, she... she said I had to destroy the church. When I couldn't do it, she banished me." She looked up with teary eyes. "I'm sorry, Bullies. I'm sorry for everything. I deserve this punishment."

Romy stamped her feet. "But I want just desserts!" She tugged Scruff's sleeve. "Please, Scruff, please let her go, please. She can't make us treats if she's down here." She turned next to Neev, making puppydog eyes. "Please, Neev, can you free her? I want cookies. Cooookies!"

Scruff looked at the other Bullies. Neev sighed. Cobweb nodded, staring at Willow with soft eyes. Romy was rubbing her belly and salivating. Jamie rolled her eyes and groaned.

"I don't know," Scruff said. "I—"

"Oh, Scruff, just let her go," Jamie said. "We all knew all along she'd be good at the end, didn't we?"

Scruff winced. "I suppose it was rather obvious, wasn't it? Oh well." Keys hung upon a peg in the wall. Scruff grabbed them and unlocked Willow's fetters.

The girl rose slowly, rubbing her ankle. She leaped onto Scruff and hugged him.

"Oh thank you, thank you!" Willow said. "I'll be good now, really really good. No more evil for me. I think, instead of being a witch, I'll become a baker. Do you think Burrfield could use a new baker?"

Romy was drooling so much, it pooled around her feet. "Do we! You could take over Quill's old shop, and turn it into a bakery."

"But on one condition," Scruff added, sternly pointing at Willow. "You must supply us with free baked goods forever."

Willow looked at his belly, looked at Romy's drool, and gulped. But then she looked back at the chains and sighed. "Oh, all right."

Romy leaped for joy, then slipped in her drool, crashed to the floor, and moaned.





 


Chapter Twenty-Six

Stargazing









Cobweb lay on the hill, watching the stars. The constellations glowed. Orion the hunter rose before her, proud and strong. The big dipper winked above, glistening. The Milky Way spilled across the sky, a scarf of silver.

"It's beautiful, innit?" Scruff said. He lay on his back beside her.

Cobweb cuddled against him. "B-b-beautifuw."

She sighed and tears filled her eyes.

Scruff looked at her, saw her tears, and kissed her cheek. "What's wrong, Cobweb?"

She held him tight. "It's j-j-just dat... when M-M-Madwiwa tuwned me into a spidew, I c-c-couwd speak Spidewtongue. I tawked to da diddwywiggwes. And I c-c-couwd tawk pewfectwy!" Her tongue hurt, and she trembled from the effort of speaking so many words, but plowed on. "F-f-fow da onwy time in m-my wife, I sounded smawt, p-p-pwoud, stwong. Not wike a b-b-baby." A tear rolled down to her lips. She gulped and twisted her tongue, struggling to say more; each word felt like climbing a mountain. "I m-m-miss dat. Da spidews wistened t-to me, Scwuff. Dey wespected me because I couwd speak so weww. B-but now... n-now I'm ashamed. Wiww anyone evew wespect me ag-g-gain?"

She clung to him, trembling. He held her tight and kissed her hair.

"Are you sad to be a girl again?" he asked. "Not a spider anymore?"

She shook her head. "No. B-b-but.... Oh, Scwuff! I j-just want da spidewwings not to m-m-mock me."

"Those spiderlings followed you to war," Scruff said. "They obeyed your commands, and you weren't a spider then. Nobody will mock you again. And if anybody does... now you have me around, and I'd pound them."

She propped herself onto her elbows and looked downhill. A column of glowing figures moved there, kissed with starlight. The spiderlings were leaving Burrfield, travelling into the wild Teasel Forest.

"Dey awe fowming a new c-c-cwan," Cobweb said. "Dey cannot wetuwn to Spidewsiwk Fowest. Dey wiww settwe in T-T-Teasew Fowest. Dey wiww be ouw neighbows."

She smiled and warmth filled her. Since her banishment, other spiderlings had seemed so far, so out of reach. But now, Gossamer and Webdew would live near her, just outside the city gates. She could visit them anytime, and no elders would imprison her.

Scruff sat up beside her, and worry filled his eyes. He held her hands.

"Will you go live with them?" he asked. "Will you also leave Burrfield?" He swallowed. "Leave me?"

She laughed and kissed his cheek. "Of couwse not, siwwy Scwuff. You know how m-m-much I wove you, now and awways. I nevew want to b-b-be apawt fwom you."

He laughed too, and pulled her into his arms, nearly crushing her. They kissed and lay upon the grass, holding each other, looking up at the stars. Cobweb smiled. She felt safe and warm. She felt happy.

 

* * * * *

 

Jamie stood outside the city walls, facing the three elflings. A lump filled her throat and her eyes stung. The elflings wore their travelling cloaks and held walking staffs. They stared back at her, silent.

Jamie gulped and took a step toward Rowyn. The young wizard smiled softly. His goldencharm, shaped like a star, glowed on his forehead, and dry leaves filled his mop of brown hair. Jamie put her hand on his shoulder.

"Thank you, Rowyn," she said. She meant to speak powerfully, but her voice came out a hoarse whisper.

Rowyn pulled her into an embrace. "Goodbye, Jamie Thistle of Burrfield. We'll miss you."

Next Jamie turned toward Noelyn. The archer stared at her with large, purple eyes. Her silver hair cascaded like waterfalls, and her half-moon goldencharm glowed like molten silver. She smiled.

"Goodbye, Jamie," she said. "Thank you for teaching us about courage."

Jamie hugged her tight. She smelled like rivers, deep forests, and magic.

The lump growing in her throat, Jamie finally turned to face Ellywyn. Now she could not help it, and tears filled her eyes.

"Goodbye, Ellywyn," she whispered. "I'll miss you."

The young warrior's face was bruised, and bandages covered her thigh and shoulder. Her silver dagger hung from her belt, and her pointy ears thrust out from her red hair. She sniffed, and her sun-shaped goldencharm blazed upon her freckled face.

"Goodbye, Jamie," she said and pulled her into a crushing hug. "Goodbye, my sister in arms. You are a great warrior. The greatest I've known." She sniffed back tears. "And you are a great friend."

Jamie looked at the three. Elflings. Humble creatures. Short, thin people few humans knew about. Jamie had grown up a runt—the size of these elflings, thin and quick and almost invisible to most people. She bit her lip.

"Thank you all. You taught me to be proud of who I am."

Rowyn looked at his fellow elflings, then back at Jamie. He took a deep breath.

"Jamie," he finally said, "return with us to Glaswood Forest. I'll speak to my grandfather, the ruler of our clan. We'll adopt you as our own. You'll become an honorary elfling."

Jamie blinked tears from her eyes. She—an elfling! Nobody would call her a runt in Glaswood Forest. She would stand tall there, proud and noble. And she would have dear friends—wise Rowyn, mysterious Noelyn, fiery Ellywyn.

She looked back at the walls of Burrfield. They rose behind her, ancient and crumbling. What did she still have in Burrfield? Her parents were gone. Her brothers had found love; Scruff had Cobweb, and Neev had Romy, but she had no partner. Was there anything left for her here? Did her destiny lie in Glaswood among people her size?

She stared at those walls—the walls she was born behind, the walls she had fought for. Her parents might be gone, but their bones lay in Burrfield. Her brothers might have found love, but she was still their sister. She could not leave them.

She turned back to the elflings. They looked at her with sad smiles.

"Thank you, dearest friends," Jamie said. "But I can't leave my home and my family." She sniffed back tears. "I promise to visit you—as often as I can."

The elflings looked at one another. They seemed to exchange unspoken words. Finally they all nodded.

Rowyn turned back to Jamie and drew his wand. "We'll grant you a parting gift. We'll bless you with a goldencharm. It is our highest honor. It will glow upon you forever. It will light your path in the world."

Jamie gasped. Honorary elfling indeed! She nodded, tears rolling, and closed her eyes. She felt Rowyn's wand touch her forehead. Warmth spread through her. She gasped, opened her eyes, and saw glittering light flow across her like fireflies. The light hummed and danced and her forehead tingled.

When the light faded, she stood breathing heavily. She touched her forehead and felt warmth and goodness.

"Did it work?" she whispered.

Noelyn pulled a handheld mirror from her pouch. Its frame and grip were woven of silver. Jamie took the mirror and gazed upon her reflection.

Disappointment filled her.

A goldencharm glowed upon her forehead... shaped as a flower.

Jamie bit her lip. Her belly ached. A flower. She, a mighty warrior—with a flower on her forehead. Was this a joke? Rowyn had a star, Noelyn a moon, Ellywyn a sun. Why didn't she get a mighty light of the heavens, but only a girly flower?

"I... thank you," she said, "but...."

The elflings laughed, and Jamie felt rage bubble inside her. After all this, how could they mock her? But Noelyn only hugged her.

"It's a thistle, silly!" the archer said. "Like your last name."

Jamie looked into the mirror again, and her disappointment left her. Joy filled her instead. Noelyn was right. It was a small, glowing thistle—like her surname, like her father's coat of arms. Thistles were small and delicate, but thorny. Like me, Jamie thought.

"I'm honored," she whispered, throat tight.

The elflings hugged her and cried.

"You will always have friends in Glaswood," Ellywyn said. "Goodbye, Jamie Thistle, warrior of Burrfield."

They walked into the forest, heading to their northern homeland. Jamie stood silently for a long time, watching the trees. Then she touched her forehead, smiled, and went home.

 

* * * * *

 

Romy hugged her friends tight.

"Goodbye, Annie! Goodbye, Mandy!"

She kissed the girls on their cheeks. The two beamed up at her, wagged their tails, and kissed her too. 

"Goodbye, Romy! Remember to visit us."

Romy nodded. "The door to Hell is just outside Burrfield. You come visit too." She leaned down and whispered to them. "We'll raise hell together in Burrfield whenever we can."

The two little demons turned away. They walked down Friar Hill in the night, hair flaming. Their flock of hellhogs followed them, snorting and blowing smoke from their nostrils. Old Grumbledook walked there too, coughing and grumbling.

"Do you think I'll like hell?" the old dragon could be heard asking.

The demon girls nodded. "You'll love it!" They patted him and tugged his beard. "It's nice and warm, and we'll take good care of you."

The old dragon grumbled. "Just don't go tugging my beard, girls, it took me decades to grow, and...."

His voice faded in the distance. The demon girls, hellhogs, and dragon disappeared into the night. 

Romy remained standing atop Friar Hill by her house. Sadness crept into her, and she wrapped her wings around her. Suddenly she wanted to go to Hell too—to live forever with Mandy, Annie, the hellhogs, and even old Grumbledook. She sniffed loudly and blew her nose into a handkerchief.

Neev stood beside her, wrapped in his cloak. He patted her shoulder. "Are you all right, Romster?"

She looked at him, and some of her pain flowed away. Neev's eyes were soft, his face kind. She knew that few others ever saw this side of him. Most knew him as the cranky, cynical wunderkind. But she knew the real Neev. He was a dark, mysterious, angry warlock... but also a kind, gentle young man. She loved him deeply.

"I'm proud of you, Neev." She kissed him. "You faced Madrila. You saved us."

He sighed. "It was Willow's spiders who did that, not me. I lost the duel."

Romy thought for a moment. "Oh yeah! You're right." She patted his cheek. "Screw you, Neev. It's Willow I should be kissing."

"I'd like to see that."

She snorted. "I'm sure you would. But I'm not sharing my lips with anyone else."

She held his hand, and they stood watching the stars. A meteor blazed, and the constellations shone. When she first came to Earth, the sky had scared Romy; it was so deep, the stars so distant. But now she found this celestial painting a thing of beauty, of hope, of promise. When Neev and I have kids, she thought, I'll take them stargazing on this hill.

She looked at him. There was one thing that still bothered her, one last concern that gnawed on her bones. She took a deep breath.

"Neev," she said, "be honest. Do you think my butt is big? Do you think I'm a baboon?"

He sighed. "The only thing too big about you is your mouth," he said... and kissed that mouth. He wrapped his arms around her. They kissed under the stars for long moments.

When finally their kiss ended, Romy laughed. She mussed his hair and pinched his nose.

"I'm going to bug the hell out of you with this big mouth," she said. "For the rest of your life. You know that, don't you, monkey boy?"

Neev sighed, held her close, and kissed her cheek.

"All things considered," he said, "that doesn't sound too bad."





 














THE END
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Chapter Four


The Apprentice












The grunters never returned.


Night fell, dawn broke, night fell again... and still no word of them. Willow was getting worried. She didn't much care if the Bullies lived or died. She didn't much care if Burrfield burned or thrived. But Willow, apprentice to the witch Madrila, cared very much about her mistress's moods.


This night her mood was foul.


Screams, curses, and explosions came from Madrila's study. Red and green smoke spilled under the door. Glass and wood shattered. Willow stood in the hall, shivering.


"Oh God, it'll be a mess," she whispered. "She's breaking every last plate, chair, and vial, and I'll be the one who has to clean it."


Willow took a shuddering breath. She smoothed her purple robes and tried to steady her heart. She would have to attempt the impossible: calm Madrila. Hesitantly, she knocked on the door.


"What is it?" Madrila shrieked behind it.


Fingers shaking, Willow twisted the doorknob and peaked into the study. Dread flooded her and she gulped. Madrila's hair was wild. Her eyes blazed. Her cheeks were red. Sparks of black magic coiled around her fingertips. The witch was young—not yet thirty—but still a decade older than Willow and infinitely more powerful.


"My lady," Willow said. "Would you... would you like some wine to soothe your spirits?"


She knew at once that was a mistake. Madrila shrieked.


"Do I look like I need soothing?" she bellowed, grabbed a statue of an imp, and smashed it. A hundred other statues, plates, and pieces of furniture lay shattered across the room.


It'll be a long night of cleaning for me, Willow thought. She hated cleaning. She hated preparing mulled wine. She had chosen to apprentice for Madrila because she wanted to do magic—real magic, not beginners' tricks like they taught you at the Coven, where everyone else apprenticed. Willow craved the good stuff—dangerous, wonderful, and evil spells like Madrila cast.


I want to hold a wand, not a broomstick, she thought. I want to summon demons, raise armies of skeletons, be a great and powerful ruler... not a servant.


But she only bowed her head and said, "Forgive me, my lady."


Madrila stomped forward, grabbed Willow's shoulders, and hissed. "Do you have any idea how valuable those grunters were? I spent a week molding them in my cauldron. A week! And now ten are lost in the forest, probably dead. The Bullies killed them. I know it. They killed my lovelies like they killed my father."


Willow swallowed. Here goes nothing. "My lady, you sent grunters to spy, and they never returned. Grunters are great warriors, but they are perhaps poor spies. All the grunting and stinking, you know." Before Madrila could get angrier, she finished quickly. "Allow me to spy for you. I'll take a few of the slinkers you created this morning; they're dumb but at least they're quiet. We'll size up Burrfield's defences, see what the Bullies are doing, and report to you within three days."


Madrila stared, silent.


Willow swallowed. Her knees knocked. Please let her agree, she prayed. If Willow could go on a real mission—not just to fetch groceries or do the laundry, but actual spywork—maybe, just maybe, Madrila would teach her some spells. Maybe, just maybe, Willow could replace her broom and ladle with a wand and spellbook.


Madrila stared for several long, painful moments. Her eyes narrowed, her lips tightened, and her fingers dug into Willow's shoulders.


Finally the witch nodded and turned away.


"Very well," she said. "Take the slinkers. Spy on the town. Be back in three days."


Willow couldn't stifle a shaky, thankful gasp. She wanted to sound stern, evil, and powerful. She wanted to say something like, The Bullies will suffer, my lady—we will crush them and grind them into dust.


Instead, she only squeaked and said: "Hooray! Thank you, I'll do it!"


How evil sounding, she thought and sighed.


Madrila touched a broken statue, raised her eyebrow, and said, "Oh, and Willow? Clean the room before you leave."


Damn.


Willow sighed and grabbed her broom. 


 


* * * * *


 


"Weww," Cobweb said, "if B-b-bwamblebwidge won't guawd d-d-da city wawws, why d-don't we?"


The Bullies were sitting around the hearth in their home, nursing mugs of cider (Scruff's was topped with whipped cream). The fire crackled and cast orange light over the rugs, armchairs, and paintings on the walls. Walnuts roasted over the flames, filling the room with their scent.


Cobweb sat on a sheepskin, leaning her head against Scruff's chest. His arm was slung around her, nearly as wide as her entire body. She felt warm and protected.


"It's not a bad idea," Neev said. He sat in an oversized armchair, leafing through a spellbook. Romy sat on his lap, sucking a lollipop and playing with her hair.


Jamie sat in the corner, polishing her sword. "Why should we even protect Burrfield when everybody here hates us?"


"B-b-because dis is ouw home," Cobweb said. "Because d-d-dis is whewe youw woots awe... whewe you and youw p-pawents wewe bown, whewe youw childwen wiww be bown."


She wiped her brow. Speaking so many words hurt her tongue and left her winded. She was getting better, she knew—she could talk more clearly than a year ago—but still hated speaking. Every word felt like climbing a mountain; a sentence the others could speak in an instant took her long moments to complete. She hated seeing Jamie tap her fingers, waiting for her to finish stuttering. She hated seeing Romy grow bored whenever she spoke, twirling her hair and whistling.


I can speak perfectly in my mind, Cobweb thought. I wish I could speak the way I think, quickly and smoothly. But I'm getting better. Scruff is teaching me.


Still catching her breath from her little speech, Cobweb wondered at her words. Her home lay far from here, across mountain and meadow and lake. She had no roots in Burrfield. Her home lay in Spidersilk Forest, a land of fireflies, birch trees, mystical runes, and fellow spiderlings with purple skin, silver hair, and spiderweb tattoos.


Scruff seemed to read her mind. He tightened his arm around her and kissed her head. But this is my home now, she thought. This is where I live with my husband. This is where our children will one day live. I want to protect it.


She grabbed her bow and quiver of arrows from their pegs on the wall.


"Wet's go," she said. "We have a t-t-town to pwotect."


Within an hour, Cobweb and Romy stood outside the town's northern Teasel Gate, armed with bow and pitchfork. Autumn trees rustled before them and the grass swayed at their feet. Jamie had gone to the southern Barley Gate, armed with her sword. Scruff and Neev had stayed home to sleep; they had agreed to take the night shift.


Cobweb breathed the crisp, autumn air, prepared to shoot arrows at any enemies that attacked.


The leaves rustled.


Squirrels raced across the trees, birds chirped, and grasshoppers hopped.


One time, a lone goose flew overhead, honking.


"Bo-ring!" Romy said. She yawned, stretched, and scratched her belly. "I hate guard duty."


Cobweb put a hand on her shoulder. "It's n-n-not so b-bad, Womy. We g-g-get to enjoy natuwe."


She snorted. "Nature can go to hell. I hate nature. I hate these birds everywhere; horrible things." She shuddered. "I hate bugs. I hate trees. I want to go hoooome."


"You can g-g-go," Cobweb said. She tightened her grip on her bow. "I can defend da gate mysewf."


Romy moaned. "But I'd be bored at home without you! Scruff and Neev are sleeping, and Jamie's guarding the other gate. Can't we do something more interesting? Can we play a game at least?"


Cobweb shook her head. "Womy! If we p-p-pway a game, how wouwd we guawd da town pwopewwy? We wouwdn't n-n-notice if anyone appwoached."


Romy groaned, growled, hopped, flapped her wings, and finally began to sing.


"One hundred bottles of beer on the wall, one hundred bottles of— Ow, Cobweb, why are you poking me?"


"Wisten!" she whispered. "I tink I heaw someting."


Romy fell silent and Cobweb frowned. She heard it more clearly now: a rustling in bushes. Just the wind? No; the trees did not sway, but the bushes kept moving. She nocked an arrow and drew the bowstring. Her heart raced.


"Who goes der?" she demanded.


Five creatures burst from the bushes. Cobweb gasped; she had never seen such strange beasts. Covered in white fur, they walked on tiptoes, and what toes those were. Most of their height was just those toes—hugely elongated and furry. Their bodies were small, their eyes beady, their noses long like an anteater's. Their arms ended with gleaming claws.


"Kill them, slinkers!" cried a voice, and a jet of pink sparkles flew.


Cobweb screamed and fired her arrow.


The long-toed slinkers squealed. Cobweb's arrow slammed into one. It screamed, baring sharp teeth. Romy screamed too, flew, and lashed her pitchfork at the creatures.


As Cobweb nocked another arrow, she saw that one of the attackers was a young woman—sixteen or seventeen years old—with black hair and purple wizard robes. She pointed a wand at Cobweb.


Cobweb ducked. Pink sparkles and hearts flew from the witch's wand. Cobweb fired her arrow. It missed the young witch by a finger.


"Damn it, shoot bolts of lightning, you stupid wand!" the witch cried and shook her wand. "Not hearts!" She turned to the monsters. "Slinkers, kill them!"


The toey beasts nodded. "Yes, Lady Willow! They will die." They charged on their tiptoes and their claws lashed.


Cobweb ducked and claws swung over her head. She grabbed a fistful of dirt and tossed it. The dirt hit the slinker's eyes, blinding it long enough for Cobweb to draw her dagger. She tossed the blade; it sliced the slinker's neck. Cobweb fired a third arrow, hitting its chest. It screamed and fell dead.


"Oh God, no!" Willow screamed. "Madrila will kill me for this. She spent all night creating that slinker."


The witch pointed her wand at Cobweb and uttered a spell. Candies flew from the wand, incurring a stream of curses from Willow.


"Oh God," the witch said and tossed her wand aside in disgust. "This thing is useless."


Cobweb snarled and kicked. Her foot hit Willow's shin, and the witch fell. Cobweb leaped up and kicked again, hitting Willow in the stomach. Above her, Romy flew and swooped, thrusting her pitchfork. Slinkers dell dead beneath her.


Cobweb grabbed Willow's hair and pulled her head back.


"Who is Madwiwa?" she demanded. "W-w-what do you peopwe want fwom us?


Willow blinked back tears and managed a snarl. "I will kill you, Bullies. I will kill you and make Madrila proud, and finally she'll teach me spells. Finally she'll teach me to be a great witch."


Sniffing, Willow kicked. Her foot slammed into Cobweb's knee.


Pain filled her. Cobweb fell. As Romy killed the last grunter, Willow scurried to her feet and ran into the forest. Within seconds, she disappeared among the trees.


"Wet's catch hew!" Cobweb said. "She's g-g-getting away."


Romy landed by her. Panting, the two girls began running after Willow. Branches slapped their faces and leaves crunched under their feet.


They ran through the forest for a long time.


"She's gone," Romy finally said. "We'll never find her."


Cobweb shook her head. "We'ww find hew. See how da weaves awe pwessed d-d-down hewe? See dat smudge of m-m-m-mud on dat bouwdew? She wan hewe. She's f-fast... but we'ww catch hew."


Romy got down on all four, lowered her head to the ground, and sniffed like a bloodhound. Her tail wagged. She straightened and nodded.


"She walked here," the demon announced. "I can smell her trail. Let's keep looking."


It was slow progress. Many roots, bushes, and boulders impeded their passage. Streams gurgled, full of slippery rocks. Sometimes they had to stop and climb over a fallen log, a towering boulder, or bramble. As she followed the trail through the forest, Cobweb thought about the other Bullies. What will they think when they don't see us come home on time?


Soon the sun began to set. When it grew dark, Cobweb could no longer see the trail, and they had to rely on Romy's nose. The demon stopped every few feet, leaned down, and sniffed the earth. Then she'd wag her tail and run forward. The stars emerged and the sun vanished. The only lights came from their hair: Romy's flamed like a torch, and Cobweb's glowed softly like moonlight.


Romy whispered. "What if we walk right into the witch's camp and meet a thousand monsters?"


Cobweb clutched her bow tight. "Wet's be cawefuw. If we f-f-find da monstews' camp, we'ww spy on dem, den wetuwn to Buwwfiewd. Wet's not p-pick any fights."


Romy walked ahead, sniffing and wagging her tail. Cobweb followed her. Leaves crunched and branches snapped under their feet. If there are any witches in the darkness, they'd hear us from miles away, Cobweb thought.


It seemed like they walked for hours when Romy paused and said, "I smell grunters." She sniffed. "Ooh, and some cookies!"


"Cookies?"


Cobweb paused and sniffed. It did smell like cookies ahead—honey cookies with almonds, she thought. The sweet smells mingled with a stench like rot.


"Wet's pwoceed quietwy," Cobweb said. "T-t-tiptoe and d-d-don't make a sound!"


They inched forward, careful not to rustle any dry leaves or twigs. Romy pulled her hood over her head, hiding the fire of her hair. Campfires burned ahead; Cobweb smelled them and saw their soft light. She parted branches before her and saw a camp of creatures.


The young witch Willow stood over a cauldron, mixing its contents with a ladle. A hundred monsters surrounded the cauldron—warty grunters, long-toed slinkers, three-headed dogs with flaming eyes, reptiles with red horns, and many others. A dilapidated house rose behind them, cloaked in shadows.


"Boil and bubble," Willow chanted as she stirred. "Toil and trouble. I brew a poison of evil and pain!" She tossed powder into the cauldron, tightened her lips, and stirred with more vigor. "Curses and hexes, devils and spirits, poison this brew with your evil! Here I stir a potion of wretchedness."


Delicious smells of honey, roasted nuts, and baked apples wafted from the cauldron. 


A grunter sniffed the brew. "Mmm, cookie dough!" he said. "Grunt grunt, can we eat this batch too?"


Willow growled and pulled her hair. "This is not cookie dough! This is a foul, evil poison. This is a brew of terror, of demons and ghosts!"


The grunter dipped his finger into the mix and licked it. "Yum yum, tastes especially sweet this time."


Willow seemed close to tears. She tossed the ladle aside, sat down with a groan, and covered her eyes.


"Cookies again. Every bloody time I try to create an evil potion, it comes out as cookie dough." She heaved a sigh. "Very well, I suppose you might as well eat this one too."


The monsters around the cauldron cheered and began to feast, smacking their lips and licking their fingers.


Cobweb watched with fascination from between the trees. "She's not m-m-much of a witch," she said.


Romy was wagging her tail furiously under her cloak. She was drooling like a hungry dog, and her stomach growled. Luckily, the monsters were too busy eating to hear.


"Cookies!" Romy whispered in awe. "I want some. Please please, can I go eat some too?"


Cobweb shook her head. "No, Womy. I'll b-b-bake you some at home tomowwow, okay?"


Romy's drool dripped onto the forest floor and her stomach gave another growl.


A shriek tore the forest.


The monsters around the cauldron froze, and Willow's face paled. The young witch's eyes widened and she trembled.


"Willow!" came a shriek from the house.


The witch shut her eyes and began to mumble; it seemed to Cobweb like she was praying.


"Willow, what are you doing?"


A second witch stormed out of the house behind the campfire. She was young, tall, and beautiful, with golden hair and blazing green eyes. Her black robes swished around her. The firelight painted her face red.


Willow straightened, gulped, and said, "Uhm... hello, Madrila. I'm... I'm preparing a poison for the Bullies—something so deadly, they cannot survive it."


Madrila! Hiding behind the trees, Cobweb gasped. So here was Dry Bones's long-lost daughter. Here was the witch who wanted her father avenged and the Bullies dead. Here was the woman who had sent grunters to kill them. Cobweb reached for an arrow.


I should kill her now, she thought. I should shoot an arrow into her heart. And yet she dared not. A hundred monsters stood here. If she killed Madrila, those monsters would swarm across the forest, find her and Romy, and kill them. Cobweb forced herself to release her arrow.


"Willow, you made cookie dough again!" Madrila shouted. "When will you learn to be a proper witch? When will you learn to be more evil, for heaven's sake?"


Willow sniffed back tears, but managed to puff out her chest. "I am evil, Madrila! I can be as evil as you. If you'll just teach me, maybe some really evil spells, I can—"


"You must earn your spells," Madrila said, interrupting the younger woman. "What happened to the slinkers you took to Burrfield?"


Willow trembled. She looked around, as if searching for an escape route. Finally she swallowed, lowered her head, and said meekly, "The Bullies killed them. I'm sorry, Madrila. We fought them well, but...." She winced as if expecting a blow.


Madrila only stared silently. Her eyes were ice. Finally she spun around, stormed back into her house, and slammed the door shut. A lock clanked.


Willow stood outside, trembling for long moments. Finally she sighed, lay down by the campfire, and curled up.


"Looks like another night outside for me," she said quietly. "At least I have you for company, my dear monsters."


The creatures, however, seemed not to hear her. They were busy fighting over who got to lick the cauldron. Willow sighed again, hugged her knees, and seemed to fall asleep.


"We've seen enough fow n-n-now," Cobweb whispered. "Wet's go home and teww Neev and J-J-Jamie what we weawned."


Romy was looking at the empty cauldron ruefully. Reluctantly, she tore her gaze away, nodded, and the two Bullies began heading back home.
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Chapter Eight


Battle Cry












Fall Festival had come to Glaswood Forest, and Noelyn was worried.


She wanted it to be her favorite time of year. After all, Fall Festival was the favorite time of most elflings. But Noelyn was not like most elflings, and for her, Fall Festival brought pain and misfortune every year.


Sitting upon a mossy log, she looked around her. Elflings moved between the trees, hanging strings of walnuts from the branches. Other elflings were building leafmen, creatures woven of dry leaves, twigs, and strings. A few elflings were piling up the Carving Gourds; a highlight of the festival was always the carving contest, where elflings competed at giving gourds the scariest faces. Golden leaves glided everywhere, and the air smelled of berries, dry flowers, and sweet wine.


It will be a beautiful day, Noelyn told herself. A perfect day. Fall Festival is a time of joy and beauty.


And yet she shuddered. The first Fall Festival she remembered was ten years ago, when she was only five. She had been weaving leafmen when the trolls attacked, thrusting spears and shooting arrows. Her parents had died that day, along with the rest of her clan. She had escaped, alone and bloodied, and ran for two days through the woods until arriving here at Clan Birchroot. Her friends Ellywyn and Rowyn had found her cowering among the trees, shivering and famished.


Noelyn hugged herself, the memory bringing tears to her eyes. But that was years ago, she told herself. She watched a group of children climb a tree to hang their dolls from the branches. No trolls had been seen in Glaswood Forest since that day.


The year after, however, also brought her pain. When she was six years old, she had joined Ellywyn and Rowyn—themselves only children then—for a new Fall Festival. The other children had mocked her that day. They laughed at her brown northern skin, so unlike the fair skin of Birchroot elflings. They laughed at her silver hair, and tugged it, and bloodied her nose. She ran home crying, abandoning the leafmen dolls, the gourd carvings, and the singing and dancing.


That too was long ago, she told herself. Yet the year after that, her pet badger died at Fall Festival, and another year she had gotten sick and lain for three days with a fever. 


"But this year will be perfect," she told herself. "You are no longer a frightened little girl. You are fifteen, and a skilled archer and warrior. You no longer have to fear trolls or bullies."


She sighed, left the log where she sat, and approached a stream. She leaned down to drink, and once her thirst was quenched, she examined her reflection. Her skin was the color of healthy earth. Her hair was smooth and silver like a waterfall in moonlight, and her eyes were lavender pools. A half-moon goldencharm glowed on her forehead, and a quiver of arrows hung on her hip. She wore a grey dress, its skirt and sleeves ending with a hem of triangles. A bow and harp, both carved of giltwood, hung over her back.


"You are Noelyn, a strong woman, a brave warrior," she told her reflection. "You can face one little Fall Festival."


When she left the stream, she scanned the forest, seeking her friends. Where were Ellywyn and Rowyn? They should have been here by now. 


She spotted Oryn ahead, Rowyn's little brother. The young elfling, only ten years old, was kneeling behind the pile of gourds. He glanced around, thrust out his tongue in concentration, and pulled his cloak tighter around him.


Noelyn frowned. The boy was always pulling one prank or another. She marched toward him. When she got nearer, she saw that he was cutting small holes into the gourds, then stuffing them with strawberry jam.


"Oryn!" she said and grabbed his ear. She twisted and pulled him away from the gourds.


"Ow ow ow!" the boy said. "What are you doing, Noelyn?"


"What are you doing? Stuffing jam into gourds?"


An impish grin spread across the young elfling's face. "I'm giving them blood!" He giggled. "When the children carve into them, the gourds will bleed. It'll terrify Toryn and Gelflyn and the others. I bet they'll cry."


Noelyn twisted his ear, incurring winces and whimpers.


"You will cry, Oryn, if I catch you pulling another prank! No more pranks today, understood?" She lifted the strawberried gourd and tossed it into the forest. "Come with me. It's time to sing a song."


He groaned and rolled his eyes. "Oh, Noelyn, I hate singing, you know that. Can't you just perform yourself this year?"


She shook her head. "No. You promised to sing with me this Fall Festival, remember? So come on."


She dragged him by the ear toward the Moonstone, a mossy boulder that rose from a pool of dry leaves. A silver moon was carved into its surface, glowing. Noelyn climbed onto the boulder. The silver moon's glow grew, and she felt the goldencharm on her forehead grow warmer; that moon too was glowing bright, she knew. She pulled her harp from over her back and began to play.


Oryn climbed onto the boulder beside her. He began to sing, his voice high and clear like wind on a mountain. Noelyn sang too, her voice sad and smooth like a stream seeking the sea. She sang of beauty—of trees, of coming winter, or life and love—but there was sadness to her song too, she thought. I sing for my lost home. For my clan that was destroyed. For my parents, my siblings, my shattered life. Dozens of elflings gathered around the boulder, abandoning their work to hear her voice. Their eyes closed and they sang softly with her.


When she heard the growling, her voice died, and her harpstrings stilled.


The elflings around her stirred and mumbled. The growling and howls rose among the trees, moving closer.


"Monsters!" Oryn whispered. He pulled his sling from his belt, reached into his pocket, and found a river stone. He loaded his sling and spun it over his head.


Noelyn's heart froze. At once, she was five years old again, and trolls were attacking her clan. Ice filled her veins and spun her head, and yet her fingers were steady. She grabbed her bow from over her back, drew an arrow from her quiver, and nocked it. She stared around, eyes narrowed. Growls and howls filled the forest.


"What is it?" an elfling cried. 


"Are we under attack?" shouted another, an old man with a face like a dried apple.


Children began to cry. Some elflings began scurrying up the trees. Noelyn stayed on the boulder, bow raised.


"Stay by me, Oryn," she whispered. "Whatever happens, stay by me."


Twenty creatures burst out from between the trees, screeching. Noelyn felt the blood leave her face. Spirits, they're hideous. They were great lizards, five feet long, racing on clawed feet. A red horn, like a unicorn's, grew from each one's head. Bits of flesh dangled from their sharp teeth. They raced toward the elflings, bloodlust in their eyes.


Noelyn loosed her arrow. It whistled and slammed into a lizard. The creature howled.


Other reptiles were tearing into the elflings. Blood splashed the forest. Elflings fell dead. Noelyn nocked another arrow and shot, hitting a lizard. It mewled and fell.


"Noelyn!" Oryn said, face white. He trembled.


"Shoot them with your sling!" she shouted. "Aim for their heads."


Trembling, he nodded and shot a sling stone. It sailed through the air and hit a lizard, knocking it down.


Two beasts raced toward the boulder, claws scattering dry leaves. Their eyes blazed and their horns caught fire, crackling like torches upon their heads. They leaped over dead elflings, staring at Noelyn and Oryn.


Noelyn nocked another arrow. She aimed. She fired. Her arrow slammed into one lizard; it was only six feet away. It fell with a squeal. Oryn shot the other with his sling stone. The blow hit the lizard's horn, bending it. The creature screamed and kept racing forward. It leaped onto the boulder and slammed into Noelyn.


"Noelyn!" Oryn cried.


She fell and hit the forest floor. The lizard screamed atop her, and its claws lashed, tearing her dress and skin. It leaned in to bite. Noelyn drew an arrow and drove it upward. The arrow entered the creature's mouth and tore through its throat. It gurgled and blood dripped from its maw. Noelyn kicked it off and leaped to her feet.


Two more lizards were racing toward her. A river stone sailed overhead and slammed into one, knocking it down. Noelyn drew an arrow. The lizard leaped toward her, spraying drool. Noelyn shot. The arrow pierced the lizard a foot away from her, and it crashed dead upon her.


She pushed it off and leaped back onto the boulder. She stood beside Oryn, staring around. A dozen elflings lay dead. Lizards were busy eating them. More lizards were racing around, searching for more elflings, but the others had fled into the trees.


"Noelyn!" cried a voice in the distance.


"Oh spirit, Noelyn, are you all right?" shouted another voice.


Rowyn and Ellywyn emerged from between the trees, goldencharms glowing. They raced toward the boulder.


"Climb the trees!" Noelyn shouted to them. "Don't worry about me."


But her friends ran toward her over roots and leaves. The reptiles hissed and leaped toward them. Rowyn uttered spells, shooting smoke from his wand. One lizard turned to stone, then another. Ellywyn lashed Sunfire, her dagger of elfsilver. Lizard blood flew, black and thick.


"For Glaswood Forest!" rose battle cries, and a dozen elfling warriors emerged from the trees, bearing bows and quivers. A dozen arrows flew. Lizards squealed. Blood splashed. Noelyn shot her last arrow, killed a lizard, and it was over.


Silence fell. The beasts all lay dead, tongues hanging from their maws.


Legs shaky, Noelyn climbed off the boulder. Rowyn rushed to her and embraced her.


"You're wounded," he said and touched her cheek.


She nodded, eyes lowered, and held him. "A scratch."


He kissed her cheek. "We must find you a healer."


Noelyn smiled. Concern filled Rowyn's eyes. When they grew up, he was always the one who'd comfort her when she cried, who bandaged her wounds when other children hit her, who listened to her stories and deepest fears under the blankets.


"We will soon," she said. "Come, see something here."


She knelt by a dead reptile. It lay bloodied, its neck pierced with an arrow. Mud coated its scales. A collar encircled its neck, and a tag hung from it. On the tag appeared a single letter: a red M.


"What does it mean?" Ellywyn asked, frowning. A scratch ran down her cheek and leaves filled her red hair.


Noelyn looked up into her friend's green eyes. "Madrila."


They all shuddered. The name Madrila was feared in Glaswood Forest. Elflings whispered of seeing the witch wandering the forest at night, cloaked in black, eyes blazing in her hood. Several elfling children had disappeared over the past few years. Some whispered that Madrila had snatched them. In some stories, the witch cooked and ate the children. In other stories, she cast spells upon them, and turned them into monsters who now served her. Noelyn gulped. Had these lizards once been kidnapped elflings?


Young Oryn ran between the dead reptiles. "They all wear the same tag!" he said, eyes wide. He shuddered. "The witch."


Noelyn looked at the others, then closed her eyes. Fall Festival has come, and another time of darkness falls upon me. She tightened her grip on her bow.


 


* * * * *


 


Scruff crept toward the dungeon door, knelt, and peeked underneath. He saw the boots of a guard and heard snores; the man was sleeping in the corner.


"I think it's night," Scruff whispered over his shoulder. "The guard's snoring."


Neev sighed in the darkness. "Quite the caliber of men here at Fort Rosethorn. And this is the place that flunked you from knight school, yes?"


Scruff grumbled. "Remind me, brother. Didn't you graduate with honors from the Coven? Oh wait. I forgot. You flunked too."


Neev rose to his feet and growled. "Blame Romy for that. I did summon a demon from Hell, and that's no mean trick. I couldn't predict it would be a thumb-sucking, teddy-bear-loving, duckling-fearing demon."


Cobweb shushed them. "B-b-be quiet! We d-d-don't want to wake da guawd. Scwuff, do you tink you c-c-can bweak da doow?"


Neev snorted. "Look at him, Cobweb. I've seen smaller prize bulls than Scruff. He could knock down the Great Wall of China if he leaned against it."


Scruff had never heard of China, so he said nothing, took a deep breath, and prepared to charge.


"Ready?" he whispered.


Cobweb raised her fists like a boxer and nodded. Neev chanted a spell and cast a Cone of Silence on the door. Cat whiskers sprouted from his nose.


Stuff growled, ran, and slammed his shoulder into their cell's door. He crashed back, shoulder throbbing. The door remained standing.


"Scwuff!" Cobweb said.


He rose to his feet, shook his head wildly, and charged again. The guard was shouting outside. Scruff's shoulder hit the door, and it cracked. He fell back again, growled, and charged a third time.


The door shattered.


Neev tossed magical spiderwebs, hitting the guard's chest.


Scruff and Cobweb leaped outside, tossing punches. The guard fell and thrashed, struggling in the spiderwebs that bound him.


"Prison break!" he cried. "Help down here!"


"Wun!" Cobweb cried. "Upstaiws!"


Scruff led the way, charging up a craggy staircase. He crashed into a second door at the top, shattering it. He rolled into an armory, expecting to see more guards, but the place was empty. The shelves were free of swords and armor.


"Something's going on," he said, panting. "There are usually hundreds of swords and pieces of armor in this place."


Neev and Cobweb emerged into the armory behind him. They stared around, eyes narrowed. Shouts echoed above them. Swords clanged and boots thumped. Creatures grunted and a woman shrieked.


"Madrila is here," Neev said softly. Scruff shuddered.


"Wook, Scwuff! Ouw awmow and weapons." Cobweb pointed to a shadowy, dusty corner. Her bow and arrows lay there upon a table. Scruff's mace, helmet, and breastplate lay beside them. They grabbed the weapons and armor, and soon Scruff felt like a warrior again.


"We're two Bullies short," he said, heart hammering. "But we're ready to fight. Let's go face the witch."


As he ran upstairs, he wondered where Romy and Jamie were. Would they return to defend the town? Did they still hide in the forest? Did Madrila meet them there? But soon there was no time for questions. When he raced into Fort Rosethorn's courtyard, he beheld a battle of blood, screams, steel, and spells.


A hundred soldiers fought in the night, clad in chain mail and wielding swords. A dozen or more lay dead already, blood seeping into the dust. Countless grunters were lashing their claws and biting, grunting as they fought. Some carried torches, their light flickering red across the courtyard.


A grunter leaped at Scruff, snapping its teeth. Scruff swung Norman into its head. The grunter fell dead, but two more replaced it. He swung Norman left and right, slamming the mace into grunter heads.


Neev began tossing fireballs and lightning bolts. His cat whiskers vanished, replaced with rabbit ears, then a monkey tail, walrus tusks, and finally a giraffe's neck (which made his head bobble like Romy after a night in the pub). Cobweb was firing arrows and lashing her knife. But the grunters kept attacking, and Scruff saw no end of them. One bit his leg, and he screamed and kicked it off. A second clawed his shoulder. Their torches burned around him, and smoke entered his lungs. He coughed and howled as he fought.


"Where's Madrila?" he shouted. "Is she here?"


Neev coughed too. He cast another fireball, and his giraffe neck shrank. Ram's horns grew from his head.


"I haven't seen her, but it's her we have to kill. Let's find her."


The Bullies ran across the courtyard between battling soldiers and grunters. Scruff's mace swung, Cobweb's arrows flew, and Neev's fireballs rolled. They managed driving a path through the battle and burst outside the fort. They stood atop Rosethorn hill, looking down upon the town.


Burrfield burned in the night.


Grunters ran through the streets, torching houses and swinging swords at fleeing townfolk. Memories pounded through Scruff, spinning his head. It looks so much like that night... the night Dry Bones killed our parents.


"Look!" Neev said. "Friar Hill!"


Scruff stared. The hill rose across town, alight with green, red, and blue lightning. It seemed to Scruff like a dark figure stood within the light, controlling it, lashing it forward. Lightning rose from the figure, twisted, and rained down onto the streets. Wherever the bolts struck, houses broke, cobblestones shattered, and trees split.


"Madrila," he said. He tightened his grip around his mace and ran.


He plowed through the streets, knocking grunters aside. Townfolk fled around him, screaming and weeping. Soldiers fought and died. Neev and Cobweb ran beside him, firing fireballs and arrows.


I wish Jamie and Romy were here, Scruff thought. Had they met Madrila's monsters in the forest? Were they dead? Worry for them twisted his gut and shook his knees.


Lightning came crashing down. Scruff leaped back, and the bolt hit the street. Cobblestones cracked and smoke rose. Scruff leaped over the smoldering hole and kept running. A grunter leaped from behind a house, roaring. Scruff shattered its teeth with his mace, kicked it down, and ran.


A figure leaped from behind a house, and Scruff raised his mace, prepared to strike... but paused. It was John Quill, his clothes ashy, his eyes wide with terror.


"Scruff!" the printmaker said and grabbed Scruff's collar. "You have to do something! Stop them!"


Rage bubbling, Scruff shoved the man back. "Get lost, Quill. How dare you touch me?"


Neev ran toward them, a fireball in his hands. He raised the crackling comet, prepared to toss it.


"Give me one reason not to burn you with the rest of them, Quill," the young wizard said.


Cobweb pointed an arrow at Quill. Her cheeks flushed. "We shouwd j-j-just kiww you, you wiaw."


Quill fell to his knees. He grabbed Scruff's boots and began kissing them.


"Please," he begged between kisses, "stop the witch. She's burning everything, her and her monsters...."


"You mean her innocent wood elves?" Scruff said and kicked the snivelling man aside. "Get out of our way. We'll deal with you later."


Neev growled and tossed his fireball at Quill's feet. Quill screamed, leaped back, and vanished into the shadows. He blubbered in the darkness.


The three Bullies kept running. When they reached Friar Hill, they found several soldiers dead at its feet. Tears stung Scruff's eyes. They're dead... because of us. Because we killed Dry Bones and drew his daughter here.


He tightened his lips. There would be time for guilt later. Right now, he had to kill Madrila. He raised his mace.


"You with me?" he asked.


Cobweb nodded and nocked an arrow. "Awways, Scwuff. I wuve you."


Neev raised his hands; the fingers sparkled with electricity. "I'm right here, brother."


Scruff nodded. "Good. Let's go kill the witch."


They ran uphill.
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Chapter Eighteen


Flower Picking












"Can we rest now?" Grumbledook coughed and spat. "My legs are aching, my back is aching, and this forest stinks."


Jamie turned her head and glared at him. The shrivelled old dragon was walking behind her. His chin was thrust out, his eyes were narrowed, and his tongue flicked between his three teeth. The elflings surrounded him, wrapped in their cloaks and bearing walking staffs.


"You just rested five minutes ago!" Jamie said. "And this forest does not stink. It smells of flowers, leaves, and fresh air."


Grumbledook snorted a blast of smoke. "Like I said. Stinks." He sat down with a grunt, crunching dry leaves. "I'm having a nap."


Before Jamie could reply, he was snoring and muttering, eyes closed.


Noelyn sighed. Golden leaves filled the archer's hair. Purple eyes glowing sadly, she patted Grumbledook's head.


"The poor thing," she said. "He's so tired."


"He is not tired," Jamie said. She marched up to the sleeping dragon and glared down at him. "He is lazy, and cranky, and couldn't care less if Madrila is attacking our lands."


The little old dragon grumbled in his sleep. "Damn elf kids with their swords and walking and stinky forests...." His voice faded into a snore like a saw.


Jamie shook him, but he would not wake. She sighed.


"Might as well have some lunch," she said.


She walked to a fallen log on the roadside, sat down, and rummaged through her pack. She pulled out apples, cheese, bread, a skin of ale, and dry fish wrapped in leather. The elflings carried berries, mushrooms, roots, and nuts in their packs. They arranged the food on a flat boulder and shared a lunch.


As she ate, Jamie thought about her fellow Bullies. Did they enjoy the luxury of a good lunch too? Or were they being attacked, imprisoned... or killed? Worry gnawed on her, and the food seemed tasteless. And what of Burrfield? Much of the town hated her now, but she still had friends there: Chloe, serving girl at the Porcupine's Quills; the two Davids, cranky old men who'd play backgammon with her in the park; little stable boy Mike, who'd always had a crush on her. They had not joined the angry mobs. They were still her friends. And I still have to save them.


She was chewing bread crust when she heard voices from around the bend.


"Hey Gus, grunt grunt, you think we'll find them Bullies here grunt snort?"


"Grunt! They'd have to be the dumbest heroes in the world to travel on the road snort snort. Me, I'd hide in the forest."


"You hide in the forest whenever Madrila scolds you, Gus."


"Grunt grunt. I do not, I just go to...."


The voice died as ten grunters walked around the bend. They wore patches of armor over their warty flesh, and they carried swords. Armor and weapons from Fort Rosethorn, Jamie saw; she recognized the thorny roses engraved upon them. The grunters froze on the road, snorted, and gaped at Jamie, the elflings, and the sleeping Grumbledook.


"It's the Bullies!" one grunter said. "And one of them's turned into a dragon!"


The grunters all raised their swords, bared their fangs, and roared.


"Attack!" they cried and ran forward, kicking up dry leaves.


Jamie snarled, drew her sword, and ran to meet them.


Two grunters swung blades at her. Jamie raised her shield, blocking one blade; the blow chipped her shield and sent pain up her arm. She swung Moonclaw, parrying the second sword. Sparks flew. 


A third grunter raised his sword above Jamie. It snarled and drool dripped down its fangs. Noelyn's bowstring thrummed. Her arrow whistled and slammed into the grunter, who pitched forward. Jamie leaped back, spinning her shield and sword. She parried two more grunter attacks, thrust her blade, and stabbed one in the stomach.


"What the—" Grumbledook said and raised his head. "I'm trying to take a nap here! Damn kids." He pulled his wings over his head and resumed snoring.


"Grumbledook, you useless old plonker!" Jamie shouted. "Wake up and fight!"


Three grunters attacked her. She parried one blade, blocked one with her shield, and the third hit her breastplate. Pain thudded through her chest. She swung her sword and cut a grunter's leg. Black blood spurted. Three more grunters approached her, snarling.


Silver flashed beside her. Ellywyn leaped, landed by Jamie, and swung her dagger. She cut one grunter's arm, then stabbed another's chest. The elfling's red ponytail swung madly, her green eyes flashed, and her freckled face blazed with fury. Her sun-shaped goldencharm burned like a real sun.


"I fight with you, Jamie!" she cried. A grunter slashed her hip, tearing her tunic and shedding blood. She screamed but kept fighting.


"Ellywyn!" Jamie said. "You're hurt."


The sight of Ellywyn's blood distracted her for only an instant, but it was long enough. A grunter slashed his sword. Jamie parried, diverting the bulk of the attack, but the blade still sliced her arm. Blood dripped. Jamie snarled and swung her blade, cutting the grunter down. Her arm blazed.


She looked around the battle. Noelyn was still firing arrows, her eyes narrowed and her hair billowing. Rowyn was shooting lightning from his wand, knocking down grunters. He too suffered a wound; the side of his tunic was torn and stained with blood. Grumbledook kept snoring.


"Grumbledook, wake up, you pillock!" Jamie shouted.


Rowyn's lightning knocked down another grunter. Only one remained alive. He snarled and brandished his sword. Jamie ran toward him, knocked his sword aside with her shield, and stabbed his neck. The grunter fell, and his blood spilled around Jamie's boots.


She stood over the body, panting and bloody, and looked around her. The grunters lay dead on the road. Both Rowyn and Ellywyn bled, but still stood, eyes flashing.


"That showed em," Ellywyn said.


Jamie approached her and examined her wound. It was a deep cut.


"This will need stitches," she said.


She turned to Rowyn next. Grunter claws had slashed his side along the ribs, but bandages and spirits would do the trick here. Neev was usually the healer among the Bullies, but Jamie had learned some things from him, and carried the right supplies in her pack. But before she would tend to the elflings....


She stomped up to Grumbledook and kicked him.


"Wake up," she said in disgust.


He opened an eye and glared at her. "Go away, elf. I'm napping."


"I'm not an elf, and you're not a dragon, based on what I've seen." She kicked him again. "What kind of dragon sleeps during a fight? You said you'd help us!"


Grumbledook spat, coughed, and struggled to his feet. Dry leaves filled his white beard. "I said that if you gave me a growth potion, I'd help you. No growth potion yet? No help yet."


Jamie gave him her best glower, a glower that she thought could wilt flowers and kill butterflies. Grumbledook only glared back, chin thrust out, teeth thrusting up from his underbite. Finally Jamie groaned and turned away.


"Rowyn, Ellywyn, come here," she said. "I've got bandages and healing herbs in my pack. Let me take care of those wounds. Noelyn, keep an arrow nocked. You watch the road in case more grunters approach."


Soon they continued walking down the road—Ellywyn limping, Rowyn wincing, and Grumbledook coughing. Jamie and Noelyn walked ahead, weapons held before them.


Jamie turned toward the elfling archer. "You fought well today," she said. "One of your arrows saved my life. You are a great warrior." She turned to look at Ellywyn and Rowyn. "You two fought just as bravely. I'm honored to fight at your side, my friends."


Grumbledook bowed his head. "Thank you, Jamie."


She glared at him. "Not you."


They walked for several moments in silence. A cloud of sparrows flew overhead, chirping, and the trees rustled. Fall leaves glided. Grasshoppers and caterpillars covered the dirt road and filled the bushes alongside it. Jamie spotted an apple tree and they filled their packs with the fruit. She knew this place; she remembered walking here with the Bullies last year. Dry Bones's tower is near.


Soon, around a curve in the road, she saw the tower. She gulped.


"Evil still clings to this place," she whispered.


It was a crumbling stone tower, round and mossy, rising from burnt earth. In this place, Dry Bones had imprisoned Scruff and Cobweb. In this place, Jamie had fought and killed grobblers. And in this place, Romy had once drunk a growth potion... a potion which, if more existed, could save Burrfield. She stood and stared, not daring to step any closer. Wind whispered and rustled dry leaves around her boots. The trees swayed, the clouds moved, and the tower seemed to tilt.


The elflings came to stand beside her.


"Does anyone live here?" Noelyn asked. She aimed an arrow at the tower, as if waiting for enemies to appear.


Jamie narrowed her eyes and stared. A raven landed on the tower and cawed. A stray cat wandered around its doorway. Dry leaves covered the ground, undisturbed, and cobwebs covered the door.


"This tower is abandoned," she said. "I bet nobody's lived here since we killed Dry Bones. Come on, let's go."


She walked toward the tower, boots crunching leaves and twigs. The elflings walked beside her, silent, while Grumbledook hobbled with mutters and coughs. When she reached the tower, she found the door still splintered, and the ash of old fire still stained the bricks.


"The potions were on the ground floor," she said. "Hundreds of them covered the shelves. Follow me."


She stepped into the shadowy tower.


Sniffs rose ahead in the darkness.


Jamie gasped, cursed, and drew her sword.


"Dear God," she said and felt the blood drain from her face. Behind her, the elflings screamed.


 


* * * * *


 


"Ouch! Stop that!"


Scruff turned his head and glared. The spiderlings behind him glared back. Beautiful young women with purple skin, silver hair, and mocking smiles, they poked him again with spears.


"Move!" one said.


"Keep climbing the Stairway to Heaven," said another, "or we'll poke you full of holes." She jabbed him with her spear.


Scruff moaned. "Why can't we just ride the dragonflies instead?"


The spiderlings jabbed him again. "You walk! Walk up the stairs, human!"


Scruff tried to growl, but sneezed instead; the spiderlings wore silkflowers petals in their hair. He took some satisfaction seeing his sneeze cover them. He wanted to attack them too, to beat those pretty, purple faces. But ropes bound his wrists behind his back and hobbled his legs. 


"No sneezing!" one said. She stabbed him with her spear, nicking his skin. "Keep walking!"


Grumbling through his sneezes, Scruff kept hobbling up the craggy staircase. Cobweb, Gossamer, and Webdew hobbled at his sides, also bound in ropes. More spiderlings were poking them with spears too, goading them up the stairs.


"Darn it!" Scruff shouted when a spear stabbed him so hard, it must have drawn blood. He strained at his ropes, but couldn't free his arms. The spiderlings laughed behind him.


Dejected, Scruff looked around him. He had already climbed hundreds of steps. The forest spread below, growing more distant with every step. The great, stone staircase rose into sky, taller even than the tree stump he'd been imprisoned on. When Scruff looked up, he saw the staircase end in clouds. Through the clouds, he glimpsed the boulders crowning the staircase. He gulped. Those boulders were prisoners once too, he thought. And soon we'll join them.


He climbed for hours, it seemed. The spears kept goading him, tearing holes into his cloak. He wanted to hold Cobweb, to kiss her, to protect her, but couldn't. The spiderlings surrounded them.


"Stay strong, Cobweb," he said to her. "I'm here with you."


She looked at him, so beautiful and sad. "I wove you, Scwuff."


The spiderlings behind them laughed.


"We wove you, Scwuff!" they all said, imitating Cobweb and tittering. They jabbed her with their spears, drawing beads of blood. Rage filled Scruff. He howled and tried to leap onto the spiderlings, but wobbled. The ropes tugged his legs, keeping them only a foot apart. He nearly fell off the staircase, but the spiderlings grabbed him. Their spears poked him, and one spear lashed his cheek. He tasted blood.


"Walk!" the spiderlings demanded. "Walk or you die now."


Finally, after two thousands steps, they crested the Stairway to Heaven. Wind blew and Scruff shuddered. The forest seemed to spin below him.


The staircase ended at a platform. Dozens of boulders rose here, tall and thin. Golden runes glowed upon them. Scruff realized that the boulders had the vague shapes of women, as if sculptors had begun carving statues, then abandoned their work after only brief chiselling.


Were these boulders once spiderlings, or were they humans like me? Scruff wondered. Do they still remember walking and breathing? Can they see and hear us now?


A tall spiderling stood between the boulders, clad in white robes. A halo of fireflies encircled her head. Her skin was indigo, darker and bluer than the skin of young spiderlings. Her eyes were azure and too large, her face ageless. An elder, Scruff knew. A leader of the clan.


The elder raised her hands above her head. Her bracelets of white stones chinked. She raised her deep, sonorous voice; it seemed to shake the clouds.


"Today we gather atop the Stairway to Heaven to put the traitors on trial!"


The spiderling guards cheered.


"That's not fair!" Scruff said. "How do you know we're traitors if the trial hasn't begun yet?"


The spiderling elder stared at him, and Scruff gulped. Her eyes were twice the usual size and deep as night. Stars swirled inside them. Scruff could not speak or breathe. This was an ancient creature of great power, he realized.


"The trial begins," she said.


The spiderling guards goaded the prisoners close together. Cobweb pressed against Scruff's right arm. Gossamer and Webdew huddled to his left. The guards surrounded them, smirking and leaning on their spears. All around, the boulders rose, runes glowing upon them.


The elder stood before them, glowing and stern. She stared at Scruff. Her eyes bore into him. Scruff wanted to turn away, to look at anything else, but could not. Those eyes held him; it seemed ages before they left him. He trembled and breathed in deep, shaky breaths.


The elder stared at Cobweb next, a stare that lasted an eternity. She trembled under that gaze; Scruff ached to see it. And yet his wife stared back, chin raised, trembling but defiant.


I'm proud of you, Cobweb, Scruff thought.


Finally the eyes stared at Gossamer and Webdew. Both trembled and whimpered, and Webdew's eyes filled with tears. After ages of staring, the turns of seasons and the passing of histories, the elder stared ahead into the horizon.


"The trial," she announced, "is complete."


"That's it?" Scruff demanded. "We haven't even said anything! Won't you let us defend ourselves?"


"Silence!" shouted a spiderling behind him, and spears stabbed his back. Scruff barely noticed the pain.


"So what now?" he said. "Speak, elder!"


A long silence fell. The spiderlings caught their breaths. The birds did not chirp. The trees below did not rustle. Scruff heard his heartbeat thudding in his ears.


Finally the elder spoke.


"Guilty!"


Scruff sighed. "Was I really expecting anything else?" 


Cobweb gasped and Webdew whimpered. Gossamer stared around in shock. The elder raised her hands. Moonlight glowed inside them. She pointed her hands toward Webdew, who was weeping now.


"No, please," the young spiderling begged.


The light blasted onto Webdew. She gasped and tossed her head back. Her skin turned grey, and tendrils of stone raced across her.


"Webdew!" Cobweb cried, tears in her eyes. She turned to the elder, panting. "Pwease, don't! She d-d-didn't do anyting! Tuwn me t-t-to stone instead!"


The elder ignored Cobweb. Her teeth were bared. Her eyes blazed like suns. The moonlight flowed from her fingers, bathing Webdew. The young spiderling wept and screamed, but the tendrils of stone covered her face and ran into her mouth. Her scream died. Her body froze. Her hair hardened and her tears fell as pebbles.


"Webdew, no," Cobweb whimpered.


It only took a few seconds more, and Webdew was a boulder. A rune glowed upon the stone.


Silence fell.


"Guilty," the elder whispered. She turned to glare at Cobweb. "And you are next."
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Chapter Twenty


Lolhogs












Romy poked Neev's back with her pitchfork, goading him through the backdoor of Hell.


"Romy, there's no need to poke me." He twisted his wrists in his bonds.


She poked him again. "It has to look realistic," she said. "What if demons catch a living human walking in Hell? They'd kill you, Neev. So be a good dead sinner."


Past the doorway, they entered a small, craggy chamber. A single torch hung on the wall, crackling. Spiders scurried along the floor, and bats hung on the walls. Lava dripped from a hole in the ceiling. It was only a tiny cavern, a place barely anyone visited, but memories flooded Romy. Home. She had missed this place. She squeezed Neev's hand.


"This room is special," she said.


Neev looked around at the craggy walls. "It's empty, other than a few bats and spiders."


Romy shook her head. "No it isn't. Memories fill it. When the other demons picked on me, and called me a baby, I used to escape to this room. I spent many hours here, playing with my teddy bear, eating donuts, and reading books about adventures."


When they walked into the next chamber, more memories stung her and moistened her eyes. This room was also empty, aside from a puddle of lava and some stalagmites.


"This room is special too," she whispered. "In this lava, I used to roast hot dogs, marshmallows, and ponies." She bit her bottom lip to stop it from trembling.


"Ponies, Romy? Really?"


She nodded. "Mhm. Delicious ones with crunchy hooves. We'll eat some later."


"I'll pass."


They kept walking, moving through chambers and tunnels. The rooms grew larger as they walked. Snakes coiled around their feet. Bats fluttered overhead. In the larger chambers, dragons flew and shrieked under the ceiling.


Demons lived here too, thousands of them—they walked down tunnels, flew over pools of lava, nibbled on bones in shadowy corners, drank wine at tables laden with skulls, and trained with pitchforks and blades. Romy sighed. It had been so long since she'd seen fellow demons! She tried to wave at a few, but they ignored her. She recognized many of these demons—she had grown up with them—but they only scoffed when they saw her.


One demon, a beautiful female with flaming hair, called out to her, "Hey, Romy, where's your teddy bear?"


The demon's friends laughed.


"Yeah, Romy!" another called out. "Shouldn't you be having a tea party now with other babies?"


Romy ignored them. Let them laugh at her! She didn't care. She had spent too many years crying over their taunts. She was a proud member of Bullies for Bucks now; she didn't care what these demons thought.


Neev, however, seemed concerned. He looked at the laughing demons, back at Romy, and sighed. Suddenly he seemed sadder than Romy had ever seen him.


"Are you okay, Romy?" he asked softly.


She poked him with her pitchfork and shouted. "Keep walking, sinner!" In a quiet voice, she added, "Don't worry about them, Neev. I know those demons. They're just big bullies. Soon we'll find my friends, and you'll see what real demons are like."


They kept moving through chambers and tunnels. They walked for hours. Romy introduced each chamber they walked through.


"And in this room, I once bit my own tail," she said, sweeping her arms around a cavern full of soot. Neev nodded.


"Oh, and this room!" They walked through a chamber where columns of fire crackled and skeletons hung on chains. "In here I once bit a hellhog's tail."


Neev nodded.


"And this room is really special!" she said in the seventieth room, a chamber full of skulls and bones. "I swallowed a marble here once. A really nice one too."


Neev rubbed his shoulders. "Romy, I'm tired. Are there many more rooms to walk through?"


"Millions!" She smiled. "Remember that I'm 207 years old and have many stories to tell. Ooh, and this room ahead! I once baked a cake here, but the dough grew too big, and—"


"Romy, can we rest? Please? After we rest, I'll listen to all the stories about you biting this, and eating that, and anything else."


She placed her hands on her hips and glared at him. "Really, Neev. Burrfield is conquered. The other Bullies need our help. And all you can think about is your tired, poor feet. Come on, let's just go meet my friends." She pulled him toward a doorway. "I know a shortcut."


He followed her. "If you knew a shortcut, and we're in a hurry, why didn't you—"


"Not now, Neev! No time. Let's go."


They entered a narrow hallway, walked for a moment, and entered a round chamber. Once inside, Romy untied Neev's hands and grinned. She had missed this place.


Unlike the other rooms, which were all bare rock and lava, this room was made for comfort. Shelves lined the walls, holding jars of marbles, teddy bears, building blocks, and board games. A rocking chair stood in one corner. A music box played a jaunty tune. Two little demon girls sat upon a rug, having a tea party with their dolls.


The girls looked up from their game. Their eyes lit up, and they leaped toward Romy.


"Romy! Romy, you're back!"


They hugged her legs. Romy beamed.


"Hi there! Did you miss me?"


The little demons nodded, clinging to her. Their flaming hair was tied in pigtails, and pink ribbons decorated their tails. Hearts were drawn onto their wings.


"We missed you very much!" they said. "Do you want to have a tea party with us?"


Neev stood, looking confused and uncomfortable. "Um... Romy, are these the friends you told me about?"


She nodded and wagged her tail. "Yes sir!" She patted the demon hugging her left leg. "This is Annie." She patted the demon hugging her right leg. "And this is Mandy."


The girls grinned at Neev. "Hello, nice mister human!"


Neev cleared his throat and waved hesitantly. "Uhm, Romy, they're... little children."


Annie blew him a raspberry. "I'm not little, I'm eight."


Mandy stuck out her tongue. "And I'm eight-and-a-half, I'm big."


Romy hugged them close. "Don't listen to him, he's just a cranky warlock. Come on! Let's play marbles like we used to."


"Okay!" the demon girls chimed together. Soon the three demons sat on the floor, squealing and laughing as marbles rolled. Mandy opened a box of chocolates, and soon Romy's face was covered and her belly full.


"Have some chocolates, Neev!" Romy said. He was still standing in the corner, eyes wide. "Join us."


Hesitantly, he sat down on the rug. Mandy and Annie leaped onto him and kissed his cheeks.


"Eat some chocolates, Uncle Neev!" Mandy said.


Annie held out the box to him. "They're yummy."


He did not eat but looked at Romy. He opened and closed his mouth several times before he could speak.


"Romy," he finally said, "we came to Hell to find help defeating Madrila. You said your friends are fierce warriors."


"They are!" Romy said. "Show him, girls."


The two little demons shoved Neev down and began pummelling him with their fists. They roared and kept punching him. Neev lay on his back, sighing.


Romy leaned down and whispered, "You have to pretend to be hurt, that's how it works."


His face grew red. He leaped to his feet, knocking the girls back. His hair was wild.


"Romy, for heaven's sake!" he shouted. "I'm done pretending! Our town needs us. Our friends need us. My siblings need us. Doesn't that mean anything to you?" He glared at her. "Was all this just an excuse to visit your friends, these little girls?"


Annie and Mandy stared at him, mouths open. Tears filled their eyes, their bottom lips wobbled, and they began bawling. Their tears flew in fountains.


"Look what you did," Romy said. She put her hands on his shoulders. "Neev, I..." She felt tears fill her own eyes. She hated her weakness. She didn't want to cry! She wanted to slap Neev, to yell at him, to be strong and right and angry. But her tears did fall, and she turned her head aside in shame. "Oh, Neev," she whispered. Her body trembled. "I'm so sorry."


"I just—" Neev pulled his hair. "I don't know, Romy. I don't know anymore. What should I do with you?"


She hugged him and leaned her head against his shoulder. Her tears wet his cloak. "I'm sorry, Neev. I'm sorry I'm sorry so very much." She trembled against him. "I want to save Burrfield, really! But... I guess I also wanted you to see my home. You know?" She sniffed, looked into his eyes, and touched his cheek. "I love you so much. With all my heart, so much that it hurts sometimes. So much that... when you're away from me, I'm so sad, because I miss you so much. And when I'm with you, I'm always happy. No matter what. Even in the great dangers, and through the toughest times, I'm happy when I'm with you. Because I love you that much. And... well, you showed me Burrfield. You showed me your family and friends. And I wanted you to... to see my home, and meet my friends, and...."


She could say no more. Sobs racked her body and she could only cling to him, drenching him with her tears.


He sighed and patted her hair. For a moment they stood holding each other.


"I love you too, Romy," he finally said, voice soft. "Now and always. But what will we do now? How will we find help here to save Burrfield, to save our house, our home?"


She held him tight. "I don't know, Neev. I thought Annie and Mandy could help us, but... they couldn't even beat you up. Not even you, Neev! How would they fight grunters or Madrila?"


He bristled and cleared his throat. Before he could reply, Mandy squeaked up.


"If you need help fighting somebody, we can bring the hellhogs."


Annie nodded. "Mhm. We have lots of them. After you left, Romy, the girl hellhogs all had babies. And they've grown. Quickly."


"We trained them!" Mandy added. "They'll do whatever we say."


Romy's eyes widened. She gasped. "Hellhoggies!" She jumped up and down. "Squee squee! Me wants to see the hoggies!" She grabbed Neev's hand and pulled him. "Come on, Neev, let's go see them!"


Mandy and Annie led the way, skipping and wagging their tails. Romy and Neev followed. They passed through a doorway, down a tunnel, and into a great chamber the size of a mountain. The girls led them over a craggy stone bridge. Lava bubbled below, and rocs screeched above. Other demons lived here, glaring from alcoves that filled the chamber walls. Neev pulled his hood close down over his head, but if anyone noticed a human walking through Hell, they only muttered.


The girls sang as they skipped ahead. "We're off to see the hoggies! The wonderful hoggies of Hell!"


One old demon, who stood on an outreach of stone above, waved a cane at them. "Be quiet, damn kids! And I thought I told you to stop bringing sinners down here."


They ignored him and kept walking. Across the bridge, they walked down a twisting tunnel, and soon entered a great shadowy chamber. The air smelled of fur and fire. Hundreds of eyes filled the shadows. Hundreds of tails wagged and hundreds of mouths slobbered.


"Hoggies!" Romy said. "Look, Neev!"


The hellhogs filled the chamber. Some were older, the size of rhinos on Earth; they had black fur, red horns, and long tusks. Most were the youngsters, half the size but still larger than Romy, their fur red and their tusks still short.


"These things will fight for us?" Neev asked, raising an eyebrow.


Romy nodded. "Look at those teeth! Look at those horns!"


"And we've trained them well," said Annie and Mandy, tails wagging. "They're also available for dancing routines, if you're interested."


"We're most definitely interested," Romy said. "But first we have to save our town." She tugged Neev's sleeve. "Can we take the hellhogs to Burrfield, Neev? Please please please? They'll be really good fighters, I promise."


"Pleeeeease," said Annie and Mandy. "Please please please let us take the hoggies!"


"I don't know...," Neev said.


"Pleeeeease," Romy begged and tugged his sleeve violently. Mandy and Annie hugged his legs. "Please, Mommy Neev, pleaseeeee."


The hundreds of hellhogs looked up, snorted, and stamped their feet.


"Peeeeeeees," they snorted, smoke rising from their nostrils. "Peeeeeeeeeeeeees."


Neev looked at Romy, looked at the demon girls hugging his legs, and looked at the snorting hellhogs. Finally he heaved a long, deep sigh that left his shoulders stooped and his eyes weary.


"Oh, all right."


"HOORAY!" the three demons cried. They leaped onto him and knocked him down. The hellhogs swarmed around him, licking him with slobbery tongues.


"Get off!" Neev said. "Off, the lot of you!" He struggled to his feet. Hellhog drool and fur covered him. He shook himself, spraying the drool. "Disgusting."


Romy grabbed his shoulders. "Let's go back to Earth! Come, through this door."


She walked across the room to an old, wooden door. She opened it to reveal a landscape of grass, sunrise, and a stream. She breathed in the fresh air.


"Ah, good fresh Earth air!"


Neev stared with wide, unblinking eyes. His mouth opened and closed like a fish. It was a long moment before he could speak again.


"We could... this is... there's a door between Earth and hell here?"


"Well, duh," Romy said. "It's only a mile away from Burrfield, actually. There, you can even see Burrfield behind that tree."


Neev gasped. He blinked a few more times, then shouted. "So why didn't we just come in this way! Why did we fight hellsnakes, and molemen, and lava whales, and devil ducks, and walk for hours through a hundred chambers? Why couldn't we have come through this door!"


Romy snorted. "Oh please, Neev. This entrance is boring. I figured we'd take the scenic route."


She walked outside into the sunlit valley. The hellhogs followed, fur bristling and nostrils sniffing. Mandy and Annie skipped alongside, singing tunes. Romy turned to see Neev still standing in Hell, gaping.


"Well come on, slow poke!" she cried back to him. "For somebody who's in such a hurry, you sure do move slowly."


He stepped outside in a daze, mouth still opening and closing like a fish's. Soot covered him. When they were all outside, Romy closed the door behind her; it was covered in grass, and blended in with the hillside.


She kissed Neev's cheeks and mussed his hair. The hellhogs crowded around them.


"And now," she said, "we can go fight Madrila."
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Stargazing












Cobweb lay on the hill, watching the stars. The constellations glowed. Orion the hunter rose before her, proud and strong. The big dipper winked above, glistening. The Milky Way spilled across the sky, a scarf of silver.


"It's beautiful, innit?" Scruff said. He lay on his back beside her.


Cobweb cuddled against him. "B-b-beautifuw."


She sighed and tears filled her eyes.


Scruff looked at her, saw her tears, and kissed her cheek. "What's wrong, Cobweb?"


She held him tight. "It's j-j-just dat... when M-M-Madwiwa tuwned me into a spidew, I c-c-couwd speak Spidewtongue. I tawked to da diddwywiggwes. And I c-c-couwd tawk pewfectwy!" Her tongue hurt, and she trembled from the effort of speaking so many words, but plowed on. "F-f-fow da onwy time in m-my wife, I sounded smawt, p-p-pwoud, stwong. Not wike a b-b-baby." A tear rolled down to her lips. She gulped and twisted her tongue, struggling to say more; each word felt like climbing a mountain. "I m-m-miss dat. Da spidews wistened t-to me, Scwuff. Dey wespected me because I couwd speak so weww. B-but now... n-now I'm ashamed. Wiww anyone evew wespect me ag-g-gain?"


She clung to him, trembling. He held her tight and kissed her hair.


"Are you sad to be a girl again?" he asked. "Not a spider anymore?"


She shook her head. "No. B-b-but.... Oh, Scwuff! I j-just want da spidewwings not to m-m-mock me."


"Those spiderlings followed you to war," Scruff said. "They obeyed your commands, and you weren't a spider then. Nobody will mock you again. And if anybody does... now you have me around, and I'd pound them."


She propped herself onto her elbows and looked downhill. A column of glowing figures moved there, kissed with starlight. The spiderlings were leaving Burrfield, travelling into the wild Teasel Forest.


"Dey awe fowming a new c-c-cwan," Cobweb said. "Dey cannot wetuwn to Spidewsiwk Fowest. Dey wiww settwe in T-T-Teasew Fowest. Dey wiww be ouw neighbows."


She smiled and warmth filled her. Since her banishment, other spiderlings had seemed so far, so out of reach. But now, Gossamer and Webdew would live near her, just outside the city gates. She could visit them anytime, and no elders would imprison her.


Scruff sat up beside her, and worry filled his eyes. He held her hands.


"Will you go live with them?" he asked. "Will you also leave Burrfield?" He swallowed. "Leave me?"


She laughed and kissed his cheek. "Of couwse not, siwwy Scwuff. You know how m-m-much I wove you, now and awways. I nevew want to b-b-be apawt fwom you."


He laughed too, and pulled her into his arms, nearly crushing her. They kissed and lay upon the grass, holding each other, looking up at the stars. Cobweb smiled. She felt safe and warm. She felt happy.


 


* * * * *


 


Jamie stood outside the city walls, facing the three elflings. A lump filled her throat and her eyes stung. The elflings wore their travelling cloaks and held walking staffs. They stared back at her, silent.


Jamie gulped and took a step toward Rowyn. The young wizard smiled softly. His goldencharm, shaped like a star, glowed on his forehead, and dry leaves filled his mop of brown hair. Jamie put her hand on his shoulder.


"Thank you, Rowyn," she said. She meant to speak powerfully, but her voice came out a hoarse whisper.


Rowyn pulled her into an embrace. "Goodbye, Jamie Thistle of Burrfield. We'll miss you."


Next Jamie turned toward Noelyn. The archer stared at her with large, purple eyes. Her silver hair cascaded like waterfalls, and her half-moon goldencharm glowed like molten silver. She smiled.


"Goodbye, Jamie," she said. "Thank you for teaching us about courage."


Jamie hugged her tight. She smelled like rivers, deep forests, and magic.


The lump growing in her throat, Jamie finally turned to face Ellywyn. Now she could not help it, and tears filled her eyes.


"Goodbye, Ellywyn," she whispered. "I'll miss you."


The young warrior's face was bruised, and bandages covered her thigh and shoulder. Her silver dagger hung from her belt, and her pointy ears thrust out from her red hair. She sniffed, and her sun-shaped goldencharm blazed upon her freckled face.


"Goodbye, Jamie," she said and pulled her into a crushing hug. "Goodbye, my sister in arms. You are a great warrior. The greatest I've known." She sniffed back tears. "And you are a great friend."


Jamie looked at the three. Elflings. Humble creatures. Short, thin people few humans knew about. Jamie had grown up a runt—the size of these elflings, thin and quick and almost invisible to most people. She bit her lip.


"Thank you all. You taught me to be proud of who I am."


Rowyn looked at his fellow elflings, then back at Jamie. He took a deep breath.


"Jamie," he finally said, "return with us to Glaswood Forest. I'll speak to my grandfather, the ruler of our clan. We'll adopt you as our own. You'll become an honorary elfling."


Jamie blinked tears from her eyes. She—an elfling! Nobody would call her a runt in Glaswood Forest. She would stand tall there, proud and noble. And she would have dear friends—wise Rowyn, mysterious Noelyn, fiery Ellywyn.


She looked back at the walls of Burrfield. They rose behind her, ancient and crumbling. What did she still have in Burrfield? Her parents were gone. Her brothers had found love; Scruff had Cobweb, and Neev had Romy, but she had no partner. Was there anything left for her here? Did her destiny lie in Glaswood among people her size?


She stared at those walls—the walls she was born behind, the walls she had fought for. Her parents might be gone, but their bones lay in Burrfield. Her brothers might have found love, but she was still their sister. She could not leave them.


She turned back to the elflings. They looked at her with sad smiles.


"Thank you, dearest friends," Jamie said. "But I can't leave my home and my family." She sniffed back tears. "I promise to visit you—as often as I can."


The elflings looked at one another. They seemed to exchange unspoken words. Finally they all nodded.


Rowyn turned back to Jamie and drew his wand. "We'll grant you a parting gift. We'll bless you with a goldencharm. It is our highest honor. It will glow upon you forever. It will light your path in the world."


Jamie gasped. Honorary elfling indeed! She nodded, tears rolling, and closed her eyes. She felt Rowyn's wand touch her forehead. Warmth spread through her. She gasped, opened her eyes, and saw glittering light flow across her like fireflies. The light hummed and danced and her forehead tingled.


When the light faded, she stood breathing heavily. She touched her forehead and felt warmth and goodness.


"Did it work?" she whispered.


Noelyn pulled a handheld mirror from her pouch. Its frame and grip were woven of silver. Jamie took the mirror and gazed upon her reflection.


Disappointment filled her.


A goldencharm glowed upon her forehead... shaped as a flower.


Jamie bit her lip. Her belly ached. A flower. She, a mighty warrior—with a flower on her forehead. Was this a joke? Rowyn had a star, Noelyn a moon, Ellywyn a sun. Why didn't she get a mighty light of the heavens, but only a girly flower?


"I... thank you," she said, "but...."


The elflings laughed, and Jamie felt rage bubble inside her. After all this, how could they mock her? But Noelyn only hugged her.


"It's a thistle, silly!" the archer said. "Like your last name."


Jamie looked into the mirror again, and her disappointment left her. Joy filled her instead. Noelyn was right. It was a small, glowing thistle—like her surname, like her father's coat of arms. Thistles were small and delicate, but thorny. Like me, Jamie thought.


"I'm honored," she whispered, throat tight.


The elflings hugged her and cried.


"You will always have friends in Glaswood," Ellywyn said. "Goodbye, Jamie Thistle, warrior of Burrfield."


They walked into the forest, heading to their northern homeland. Jamie stood silently for a long time, watching the trees. Then she touched her forehead, smiled, and went home.


 


* * * * *


 


Romy hugged her friends tight.


"Goodbye, Annie! Goodbye, Mandy!"


She kissed the girls on their cheeks. The two beamed up at her, wagged their tails, and kissed her too. 


"Goodbye, Romy! Remember to visit us."


Romy nodded. "The door to Hell is just outside Burrfield. You come visit too." She leaned down and whispered to them. "We'll raise hell together in Burrfield whenever we can."


The two little demons turned away. They walked down Friar Hill in the night, hair flaming. Their flock of hellhogs followed them, snorting and blowing smoke from their nostrils. Old Grumbledook walked there too, coughing and grumbling.


"Do you think I'll like hell?" the old dragon could be heard asking.


The demon girls nodded. "You'll love it!" They patted him and tugged his beard. "It's nice and warm, and we'll take good care of you."


The old dragon grumbled. "Just don't go tugging my beard, girls, it took me decades to grow, and...."


His voice faded in the distance. The demon girls, hellhogs, and dragon disappeared into the night. 


Romy remained standing atop Friar Hill by her house. Sadness crept into her, and she wrapped her wings around her. Suddenly she wanted to go to Hell too—to live forever with Mandy, Annie, the hellhogs, and even old Grumbledook. She sniffed loudly and blew her nose into a handkerchief.


Neev stood beside her, wrapped in his cloak. He patted her shoulder. "Are you all right, Romster?"


She looked at him, and some of her pain flowed away. Neev's eyes were soft, his face kind. She knew that few others ever saw this side of him. Most knew him as the cranky, cynical wunderkind. But she knew the real Neev. He was a dark, mysterious, angry warlock... but also a kind, gentle young man. She loved him deeply.


"I'm proud of you, Neev." She kissed him. "You faced Madrila. You saved us."


He sighed. "It was Willow's spiders who did that, not me. I lost the duel."


Romy thought for a moment. "Oh yeah! You're right." She patted his cheek. "Screw you, Neev. It's Willow I should be kissing."


"I'd like to see that."


She snorted. "I'm sure you would. But I'm not sharing my lips with anyone else."


She held his hand, and they stood watching the stars. A meteor blazed, and the constellations shone. When she first came to Earth, the sky had scared Romy; it was so deep, the stars so distant. But now she found this celestial painting a thing of beauty, of hope, of promise. When Neev and I have kids, she thought, I'll take them stargazing on this hill.


She looked at him. There was one thing that still bothered her, one last concern that gnawed on her bones. She took a deep breath.


"Neev," she said, "be honest. Do you think my butt is big? Do you think I'm a baboon?"


He sighed. "The only thing too big about you is your mouth," he said... and kissed that mouth. He wrapped his arms around her. They kissed under the stars for long moments.


When finally their kiss ended, Romy laughed. She mussed his hair and pinched his nose.


"I'm going to bug the hell out of you with this big mouth," she said. "For the rest of your life. You know that, don't you, monkey boy?"


Neev sighed, held her close, and kissed her cheek.


"All things considered," he said, "that doesn't sound too bad."
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Chapter Nineteen


Roc Sounds












"Okay," Romy said as they walked down the tunnel. "There's only one challenge left to face." She swallowed and shuddered. "But it's the most horrible, terrifying enemy of all."


She clutched Neev's hand and squeezed it. She hated this part of the journey. Hated it. She was tempted to turn back and run to Earth.


"What is it, Romy?" Neev asked. He patted her hand. "You're trembling."


She squeezed his hand so hard, he grunted. "Oh, it's awful, Neev!"


"Worse than the molemen?"


"Mhm."


"Worse than the snakes and the whale?"


"Much worse." She thought she could hear them ahead: the terrible padding of their feet, the bloodthirty call of their voices. "We're going to die, Neev! We're going to DIE!!!"


"Calm down, Romy!" Neev muttered a spell and a fireball formed in his hand. "We've defeated so many enemies before. We'll defeat this one too. You've come through here before and survived, right?"


Holding hands, they stepped deeper into the tunnels. Romy's knees knocked. Maybe the monsters wouldn't see her this time, she thought. Maybe they were sleeping. Maybe....


She saw them ahead.


"AHHH!" she screamed. "Neev, run! RUN! We're done for!"


She turned to flee, but Neev held her hand tight.


"Romy, really! They're cute."


She covered her eyes and peeked between her fingers. A hundred red little devil ducklings blinked at her. Their little beaks opened and they quacked. Their fluffy wings flapped uselessly, each the size of her pinky fingers.


"I hate them," she said. "Oh, why did we ever come here?"


Neev began pulling her down the tunnel between the devil ducklings. The monsters quacked and squeaked at their sides. A few even brushed against her legs. Romy shrieked. 


"Neev, please, let's go back home. Back to Earth."


"Romy, we've come all this way. We've defeated all these enemies. We can't turn back now because of a few cute ducklings."


"A few monstrous, demon-eating devil ducklings!"


He patted her hand. "You can do this, Romy. I'm with you. I'll protect you. Step by step, okay?"


She trembled and kept her eyes closed, but could still hear the quacking, and she could still feel their fluffiness against her legs. The tunnel was too low for flying, and Neev kept pulling her through the sea of feathers and beaks. A tear streamed down Romy's cheek.


"We're almost through them, Romy. Just two more steps, okay? I'm with you."


She clung to him, shivering and whimpering. She missed the hellsnakes. She missed the molemen. She even missed the giant vulture Vanderbeak. They all seemed tame as bunny rabbits compared to these ducklings.


"There, Romy. We're past the ducklings. You can open your eyes now."


She shook her head wildly. "Nuh uh."


Neev patted her shoulder. "I promise you, Romster. No more ducklings."


She trembled. "Are there any feathers around?"


"No feathers. Only pools of lava, jagged rocks, and a black staircase plunging into darkness."


She sighed in relief and opened her eyes. Neev was right. The ducklings were gone behind them; she could hear only faint quacking. Before them, the Staircase of Shadows descended into the pits of Hell.


"We're home," she said and breathed deeply. She hugged Neev. "We made it! The last challenge is always the toughest, innit?"


He raised his shoulders and eyebrows and opened his mouth to speak. Romy shot him a shrivelling glare. His shoulders and eyebrows fell, and he nodded.


"It always is." He kissed her cheek. "You were very brave. I'm proud of you."


She wagged her tail weakly. "I did all right, didn't I?" She nudged him. "Better than you with the lava whale." She thought for a moment. "Or the snakes, or the molemen, or—"


"I get it, Romy. Now let's go find your friends."


She nodded and pointed down the staircase. It was a narrow staircase framed with craggy black walls. The steps were narrow and glowed a deep red.


"Hell is down there. This is a back entrance, of course. When we bring sinners in, they enter the main gates, which are all scary and fiery, with giant vultures like Vanderbeak, and demons with whips, and skulls and things. This is just a service tunnel—a back door—so it's not very impressive. It's really quite plain, and... it's not the best introduction to my home." She thought for a moment. How could she bring Neev into Hell, her beloved homeland, like this? She turned around and began walking away. "Forget it, let's go back to Earth. I know another entrance to Hell that's much more glamorous."


"Romy!" Neev grabbed her and pulled her back. "We're not turning back now. Besides, do you want to face the ducklings again?"


She gulped. "No, but... Oh, Neev. I've told you so much about Hell. I want you to see the main gates, not the back door. When we walk downstairs, can you imagine mountains of skulls, and evil rocs, and demons with flaming whips?"


He nodded. "I will. I promise."


"Okay. So come on."


Hand in hand, they began walking downstairs. Heat rose from below. The steps were so craggy, they had to hold the walls for support. Shadows and smoke swirled around their feet. Every step was a balancing act.


"Neev," Romy whispered, "are you imagining rocs?"


He nodded. "Yes, Romy."


"Big ones. Evil vultures the size of dragons. CAW! CAW!!!"


He nudged her. "Ow! My ears. Romy, what are you doing?"


"CAW! CAAAAW! I'm making roc sounds to help you."


He glared at her in the shadows. "It's okay, Romy. I can imagine them quietly too."


They kept walking downstairs. The way featured nothing but rocks, smoke, and craggy walls.


"GROWL!" Romy said. "RAWR! GROAWRRRR!" Her cries echoed.


"Romy!" He elbowed her. "Quiet. My ears are hurting. What are you doing?"


She groaned and pouted. "Neeeev! You're not imagining. You shouldn't think it's me. I'm being the hell dragons now. Are you imagining the hell dragons?"


"Yes, they're very nice."


"They're not nice. Neev! Come on." She crossed her arms and stood still. "We're going to go back, and find the main entrance, unless you can pretend better."


He sighed. "Oh, wow! I can see hell dragons. They're not nice at all, and they're very big and very scary, especially the sounds they make. Better?"


She nodded. "Mhm. Okay, we're here."


They took three more steps and reached a wooden door. It was a bit chipped and somebody had scratched a naughty drawing in the corner.


"Behold!" Romy said. "The gates of Hell! Cower at their might!" She nudged Neev and whispered from the side of her mouth. "Cower, Neev."


He shuddered theatrically. "Oh, fright!"


Romy put her hand on the doorknob, then froze. She looked at Neev and tapped her chin.


"I just realized something, Neev. You're human."


He rolled his eyes. "You only realized that now?"


"Well, I always knew, sort of, in the back of my mind. But it never mattered much, not on Earth. Now we're about to enter Hell. There will be demons there; lots and lots and lots of em. These demons might be surprised to see a human down here."


Neev pulled his hood low over his head. "I'll do what you do on Earth. Hide under cloak and hood."


She pinched his cheek. "No, silly! That won't work. Demons don't wear cloaks and hoods. We wear fire. You'll have to pretend to be dead, to be a sinner sent for eternal damnation."


"I usually feel like I'm doomed to eternal damnation around you, Romy."


"Perfect then! You'll have to pretend to be my sinner, specifically. I used to be a torturer, you know. I've tortured lots and lots and lots of sinners."


Neev raised his eyebrows. "I can't imagine you torturing anyone, Romy. You—torturing sinners with whips, racks, and pincers?"


She lowered her eyes sheepishly. "Well... my methods were a little different. I mostly gave sinners wedgies and Indian burns. Sometimes I'd play my accordion for them or make them smell my old socks." She shrugged. "Whatever gets the job done."


"I ain't smelling your socks, Romy."


She reached into his pack and rummaged around. "Hey Neev, remember how in Queenpool, we put on a show? You chained me up, so that everybody thought I was a tame demon." She found rope in his pack and pulled it out. "Well... gueeeess what?"


He held up his hands. "No way, Romy. No. Just no way."


"Come on! It's the only way it'll be believable. I have to tie you up."


"I'm not doing it!"


She stamped her feet and pouted. "Neev, on Earth, I did what you asked. I wore a hood and cloak. I let you chain me up, so people thought I'm a monster. Well, now we're in my home, so you have to do whatever I say. It's the rope for you."


"No deal."


She sighed and looked away... then pounced onto him. She knocked him down and wrestled. He tried to fight, but she pressed her knee into his back.


"ROMY!"


She pulled his arms behind him and wrapped the rope around his wrists. "Don't fight, Neev! You have to do it."


He grumbled and muttered and kicked, but finally she had his wrists tied behind his back. She helped him up. He stood glaring.


"Perfect!" she said. She stood behind him and goaded him forward with her pitchfork. "Now move it, sinner! Be good or I'll torture you with my singing voice." She opened the door, revealing a chamber of fire and darkness. "Home sweet home."






* * * * *


 


Scruff stared at the boulder that had been Webdew. Ice filled his belly.


No! His anger bubbled. He couldn't allow it. He would not watch this happen to Cobweb too. He growled and shouted.


"You want boulders?"


The elder turned to stare at him. Her eyes bore into him, but Scruff was so enraged, he barely felt them.


"You like boulders, crone? I'll give you boulders!"


He leaped and slammed into a boulder that rose before him.


"Scwuff!" Cobweb shouted.


The boulder tilted. The spiderlings screamed and the elder leaped back. The boulder slammed down, narrowly missing the elder and shaking the stairway.


The elder snarled and pointed her hands at him. The moonlight fell upon him, and he screamed. He looked at his hands and saw them turn grey.


"No! You will not turn me to stone too."


He slammed into a second boulder and knocked it over. The elder jumped back, and the boulder slammed down beside her, cracking the stairway. Scruff slammed into a third boulder, and soon they were falling like dominoes.


"Down the stairs!" he shouted to Cobweb and Gossamer. "Hurry!"


The two began racing down the Stairway to Heaven. The guards leaped after them with spears, but Scruff shoved more boulders. They crashed down, shaking the staircase and trapping the guards on the platform above.


"Scwuff, come on!" Cobweb shouted.


Scruff knocked down a few more boulders. The spiderlings atop the staircase tried to climb over, but slid off. Scruff knew the barricade wouldn't hold them for long. He began racing downstairs behind Cobweb and Gossamer.


The elder's voice rumbled behind them, cascading down the stairway.


"Kill them!"


Scruff looked over his shoulder. The spiderlings had climbed over the fallen boulders and were racing downstairs. Their spears glinted.


"Come on, run faster!" Scruff cried to Cobweb and Gossamer. They hopped downstairs, leaping three steps at a time. Their legs were still hobbled, and with every leap, Scruff was sure he'd fall and break his head.


"Kill them!" the elder cried behind.


It seemed ages before they reached the forest. They crashed through branches and reached the forest floor. Great dragonflies waited there, tethered to the trees. They bore saddles of polished wood and rope. Fastened to each saddle was a bow, a quiver of arrows, and a spear. Scruff gasped to see his own weapon—his spiny mace Norman—attached to one saddle.


"They stole Norman!"


Cobweb hopped toward one dragonfly, turned her back, and reached out her bound arms.


"Bite da wopes off, dwagonfwy!" she said. "B-b-bite dem off and I'ww give you a tweat!"


The dragonfly bit through the ropes. Soon Cobweb, Scruff, and Gossamer were free of their bonds. The spiderlings came racing down the staircase before them, crashing between the branches toward the forest floor.


"Fwy!" Cobweb cried. She leaped onto one dragonfly. Gossamer leaped onto another.


Scruff hesitated. The dragonflies were large—the size of horses—but they were still slim insects with brittle wings. He weighed as much as three spiderlings; could they carry him?


"Scwuff, huwwy!"


The elder raced toward him. Her hands reached out. Moonlight flowed from them. Scruff cursed and leaped onto the dragonfly his mace was strapped to.


The insect gave a long, mournful moan. "Oooowwwwww."


"Now fly, boy!" Scruff shouted. "Fly!"


Moaning and squeaking, his dragonfly began flapping its wings. It wobbled and dipped. Gossamer and Cobweb were already soaring toward the treetops.


"Fly now, or she'll turn me to stone, and I'll be twice as heavy!"


The dragonfly gave a startled squeak and soared. They crashed through the treetops and into the sky. Scruff saw Cobweb and Gossamer flying ahead.


"Fly to them, boy," Scruff shouted. The wind shrieked and spiderlings shouted below. "Go on."


"Ooowwww," said the dragonfly.


Soon he flew alongside Cobweb and Gossamer. Clouds streamed around them. The forest spun below.


"Now let's fly out this forest!" Scruff shouted to his wife. "Let's fly to Burrfield."


Cobweb shook her head wildly. Her hair streamed. "We have to get fwowews!"


Below them, more dragonflies were taking flight. Spiderlings rode them, shouting and pointing. The elder rode at their lead. Scruff cursed.


"Cobweb," he said, "I love you, but this is no time for picking flowers."


Gossamer rode her dragonfly beside him. "Cobweb is right!" she shouted. "Scruff, only the flowers can save Webdew and the other boulders. The pollen can cure them."


Scruff looked at her as if she were insane. He grumbled. "Great. More silkflowers." He sneezed in anticipation.


Cobweb pointed to a meadow below. "I see a b-b-bunch of fwowews der!"


Before Scruff could look, arrows whistled around them. One flew so close to his ear, it sliced a strand of his hair. He cursed and looked over his shoulder. Twenty spiderlings were chasing him, riding dragonflies and shooting arrows. Scruff grumbled and reached for the bow and arrow attached to his saddle. He was a clumsy archer at best; his arrow flew and missed the spiderlings by a hundred yards.


"Get da fwowews!" Cobweb shouted. "Gossamew and I wiww fiwe awwows."


She nocked one arrow and shot. It hit a pursuing spiderling and knocked her off her dragonfly. Gossamer shot a second arrow and hit her target too.


"Sure, you girls get to fight, and I go picking flowers," Scruff said. With a moan, he tugged the dragonfly's reins, driving it down toward the meadow. Arrows flew around him. One sliced his thigh, but he ignored the pain and kept diving.


The meadow rushed up to meet him. Silkflowers filled it, the size of dinner plates. Their pollen filled the air, and a fit of sneezing claimed Scruff. He could barely see, and his dragonfly shook beneath him with every sneeze.


"Keep flying, boy!" Scruff shouted. The dragonfly righted itself to skim over the meadow. Scruff reached down, sneezing madly, and grabbed a flower in each hand. He stuffed them under the straps of his saddle. The pollen filled his nostrils, made his eyes water, and shook his body.


"Shoot down the big one!" the elder cried above. "Shoot him down!"


Arrows rained. They thudded into the ground around Scruff. One glanced off his helmet, and another tore a hole through his cloak.


"Damn it!"


He kneed his dragonfly, and they skimmed along the ground, racing between the flowers. Scruff reached out his arms, stirring pollen into clouds. The horrible yellow stuff rose all around him.


"We can't see him!" a spiderling called above.


"Fire your arrows! Cover the meadow!"


Arrows whistled everywhere. Scruff sneezed and sneezed. He couldn't see a thing. Blindly, he grabbed more flowers, as many as he could hold.


"Into the forest, boy!" he shouted at the dragonfly. "Go on, and stay between the trees!"


They zoomed out of the meadow, yellow with pollen. They raced between the trees. Branches slapped against them. Dragonfly riders chased behind, firing arrows that peppered the trees.


"Scwuff, you got da fwowews!" Cobweb crashed through the treetops on her dragonfly and flew beside him. "Now wet's g-g-get to da staiwcase."


"Where's Gossamer?" he shouted and sneezed.


"G-g-getting mowe dwagonfwies. Go! Fwy!"


They flew between the trees. Cobweb kept firing arrows behind her. One dragonfly rider took an arrow to the chest and crashed. Another dodged an arrow and slammed into a tree. Scruff kept flying and soon saw the Stairway to Heaven before him. He tugged the reins, and his dragonfly began zooming up the staircase. Cobweb flew beside him, firing arrows.


"Spwinkwe da bouwdews wit powwen!" Cobweb shouted.


"You're bossy in battle, do you know that?" he shouted back.


They reached the top of the staircase and flew above the boulders. Sneezing wildly, Scruff pulled flowers from his saddle and began shaking pollen over everything.


Arrows whistled. Spiderlings were flying up from below. One arrow slammed into Cobweb's dragonfly, and the great insect crashed against the stairs.


"Cobweb!" Scruff cried.


She lay on the stairs, her dragonfly atop her. Her face twisted with pain, but she managed shouting, "Heaw da bouwdews!"


Scruff kept shaking the flowers. The dragonfly riders were a moment away from reaching them. Pollen flew everywhere. He saw nothing but the yellow pollen, glowing moonlight, and the back of his eyelids with every sneeze.


Humming filled his ears.


He heard gasping, weeping, and prayers.


"We're healed!"


"The human saved us!"


Scruff rubbed his watery eyes. When he could see again, he found dozens of spiderlings surrounding him. They were thin and weary. They hugged one another and wept. Their skin was still grey as stone, but as he watched, the grey faded into purple.


"Kill them all!" cried the elder spiderling. She rode up the staircase on her dragonfly, hands glowing with moonlight. A dozen dragonflies appeared around her; spiderlings with bows and spears rode them.


It's a lost fight, Scruff knew. He could not kill them all. As he raised his mace, fifty more dragonflies came flying from the east. Scruff took a deep breath, prepared to die.


"Goodbye, Cobweb," he said. An arrow grazed his shoulder, and he gasped with pain. "I love you."


The fifty eastern dragonflies reached him. Through the haze of pain and pollen, Scruff saw that only one dragonfly bore a rider. It was Gossamer.


"No time for goodbyes!" Gossamer shouted. Her fifty dragonflies landed on the top steps. "Onto the dragonflies, everyone. Spiderlings, we are leaving!"


Scruff gasped. Flying up the stairs, the elder and her guards screamed.


"Get on a dragonfly, Cobweb!" he shouted. "I'll hold them back."


Despite his wounds, he swung his mace. He held the enemies back. As he fought, Cobweb crawled from under her dead dragonfly and mounted a live one. The dozens of healed boulders, their limbs still stiff, climbed onto the other dragonflies. Arrows flew, and two spiderlings fell dead.


"We're out of here!" Gossamer cried and dug her knees into her dragonfly. She turned and flew away, heading west. Scruff and Cobweb followed. Fifty dragonflies flew around them, wings buzzing.


Arrows flew in both directions. Dead spiderlings rained from the sky.


"Don't let them get away!" the elder cried, flying a hundred yards behind.


Scruff stared at her. Her eyes met his, deep and burning blue. He glared back and snarled.


"It's too late for you, darling," he said, though he knew she could not hear. "You're outnumbered now." He raised his voice. "Goodbye, Spidersilk Forest! It's been a lovely trip, but it's time to go home."


The fifty freed spiderlings all fired arrows from their dragonflies. The elder and her guards screamed. Arrows slammed against them, and their dragonflies fell.


"Goodbye, Spidewsiwk!" Cobweb cried. Tears sparkled in her eyes, and she laughed and cried. "Goodbye, my home. Goodbye fowevew." 


Gossamer and Webdew flew at her sides, tears in their eyes. Scruff felt his own eyes moisten. I love you so much, Cobweb. I was so worried that I lost you. He smiled at her. Everything will be fine now, I promise you.


Fifty dragonflies flew over trees, across the river... and into the realms of humans.
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Chapter Twenty-One


The Hoarders












She hung from the trees, wrapped in cobwebs. The spiders clicked around her, crawling over their webs toward her. They surrounded her as far as she could see.


"Back!" Willow screamed between strands of cobwebs. "Stand back!"


The spiders kept crawling toward her. Their mouths opened, drooling. Their legs clacked and their eyes blazed. Willow struggled, screaming. Cobwebs bound her arms to her sides. Her legs were wrapped together.


"Food... foooooood," the spiders said. They crawled nearer and placed their legs upon her. Their mouths opened wide.


"Back!" Willow cried. "I am a powerful witch! I will hurt you if you don't move back."


Grunting, she twisted her hand and reached for her belt. Her fingers grazed the top of her wand. A spider bit her shoulder, and she screamed. Squirming and bending her fingers, she managed to grasp and draw her wand. Arm still pinned, she pointed the wand and uttered a spell.


"Now die, spider!" she said. "Die with fire!"


Magic crackled across her wand... but instead of deadly fire, a cupcake flew from it.


A spider opened its mouth and swallowed the treat.


Damn it! Willow struggled in her bonds. She had meant to roast the spider, not feed it! But at least she had sated its hunger, and it wasn't eating her at the moment.


A second spider approached below her, clacking up toward her legs. Willow twisted her wand.


"Eat lightning!" she said and uttered a lightning spell.


A stream of candies shot from her wand, hitting the spider's face. The spider's mouth clacked opened and closed, catching candies and chewing.


When more spiders approached at her left, she cast an enchanted arrow spell, which made cookies shoot from her wand. Next she shot honeyed almonds, lollipops, and gingerbread men. Soon the spiders were all munching and ignoring her.


"Now release me from these cobwebs," she said once they had eaten the treats.


The spiders growled and raised their legs over her. They opened their maws, revealing sticky teeth.


"Do it!" she said. "Release me and I'll give you more treats."


The spiders howled. Their legs rose and fell, shaking the cobwebs. Their mouths opened and closed, and their eyes blazed.


"I mean it," Willow said. "No more treats unless you release me. Cut these cobwebs loose!"


The spiders roared. The fur on their abdomens bristled. They looked at one another, looked at Willow's wand, and slammed their legs down onto her. Willow screamed, expecting them to rip into her flesh, but their legs were tearing off the cobwebs. They spun her around, tearing webs, releasing her limbs, and Willow fell from the spiderweb.


She crashed through branches, yelped, and landed in a pile of dry leaves. Moaning, she struggled to her feet and wobbled. Her head spun. Everything hurt. Cobwebs and spider drool covered her.


She looked up and saw spiders racing down the tree trunks. Her first instinct was to run, but they were fast. They would catch her. Their mouths clanked open and shut, and they cried out.


"Foood.... foooooooood."


"Stay back!" she shouted.


The spiders froze.


Willow raised her wand.


The spiders jerked, mouths opening wide.


Willow cast a spell, and fireworks of gumdrops exploded above her. The spiders raced around the trees, gobbling them up.


"Now freeze!" Willow called. The spiders froze, watching her eagerly. Crumbs covered their faces and filled their fur.


"Come down here," Willow said. "Stand on the ground before me." She pointed. "Here! Stand here."


The spiders scurried down the trees, dozens of them, each one the size of a pony. They crowded together on the forest floor, watching her and drooling.


"Sit!" she said.


They sat, and she tossed them cookies and cupcakes.


"Follow me," she said. She took three steps, and the spiders followed, never removing their eyes from her wand.


"Stop!" she said and they froze.


Slowly, hesitantly, a smile spread across Willow's face. These creatures are powerful. They are evil. And they are mine.


"Follow me," she said. "We're going back to Burrfield."


They followed, squealing and cackling and begging for treats. When Madrila sees the army I bring her, she'll have to take me back.
She'll have to make me a real witch. Willow laughed as she walked through the forest, a hundred spiders following her.






* * * * *


 


Jamie gasped, sword held before her. 


Hills of trash filled the tower. She could not see the floor. Rag dolls, plates, rotting fruit, old clothes, torn books, necklaces, stale bread, boots, hammers, cutlery, and countless other items—they piled up inside Dry Bones's old tower, threatening to collapse and bury her.


The strangest creatures Jamie had ever seen stood atop the piles of garbage. The elflings gasped around her and raised their weapons.


"What are they?" Ellywyn asked in disgust. She clutched her silver dagger.


The creatures looked at them and hissed.


"They're... they're made of trash," Jamie said.


The creatures cackled. Their limbs, torsos, and faces were cobbled together from countless objects: doll parts, broken jugs, old clothes, washboards, purses, torn scrolls, rotten food, and many more things. One creature shuffled toward them. Its fingers reached out, made of cutlery. Its eyes were two glowing beads, a mop formed its hair, and its lips were a sliced orange peel.


"We are not made of trash." The creature spoke in a raspy crone voice. "We are made of beautiful, lovely things."


A second creature shuffled toward them. It wore mismatched boots over wooden legs; one a table leg, the other a broomstick. Its eyes were two silver coins set in long head made from a bellows.


"We are hoarders," this second creature said, expelling its creaky, windy voice through the bellows's nozzle. "We collect only the nicest things."


Three other hoarders stood behind these two, cobbled together from countless items. They nodded and muttered agreements. Jamie saw that vials of potions were embedded into their bodies of trash, glistening like glass boils.


"They have the potions," she said to the elflings. "That's what we need."


Grumbledook peeked into the tower and sniffed. "I'm not drinking anything taken off those things." He snorted.


Jamie glared at him. "You will drink what I tell you!" She marched up toward a hoarder. Its body was built of the potions, nuts, bolts, boot soles, crusted shoelaces, coins, a bracelet of seashells, and sundry other items. 


Jamie looked at the potions covering its body. She saw potions labelled "Healing", "Strength", "Death", "Love"... and buried deep between crumbled handkerchiefs and apple cores, a vial of purple potion labelled "Growth". Jamie reached toward it.


"You will not take my things!" the hoarder screeched. It slapped Jamie's hand away. "Not my beautiful, beautiful things."


Jamie shook her hand; it hurt. She glared at the hoarder. "Your things aren't beautiful, they're junk! Can I just have that one vial?"


The hoarder reached toward her with hands made of forks. It began to rummage through her pockets.


"Hmm, things, yes, more beautiful things!"


"Hey, let go!" Jamie cried. She tried to back away, but a second hoarder approached behind her and reached into her pack. A third joined them. They rummaged through her belongings, muttering and whistling.


"Ooh, lint, I like that, yes. Nice pretty copper coins! And she's got a lovely candle, oh yes, that'll look nice here, wouldn't it, lovelies?"


More hoarders were similarly mobbing the elflings, rummaging through their packs and pockets.


"Nice elfling things, yes! Acorns and silver thread, and ropes and kindling and buttons and needles, yes lovelies."


Jamie squirmed and kept beating their hands away. "Let go! Those are mine."


The hoarders glared at her, their eyes made of buttons, seashells, beads, and coins. 


"Our things! Ours now. Lovely, beautiful things, yes lovelies."


Once the hoarders had emptied the companions' pockets, they began adding their treasures to their bodies. They stuck the candles, coins, and acorns onto their torsos. They strung the threads, buttons, and rope through their hair. One placed Noelyn's necklace of riverstones around its own neck.


"Oh, yes, we are so pretty, aren't we lovelies?" The hoarders cooed to one another. "We are so beautiful."


Jamie sighed. "Yes, you're lovely. Now that you've stolen our things, can we have the potion?"


They hissed at her. "Be gone! You want to take our things! You want our beautiful treasures."


Jamie groaned. "Just the potion! And you can have the vial back afterwards. We only want the liquid inside."


The hoarders began shoving her. "Back, back! That's what they all say, yes they do, lovelies, yes they do. They only want to take one thing, they say. But then they want more. Then they want to take all our things. We needs them, lovelies. We needs our beautiful treasures, yes."


"It's not beautiful, it's crap!" Jamie shouted. "You own nothing but garbage."


They snarled, baring teeth made of wooden chips, broken knives, and shards of glass.


"They are treasures. Now leave, thief. Leave our room of treasures!"


Jamie had heard enough. "I'm taking that potion."


She held her shield up, plowed her way forward, and reached toward the hoarder with potions on its body. Her fingers grazed the growth potion vial, and she was just about to clutch and tug it, when the other hoarders leaped onto her.


"Jamie!" the elflings cried in fright.


The hoarders slammed her onto the piles of trash. She sank into the dirty clothes, broken toys, beer mugs, and other items. The trash heap rose to her chest. The hoarders above began biting and scratching, and Jamie cried and tried to shove them off with her shield, but they kept attacking.


"Let go of her!" Ellywyn cried. Jamie glimpsed a flash of red hair and silver. A hoarder squealed. Jamie floundered and tried to swing her sword, but only cut garbage. She glimpsed a second flash of movement—a moon goldencharm glowing, and purple eyes, and she heard Noelyn's voice.


"Get off Jamie!" Noelyn too slammed into a hoarder, shoving it off. 


Lightning crackled, and Jamie heard Rowyn uttering spells. A hoarder above her shook, purple lightning racing across it. Jamie screamed and shoved it with her shield. It fell off her, and she crawled atop the trash heap, sword swinging.


Her sword slammed into a hoarder, scattering bracelets, cups, bottles, and bolts.


"My treasures!" it screeched. "My things, my lovelies!"


It knelt and began collecting the items. Jamie swung her sword again, breaking off more trifles. Rings, a baby's shoe, a bladeless hilt, forks, a brooch, and coins flew. The hoarder wailed.


"Jamie, the potion!" Ellywyn cried to her right. She was thrusting her dagger, holding back the hoarders with the growth potion. It lashed its cutlery fingers and snapped teeth of shattered glass. Ellywyn kept trying to grab the vial, but couldn't reach it.


"I see it!" Jamie cried. She ran toward the hoarder through the piles of garbage. The trash rose to her knees; she could barely move through it. Rowyn fought at her side, tossing spells against two hoarders. Noelyn was swinging a candlestick at another hoarder, shouting at it. Blood ran down her thigh.


"We will have your bones!" cried a hoarder and leaped onto Jamie. "We will have your beautiful, lovely bones for our treasures."


Jamie gulped. She noticed that behind the trash comprising the hoarder—rags and doll heads and socks—it seemed to have human bones held together with strings. Did it take those bones from humans it killed? Jamie wondered.


The hoarder's hands were made of garden shears. They sliced at her. Jamie raised her shield and blocked the blades. She swung her sword, and it slammed into the hoarder's neck. Bones snapped. Jamie swung her sword again, and the head rolled. Buttons, chess pieces, seashells, and beads spilled from it.


"My things!" it cried. "My things!"


Jamie leaped toward the hoarder attacking Ellywyn, the one with the growth potion on its body. She slammed her sword down and severed its arm. Eggshells and toy soldiers spilled from the wound. When the hoarder knelt to collect them, Jamie grabbed a vial that was attached to its stomach. She yanked it free.


She looked at the vial, but it was the healing potion. Damn it! She growled and tossed it aside. The hoarder leaped onto her, one arm missing, teeth snapping.


"You want to steal our lovely treasures!"


She swung her blade into its head. It screeched and fell. Jamie leaped onto it and began tearing the vials off, seeking the right one. Around her, the elflings still fought the other hoarders.


"Got it!" Jamie said. She lifted the purple vial over her head. "Growth potion. Now let's get out of here!"


The wounded hoarders were busy rebuilding themselves. They were rummaging through the trash, picking broken toys, jugs, beads, and sundry other items. They began attaching them to their bodies, building new arms, legs, heads, and patching up wounds.


"Lovely things!" they cried. "Beautiful treasures."


Jamie grunted and ran toward the doorway. The elflings ran at her sides. They burst out of the tower panting and bloodied. The hoarders screeched inside.


"They are stealing our treasures!"


Jamie turned her head and saw them at the doorway. They peered outside with narrowed eyes, but dared not follow. They blinked and hissed in the sunlight.


"Ah, sunlight that burns!" one said.


They began retreating indoors, covering their eyes and whimpering.


"The outside world is bad."


"The outside world wants our treasures, lovelies."


Soon they disappeared back into the piles of trash and closed the door behind them.


Jamie took deep, shaky breaths. Her head spun. She had never seen such creatures. God, one had bones under the trash of its body. Jamie had thought it collected the bones from dead humans, but now she wasn't sure. Maybe it was human, or had been long ago. She shuddered.


"You are a great warrior," Ellywyn said, staring at Jamie with somber eyes. A scratch ran down her cheek, seeping blood. She placed a hand on Jamie's shoulder. "You are my sister in arms."


Noelyn and Rowyn stood holding each other. The archer rested her head against the wizard's shoulder. He was smoothing her silver hair and whispering into her ear.


Grumbledook stared at them all, puffing smoke through his nostrils. "Well, it's about time you found my potion." He coughed. "All that fighting and shouting hurt my ears. Bring it here."


Jamie stomped toward the small, shrivelled up dragon. She grabbed his snout and stared into his eyes. "Now listen here, you old bastard. If I give you this potion, no more excuses. You grow big, and you start fighting for us. Next battle, I want to see you lashing your claws and blowing fire. Understood?"


He snorted smoke onto her. "I am a dragon of my word. You have a deal."


The elflings gathered around. Jamie sheathed her sword and uncorked the vial. Green smoke rose from it, and a scent like raisins and wine tickled her nose. Grumbledook opened his maw and stretched out his white tongue.


Jamie tilted the vial over the dragon's mouth. Purple liquid spilled. Grumbledook gulped and made a face.


"Disgusting!" he said. "It tastes like grapes. Couldn't you find any elf-flavored potion?"


Jamie narrowed her eyes and stared. Grumbledook stared back. The elflings crowded closer.


"Nothing's happening!" Rowyn whispered. 


"Just wait," Jamie said. "Watch."


Grumbledook's eyes widened. The clouds parted, and sparkling rays of light fell upon him. Harps played and angels sang. Jamie caught her breath. Grumbledook was growing!


"A miracle!" Noelyn whispered and a tear ran down her cheek.


Grumbledook grew... and grew... and grew... until he was about ten percent larger.


The light dimmed.


The angelic choir fell silent.


Grumbledook coughed.


Noelyn shouted for joy and hugged him. "Hooray!" she said. "You've grown very slightly larger!"


Jamie rubbed her eyes and gasped. "Is that it?" She stamped her feet. "Bloody hell. I was expecting more." She squinted at Grumbledook. "You were the size of a pony. Now you're the size of a very small horse."


Grumbledook unfurled his wings and roared to the sky. "Behold! I am a mighty dragon! Cower around me!"


"I'm still taller than you," Jamie said. "And I'm four-foot-ten."


He seemed not to hear her. He blew wisps of fire at the sky. "Cower, world, at the might of Grumbledoo—"


He began to snore.


Jamie sighed. She sat down and buried her face in her hands. The elflings patted her sympathetically.


"What now?" Rowyn said.


Jamie peeked between her fingers at the sleeping, slightly larger dragon.


"Maybe if he flies very high above the battle, he'll appear larger," she said and clearly heard the misery in her voice.


"Maybe," Noelyn agreed, stroking Jamie's hair. "He's not much bigger, but... he's all we've got. He might be a little small and shrivelled, but he's still a dragon. That's got to be worth something, right?"


Jamie stood up and heaved a sigh. "Let's go meet the other Bullies. Maybe they fared better." She kicked Grumbledook. "Wake up! We're going to fight."


They walked into the sunset, Grumbledook's rings of smoke floating above them.
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Chapter Five


A Good Year for Pitchforks












John Quill stood outside the walls, holding an oil lamp. He stared down at the dead monsters—furry things with weasel noses, sharp claws, and toes the length of their torsos. He shook his head ruefully.


Oh, Bullies, he thought. Will you never learn to stop your senseless monster slaying?


Leaving the bodies, he stepped back through the gates into Burrfield. As he walked down the street, he began planning tomorrow's article. He smiled as he imagined the Bullies reading it.


"You will learn, Bullies," he said to himself. "You will learn that brawn cannot win every battle."


That Scruff was a beast of legendary strength. That Jamie was a runt, but skilled with the blade. Neev was a powerful warlock, Romy an evil demon, Cobweb a deadly archer. Warriors, Quill thought in disgust. All they know is how to fight, how to kill. He snorted. I might have skinny arms, and no skill with weapons, but I too am strong. I have the strength of words... and words are deadlier than any weapon. He allowed himself a small, tight smile. I will be Burrfield's newest hero.


He entered his print shop. Dawn had not yet risen, and his assistants slept on the floors. Quill took his boxes of letters—each one was printed onto a metal cube—and began arranging them in printing plates. As he worked, his smile grew.


 


* * * * *


 


Scruff woke up, stretched, and shuffled outside to grab some tea leaves. The paperboy rode by on his donkey, waved, and tossed a Gazette onto his feet.


Scruff knelt, picked it up, and howled in rage.


He stormed back inside and slammed the newspaper onto the table.


"More rubbish!" he said.


Romy and Cobweb crowded around him, peeking at the newspaper. Emblazoned across it appeared the headline:


 


"BULLIES FOR BUCKS MURDER A UNICORN FAMILY"


 


The article stated that a family of forest dwellers, almost certainly peaceful unicorns, were found dead outside Teasel Gate, which the Bullies had been guarding. Spiderling arrows filled them, and they bore wounds the shape of Romy's pitchfork.


"I'm famous!" Romy announced when Scruff read them the part about her.


The rest of the article explained that the unicorns had only wished to bring peace, love, and rainbows to Burrfield... things the Bullies obviously hated.


'The only thing the Bullies love is blood,' the article concluded. 'In this reporter's opinion, they should be locked in Fort Rosethorn's dungeon and forever kept from harming another soul.'


Scruff had just finished reading when the door slammed open. Need and Jamie rushed in; they had been out guarding the walls. Their faces were red, their breath heavy, and their hair wild.


"The natives are restless," Neev said between pants. He slammed the door shut behind him and locked it.


"There's a bloody mob on our heels," Jamie said and drew her sword. She snarled and held the blade before her.


Soon Scruff could hear hundreds of boots thumping, people cursing and screaming, and torches crackling. He peeked out the window and gasped. A mob was racing up Friar Hill toward their house. They held torches and pitchforks.


Romy snorted. "My pitchfork is much nicer. Theirs aren't decorated with ribbons and hearts."


John Quill led the mob, Scruff saw. The printmaker was the only one not cursing or shouting; he walked with a small, smug smile on his face.


"Fools!" Scruff said. He lifted Norman, his spiny mace. "If they break in our house, I'll club them. We risk our lives defending them, and this is what we get?"


Soon the mob reached the house. They trampled over the garden, smashing the pots of herbs, vegetable lattices, and flowerbeds. They began to pound on the door, waving their pitchforks.


"Murderers!" one shouted.


"Demon worshippers!" another called.


Peeking out the window, Romy shouted back, "There's nothing wrong with worshipping me! I deserve it."


Fists pounded on the door, which began to crack.


"Get out of Burrfield!" shouted a man. "You don't belong among decent folk."


Scruff peeked through the window's shutters and saw John Quill smirking, hands on his hips. That does it, he thought. Rage blazed inside him. My father fought and died to defend this town. I fight for this town. My family fights for it. I won't let Quill get away with this.


He swung open the door and rushed outside, knocking people over. He howled and swung his mace around, breaking pitchforks and torches. His cries shook the hill.


"The ogre!" somebody cried. "Kill him!"


Fists and pitchforks began flying his way. Scruff knocked them aside and ran toward Quill. The printmaker's smile vanished. He began to flee, but Scruff caught his shirt, spun him around, and shook him.


"You slimy weasel," Scruff growled. "How dare you turn these people against us, people we've fought to protect? Aren't you ashamed? Romy and Cobweb are new to this town; how dare you welcome them this way?"


Quill was pale and shaking, but managed to snarl. "Romy? Cobweb? The devil and the creature, you mean. Those... those things don't belong in Burrfield among decent humans. You married a monster. Your brother is all but married to a demon." He shouted to the mob. "My friends! Kill this beast. Kill all the Bullies!"


The mob stormed into the house. Scruff heard the other Bullies fighting inside it. Cobweb screamed and even Romy wailed in fear. Fists grabbed Scruff and pulled him off Quill. Boots kicked him, and a pitchfork stabbed his leg. He howled and swung his fists blindly, trying to hold off the mob.


"Cobweb!" he cried. "Cobweb, I'm coming for you."


He tried to make it back to the house, but legs tripped him. He fell, and a dozen people piled up atop him. He shook them off and punched anything that moved.


"Cease this!"


The voice rang across the hill. Lord Bramblebridge's voice! Scruff breathed in relief. The bulldoggish Lord of Burrfield would put an end to this. When Scruff turned his head, he saw Bramblebridge huff and puff up the hill, swinging his arms. Sweat glistened on his forehead and his orange moustache bristled with rage. Thirty soldiers marched behind him, wearing armor and holding drawn swords.


"My lord!" Scruff said. "I—"


"What the blazes is going on here?" Bramblebridge shouted. "Bullies, I have had enough of your mayhem. Enough, I say!"


Steam whistled out of his ears. His face was red as an apple. A vein throbbed in his neck. Scruff gasped. He's blaming us! The Bullies!


"My lord, please!" Scruff said. "There are monsters lurking outside the town. Green grunting creatures, and furry things with big toes, and a witch who bakes cookie dough, and...."


His voice died. The soldiers were laughing, he saw. Even some of the angry mob smirked. Scruff sighed. They don't believe me. But they do believe Quill.


Bramblebridge, however, was not laughing. He looked ready to burst with rage. His hand trembled around the hilt of his sword.


"I have had enough of these bullies. Enough! Whenever you are around, there is mayhem in Burrfield."


Jamie emerged from the house, face red and clothes torn. "Are you going to banish us again?" she demanded.


Bramblebridge glared at her. It seemed to Scruff like arrows could shoot out of the lord's eyes.


"I've tried that before. You keep coming back!" Bramblebridge turned to his men. "Arrest them! Arrest all the Bullies. Toss them into the dungeon and throw away the key. I will have order in my town!"


As soldiers grabbed Scruff's arms, he shook his head in disbelief.


"You should be fighting the grunters and slinkers!" he shouted. "You should be arresting the witches!"


As they slammed manacles around him, the soldiers laughed.


"Sure thing, Scruff," one said. "Grunters, slinkers, and tooth fairies too, I reckon. But don't worry. No magical fairy creatures can hurt you in the town's nice, cozy dungeon."


Scruff tried to shake himself free, but couldn't break his chains. The soldiers began dragging him away. Scruff saw more soldiers chain up Neev. The young wizard tried to cast spells, but the soldiers gagged him and shackled his limbs.


Wings flapped, and Romy rose into the sky, holding Jamie in her arms. The demon wailed and tears filled her eyes.


"Fly, Romy, get out of here!" Scruff shouted.


Romy sobbed but obeyed. She flew away, holding the diminutive Jamie. The two disappeared into the distance.


The last thing Scruff saw was a soldier manhandling Cobweb. No, not Cobweb! Not my wife. He screamed in rage. Somebody pulled a sack over his head, punched his cheek, and kicked him forward. Darkness and pain covered his world.
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Chapter Fourteen


Mount Doom












Madrila leaned back in her seat and patted Bramblebridge. Chained to the throne, the bulldog made soft, contented noises.


"Good puppy," she said. "Good puppy."


She doubted the bulldog remembered being human; he now lived for pats, treats, and chasing cats.


"A dog's life is easy," she said to the grunters who filled Fort Rosethorn's hall. "Fed, pampered, and patted all day."


The grunters grunted sympathetically. In truth, Madrila thought grunters had it easy too. All they did was obey, kill, and grunt. They did not bear the yoke of power. They did not have to worry about Bullies who kept escaping and wreaking havoc.


"They killed my sweet devil dogs," she said to Bramblebridge. "Your comrades! And they killed my water spirit."


And they killed my father, she thought, but said nothing. She would not speak of that pain here, to this dog, to these grunting grunters. Yet that pain still lingered inside her every day.


You never saw my power, Dry Bones, she thought. You never even believed I'm your daughter. But I'll show you. I'll show everyone who didn't believe me. I'll show them that Madrila, this outcast orphan, can become the world's terror.


Bramblebridge nudged her with his nose. He whimpered, begging for pats. Madrila sighed and kicked him aside, so that he choked on his chain.


"Go chase your tail," she said to him. He obliged, running around in circles.


She looked upon Fort Rosethorn's hall, her new home. A week ago, tapestries, suits of armor, and trestle tables had filled it. Madrila had tossed out all that junk. Instead of a table, she had built a throne, a great seat of twisted metal. Instead of tapestries and suits of armor, she placed grunters along the walls, each armed with a spear and sword. Outside the walls, she had torn off the roses and burned them; the castle walls now rose bare and cruel.


Finally a home my enemies will fear, she thought.


A knock sounded against the hall's double doors, fifty yards ahead of Madrila's throne.


"My lady!" rose a voice behind them. "My lady Madrila, I beg an audience."


Madrila sighed. She recognized that snivelling voice, and she detested it. Yet the man is useful. He's a toad, a worm, a maggot... but useful.


"Grunters!" she called. "Let him in."


Two grunters pulled the doors open. In walked John Quill, chin held high, chest thrust out. His fingers trembled, but otherwise he put on a fine show, strutting forward with his cap at a jaunty angle.


"My lady," he said and sketched an elaborate bow. His face was pale, but he managed a nervous smile.


"Hello, Swill," she said. "That is your name, right? John Swill?"


"Actually, it's—" She gave him her best glare, and he swallowed. "Yes, my lady. Of course. But... let my swill serve you today. I can help you find the Bullies."


Bramblebridge growled and Madrila patted him.


"How, Swill? How will you succeed where my grunters failed?"


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of small, metallic letters. "With these, my lady. These magical pieces of metal, when arranged on plates, print my Gazette. They print thousands of copies a day. Thousands for every man, woman, and child in Burrfield!" His eyes shone and his voice gained confidence with each word. "But imagine, my lady... imagine if every man, woman, and child in the kingdom read my words. Imagine it! In the farthest village, fort, and farm... people reading my Burrfield Gazette!"


Madrila cleared her throat. "You're an ambitious worm, but how does this concern me and the Bullies?"


His smile widened. "Ah, my lady. That is the beautiful part. With the distribution I envision, the kingdom will know of the Bullies' crimes. We could announce a reward on their heads, and everyone across the realm will hunt them. The Bullies will have nowhere to hide. All I need is some, well... some help." He cleared his throat. "Just a few grunters—to print the extra papers, to deliver them across the land, and... well, I'd need some money to buy all the parchment, and...." He coughed. "A hundred gold coins and a hundred grunters would be a swimming start."


She shot a bolt from her wand, knocking off his cap. He squealed and jumped. She shot a second bolt, knocking him down. Before he could stand up again, she leaped up and pointed her wand at his throat.


"You are cheeky, Swill," she said. "You will have no money from me. And you will have no grunters. But you will employ the people of this town—every one of them, if you must. And you will find more parchment, if you have to skin every last sheep in these farms, and then the townfolk. You will build more print machines, and you will send your Gazette to every city, village, and town in the kingdom. You will find the Bullies."


He gulped. "And if... if the townfolk refuse to help me?"


"They will help you. They will obey you. My grunters will make sure of that. Now out! Out of my hall, Swill."


He leaped to his feet, sketched a bow, grabbed his cap, and ran off. Bramblebridge barked madly after him.


"Go, boy, chase!" Madrila said and unlocked his collar. The bulldog burst into a run, chasing a squealing John Quill out of the hall. Madrila laughed.


"At least I found one thing the mutt is good for."


 


* * * * *


 


"Here we are!" said Romy, gesturing with flourish. "The mighty, terrifying Mount Doom!"


Neev raised an eyebrow. "Romy, it's... not exactly a mountain."


She gestured again with all the gusto she could muster. "Here is the great, legendary Hill of Doom!"


Neev leaned down and squinted. "It's more of an anthill than a hill."


The tiny volcano rose three feet tall, its hole just wide enough for a gopher or two. A fizzle of smoke rose from it.


Romy scrunched her lips. "Well, just pretend it's very far away, and that it's really really big. Now let's jump in! It leads straight to Hell... once you crawl for a couple days, and pass through the kingdom of the molemen, and make a little detour through the crystal caves. But after that—straight to Hell!"


Neev pulled his hair. "Romy! For heaven's sake. This is serious business. Madrila has conquered Burrfield. Quill is still printing rubbish about us. We must summon help to reclaim our town and our reputation. We can't waste time with your jokes. I'm not sure if this is an anthill or a gopher hole, but it's definitely not a portal to eternal damnation. If you're lost, just admit it."


She climbed onto the mini-volcano and began wedging her feet in. "Oh, Neev, when will you learn to trust me? Now be a good wizard and push my head."


"I'm not pushing your head!"


She managed to squeeze one foot into the volcano. Dirt cascaded down its slopes. "Do it! Push me into Mount Doom!"


Neev sighed. He placed his hands on Romy's head and began pushing her down.


"See, Romy? Just a gopher's hole, and you're probably stepping on one."


Yet to his surprise, Romy did sink deeper. Her foot disappeared down to the ankle, and she wedged her second foot in. A goofy grin spread across her face.


"Woo, here we go!"


Neev pushed her head down, and with a pop, Romy disappeared into the volcano. He heard her voice echoing below.


"Woooo! Come on in, Neev!"


His eyebrow firmly raised, Neev looked around him. If anybody sees me stepping into a gopher hole, my reputation as a dreaded warlock is over. Only a few squirrels stood around in the trees, though Neev did think they looked at him as if he were crazy.


"Come on, Neev!" Romy's voice echoed below.


Neev sighed and placed a hesitant foot onto the volcano. Romy's clawed hand emerged from the hole, grabbed his foot, and pulled him in. His foot disappeared into the volcano, then his leg, and soon Neev found himself sliding down a tunnel into darkness. Dirt rained around him and smoke stung his eyes. He slid until he hit solid earth and stood on shaky legs.


"Hey, Mommy Neev!" Romy said. She hugged him and pinched his cheek. "Welcome to the underground."


He looked around him. He saw walls of dirt and glimmering rock. It was a tight squeeze; Romy pressed against him. Her hair of flame crackled against his face, and a strand entered his mouth. He spat it out.


"Romy, are you sure you've come this way before?"


She nodded and held his hand. "Come on!"


She led him down a tunnel. The walls were made of smooth, black stone glimmering with crystals. In some places, strange markings appeared upon the walls: pentagrams, devil horns, and a few drawings of teddy bears.


"I drew those last ones," Romy confided. She sketched a bow. "I am an artiste."


"That doesn't mean what you think it means," Neev said, but she seemed not to hear. She was busy skipping down the tunnel, dragging him behind her.


"Just wait until you meet my friends," she said. "Such fierce, tough, warrior friends. RAWR! They'll help us save Burrfield. You'll see. RAWR! RAWWWWRRRR!"


Her roars echoed through the tunnels. The walls trembled.


"Romy, shush."


"Why? There are no baby birds here to threaten us. Here, underground, we are safe. Absolutely nothing to worry about!" She paused and tapped her chin. "Oh... other than tunnel snakes."


"Tunnel... snakes?"


"Well, yeah. Come to think of it, they hate noise. Especially roars." She glared at him, hands on her hips. "You really should be more quiet."


"Me?" he demanded. "Romy, you—"


He paused and listened. Hisses were coming from the tunnel ahead.


Romy grimaced. "Oh dear, now you've done it."


Ten yellow eyes glowed in the darkness, moving closer. Fangs glistened. Neev grunted and mustered lightning bolts; they crackled around his fingertips. Donkey ears sprouted on his head, and five snakes leaped toward them.


Neev grimaced. The snakes were huge, the size of pythons, with blood-red scales and golden horns. Neev shot lightning and hit one snake; the bolts crackled across its scales. Another snake wrapped around him, hissed, and began constricting him.


Neev screamed. The scales cut his cloak. He couldn't breathe.


"Romy!" he managed, voice a mere whisper.


Romy was growling and lashing her pitchfork, keeping two snakes at bay.


"Down, boys!" she said. "Down! Bad snakes!" 


Yet they leaped, wrapped around her, and began constricting her too. She screamed.


"Romy!"


Neev struggled wildly, but couldn't free himself. The snake began wrapping around his face. Neev cursed and uttered another spell. His hands were pressed against his sides, but lightning still filled them. The bolts shocked his legs, ran through his chest, and he screamed. The snake hissed and squealed and loosened around him.


Growling, Neev pulled a hand free, summoned a fireball, and shot it toward the snakes encasing Romy. The fire crashed against the snakes, they hissed, but kept constricting Romy.


"They're fireproof," he said. "Great."


The snake around him began constricting him again. Neev cast more lightning, shocked it, and it scurried away. Whiskers now twitched on his face. He cast more lightning (which replaced the whiskers with a duckbill) and shocked the snakes around Romy. The demon girl screamed; she felt the lightning too.


"Romy!"


He began pulling the snakes off her. They hissed, eyes burning. One snake's head lashed forward, fast as the lighting. Pain blazed on Neev's shoulder. He screamed. It bit me! The bite burned like a red poker.


Ignoring the pain, Neev kept tugging the snakes off Romy. Her head emerged from their tangle, and she took a deep breath.


"Bite them, Romy!" he said. "Use your fangs!"


She nodded and began biting the snakes. They squealed and hissed and began to flee.


Neev tried to summon more magic, but his head spun. He tried to grab the snakes, but his hands felt so weak. The bite on his shoulder blazed.


"Romy....," he whispered.


Nausea filled him and he could barely see her. The world blurred. He thought he saw her clawing the snakes, but wasn't sure. He fell. His hands reached up.


"Romy...."


Darkness flowed over his world.
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Chapter Two


Extra! Extra!












One peaceful autumn, a wonderful, horrible, delightful, and dangerous invention reached Burrfield: print!


Of course, most Burrfieldians couldn't read. 5,127 people lived in the town. Only 247 of them could read, and among those, 178 couldn't read more than their own name and a few choice curse words ("bum" was especially popular and considered quite naughty at the time).


This was, perhaps, a blessing. Burrfield's print shop couldn't handle mass production yet. It took an hour to prepare a page for printing, and more often than not, the printer broke, scattering metal letters all over.


But the printmaker plowed on. His name was John Quill. "Name's Quill, like a porcupine's prickles, because I write a prickly word," he'd tell anyone who'd listen. He'd then wink. "But writing quills will soon be obsolete."


Most Burrfieldians nodded sagely at this, not fully comprehending Quill's (admittedly convoluted) jest, but sure that it was delightfully clever.


This John Quill was about thirty years old, with a thin mustache, winking eyes, and a gray cap he wore at a jaunty angle. Every day, he produced a five-page newspaper which, in a stroke of inspiration, he named The Burrfield Gazette. Quill served as the editor, publisher, and only reporter.


This was Burrfield's first newspaper. It might, Quill would brag, be the first newspaper in the kingdom. As far as he knew, his invention was unique—the ability to print words onto a page, not scribe them.


This garnered a lot of interest in Burrfield, whose citizens very much wished to appear worldly. After all, it was a small, quiet town where not much happened. In fact, barely anything had happened here for years, and Quill soon became a local hero. Every morning, he'd kickstart his machine, which would grunt and creak and moan, and begin stamping out papers. Townfolk would gather around the print shop, watching with wide eyes, as if witnessing magic. Most believed it was magic; they thought the print machine a mythical, living beast. One child named it "Printy" and swore that he saw it one night ramble into the field, where it ate three cows before returning home to sleep.


In the first few days, Quill wrote about mundane topics. He reported about whose crops were eaten by crows. He talked about the weather. He wrote about the local kickball teams, who played in Burrfield Square a couple times a week. Everything Quill reported was common knowledge—indeed, Quill knew about these events because everybody in Burrfield knew about them.


Still, that did not stop The Burrfield Gazette from selling like hotcakes (much to the frustration of the hotcake seller, whose shop was next door). The first day, every person who could read—even those who could read only their names and "bum"—bought a copy. The second day, even people who couldn't read bought a copy, just to brag about owning a Burrfield Gazette. Within two weeks, it seemed that every person in Burrfield was buying the morning paper. They were found at kitchen tables, inns, outhouses, park benches, and the bottom of pets' cages.


Quill had to hire three kids to help him print so many papers, and had two more kids come in on Sundays, to help print the double-length weekend edition. Owning a Burrfield Gazette was the thing to do. At mornings, everybody wanted to be seen sitting on a bench or boulder, leafing through a copy. Peasants who couldn't read a word to save their lives suddenly appeared at local teashops, leafing through Sunday editions of the Gazette, scratching their chins while holding the paper upside down.


John Quill soon became Burrfield's most prominent, respected citizen. Maidens batted their eyelashes at him. Men bought him beers. Dogs licked him and cats rubbed against his legs. When he wasn't printing his paper, he'd walk around with his skinny chest thrust out, his chin raised, a thin smile across his lips and his gray cap at its usual, jaunty angle.


Quill was walking around town one autumn day, when Jamie Thistle, fifteen years old, saw him. Quill gave her a smile, tipped his hat, and walked on, a gaggle of maidens following him.


"Look at that phony," Jamie muttered to her older brother, a beefy youth named Scruff. The two were sitting on a town bench, eating walnuts from a pouch. "Today he wrote about Robby Brewer's cat giving birth to a litter of dogs. And people believe it!"


Scruff's eyes widened. "Cat puppies! Did he say what color they are?"


Jamie kicked her large, lumbering brother. She was something of a runt—she stood five feet only on her tiptoes, and weighed one-hundred pounds only if she donned her armor. Scruff, meanwhile, stood close to seven feet tall, and was wider than the town's largest wheelbarrow. Still Jamie kicked him, and he winced.


"Scruff," she said, "the whole thing is rubbish. I mean, yesterday he wrote that Jeremy Greenfield was raising a cow with two heads... and two bodies. Two days ago, he wrote that a rare griffin was spotted on a tree—born with the body of a bird!"


Scruff gasped. "Monsters! Let's go see them."


"Scruff!" She kicked him again.


He yelped and shrugged. "What? Look, Jamie. He might write nonsense, but... people like reading it. I like reading it. And I, for one, am happy Quill is famous."


Jamie leaped to her feet. "How could you be happy? The man either reports what everybody knows, or makes up stuff. And yet everybody buys his newspaper and buys his stories. How could you be happy?"


"Because for once, we're not the famous ones in town."


He was right, Jamie had to admit. For a year now, Scruff, Jamie, and the other Bullies had been the most famous, discussed people in town. Since their amazing adventure a year ago, Burrfield wouldn't stop talking about them. People talked about the monsters they slew; the dark magic their brother Neev cast; the demon they brought back from their quest, a creature of fire and sin; and about the spiderling Scruff married, a purple spirit of the forest. Indeed, it seemed that for the past year, Burrfield talked about nothing but the legendary Bullies for Bucks.


Scruff nodded. "Let Quill talk about ravens eating crops, kickball teams, and cats giving birth to dogs." He chewed a walnut, shell and all, and patted his belly. "So long as he's not talking about us, I'm happy. Let him be the center of attention."


But soon, it seemed, Quill ran out of ideas.


On October 22, The Burrfield Gazette was just a copy of last week's issue. On October 23, the Gazette devoted an entire issue to comparing the respective merits of Golden Delicious apples and Granny Smiths. On October 24, three pages talked about a cat stuck in a tree, and circulation dropped from 4,124 to 1,007.


The October 25 issue—reporting about a couple beetles caught shamelessly mating outside the church—sold only twenty-three copies.


"Good," Jamie muttered to Scruff that morning. "The fad is over."


On the morning of October 26, strange sounds came from inside the printshop. The machine was creaking, hammering, and pounding louder than ever. Quill could be heard yelling at his assistants to print more copies—a full 5,127, one for every citizen of Burrfield. Blue smoke wafted from the chimneys, and the smell of ink spun heads. The townfolk gathered around. What could be going on in there? Was Quill mad, printing thousands of papers?


Finally, around noon, Quill emerged from his shop, carrying a bundle of newspapers. He did look quite mad. His hair was wild and ashy. Ink covered his face and hands. His clothes were tattered, and blue smoke rose from him. And yet he was grinning, eyes wild. He tossed the newspapers toward the people.


One landed at Scruff's feet, and he gaped at the headline.


 


"EVIL BULLIES FOR BUCKS WORSHIP THE DEVIL!"


 


Scruff gasped and lifted the newspaper. He started to read the article.


"'Bullies for Bucks,'" he read out loud, "'the thugs who live on Friar Hill, have long been known as a dissolute menace.'"


Scruff did not know what "dissolute" meant, and he was only half-sure he understood the word "menace", but he kept reading.


"'Now, it seems, they also worship the devil. One devil in particular—a fell beast named Romy, a demon of Hell. The Bullies were seen lighting candles around the creature and singing strange spells of devilry.'"


Scruff frowned. "Hey... that was only her birthday party. We lit candles on her cake and sang her Happy Birthday!"


Nobody seemed to hear him, and Scruff read on, becoming angrier and angrier. The article continued to claim that Romy was an evil creature, intent on eating the town children, and that the Bullies worshipped her as their mistress. It's not fair! Scruff thought. Romy had only bitten a baby once, and it was because he was covered in ice cream.


People were staring at him. A few muttered. Others fled. One set up a booth selling pitchforks and torches. Scruff decided to go home. Clutching his copy of the Gazette, he stomped down the street and headed to Friar Hill.


Grass and dry leaves covered the hill, rustling under Scruff's boots. The place still held strong memories for him. On this hill, years ago, he'd play with his siblings with wooden swords. On this hill, he'd watched Dry Bones murder his father. On this hill, he'd built the house he shared with his fellow Bullies. It was a place of warm feelings, haunting nightmares, and off key singing.


"Off key singing?" he muttered, raising an eyebrow.


That singing came from his house, which crowned the hill. It was a two story building, built of wooden beams and clay, its roof covered with thatch. A garden sprawled outside the house, full of flowers and vegetables growing over old wagon wheels. The singing was so loud, the birds who normally crowded the roof had fled, and the flowers were wilting.


"Happy Birthday to me! Happy Birthday to meeeee!"


The singing continued, so loudly and discordantly that a window shattered.


Romy!


Scruff sighed. His brother Neev, a young wizard, had summoned the demon last year. Since then, Romy had raised hell on earth: eating everything in their garden (vegetables, stalks, roots, and several mouthfulls of dirt), painting hearts over the walls when they slept, setting the roof on fire twice, and once sawing a hole between the second and first floor ("Who needs stairs when you can jump?" she had explained).


Scruff supposed that some off key singing was relatively benign.


He walked the cobblestone path to his house, opened the door, and stepped inside. His eyes widened. His heart sank.


"Happy Birthday to meeeeeeeee!"


Romy sat on the floor in the corner, legs splayed out before her. Though her skin was blood red, her fangs and claws sharp, and her wings black as night, Scruff couldn't imagine a less frightening demon. She wore a conical party hat atop her head of flaming hair. Whipped cream covered her face. Honey covered her fingers. Empty baking pans surrounded her, covered in crumbs. Hundreds of extinguished birthday candles littered the floor around her; some had bite marks in them.


"Oh hai, Scruff," she said. She tried to get up, but fell back down. "I'd stand up to greet you, but... I can't... seem to... move of my own volition right now." She patted her belly.


"Romy!" he said. "Your birthday was yesterday. How many more cakes did you eat today?"


She counted on honey-covered fingers. When she reached ten, she moved to her toes. Then to her teeth.


"Um... a few," she finally said. "I asked for poodle cakes, but Neev said I'm not allowed to eat those. Honey cakes are good too." She hiccupped.


Scruff sighed and left the living room. He found the other Bullies in the kitchen, ears plugged with cotton. They were standing on chairs, busy untangling chandeliers of cutlery that hung from the rafters.


"Romy decorations?" he asked. He had to repeat the question after they removed the cotton from their ears.


"It's better than her last attempt at interior decor," his brother Neev said. 


Scruff nodded sympathetically, remembering Romy's gallery of paintings entitled, "Nostrils of Terror: a study of Scruff's nose hairs magnified a thousand times."


He clutched the Gazette in his hands, hesitant to show the others. This is my family; I don't want to hurt them. He looked at them, one by one.


Neev, his younger brother, was wearing his green wizard robes. Seventeen years old, he was a wiry youth with sharp eyes, a narrow nose, and a hint of stubble on his chin. As always, a glower twisted his face. Last year at Wizard School, he had summoned a demon for his final exam. The demon turned out to be Romy, the least frightening, most confused creature in Hell. Neev flunked his exam, and Romy had been driving him mad since—decorating his spellbooks with hearts, showering him with kisses as he squirmed, and twice turning his robes pink in the laundry.


His sister Jamie stood nearby, wrestling with a bundle of bent, entwined spoons. Always a tomboy, she wore her armor and sword even indoors. Last year, she had cut her hair short, feigning boyhood to learn swordplay at Fort Rosethorn. Her hair had grown into a long, black mane since then, though her body remained small. She stood shorter than five feet, and was thin as a sapling, but behind her breastplate beat the heart of a towering knight.


Behind those two stood Scruff's wife—the love of his life, Cobweb. To this day, whenever Scruff saw her, his heart leaped. Cobweb was a spiderling, an enchanted spirit of the forest. Her skin was purple, her hair was white and smooth, and her ears were pointy. She wore a dress woven of gossamer, and a spiderweb tattoo glowed on her shoulder. She looked at Scruff with her soft eyes, and his knees felt weak. He walked toward her and kissed her.


"Hewwo, Scwuff," she said softly and smiled. "Wewcome home, m-m-my wovewy, handsome hewo."


Her clan had banished her because of her voice, but to Scruff, she sounded as beautiful as she looked. He touched her nose. "Thank you, sweety honey bunny."


Neev rolled his eyes, and Jamie looked queasy.


"Barf bag please," they said together.


Luckily, Romy had fallen asleep; Scruff heard her snores from the other room. It's as good a time as ever to show them the newspaper, Scruff figured. He tossed it onto the table.


"Look," he said.


Neev cursed. Jamie shouted and grabbed her sword from the wall. Cobweb gasped, covered her mouth, and tears budded in her eyes.


"D-d-dey say we'we eviw!" she said and sniffed.


"I'll turn that Quill into a toad!" Neev said, face red, and reached for his spellbook.


Jamie drew her sword, a beautiful family heirloom named Moonclaw. "No need for magic. This steel will do the job."


Scruff raised his hands and shouted over the commotion. "Hang on, hang on! Nobody is turning anybody into anything, or slicing anyone into pieces." He glared at his siblings. "We are Bullies for Bucks. We fight monsters, not fellow Burrfieldians."


Neev grumbled and shook his head in disgust. "We've saved this town from Dry Bones and his monsters. And now Quill is calling us devil worshippers. The day I worship Romy is the day you can lock me up in the loony bin."


Jamie marched to the door, sword in hand. Scruff grabbed her shoulders.


"Don't go anywhere, Jamie. If you attack him, what would happen? The Gazette would only print another story, calling us thugs. Haven't you ever heard that the quill is mightier than the sword?"


Jamie glared and swung her blade. "Not this sword. And not that Quill."


She kicked him, and he grunted but held her fast. "Calm down, Jamie. You too, Neev. So he printed some rubbish, so what? Nobody will believe it, and tomorrow, he'll find something else to talk about."


They grumbled, muttered, glowered... and stayed indoors.


Next day, The Burrfield Gazette printed the headline:


 


"BULLIES FOR BUCKS, TOWN THUGS, EAT PUPPY FOR DINNER."


 


When Romy saw the headline, her eyes widened in delight.


"Ooh, a puppy!" she said. "Is it a poodle? Can we eat it tonight again?" The demon licked her lips and rubbed her belly.


Neev's face turned red, and smoke all but rose from his ears. "Quill's done it again!" he said and tossed the paper across the room.


Scruff retrieved it from the corner of their living room, dusted it off, and read the article. Quill wrote that a lovely puppy had been living in the Bullies' yard, clucking and scratching the dust and enjoying life despite tragically looking like a chicken. The Bullies, who hate puppies, cooked it for dinner... and they're after your puppy next.


When Scruff went into town that day, hoping to buy milk and eggs, people glowered. A few pelted him with rotten fruit (why they were carrying around rotten fruit, he could not guess). Others yelled at him: "Puppy eater!"


"It was a chicken!" he shouted.


"Well, how brave would you be, if somebody tried to cook you?"


Scruff groaned and returned home, empty-handed.


The next morning, the Gazette printed the following headline:


 


"SCRUFF THISTLE, BULLY, STEALS FRUIT FROM TOWNFOLK."


 


Romy shook her head reproachfully. "Scruff, how could you?"


He glared at her. "Romy! They were throwing the fruit at me."


"Did they throw any poodles too?" She pointed into her mouth. "Me hungreee."


They were all hungry. Their pantry was nearly empty, and Romy had already eaten everything in their garden, including the rocks and gnomes. Sooner or later, Scruff knew, they'd have to go shopping in town. He didn't relish anything else tossed his way; he had a feeling that next time, people might throw stones along with old apples.


"Something must be done about John Quill," he finally conceded. "It's time for the Bullies to pay him a visit."
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Chapter Twelve


Small Carrots, Big Spiders












Willow walked through Burrfield, eyes wide. She had never seen such a magical town. 


"This is a long cry away from the forest," she told Bramblebridge. The bulldog was tugging the leash, trying to run ahead, but Willow held him fast. She wanted to walk slowly. She wanted to savour this place—the scents, the sounds, the wonder of it.


"I was born to a poor lumberjack, do you know?" she said to Bramblebridge.


"Woof!" he answered and tugged the leash.


"It's true. I grew up in a shack among pines. "Then, as an apprentice to Madrila, I lived in a creaky, cold house surrounded by twisting oaks. But this place...."


She looked around and inhaled deeply. There were buildings in Burrfield, real buildings—some four stories tall! She saw a tavern with green tiles and actual glass windows. She saw a bakery—they didn't just bake bread here, but cakes and pastries too. She saw a church that rose so tall, taller than trees, gargoyles upon its spire. Many of the buildings bore signs of the battle—a burned roof here, a smashed window there—but the townfolk were quick to rebuild. The town already looked much better than yesterday; at this rate, its battle scars would be gone in days.


"I'm so glad we conquered this town," she said and patted Bramblebridge. "This is much better than the forest. I—"


Her voice died. Her eyes widened. Grunters were marching down the street, howling and waving clubs and torches. Madrila marched at their lead, smiling thinly. Her wand crackled with lightning.


"Here we are, my friends," Madrila said to her grunters. "Destroy this tavern! I will not have the townfolk gathering here to plot against me."


The grunters howled and began clubbing the tavern's windows and walls. Willow gasped and covered her mouth.


"Destroy the pastry shop!" Madrila shouted over the sound of shouting grunters and shattering glass. "These people do not deserve sweets, not while the Bullies still roam the countryside."


Willow whimpered when the grunters began smashing and burning the pastry shop. Smoke soon rose from its roof.


"Topple the church!" Madrila cried. "Burrfield will worship nobody but me."


The grunters ran toward the church and began smashing its bricks with hammers. People were fleeing the buildings. The grunters laughed and swung clubs at them too, showering the streets with blood.


"No!" Willow said, head spinning. "Madrila, how... why...?"


For the first time, Madrila seemed to notice her apprentice. Her smile grew. She walked forward, black robes swishing, wand crackling.


"My dear Willow!" Madrila said and reached out her arms. "You've come to see the destruction. Would you like to destroy a building too?"


Willow gulped. "I... I...."


I think it's horrible, she wanted to say. I think the buildings are beautiful. How could you destroy them? But she dared not speak these things. She had to be evil. Evil witches delighted in destruction.


"I guess I'd like to destroy one or two," she said weakly.


Madrila put a hand on Willow's shoulder. With her other hand, she pointed at the church's spire.


"Do you see that spire?" she said. "It's almost as tall as our tower at Fort Rosethorn. We cannot allow that. Use your hammer spell, the one I taught you last week. Send a blast of magic... and knock it down."


Willow looked at the spire. Four gargoyles frowned down upon her. Stained glass windows glimmered. Willow looked at her feet.


"I can't, my lady," she whispered. "I'm not powerful enough. I could maybe break a window, or... or maybe steal a pastry, or...." She gulped.


"No." Madrila's hand tightened on her shoulder. Her eyes blazed. "You will topple that tower. If you are truly my apprentice, you must cause greater damage than mere grunters. Do it! Break the spire!" Her fingernails dug into Willow's shoulder.


Willow gulped again and raised her wand. She faced the church. Grunters were hacking at its doors and breaking its windows. The spire rose above them. Willow's wand shook in her hand.


"Do it!" Madrila commanded.


Willow shuddered and uttered a spell.


Searing purple light shot from her wand. Rings of power burst forward.


The magic missed the spire... and slammed into the grunters attacking the church doors.


Willow screamed. Madrila hissed. The grunters fell dead.


"No, I... I didn't mean it, I...." Willow spun in horror to face Madrila.


The witch's face was white. Her eyes were wide, horrified, blazing with fury. Her lips pulled back, revealing sharp teeth. Suddenly she no longer looked human; she looked like a wolf, a monster, a terror.


"You killed my grunters," Madrila whispered, voice strained. Her fists trembled. She raised her wand.


"I didn't mean to!" Willow whispered. Her heart thrashed. "I only tried to—"


"You will die for this!" Madrila screamed and pointed her wand. Willow ducked, and lightning blasted over her head.


Bramblebridge barked madly and broke free from her grasp. Willow ran.


"You will die!" Madrila shouted behind her. Willow ducked and rolled. A fireball flew over her head. She leaped up and disappeared into an alley.


"Oh goodness, oh dear, oh God!" Willow cried as she ran. Her knees trembled and her head spun. What would she do? Where could she go? Her boots kicked up dirt. The houses blurred at her sides.


"Catch her!" Madrila screamed. "Grunters, bring her to me."


Willow turned her head. She saw grunters following. She uttered a spell, attempting to sear them with lightning, but gumballs shot out of her wand instead. The grunters slipped on the gumballs and fell. Willow kept running.


She burst into a square, raced across it, ran up a hill, and reached the town gates. Grunters guarded the doors.


"Let me out!" Willow shouted. "Move!"


These grunters had not seen her disgrace. They obeyed her, and soon Willow ran through the forest. Dry leaves flew around her. The trees' branches scratched her. Soon she heard pursuit behind.


"Catch the little wretch!" Madrila screamed in the distance. "Bring her to me."


Willow ran through the forest, tears in her eyes and terror in her heart.


 


* * * * *


 


Scruff all but smashed into the roadside inn.


"An entire roast pig!" he bellowed into the dim room. "And three pints of ale!"


"And some baby cawwots!" added Cobweb, a vegetarian.


A crackling fireplace, a wagon wheel chandelier, and ram's horn candleholders lit the common room. Bear rugs covered the hardwood floors and kegs lined the walls. Several people sat at scarred oak tables, huddled over bowls of stew and mugs of ale. Those still sober gasped seeing the huge man and the purple spiderling; the others merely blinked and returned to nursing their mugs.


Scruff made his way to a free table and sat down with a grunt. Cobweb sat beside him.


"Food! Drink!" he called.


A serving girl approached with a tray of mugs. As she set the table, Scruff was careful to stare at the ceiling; he still had a bruise from the last time Cobweb caught him looking too closely at a tavern wench. Soon he forgot all about bruises, wenches, and witches, and lost himself in cold ale. Cobweb tried a sip, spat it out, and meekly ordered some apple juice.


Soon the serving girl returned, carrying a tray with an entire roast pig—complete with an apple in its mouth—and a small bowl of baby carrots. Scruff and Cobweb tucked in.


"Scwuff," Cobweb said as she nibbled on her meal. "Do you tink we shouwd take da food to g-g-go? Dewe's not much t-t-time."


Scruff chewed lustfully. "Mmmm... quest later... food first." He raised his voice. "More gravy!"


Slowly his hunger abated, and his chewing slowed. He was nibbling on bones before he noticed the mournful singing from the corner. He wiped his mouth, frowned, and stared. In the shadows, a lone figure sat at a table. A dozen empty mugs stood there, and the shadowy figure was nursing another one.


"Nobody knows... the trouble I've seen...," sang the shadowy figure and hiccupped. 


Scruff hated to abandon his meal, but after a few more bites, curiosity overcame hunger. Chewing a mouthful, he left his table, stepped into the shadows, and approached the singing drunkard. His eyes widened.


"Willow?"


The witch's apprentice gazed up at him, eyes huge and watery. She squinted, struggling to bring him into focus.


"Hey... are you that Scruffy guy?" she asked and hiccupped.


Scruff glared. "My name is Sam Thistle III. Scruff to my friends, so you can call me Sam." He raised his mace, prepared to clobber the girl's head. "What are you doing here, witch?"


She glared at him, looked ready to attack, but then tears filled her eyes. She wept into her palms.


"Oh, I wish I were a witch!" she said. Her body shook. "But I'm only an apprentice, and probably not even that anymore. Oh why can't I be evil?"


She gulped down ale mixed with tears. Her cheeks were red and her hair puffed. She stumbled to her feet, fumbled for her wand, and pointed it at Scruff. It trembled in her hand, she hiccupped, and crashed back into her chair.


Cobweb approached and took the wand from her. "Wet me take dat," she said. "Wiwwow, I tink you've had enough beew."


"I'm evil!" she said and leaped onto the table. "Evi—"


Her eyes rolled backwards and she pitched forward.


Scruff caught her. The girl drooled, snored in his arms, and mumbled. "Puppies... I love puppies...."


A few moments later, Scruff and Cobweb were walking through the forest, pushing a wheelbarrow. Willow lay in the wheelbarrow, her arms and legs tied. She still slept, snoring and occasionally mumbling something about kittens, double rainbows, and baby unicorns. Soon the tavern disappeared behind them.


"Scwuff, awe you suwe dis is wise?" Cobweb asked. Dry leaves glided around her and filled her hair.


He pushed the wheelbarrow over a bump in the road, incurring mumbling from the sleeping girl inside. "Well, I wasn't going to kill her," he said and sighed. "And I ain't leaving her behind to sober up and rejoin Madrila."


"So we'ww j-j-just take hew evewywhewe now?"


Scruff bit his lip, considering. "Yes. She might be worth something to Madrila. I don't know how much..." The girl was now mumbling about fluffy bunnies. "...but it's something. Madrila stole our town, so we stole her apprentice. It's a step in the right direction."


They kept walking through the forest, the wheelbarrow rattling and bumping along. Grasshoppers and caterpillars covered the trail, and squirrels and foxes scurried between the trees. It was a long way to Spidersilk Forest. As he walked, Scruff wondered about the other Bullies. Would Jamie and the elflings tame the dragon? Would Neev and Romy find help in Hell? Their quests seemed more dangerous than his. I wish I could be there to protect you, he thought.


They walked for several hours, until the sun began to set. Purple and red wisps spread across the sky, and the trees cast long shadows. Soon Scruff was hungry again, and he found himself wishing for another tavern, another roaring fire, and another roast pig or two. His stomach grumbled. Cobweb walked silently, gazing upon the forest with sad eyes; this was near her home. Willow, meanwhile, still snored in the wheelbarrow.


"We should set camp," Scruff said. "Let's find a clearing to sleep in. I wish we had some food."


Cobweb shook her head. "D-d-dis is not a good pwace to sweep. We awe c-c-cwose to Spidewsiwk Fowest hewe. Diddwywiggwes guawd dis pwace."


"Diddlywiggles?" Scruff asked. "What are those? They sound cute."


Cobweb shook her head wildly, eyes alarmed. "Dey awe not cute! D-d-dey awe guawdians, and dey mostwy come out at n-n-night. Wets keep wawking. We c-c-can go to bed inside Spidewsiwk."


She trembled and her hands reached for her bow and arrows. Scruff placed his hand on her shoulder, leaned down, and kissed her cheek.


"Okay, Cobweb. We'll keep walking until we're in your home. We'll be safe there. And if any diddlywiggles show up on the way, I'll step on them."


As they walked, Scruff smiled to himself, imagining himself stomping on diddlywiggles. Surely, with a name so cute, they were fuzzy little caterpillars. He was used to Romy being scared of ducklings, caterpillars, and little cute things; it seemed Cobweb was too.


As the sun set, fireflies began to swirl. Purple mushrooms grew around him, some a foot tall. Night flowers bloomed, their pollen glowing. Scruff inhaled deeply, enjoying the beauty, the crisp air, and the peace of night.


A creature chattered in the darkness. It sounded to Scruff like a chipmunk, but larger. Much larger.


Cobweb froze and drew an arrow.


"Diddwywiggwes!" she said.


Scruff looked around, seeking cute caterpillars to squash. "Where, where?"


A shadow dipped down from the trees, cackling. Long legs reached out, wrapped around the snoring Willow, and the shadow pulled back up into the trees. Willow vanished with it.


"What the—?" Scruff said. "That was no caterpillar!"


Cobweb looked from treetop to treetop, panting. Her arrow shook in her bow. "What awe you tawking about, Scwuff?"


More cackling and chattering rose around the treetops. Shadows scurried. The light of fireflies reflected on long, shiny legs and purple eyes. Whatever those things were, they were big. Their eyes blazed above and the trees shook.


"Mmmm-mffff!" Willow cried above, voice muffled. "Let me goMfMMfff."


Scruff raised his mace. "Here caterpillars... here caterpillars...."


A diddlywiggle dipped from the trees, hanging from a silver strand. The light of fireflies caught it. Scruff grimaced.


"Great. So they're giant spiders. I should have known."


The spider reached toward him with glimmering black legs. Its purple eyes blazed, and its mouth opened, baring fangs. Scruff swung his mace. He hit the spider, and it flew on its cobweb like a tetherball. It made a full circle, then slammed into Scruff. It bit his shoulder. Scruff screamed and beat it off. It must have been four feet long, and its bite burned.


"Help!" Willow cried above. "Get them offfMFFFFMMMFFF". The spider seemed to cover her mouth again.


A second spider descended from the trees and lunged at Scruff. He clubbed it with his mace. It flew too in a circle, hanging on its cobweb, and came flying back toward him. Soon five spiders were flying toward him, and he kept batting them aside.


Cobweb was shooting arrow after arrow. One arrow hit a strand of web, and the diddlywiggle fell. The spider scurried toward her, jumped onto her, and leaned in to bite.


"Cobweb!" Scruff cried. He ran and swung his mace. The spider flew off Cobweb and slammed into a tree. It shook itself, then came charging forward, teeth snapping. Scruff was about to club it again, but another spider leaped onto his back. Its teeth sank into his shoulder, and he fell. 


Cobweb's dagger lashed. The spider shrieked and scurried off Scruff. He leaped to his feet, mace swinging, and clubbed two more. They kept dipping from the trees, scratching, and pulling back up into shadow. A dozen or more filled the trees.


"I thought spiderlings worshipped spiders!" he shouted as he fought.


Cobweb nodded and shot an arrow into the treetops. "We do! Da spidews awe onwy g-g-guawding ouw home."


Scruff clubbed a spider, sending it swinging on its cobweb round and round a tree trunk, until it slammed into the tree and groaned. Webs covered Scruff's back and clung to his mace.


"Hel—" Willow began to cry above, but her voice was farther away now.


The spiders are carrying her off, Scruff realized as he fought. More kept dipping from the trees. The sun was gone behind the horizon now, and endless spiders filled the darkness, their eyes glowing purple. Their teeth snapped and their legs filled the night, glittering and smooth.


"Oh bloody hell," Scruff said. "I ain't staying here to fight. These things guard the border? We're crashing through." He grabbed Cobweb's arm. "Come on!"


He began running forward, clubbing spiders aside. They swung from every direction on their cobwebs, biting and lashing their feet. One sliced his leg. Another bit his shoulder. Scruff kept running forward, pulling Cobweb behind him.


"I'm out of awwows!" she cried. She began lashing her knife at the attacking spiders.


"They're thinning out ahead!" Scruff cried. "We just need to get past the border."


He ran through the night, branches slapping against him, and saw glowing runes on boulders ahead. Spidersilk Forest. We're almost there. He clubbed two more spiders, leaped over a fallen log, and raced forward. Two more steps....


"SCWUFF!"


He turned his head and growled. A spiders, hanging from the treetops on spiderwebs, had wrapped its legs around Cobweb's shoulders. It began pulling her up into the shadows.


"Cobweb!"


Scruff leaped and grabbed the diddlywiggle. They swung on the spiderweb—overgrown spider, screaming spiderling, and a giant warrior with a belly full of pork and beer. They flew over the forest floor, up into the treetops, and back down again.


"Scwuff!"


"WhooooaAAA!"


They swung low over the ground, then flew up in the opposite direction, smashing through branches. The spider squealed and twisted. Scruff held on for dear life. Before they could fly back... the spiderweb snapped.


Scruff, Cobweb, and the spider flew. They crashed through branches and more spiders, over a stream, and down toward a grassy slope. They hit the ground, grunted and yelped, and rolled downhill.


"Cobweb, are you—ouch!—okay—damn it!"


Rocks covered the hill, jabbing Scruff as he rolled. Cobweb rolled beside him, wrapped in webs. The spider rolled too. Finally the three crashed into a fallen tree and were still. Scruff moaned. Scratches covered him. Cobweb moaned beside him, draped in spiderwebs.


"Cobweb!" he ran to her. The diddlywiggle attempted a half-hearted attack, limping toward him. Scruff kicked it, and it flew into the shadows.


"Oh, Scwuff." Cobweb embraced him.


"Are you all right?"


She nodded and looked back up the hill. Spiders still filled the trees there, swinging on branches and glaring with purple eyes.


"We have to save Wiwwow!" she said.


Scruff looked at the trees. Hundreds of spiders seemed to scurry between them. He shuddered.


"Cobweb, I dunno... I think Willow is...."


...dead already, he wanted to say, but couldn't. Cobweb's eyes filled with tears. Scruff wasn't sure why Cobweb felt bad; if the witch was spider food now, that was fine with him.


"...I think she's fine," he finished. "Willow is a witch, Cobweb. Or at least a witch in training. She can take care of herself."


Cobweb took two steps uphill, moving closer to the trees. "But Scwuff! What if she n-n-needs hewp?"


Scruff heaved the longest, deepest sigh of his life. "I'll go look for her. Stay here."


She nodded, trembling.


As he trudged uphill, Scruff cursed under his breath. Who cared about Willow? The girl worked for Madrila. Let the giant spiders eat her! And yet Cobweb's tears stung him. Whenever she cried, he would do anything for her. He stepped back into the trees, club swinging.


"Willow!" he shouted. "Do you hear me, girl?"


The overgrown spiders dipped and chattered around him. He couldn't hear Willow's screams anymore.


"Willow!" he cried.


He heard nothing but spiders. Eaten, he knew. He clubbed two aside, then ran back downhill to Cobweb. She stood in the grass by the fallen tree, hugging herself. The moon shone above, glittering on her silver hair, purple skin, and gossamer dress.


"She got away," Scruff said. "She ran back west into the forests of humans."


That was a lie, he knew, but a white lie. A possibility. Cobweb nodded and hugged him. Spiderwebs still draped across her shoulders, and Scruff picked them off.


"Okay, Scwuff. Wet's keep g-g-going. Now da dangewous pawt begins."


Scruff sighed. It gets worse? He took her hand, and they began walking through a clearing toward more trees.


"More dangerous than giant spiders?"


She nodded. "Much mowe. If da spidewwing ewdews catch us—me, a b-b-banished one, and you, a human... we'we in deep twoubwe." She took a deep breath and clutched her dagger. "Wet's find my fwiends quickwy... den get out of hewe."
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Chapter Seventeen


Whale Riding












Madrila walked alone among the graves, her robes wrapped around her. Crows stood upon tombstones, cawing. A cold wind blew, blowing dry leaves into her hair. She tightened her robes around her, but that could not warm her. She was always too cold, even by the brightest fires, even wrapped in the thickest furs. Her chill lived inside her—the chill of neglect, pain, loneliness.


Soon she found the tombstone she sought. She stood above it, staring down at the mossy, chipped stone. She read the words upon it.


 


Amabel Thistle


Wife and Mother


Rest in Peace


 


Madrila clenched her fists. Thistle? No, she should never have been a Thistle. She should have been Amabel Rasumessen.


"Wife?" Madrila whispered. "You should have married my father. You should have married Jan Rasmussen, a true wizard. He wasn't Dry Bones then. He wasn't a skeleton when he planted me inside you." She bared her teeth at the grave. "Mother? Mother to who—my half-siblings? The wretched Scruff, Neev, and Jamie? Were you ever a mother to me?"


Madrila drew her wand with a flash, pointed, and shot lightning at the tombstone. A crack appeared, effacing the word Mother. Madrila laughed bitterly.


"Oh, you were a mother to them. You raised Scruff, Neev, and Jamie in your home, held them, fed them, loved them. They were born to Sir Sam Thistle, the handsome hero." Tears stung Madrila's eyes. "But what of me? What of your first daughter?" Madrila trembled. "You abandoned me!"


She looked at the church which rose above the graveyard. It was a beautiful church, even as its windows were smashed and its doors cracked. I could have prayed here among beauty. But no. She had prayed in filthy dark corners, her back scarred. She had eaten gruel. She had screamed and wept when Friar Robert beat her.


"I roamed the forests," Madrila whispered to the grave, her eyes stinging, her voice shaking. "I sought my true father. But he didn't even recognize me. He didn't even acknowledge me. Your son, your Neev, he went to the Coven as a real student. He learned in comfort from the brightest minds in magic. I did not have that pleasure."


She shivered to remember her youth—learning magic from traveling warlocks and witches, wrinkled old creatures who'd teach her a spell or two for a chance to grope her body. She'd huddle in the forest—in caves, in huts, in wolf dens—studying from tattered old books. She remembered the taste of unicorn blood, a giver of power and magic. She caressed her wand, the unicorn's whorled horn, her beacon of might.


"But I became strong, Mother," she said. "Stronger than Neev. Stronger than Dry Bones. Stronger than anyone would have imagined." She growled. "And I've taken this town! This town that should have always been mine. And I will kill your true born children, Mother. I will kill Scruff, Neev, and Jamie, and I will kill their friends too. Can you hear me, Mother? I hope so. I want you to know what you've done."


She shot another bolt of lightning, and the tombstone shattered. Eyes stinging, Madrila turned and walked away, heading back to her new home. Fort Rosethorn rose above her. Madrila allowed herself a trembling, vicious smile.


"No more huts, caves, or forests for me," she said. "This is my castle, my center of power."


Grunters saluted as she entered the castle. Hundreds of them filled the courtyard, the towers, and her main hall. She walked toward her throne, sat upon it, and clutched the armrests.


"Soon the Bullies' skulls will lay at my feet," she said softly. Grunters squealed around her, fangs bared, claws scratching the air. "Soon all will fear, worship, and love me."


 


* * * * *


 


"Down, boy!" Romy cried. "Down! Bad lava whale!"


The creature howled before her, filling the tunnel. Lava splashed around it and sprayed from its mouth. Droplets sizzled against Romy's skin. She stabbed the air with her torch, holding the whale back.


"Sit, boy, sit! Good lava whale."


The whale growled and snapped its teeth, each one the size of Romy's body. Its flippers slapped the tunnel walls, and its tail splashed in a sea of lava below. Its eyes were pools of molten rock, glowing red.


"Romy, you cannot tame this demon like a dog!" Neev shouted. He stood behind her, fingers crackling with lightning. "We learned about them in the Coven. This is a great archdemon, a being of pure evil!"


"And he's a bad boy," Romy said. She poked the whale's nose with her pitchfork. "Roaring at us like that! You are bad, very bad."


The whale roared. Lava sprayed from its mouth. Romy marched forward and slapped it across the face.


"NO ROARING!" she said.


The whale moaned. Romy slapped it again.


"Don't you moan at me," she said. "You will be a good lava whale. Good. Good... Just like that." She patted its head. The whale grumbled, growled, and glared.


"Romy, be careful!" Neev whispered behind her. "Step back."


But Romy kept patting the whale, though its head rose taller than her. Its skin was hot and smooth, and lava bubbled in its mouth.


"Good lava whale, good boy. There you go. Nice and easy. Feeling calmer now?"


The lava whale nodded. The tunnel shook.


"Mhm," it managed to say, its voice rumbling like an avalanche of rocks. "Goooooood."


Romy grinned and turned to look back at Neev. "See, Neev? He's harmless."


Neev slapped sparks off his robes. "He is most certainly not. Romy, great demon whales with mouths full of lava are not harmless. Caverns of ravenous killer molemen are not harmless! Venomous hellsnakes are not harmless!"


She kept patting the whale. "Well, we're still unharmed, aren't we?"


"Well, I—" His mouth hung open. "We— I mean, we are—" He sighed. "No thanks to you, Romy."


"Completely thanks to me!" She glared at him. "Who flew us over the molemen cavern? Who tamed the lava whale? When the hellsnake bit you, who made sure to—"


"Okay, Romy, okay!" His cheeks turned red. "Drop it. Can you just... get this lava whale out of the way, so we can continue? The damn thing's filling the whole tunnel."


The whale grumbled, shaking the tunnel. Dust rained. Romy pouted and kissed it. "Oh, don't you listen to him," she said in a baby voice. "He's just a big mean cranky warlock. You're my sweet lava whale, aren't you?"


It nodded. "Mhmmmmmmmm."


It stuck out its tongue, ten feet long and lumpy, and licked her from toes to head. Slime covered her.


"Eww!" she said. She shook herself like a wet dog, spraying the slime everywhere, including onto Neev. The whale chuckled.


"Now, Mister Whale," Romy said. "We have to get across the lava sea, and I can't fly and carry Neev for too long. He's too heavy. Will you give us a ride?"


Neev spoke up behind her. "Romy, I'm not sure that's a great idea."


She ignored him. She kept patting the whale. "You'll give us a ride, right? If you do, I'll give you a nice treat." She turned her head and whispered to Neev. "Neev! Come here."


Neev approached gingerly, hands raised and sparkling with lightning. He would not remove his gaze from the whale's eyes.


"Come on, closer! Don't be afraid."


He took three more steps, until he stood by Romy and the whale. She reached into his pack, rummaged, and pulled out a string of sausages. The whale's eyes lit up. Drool dripped from its maw.


"Hey, those are mine!" Neev said.


"Oh be quiet." She dangled the sausages before the whale. She pulled them back when its tongue reached toward them.


"Fooooooood," the whale said, voice rumbling and shaking the tunnel.


"Not yet!" Romy said. "First you give us a ride. Then you can eat." She dangled the sausages before him.


"FOOOOOD!" the whale demanded.


Romy slapped him. "Not yet! Ride first." She began climbing up its head. Its skin was hot, dry, and rubbery; she could easily grab folds between her fingers. Soon she reached the top. She lay on her stomach, her arms dangling across its forehead. The tunnel's ceiling rose a mere foot above her.


"Come on, Neev!" she said. "Climb up beside me, or we'll roast you with a blast of lava."


"No thanks," he said, giving both her and the whale a suspicious look.


Romy dangled the sausages in front of Neev. She wiggled her eyebrows. "I'll give you a sausage," she said temptingly.


"FOOOOOD," the whale said.


Neev sighed. He put his hand against the whale and grimaced.


"Go on Neev, you can do it," Romy said.


"DOOOOOO EET," said the whale.


Wincing, Neev began to climb. The whale stuck out its tongue and pushed Neev's feet up. Grumbling and cursing, Neev reached up. Romy caught his hand and pulled him up beside her. He lay beside her, pale as a ghost.


"BEHOLD!" she said. "The mighty warlock!" She mussed his hair and kissed his cheek. "What would you do without me?"


He muttered something under his breath, then added in a louder voice, "Just get this whale of yours to move it."


Romy slapped the whale's head. "Hear that, big boy? Let's move. Take us into the sea of lava and swim across. We're going all the way down to Hell."


The whale wriggled and pulled back from the tunnel. Romy and Neev held on tight. Lava splashed behind them. The whale and the tunnel shook wildly.


"This better work, Romy!" Neev said. His fingers dug into the whale's hide, clinging for dear life.


The whale splashed into the lava, turned, and began swimming. The sea was so long, Romy could not see the end of it. Craggy stone walls rose at their sides, curving to form a stone ceiling. The lava flowed around the whale, red and black and bubbling. The whale trumpeted for joy as it swam, lashing its tail and flapping its flippers. Smoke blew from its blowhole.


"Just make sure it stays on the surface!" Neev shouted. "Does it know humans die in lava?"


"Probably not," Romy said. "Most creatures down here are fireproof. Including me." She patted Neev's head. "If he does swim under the lava, just cast the same spell Dry Bones did when he burned, and you can be a living skeleton too."


"ROMY! This isn't funny!" Sweat drenched Neev and his face was red.


The whale kept swimming beneath them, moving faster now. The cavern walls blurred at their sides, and the lava splashed. We'll be near the entrance to Hell soon, Romy knew.


"Don't worry, Neev!" Romy said. "I'm still holding the sausages, and the whale won't want to burn them." She dangled them over the whale's face. "So long as I've got these sausages, we're safe, so—"


The whale's tongue lashed out, grabbed the sausages, and yanked them out of Romy's hand. The whale swallowed and belched.


"Oopsie," Romy said.


The whale began dipping deeper into the lava.


"ROMY!" Neev shouted.


"Stay up!" Romy said and tugged the whale's eyelids, trying to keep it afloat. Her wings flapped, but the whale kept sinking.


Neev shouted. "Romy, I thought you tamed that thing!"


She kept pulling its eyelids, and shouting at it, but the whale kept sinking. Soon its mouth disappeared under the lava, then its eyes. Only the top of its head remained above, Romy and Neev clinging to it.


"Bad whale!" she shouted. "Bad! No more food for you!"


She saw the end of the lava sea ahead. The shore was rocky and distant—hundreds of yards away.


"We'll have to fly!" Neev shouted. "Carry me, Romy!"


She shook her head wildly, shouting over the splashing lava. "No way! I can't even carry Jamie that far, and she's half your size!"


The whale sank another foot. Lava splashed against Romy's feet.


"You'll have to do it, Romy!" Neev cried. He stood up shakily on the whale's head.


"I can't!" she said. "Neev, quick, cast a spell!"


"What? I don't have any flying spells! Romy, this is not the time to—"


"Just do it!" she said. "Trust me, Neev. Trust me."


He uttered a spell and cast lightning at the ceiling. His jinx covered him with cat fur.


"Another spell, Neev! Quick!"


He tossed a fireball. His fur vanished, and bull horns grew from his head. The whale sank even further; only several inches of its head remained above the lava.


"Quick, Neev, keep casting spells!"


Magical lightning, fireballs, arrows, sparks, and fireworks flew from his fingers. His jinx kept flaring: he grew an elephant's trunk, then a giraffe's neck, then fish gills, then a beaver's tail.


"A bigger spell!" Romy said. "Hurry!"


The whale vanished under the lava.


Neev cast a shower of fireworks that flew and roared like dragons.


Swan wings sprouted from his back. 


"Now FLY!" Romy screamed. She grabbed his hand, flapped her wings, and took flight. Neev flew too, swan wings flapping madly. Lava burned the soles of his boots.


"I've never grown wings before!" he cried. They shot forward over the splashing lava. "How did you know it would work?"


"I didn't!" she cried back. "I just wanted to see a magic show before you were burned to toast."


He gave her the most discombobulated look she had ever seen.


Before he could reply, the whale's tail splashed below. A shower of lava rose. Romy squealed and flew sideways, knocking into Neev. The lava missed them by an inch, and droplets sprinkled Romy's arm and sizzled against Neev's cloak.


"Fly higher!" she told him. They flew—her with bat wings, him with swan wings. The whale kept slapping his tail below, and they flew from side to side, dodging the fountains of lava. Romy's wings and lungs ached.


"Almost there!" she said.


She growled. Neev squeezed her hand and flapped his wings so fast, they blew her hair back.


Go on, Romy, she told herself. Finally—give us a nice, smooth landing.


She reached the shore. She lowered her legs. She took a deep breath and steadied her wings.... and her feet touched the ground.


"Succe—" she began triumphantly, when Neev crashed into her. She fell, tumbled, and he landed atop her.


"Neev!" She pushed him off and glared at him. "Finally finally finally I had a good landing, a real landing, and you ruined it."


He rolled onto his back and lay still, staring up at the ceiling in shock. His face was green. The sea of lava gurgled at their feet.


"Romy," he said weakly, "do any hellsnakes swim in the sea of lava?"


She nodded. "All the time."


He swallowed. "If they bit anyone in there, they should be cured now."


She cuddled against him and kissed his lips. He kissed her back and wrapped his arms around her. They lay for long moments on the shore, the lava waves crackling.


"I'm glad you're still alive, Neev," she said. "I love you. You know that, don't you?"


She helped him to his feet, plucked a feather from his wing, and placed it in her hair. They walked into the dark tunnel ahead, hand in hand... descending into Hell.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Witches' Wands and Demon's Drool












"Squeak squeak!" Jamie said twitched her whiskers.


"Mmmm ggmmmg!" said Scruff, and a turnip fell from him.


"You c-c-can do it!" Cobweb said, spinning a spiderweb.


"Come on, Monkey Neev!" said Romy. "Turn us back into the Bullies already! I think one of my stitches is opening."


Neev groaned and tugged his hair. "Will you all be quiet? I'm trying to focus here."


He stood in his old home on Friar Hill, sleeves rolled up and spellbooks opened before him. His fellow Bullies covered the table: mouse, sack of turnips, spider, and teddy bear. Neev leafed through the books, searching for a spell to turn them back, but couldn't find a thing.


"I don't know, guys," he said. "You might be stuck this way."


The table erupted with squeaks, groans, and shouts. The little Bullies bounced atop it, scattering vials and scrolls.


"All right, all right, calm down!" Neev said, raising his hands. "I'll keep looking."


He stared at the corner of the room, where Madrila's spellbook lay upon a shelf. He tightened his lips. Did he dare? The book might show him how to reverse the spells, but... opening the spellbook of a dead witch could be dangerous. Witches often cursed their tomes. Neev had taken the book from the fort, and placed it here, but hadn't dared open it. If he did, would demons leap out? Would death rays blast him? Would the book grow teeth and bite off his hand?


He looked back at the table. The mouse, teddy, sack, and spider stared at him. Neev sighed. If I want to help them, I have no choice.


He reached toward the codex and hesitated, his hand in the air. The Bullies on the table watched him. Finally Neev tightened his lips, grabbed Madrila's spellbook, and opened it.


He winced, expecting a blast of fire or lightning. Instead he saw a note scribbled onto the first page:


 


Spells of power 


for my mother, Amabel Brewer, who cast me aside


for my father, Jan Rasmussen, who banished me into darkness


for my siblings, the Thistles, who grew in warmth while I shivered


for all who hurt me


for the town that lost me


here is my power


here is my wrath


And oh the witch did cast her spells... and oh the mountains shook.



—Madrila 


 


For long moments, Neev stood silently, staring at the inscription. The other Bullies squeaked and jumped; Neev barely heard them.


"What is it?" Romy asked. She covered her mouth, a mere line of yarn. "Did the book freeze you?"


Neev didn't reply. He read the words again and again, sighed, and finally closed his eyes. A chill ran through him, raising goosebumps across him.


"Goodbye, sister," he whispered, so quiet even the Bullies on the table could not hear. "I'm sorry. We never knew."


A deep sadness filled him, like a river under mountains, or a shard of ice floating on a melting pond. Light will never shine as bright. This home will never feel as warm. I lost a sister.



He leafed through the book's pages, tapped one, and nodded.


"Here," he said softly. "I found the spell I need."


I will keep your secret, Madrila, he thought, running his fingertip across the parchment. You will never have to know, Scruff and Jamie. You will never have to feel this sadness too.


He lifted the witch's wand, the unicorn horn. It still pulsed with dark power. He began reading the spell in the book.


"You better practice on Scruff first," Romy said. "Just in case you mess up the first time."


Neev nodded and pointed the wand at the turnip sack. The sack bounced and groaned, spilling turnips.


"Hush, Scruff!" Neev said. "I'm trying to focus."


He kept uttering the spell. The wand thrummed in his hand. A bolt of magic shot out, hit the sack, and exploded with sparks. The sack bulged, and soon Scruff sat upon the table in human form, blinking and rubbing his eyes. The table cracked and shattered under him.


"Squeak, eep!" shouted the mouse and spider.


Scruff sat on the floor, legs splayed out, shards of wood around him. He looked up at Neev and moaned.


"I fell on something," he said miserably, reached under him, and pulled out a flattened teddy bear.


"Ohhhhh," Romy moaned. Once a chubby teddy bear, she was now flat as a pancake. "I don't feel so gooood."


Scruff shook the flat teddy bear, and tried to reform it, as if trying to fluff up a pillow. Nothing helped. Romy wilted in his hands.


"You've turned me into a doily!" she said.


Neev winced and pointed his wand at Romy. "Hang in there, Romy. The spell will help."


He uttered it again, and a bolt of magic flew and hit the flat piece of cloth. The teddy bear ballooned, grew, and soon the old Romy sat on Scruff's lap. Once more, she was a demon with flaming hair, claws and fangs, and a wagging tail.


She leaped up and approached a mirror. She stood with her back facing it, looked over her shoulder at her rump, and groaned.


"Neev!" she said. "You gave me ten extra pounds, you did. I was way thinner before."


"Yeah, before eating all those birthday cakes," Scruff said.


Romy glared at him and poked his ample belly. "Look who's talking, turnip boy."


Neev cast the spell on Cobweb and Jamie next. The two grew back into girls and embraced.


"T-t-tank you, N-N-Neev," Cobweb said and kissed his cheek.


"Not bad, brother," Jamie said and punched his shoulder. She looked around her. "But this place is a bloody mess. Any good cleaning spells in that book of yours?"


Neev looked around him. Grunters had spent weeks living in this house, and they had trashed the place. Their drool covered the furniture. Their claw marks covered the walls. They had left dirty dishes and cutlery everywhere.


Romy looked around too and gasped. "My masterpieces! The grunters destroyed them!"


Her paintings, these ones from a series she called "Things Smaller than Scruff's Belly", lay torn across the room, showing shreds of mountains, cathedrals, and blue whales. Romy began collecting them and pouting.


"I think," Neev said, "that we'll need help cleaning up. And I know just the person to do it."


The Bullies all looked at one another.


"John Quill!" they said together.


Scruff hefted his mace. "Time to go visit our new cleaning lady."


 


* * * * *


 


Scruff marched through the town, mace in hand.


The other Bullies walked behind him. Around them, their army was busy cleaning up the streets. The little demons, Mandy and Annie, were training their hellhogs to pick up litter. The spiderlings were scrubbing ash off walls and re-thatching burned roofs. The elflings were herding chained monsters into the Porcupine's Quills tavern.


"Some of these monsters used to be townfolk," Neev called out. "Keep those ones safe. I'll turn them into humans soon."


The elflings nodded and goaded furry, scaly, and slimy creatures into the inn. Several animals walked among the monsters; Scruff saw piglets, a toad, and a monkey.


"They used to be children!" Rowyn called to them, herding the animals inside. "They wandered into town this morning and scratched their names into the dirt. We'll cure them too."


The Bullies kept walking, leaving the tavern behind. Soon they saw the printshop across a square, and Scruff growled. He gritted his teeth. He couldn't wait to grab Quill and shake the fear of God into him. He stormed across the square between hellhogs, kicked down the printshop door, and charged inside.


The house was empty. The closets were open and bare.


Scruff stared around, blinking. The other Bullies stepped in behind him and cursed.


"The coward escaped!" Scruff exclaimed.


"Sir Obvious saves the day again," Neev said. He stepped around the printshop, looking for clues. The printers were still there, but the metallic letters were missing. 


Scruff kicked a wall in frustration. "Well, it looks like not every villain eats his just dinner."


"Just deserts," Neev said. 


Scruff's belly grumbled. "Desserts? Where?"


Looking around him, Neev sighed. "I wonder if we'll ever hear from our friend John Quill again. His venomous prose might still poison gullible minds in some far reaches beyond our sight."


"Come again?" Scruff asked, scratching his head.


"He might still write bad stuff about us."


"Ah."


Romy stepped up toward them, chewing a bundle of straw. "Uhm, Nee' n' 'ruff? I 'ave a' 'dea." 


Neev pulled the straw from her mouth. "What is it, Romy?"


She spat out some chaff, sneezed, and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "Well, if we can't find Quill's desserts, do you think Willow can make us some?"


Neev groaned. "No, Romy, they're not real desserts, it's an idiom. His just deserts—it just sounds like desserts, but it means something you deserve, spelled with one s." Romy was blinking at him, and Neev sighed. "Oh, nevermind. What are you thinking, Romy?"


She patted her belly. "Well, whenever Willow tried to cast evil spells, her wand always shot out cookies, candies, and gumdrops and stuff. Can we make her give us just desserts?" She hid her mouth and whispered to him. "Did I say it right? Just desserts is really all I want. I don't need the earlier courses."


Neev slapped his forehead, groaned, and sighed. "We'll ask her, Romy. Okay?"


She wagged her tail.


They left the printshop, walked across town, and climbed Rosethorn Hill. The grass and trees were burned, and the fort rose barren above them, stripped of its roses. Whenever we rebuild, Scruff thought, some warlock or witch burns down the town. May this be the last time.


They entered the fort, walked across its hall, and stepped into the cellars. Whimpering and sniffling sounded in the shadows. A figure sat cloaked in darkness, hugging itself and rocking. A voice rose, miserable and trembling.


"Oh, Madrila... oh poor poor Madrila. I—sniff!—am so sorry!" Slaps sounded in the darkness. "Bad Willow! Bad! Ouch!"


Scruff grabbed a torch from the wall and stepped forward. He found Willow sitting in the corner. A chain ran from her ankle to the wall. The girl was slapping herself and crying.


"Oh bad Willow! Bad! Your spiders ate her, the only woman who ever cared for you." Tears flowed down her cheeks. She didn't even seem to notice the Bullies approach.


Scruff knelt by her. "Willow?" he asked softly. "Are you all right?"


She glared at him with puffy red eyes. "Of course I'm not all right! I—sniff—killed her! The only person who looked after me. Who protected me. Who taught me." Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she blew her nose into her sleeve. "I just wanted to help. And now she's dead, all dead because of me."


Romy tapped her cheek. "But you did a good thing," she said. "Madrila was evil. She was a witch!"


Willow stared at her. "And you're a demon. So what?"


Scruff tapped her chain. "Look, Willow, you tried to kill us. You helped destroy Burrfield. You have to be punished. I think you should stay here forever."


She hung her head low. "I deserve it." She sniffed. "I didn't want to destroy Burrfield. Honestly. I tried not to. But... Madrila, she... she said I had to destroy the church. When I couldn't do it, she banished me." She looked up with teary eyes. "I'm sorry, Bullies. I'm sorry for everything. I deserve this punishment."


Romy stamped her feet. "But I want just desserts!" She tugged Scruff's sleeve. "Please, Scruff, please let her go, please. She can't make us treats if she's down here." She turned next to Neev, making puppydog eyes. "Please, Neev, can you free her? I want cookies. Cooookies!"


Scruff looked at the other Bullies. Neev sighed. Cobweb nodded, staring at Willow with soft eyes. Romy was rubbing her belly and salivating. Jamie rolled her eyes and groaned.


"I don't know," Scruff said. "I—"


"Oh, Scruff, just let her go," Jamie said. "We all knew all along she'd be good at the end, didn't we?"


Scruff winced. "I suppose it was rather obvious, wasn't it? Oh well." Keys hung upon a peg in the wall. Scruff grabbed them and unlocked Willow's fetters.


The girl rose slowly, rubbing her ankle. She leaped onto Scruff and hugged him.


"Oh thank you, thank you!" Willow said. "I'll be good now, really really good. No more evil for me. I think, instead of being a witch, I'll become a baker. Do you think Burrfield could use a new baker?"


Romy was drooling so much, it pooled around her feet. "Do we! You could take over Quill's old shop, and turn it into a bakery."


"But on one condition," Scruff added, sternly pointing at Willow. "You must supply us with free baked goods forever."


Willow looked at his belly, looked at Romy's drool, and gulped. But then she looked back at the chains and sighed. "Oh, all right."


Romy leaped for joy, then slipped in her drool, crashed to the floor, and moaned.





CR!JMAMAC4SC16GZ8MEYR35Y1EXM91M_split_002.html




 



FOREWORD












Wand of the Witch is the second volume of Misfit Heroes, a fantasy series about creepy monsters, underdog heroes, and epic adventure. 


If you haven't read the first book, Eye of the Wizard, you should still get the gist of things here. The same heroes return, but they face a new enemy; the story stands alone fairly well.


If you're a person who always does things the proper way—using the correct cutlery at fancy restaurants, signalling the turns on your bike, wearing pants—you should probably read Eye of the Wizard first. Otherwise, leap right in. You'll miss a few references, and scratch your head once or twice, but otherwise you should be fine.


If you've read my Song of Dragons books, a word of warning: The tone here is lighter. While Song of Dragons is dark and epic, the Misfit Heroes books are lightweight romps—mere fun and escapism.


With this introduction out of the way, I welcome you (back) into a world of misfits, monsters, and magic....
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Chapter Ten


Rollin'












Romy liked being a fluff ball.


True, she was orange, and a little jealous that Jamie's fur was pink. True, it was boring here in this cage, with no marbles, cards, or dolls. And true, she imagined that eating cake would be a sticky mess this way. But still... she was warm. She was cute. And rolling downstairs was fun.


"Jamie," she said, "do you reckon Neev will like me all fluffy?"


The pink fluff ball that was Jamie groaned. "Romy, right now, let's focus on escaping from this cage."


Once more, Jamie tried to squeeze between the bars, but couldn't. She was too poofy. She sighed and rolled back.


"I'll have to buy some hairbrushes now," Romy reflected. "Neev can groom me. Do you think he'll mind? I want my fur to be shiny and beautiful."


Jamie groaned. "Romy, stand still! Your fur is ticking me." She sneezed, ruffling her pink fur. Animals squealed and groaned in the cages around them.


The basement door creaked open.


A dark figure stood there, holding a torch.


Jamie snarled (though it sounded more like a squeak). Will they torture us now? I can take torture.


The figure stepped into the basement. It was Willow, holding her wand. Dry leaves and mud clung to her purple robes. The witch's apprentice growled.


"I will torture you now," she said. Her voice trembled the slightest. "I will show Madrila that I can be evil too. I will hurt you. I will force you to tell me everything you know."


Romy squeaked in fear, and Jamie puffed her fur larger.


"I'll never talk," she said.


Willow bared her teeth. Her eyes were wild. 


"I will break you," she said. "I spent all night studying breaking spells."


She uttered a spell. Jamie winced. Lightning flew from Willow's wand and crashed into the cage holding Jamie and Romy.


The cage broke.


Willow wailed. "Damn it, you stupid wand! I said break the Bullies, not the cage."


She tried to cast another spell, but Jamie rolled forward. She bounced and slammed into Willow, knocking her down. Romy bounced behind her, and the orange fluff ball landed atop the pile. Willow squealed below them, floundering.


"Get off me, you fluffy things!" The witch began to sneeze.


Romy rolled off and began bouncing upstairs. "Come on, Jamie!" the orange fluff ball called. "It's fun rolling upstairs too. Race me!"


Jamie remained atop Willow, who was sneezing wildly, her eyes watery.


"Open the other cages!" she demanded. "Do it now or I'll stick my fur right into your nose." She wiggled a bit, scattering fur, and Willow sneezed louder.


"All—CHOO!—right!" Lying below her, Willow reached out her wand and cast more spells. The other cages broke too. The piglets, monkey, toad, and other animals fled upstairs (the monkey paused just long enough to thumb his nose at Willow).


"And stay down!" Jamie said, rolled off Willow, and bounced upstairs. Romy bounced beside her, squealing in delight.


They rolled into the living room. It was full of vials, mummies, cauldrons, and scrolls, but empty of witches or grunters. Jamie slammed the basement door shut and heard its lock click, sealing Willow in the darkness.


"Woo!" Romy cried. She leaped into the air and crashed onto Jamie. "Wanna wrestle?"


"Romy, God!" She pushed her off. "There's no time for games now. We have to get out of here—quick! Before Willow escapes or Madrila returns."


"But I want to roll downstairs again. Please, Jamie? Please?"


"No more rolling downstairs!" Jamie shouted. "Now come on, let's get out of here."


The two fluff balls bounced across the living room toward the front door. They rolled into the forest, dry leaves and twigs clinging to their fur. Dawn was rising. The grunters were gone, though their footprints covered the earth.


"They've gone to attack Burrfield!" Jamie said. "Come on, Romy, we follow."


The fluff balls rolled across the forest, bouncing over rocks and fallen logs. Jamie wasn't sure how she could save Burrfield this way, but she had to do something. She couldn't hide in this forest while the town needed her. She no longer cared about John Quill or angry mobs; Burrfield was her home, and she'd fight for it, fluff ball or not.


"Keep rolling, Romy," she said. "We're not far."


The grunters had left a clear trail to follow. Jamie bounced along it between the trees. Romy bounced at her side.


A wind moaned, ruffling Jamie's fur. She shivered.


"Bit windy," Romy said.


The wind rose. It shrieked between the trees. Jamie rolled several feet back.


"Oh dear," Romy said.


Jamie growled and tried to keep bouncing forward. But the wind gusted, and she flew backwards. Romy flew at her side.


"Damn it!" Jamie said. "Come on, Romy, let's keep going forward."


The wind had other plans. It gusted and shrieked, tossing Jamie and Romy back. The fluff balls flew between the trees, and soon were rolling downhill—away from Burrfield.


"Whee, rolling again!" Romy cried in delight. She began to sing. "Rollin', rollin'... rollin' on the river...."


The balls of fluff flew over bushes and into a river. The current began pulling them downstream. Jamie struggled and squeaked, but could not climb out. The water soaked her fur, and she felt heavy and clumsy. The river moved at breakneck speed, pulling them further and further away from Burrfield. Romy laughed and squealed with joy. Jamie shivered and cursed.


For a long time, the fluff balls flowed in the current. It led them through miles of beech, oak, and birch trees. One time, Jamie managed to roll onto a muddy bank, but the wind blew her back into the water, much to Romy's amusement.


The sun reached its zenith, and still they rolled on the river. The forest grew older here. The oaks were twisted, and their mossy roots rose like cathedrals for fairies, coiling and intermingling. Vines and lichen hung from the branches, and Jamie could barely see the sky. It seemed to her like no individual trees lived here; they merged, branches and roots braided into one being. She shivered. Those trees seemed to be watching her. Their leaves were not bright orange or red, like in Burrfield, but bronze and copper. This is an ancient place, Jamie thought. A place of power and secrets.


"Owww... I want to go faster," Romy pouted.


The river had indeed slowed, Jamie noticed. This entire forest seemed somehow... slower, quiet, its colors faded. She saw roots reaching over the water ahead. When the water brought her near, she bounced onto the roots and rolled toward the river bank. No wind blew here, and she managed to reach solid earth.


"Come on, Romy," she said. "Up here."


Romy bounced onto the roots, rolled along them, and landed by Jamie. The two fluff balls shook themselves wildly. Water sprayed, and their fur poofed up.


"I want to go again," Romy said.


"Later, Romy. First we have to worry about getting back to Burrfield." She sighed. "It's many miles away now. It'll take ages to roll back."


She sighed. Even if she made it back home, and even if she saved Burrfield, would she remain a fluff ball forever? Romy seemed to enjoy her new form, but Jamie was a warrior. She needed to wield swords, to wear armor, to fight her enemies... not roll and bounce and squeak. If anyone could help her, she thought, it was Neev. He'd know a spell to cure me, or know where to find such a spell.



She was about to start rolling home when Romy screamed behind her.


"Ahh! Monsters! Monsters, Jamie!"


Jamie spun around, expecting to see grunters, slinkers, or some other beasts. Instead she saw....


"Wood elves!" she whispered in awe.


A dozen stood before her. They were short, slender people; the tallest stood shy of five feet. They wore leggings, tunics, capes clasped with silver acorns, and tall boots. Silver blades and quivers of arrows hung from their belts. Their ears were pointy and so long, they rose like antennae. Golden stars, moons, suns, and other symbols glowed upon their foreheads.


Romy began rolling away. "Run, Jamie! Monsters!"


"Get back here, Romy. They're not monsters. They're elves. Come see."


Shivering, Romy rolled back and settled by Jamie. The elves stared at them curiously. One walked forward, a young man who wore a green cape and hood. He was the only one not armed with blade or arrow; instead he held a green and golden wand. A star glowed on his forehead.


"You've met Madrila," he said.


Jamie nodded (at least, as much as a furball could nod). "You've seen her curse before."


The young elf patted her fur. "My name is Rowyn of Clan Birchroot." He turned to Romy and smiled. "And we are not monsters, but elflings. Wood elves, as you call us. We're smaller than the high elves of the north, and not as skilled with magic, though I think we know enough magic to cure you."


A second elfling stepped forward. She held a silver, leaf-shaped dagger. Her hair was red, her eyes green and fiery, her face freckled. She wore grey leggings and a green tunic, and a sun with seven rays glowed on her forehead.


"Rowyn, this is dangerous," this elfling said. "They could be the witch's spies. This could be her plan to find our clan."


Rowyn placed a hand on her shoulder. "Ellywyn, I trust them. We watched them for an hour on the water. They spoke of Burrfield, not of dark magic; they are humans from the west, and no threat to us."


Ellywyn's eyes flashed. "Humans too are a threat. They cut down trees to build their farms. They dry rivers. They—"


"I'm not human!" Romy said. "I'm a scary evil demon of terror!" She roared, but it sounded more like a squeak. "Jamie is human, but nobody's perfect, and I've never seen her cut a tree or dry a river. Though a few times, she did step on my tail, so I wouldn't trust her entirely."


The elflings looked at one another, eyebrows raised. Ellywyn sighed.


"Fine, Rowyn," the elfling girl said. "We'll take them to see your grandfather. Maybe he can cure them. But if they do anything suspicious...." She swung her blade near Jamie; the rush of air ruffled her fur. "I'll cut them in half."


The elflings began to walk between the trees. Jamie and Romy rolled along with them. The forest grew even thicker as they left the river behind. The roots rose ten feet tall, mossy and twisting. Burrows filled the trees, housing creatures that peered with shiny eyes. Dry leaves carpeted the ground, vines dangled, and curtains of moss swung. Where the branches parted, rays of light fell, dappling the forest.


After what seemed like hours of walking, the elflings stopped moving, and Rowyn announced: "Welcome to the Clan Birchroot."


Jamie looked around her. She saw nothing but more forest. The trees rose just as twisted and mossy here. Lichen swayed, wisps of mist floated between the branches, and a stream gurgled.


"Is this your home?" she asked.


Ellywyn, the elfling with the red hair and fiery green eyes, pointed her blade at Jamie.


"Our secret home," she said. "Tell no one, or I'll cut you."


"What could I tell of? I see nothing but more trees, more moss, and...."


Her voice died and she gasped. Eyes were peering from a tree! When she looked closer, she saw a figure crouched among the branches. An elfling girl! She was holding a bow and pointing an arrow below.


Jamie looked from tree to tree. She thought she could see more elflings. Their clothes blended into the trees, and their eyes peered from between the leaves.


One elfling leaped down from the trees, landed in a patch of dry leaves, and walked toward them. She wore a grey dress that ended with a hem of green triangles. Her skin was brown like the tree trunks, her eyes purple, and her hair long and silvery like moonlight. A half-moon glowed on her forehead.


"Who do you bring to Clan Birchroot?" she asked Rowyn.


"Hello, Noelyn. I bring Romy, a demon of the underground, and Jamie, a human of the west. The witch Madrila has cursed them, and turned them into these balls of fur. I will bring them to Grandfather Snagglefoot; he's wise and can cure them."


Noelyn stared at Jamie, her eyes deep and glowing, like dusky sky strewn with stars. The elfling archer nodded.


"Very well. May our magic cure them, and may the witch soon fall."


Rowyn began leading them between the trees. As Jamie bounced beside him, she noticed that nests filled the trees, holding elflings. Other elflings peaked from hollow logs or between roots. Small gardens grew between some trees where the sunlight fell; she saw gourds, cucumbers, and strawberries. They live like the wildlife, Jamie thought. She wondered what it must be like—to have no walls around you, only trees, and no roof over your head, only branches. The air smelled so fresh here—the smell of trees, water, leaves, growing things. This was a good place, she thought. A place of life and health.


I bet nobody here prints nonsense in dumb newspapers, Jamie thought. I wish I were an elf from Glaswood Forest, not Jamie the outcast girl from Burrfield.


Rowyn led them to a great tree, so wide three men could not hug it. Its roots rose like a temple, a dozen feet tall, forming twisted columns. Golden leaves carpeted the forest floor here, several inches deep. Sun beams sparkled.


"Welcome to Old Oak," Rowyn said solemnly. Beside him, the redhead Ellywyn clasped her dagger to her breast. Noelyn, the archer with the silver hair, tightened her grip on her bow. The golden charms on their foreheads glowed stronger here.


This is a holy place to them, Jamie thought.


"Come inside," Rowyn said and stepped between two roots. He vanished into shadow.


Jamie bounced after him. She was wide in fluff ball form, but most of her girth was her fur. She squeezed between the roots and found herself rolling down a tunnel. Romy rolled behind her. The air smelled of moss and mud here, but it was a good smell, Jamie thought. Roots twisted around her and mushrooms grew. Soon they reached a chamber under the tree, roots and earth forming walls around them. Jars of fireflies glowed in alcoves. Jamie saw a rug, an armchair, and shelves with wands, scrolls, and vials.


An ancient elfling sat before them. His white hair grew down to his knees. His nose was as long and pointy as his ears. He gazed at them with round, brown eyes and smiled. He had only three teeth, and when he smiled, countless wrinkles turned his face into a raisin.


"Well hello there, the demon Romy and the human Jamie."


Jamie wasn't sure how he knew their names, but felt it impolite to pry.


"Hello," she said.


Rowyn stood by the old elfling and introduced him. "This is my grandfather, the wise wizard Snagglefoot. He leads our clan. If anyone can cure you, it's him."


Romy bounced. "Nice place you got here, Snagglefoot," she said. "Do you have any marbles? How about a deck of cards?"


The old elfling struggled to his feet. He grabbed a twisting cane and hobbled toward her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a marvellous marble. It was blue, green, and tan, and looked like a round map. Clouds seemed to swirl across it.


"Ooh... pretty!" Romy said. "Can we play? I don't have hands anymore, though... just fur."


Snagglefoot tossed the marble into the air, where it floated and spun. He drew his wand from his robes and uttered a spell. When he touched the wand to Romy, her fur flurried, as if a gale blew against her. She squealed and laughed, as if he were tickling her. She began to spin like the marble that floated above. Magic flowed around her. Smoke rose, and suddenly a demon crouched where the orange furball had been.


Romy's wings were wrapped around her like a cocoon. She unfurled them slowly, flapped them, and gasped. She was a demon again, her skin red, her hair woven of flame, her fangs and claws bright. She wagged her tail, reached up, and grabbed the marble.


"Mine," she said.


Snagglefoot chuckled and turned to Jamie. He touched his wand to her, and goodness, it did tickle. Jamie couldn't help but squeal and laugh too. Her fur ruffled, and she began to spin wildly. She saw streaks of light, strands of magic, and puffs of smoke. Her fur vanished, and soon she knelt on the floor, a girl again. She wore her old leggings, breastplate, and cloak, and carried her sword over her back. She stood up, her knees shaky, and stood beside Romy. The top of her head only reached the demon's shoulder.


"I was taller before," Jamie lied, daring to hope. If he could turn her from a fluff ball back into a girl, couldn't he give her another seven or eight inches? Was she doomed to spend her life under five feet, a waif of a girl, her sword nearly as long as her entire body?


Snagglefoot placed a wrinkled hand on her shoulder and smiled. Jamie realized that he stood just as tall. When she turned around, she saw that Rowyn, the young wizard elfling, was her height too. When Ellywyn and Noelyn entered the chamber, Jamie realized that they were even shorter.


And yet they're proud, and strong, and warriors, Jamie thought. Maybe being so short wasn't too bad. She wished suddenly that she were an elfling too. Nobody would call her a runt here. They would call her a great warrior.


"Thank you, Snagglefoot," she said to the old elfling. "We owe you our lives. When the witch Madrila cursed us, we didn't know if we'd ever see our true forms again."


"Tell us of Madrila," Snagglefoot said. "Tell us all you've seen, and all that you know. She has long tormented us elflings, sending her creatures and her curses to our clan."


Jamie spent a moment speaking of fighting Dry Bones, Madrila's father, and how the witch now craved revenge. She talked of the grunters, and the animals in the basement, and of Willow the apprentice.


"She's after more power," she finished her story. "If she conquers Burrfield, and if she trains Willow to be a second witch, she'll threaten the entire kingdom."


The elflings looked at one another in the light of the firefly jars: Snagglefoot, old and wizened; Rowyn, a young wizard with somber eyes; Ellywyn, her silver dagger held high; Noelyn, of silver hair and purple eyes, clutching her bow. They seemed to talk with their eyes, an entire language that needed no words.


Finally Snagglefoot nodded. "We will send you aid."


Jamie nodded and clutched Moonclaw's hilt.


"Thank you, Snagglefoot," she said. "With an army of elflings, we can defeat Madrila. We will destroy her forces and kill or capture her."


The elflings looked at one another again. Ellywyn tightened her grip on her dagger. Rowyn and Noelyn held hands.


"No army," Snagglefoot said sadly. "We are small, humble folk. We have no armies like the high elves. Our blades are smaller, and we build arrows for guarding our realm, not attacking another. I will send with you three champions: Rowyn, my grandson, who wields a wand; Ellywyn, of fiery hair and fiery temper, who wields a blade of pure elfsilver; and Noelyn, our eyes in the night, an archer of pure aim. They will protect you on your way, Jamie of Burrfield. They will fight alongside your sword."


Jamie looked at them. Was that all? Only three? Suddenly her eyes burned. How could they defeat Madrila with so few warriors?


"But Snagglefoot, I saw many elfling archers in the trees. Send them with me! Send them to battle."


The old wizard shook his head. "They are simple folk, Jamie of Burrfield. Most have never shot their arrows at a living thing. They have gardens to tend, younglings to raise—"


"So do the people of Burrfield!" she said.


"And yet you are here with us, not with your people," Snagglefoot said. "Why is that, Jamie of Burrfield?"


She opened her mouth, but found no words. How could she tell him about John Quill, about the angry mob, about being outcast and lonely? She sighed, lost for words.


Noelyn approached her, eyes soft. The fireflies glimmered against her silvery hair and brown skin. The archer hugged Jamie, kissed her forehead, and whispered, "I will fight by your side, Jamie of Burrfield. Ellywyn and Rowyn will fight too. We will win together."


Jamie shut her eyes. She remembered seeing Lenore dead, slain after fighting Dry Bones at her side. She remembered hugging the bodies of her parents. She remembered all those who had died fighting black magic and evil. What if these elflings died too? It would be too much to bear, she thought. But still she nodded.


"I will be proud to fight by you," she whispered to them. "May our blades shine bright, our arrows fly true, and our magic light the darkness."


Noelyn smiled, teeth bright. "Now eat and sleep, Jamie and Romy. Night falls and the trees whisper. Tonight we rest. Tomorrow... we march to war."


 


* * * * *


 


Neev ran up Friar Hill, the wind stinging his face. He gritted his teeth and his heart thrashed.


This is the place, he remembered. This is where Dry Bones murdered my father. And this is where I'll kill his daughter.


Burrfield burned behind him, aswarm with grunters. Madrila stood atop the hill, hands raised and showering black magic. Her robes billowed, and her face was ghostly white. She laughed, fingers crackling with electricity. Twenty grunters surrounded her, holding jagged blades.


"Hello, Neev Thistle!" she called down to him. She pointed a finger at him, and green lightning flew. Neev cast his own spell, and blue magic shot from his fingertips, parrying her attack. Sparks showered and kindled the grass.


"We killed your father!" he shouted as he ran uphill toward her. "We'll kill you too."


She snarled and hurled a fireball at him. Neev shouted a spell and raised a blue force field. The fireball crashed.


"Grunters!" Madrila screamed, voice shrill. "Kill them."


The monsters ran downhill. Their red eyes blazed. Their maws opened to scream, baring fangs, and their blades swung. An arrow slammed into one, and it crashed down. As Cobweb nocked a second arrow, Scruff swung his mace, killing a second grunter.


A red shard of magic flew toward him, shaped as an arrow. Neev sprayed green fire from his fingertips, knocking the arrow aside. He uttered spells furiously and shot a bolt of blue lightning. Madrila laughed and parried with a bolt of her own.


Scruff screamed. Neev glanced and saw a grunter biting Scruff's shoulder. Cobweb was stabbing it with her dagger.


Madrila shot glowing blue spiderwebs. Neev shot a bolt of magic, but it passed through the web and missed Madrila. The web slammed into him, wrapped around him, and he fell.


Neev struggled but couldn't free himself. Grunters surrounded Scruff and Cobweb; the two fought back to back, faces grim. Laughing, Madrila walked downhill. She stood above Neev and placed her foot against his chest.


"Ready to die, boy?" she whispered, smiling crookedly. She aimed her wand at him.


Neev grabbed a rock and tossed it. Madrila's eyes widened when the rock hit her shoulder. Struggling out of the webs, Neev leaped up and punched, but she grabbed his fist. She snarled, crushing his hand, inhumanly strong. Her teeth were bared, her eyes wild; she looked like a rabid wolf.


"You will die," she hissed. She uttered a spell, and lightning flowed from her hand into Neev.


He screamed. The lightning burned him, twisted inside him, and made his knees buckle. He fell, writhing and shouting in pain.


Focus! Focus, Neev. Summon your magic. Ignore the pain. Fight!


Whose voice whispered inside him? Was it his own voice? His Father's?


Neev! Neev, I love you. Please, Neev, don't die.


It was Romy's voice, he realized. He looked for her, his vision blurry. He couldn't see her. He only saw Madrila's face, twisted in rage; the grass and trees burning; Scruff and Cobweb bleeding and surrounded. Lightning crackled across him, and smoke rose from him. But Romy did speak to him—Romy whom he loved, who loved him, whom he could whisper all his secrets to as they cuddled at night. She was innocent and pure. He could not leave her alone in this world.


Madrila laughed. Though the pain suffused him, drenching him with sweat, Neev began to utter a spell. Madrila inhaled sharply, eyes widening. Bull horns sprouted from Neev's head. A fireball flew from his hand and slammed into Madrila.


The witch screamed. She released him and fell, her magic vanishing. Neev doubled over, hugging himself and trembling. From the corner of his eye, he saw Madrila struggle to her feet. Get up, Neev! Fight. Fight!


He struggled onto his knees, pointed his fingers at Madrila, and shot a lighting bolt. It hit her chest and knocked her back. She flew several feet and crashed down.


Grunters came racing uphill. There were dozens, maybe hundreds. Their howls tore the air, and the firelight painted them red. Their fangs and claws were white as shards of bone.


"Neev, we have to get out of here!" Scruff shouted. Green blood covered him, and his mace still swung.


Cobweb ran and pulled Neev to his feet. "We have to wun! T-t-too many gwuntews!"


Neev nodded and they began running downhill. Madrila was screaming behind them; she was wounded but still alive. Monsters filled the night. In every direction he looked, their eyes shone, their claws lashed, and their fangs bit. Soon he was running through the streets. Fire rained from the sky, and bodies lay in gutters.


"Out of Burrfield!" Neev shouted. "This town is overrun."


"Neev! Neev!"


The voice came from down the street. He looked into the darkness and gasped. A woman stood there, wreathed in fire, her hair aflame. No, not a woman, but a demon! Romy! A lump filled Neev's throat. He couldn't stop tears from stinging his eyes.


"Romy!"


He ran forward. She ran toward him. They crashed into each other's embrace, and she began kissing him, trembling and weeping.


"Neev, oh Neev, you're alive," Romy said. "I love you so much."


He looked over her shoulder and gasped. "Jamie!"


His little sister ran there. Three elves stood at her sides, one with a wand, the other with a dagger, and the third with a bow. They were fighting grunters in an alleyway. Neev ran to help them, cast fireballs, and soon the grunters lay dead. More howled across the town, filling every street.


"Jamie, we're leaving!" Neev said. "To Barley Gate. Come on!"


Blood splashed Jamie's armor and blade. "We can't abandoned the town!" she said.


Neev gestured around him. Hundreds of grunters covered the roofs and filled every street. "If we stay, we die! We'll continue the fight in the forest. Now run!"


The five Bullies ran, reunited at last, and the three elflings ran with them. Fire burned all around, and grunters leaped from every alley and doorway. The companions' blades, arrows, and magic flew. Grunters fell dead before them.


When Neev looked back toward the hill, he saw Madrila standing again, laughing and shouting. Her voice rang over the town.


"Run and hide, Bullies!" she shouted and laughed. "You cannot escape me. Your town is mine! Your people are my slaves! And I am coming for you. You will die, Bullies. You will die in pain."


Romy growled and made to run toward the hill. Neev held her shoulder.


"Not now, Romy. She's got hundreds of monsters here. Into the forest! We'll find another way."


They ran through the streets until they reached the south gate. Ten grunters waited there, growling and grunting and howling for blood. Arrows flew, blades swung, and the grunters died. The Bullies raced into the forest, the fire and screams rising behind them.


As he ran between the trees, Neev's eyes stung; from tears or smoke, he did not know. They ran for an hour, maybe more. They ran until the roar of fire, the smell of blood, and the screams of death faded behind. Finally they collapsed in a forest clearing, shivering, wounded, and frightened.


Neev lay in the grass, his robes seared and torn, his body aching and blistering. Romy curled up against him, embraced him, and cried against his chest. Scruff, Cobweb, and Jamie huddled together, as did the elflings.


It began to rain and wind howled. The night stretched into a nightmare of pain, cold, and darkness. 
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Chapter Seven


Fluffy












Rowyn was walking through the forest, staff in hand, when the monsters attacked.


They burst from between the birches—green, warty things with long claws and fangs. There were three, each uglier and smellier than the last. Grunting and drooling, they charged toward him, feet kicking up dry leaves.


Rowyn gasped. He fumbled for his wand, a stick of birch painted green and gold. One grunter slashed its claws and pain blazed. Blood soaked Rowyn's tunic. The two other grunters leaned in to bite.


"We love a good elfling for breakfast," they said. "Sweet elfling flesh! Grunt grunt."


"Get back!" Rowyn shouted. He kicked one's face, crushing its nose. Blood and mucus flew. As the grunters screeched, Rowyn raised his wand and uttered a spell.


A bolt of lightning shot from the wand. It slammed into a grunter. The creature howled and fell back, trembling. The two others screeched.


"Back!" Rowyn shouted. His hair fell over his eyes; he could barely see. "Stand back, creatures."


One grunter lay on the ground. The other two cackled. "Madrila said we can eat elflings. Grunt grunt! You look tasty."


They slashed claws. Rowyn swung his staff, knocking those claws aside. One grunter attacked from his left, and Rowyn kicked it back. The other leaped at his right, and its fangs tore into Rowyn's shoulder.


"Mmm tasty elfling flesh!" it said.


Rowyn pointed his wand and cast another spell. Fire streamed from his wand and hit the grunter. The creature howled, fell, and rolled.


Only one grunter remained standing. It lashed claws, drooling and grunting. Rowyn leaped back, dodging the claws, and pointed his wand. He shouted a spell, and grey smoke flew from his wand. When the smoke hit the grunter, it froze. Its mouth opened, but it could not scream. Its skin turned from green to grey, and soon it had turned to stone.


Rowyn spun to face the two wounded grunters. They lay in the dry leaves, smoking and groaning.


"Be gone or I'll turn you to stone too!" he shouted.


The grunters groaned, clutching their burned flesh. "We will come back for you, elfling! A thousand of us will soon fill this forest. We serve Madrila, greatest witch in the world, and—"


Rowyn cast a spell. Smoke flew and turned another grunter to stone.


The one surviving grunter, its flesh burned, scurried to its feet and fled. Soon it disappeared between the trees, grunting in fear.


Rowyn stood panting. His pulse hammered in his ears, and his fingers shook. He had never seen grunters so deep in Glaswood Forest, this peaceful home of the wood elves. Or elflings, as most call us, he thought, wishing as always that his people were tall and noble like high elves, or night elves, or even the evil underground elves.


He was sixteen years old, still a youth, an elfling of average height (shy of five feet in his favorite boots), pointy ears that thrust out from his brown hair, and blue eyes that many thought too solemn. In truth, he was neither solemn nor somber, but prone to be reflective. He often thought of his parents, whom trolls killed ten years ago, and enjoyed admiring the woods in silence, while others sang or danced.


His grandfather, the clan elder, was raising him to be a wizard. Rowyn knew only three spells so far—lightning, fire, and stone—and carried his wand everywhere. Like all elflings, he sported a glowing goldencharm on his forehead. His was shaped as a star, which suited him; he often preferred night to day, and enjoyed contemplating the stars while the other elflings slept.


"Grunters in Glaswood Forest!" he said and shook his head. He approached the petrified grunter, stared into the stone eyes, and shuddered. The statue seemed to stare back.


I must tell Grandfather about this, Rowyn thought. Madrila's beasts often slunk around the borders of Glaswood, and sometimes sneaked in to grab mushrooms, walnuts, and firewood. But to find them here, miles deep into the forest?


Wand held before him, Rowyn began moving through the forest, walking as fast as he could. Red and orange leaves rustled, glided, and covered the ground. Mottles of sunlight moved in the breeze. Moss covered twisting roots that flowed and melted into one another. The trees rose everywhere—birches, beeches, and oaks—their trunks twisting and mossy, their branches holding curtains of lichen.


Branches creaked.


Rowyn froze and held his breath.


Grunters?


A shadow leaped from the trees. Rowyn yelped. He glimpsed red hair and green cloth. He pointed his wand, and began uttering a spell, when the assailant slammed into him. He fell into a pile of dry leaves, and his attacker pinned his arms down.


"Got you!" she cried.


Rowyn groaned. "Ellywyn! I almost turned you to stone."


The elfling girl laughed and leaped back. She curtsied and gave Rowyn a crooked, mocking smile.


"You'd never have a chance! If I were really attacking you, your wand would now be broken... and your nose."


She laughed. An elfling girl his age, she dressed like a boy—in tattered grey leggings, a muddy green tunic, and a brown cloak fastened with a silver clasp. Her hair was red as flame, freckles covered her face, and her eyes were green and mischievous. Her dagger Sunfire hung from her belt, leaf-shaped and forged of pure elfsilver; it glowed like the moon. She stood an inch shorter than him, and a goldencharm shaped like a sun glowed on her forehead.


"This is no laughing matter," Rowyn said. He pushed himself to his feet, spat out a dry leaf, and brushed dirt and leaves off his clothes. "Spells are a dangerous matter, and so's jumping out from the trees on people." He stared into her eyes. "Ellywyn, I saw grunters. Three of them, less than a mile back."


She laughed... then saw that he was serious. She frowned and finally gasped.


"Grunters!" she whispered. She drew her dagger with a hiss. She spun from side to side, eyes narrowed, as if seeking grunters in every tree.


Rowyn nodded and told her about encountering the three beasts, and how he killed two.


"The third went to get help," he finished. "Madrila will send more into our woods, I'd wager."


Ellywyn breathed out in frustration. Her knuckles were white around Sunfire's hilt. "But why, Rowyn? Madrila has never sent her monsters this deep into our forest before, never told them to eat elflings." She shuddered. "This means war, Rowyn. It's time we march to her house and kill her."


Rowyn too shuddered. His wand trembled in his hand. "Many humans have tried to defeat her—tall knights in armor, armed with swords and hammers of steel. We're only elflings, Ellywyn. We're short. We don't have as many weapons or spells as the humans. How are we to fight her?"


Dry leaves glided onto Ellywyn's head, as red as her hair. She stared at him, her eyes green like the moss covering the trees. "We might have to fight, like it or not. Protecting our borders is one thing. If she's invading our lands now, we'll have no choice but to declare war against her."


War? In Glaswood Forest? It seemed impossible to Rowyn. The big people fought wars. Humans marched on their crusades. Armies of high elves warred against ogres. Even spiderlings—relatives of elves—fought wars sometimes, clashing against goblin hordes. But elflings were peaceful folk—smaller than the high elves, fewer than the humans, weaker than the spiderlings. We live for meditation, for music, for beauty... not for war.


"Let's go see Grandpa Snagglefoot," he finally said. "He'll know what to do. He always does."


Ellywyn nodded and took his hand. "We'll walk straight to the clan. And I pray we see no more grunters on the way."


A cold wind blew, rustling the trees. The two elflings walked through the forest, weapons raised and hearts heavy.


 


* * * * *


 


Jamie and Romy crouched behind a fallen log, spying on Madrila's house. It stood ahead between the trees, crumbling and mossy. The trees around it were naked and frost covered them, glimmering in the moonlight. Winter had come early to this place. Fifty grunters surrounded the house, guarding it.


"Are you ready, Romy?" Jamie whispered.


Romy wore her cloak and hood, concealing her flaming hair.


"I'm read—" she began happily, but Jamie elbowed her stomach.


"Hush!"


Heart hammering, Jamie peered forward. Had the grunters heard? They were grunting, looking around, and two began stomping toward the trees where Jamie and Romy hid.


"Oh bloody hell, Romy," Jamie said. "You couldn't whisper? Damn it! Grab me and fly, now!"


"Oh, all right, Jamie, sheesh. No need to yell."


Romy flapped her wings, grabbed Jamie, and flew. They crashed through branches and soared toward the house. The grunters below howled and pointed.


"There, through the top window!" Jamie said. A crooked window gaped in the second floor. Candles burned behind the shutters. Madrila better be in there.


Romy flew toward the window. Jamie kicked, breaking the shutters, and leaped inside. She drew her sword and swung it. Candles flew. Romy tumbled in behind her, fangs bared and claws slashing.


A fireball flew toward them.


Jamie leaped aside, and the fireball shot by her, singing her clothes. It hit Romy in the chest. The fireproof demon tossed it aside, then leaped forward, thrusting her pitchfork. Jamie swung her sword.


A bolt of lightning flew.


Jamie parried with her sword. The bolt hit the blade, and her fingers blazed. Ignoring the pain, she swung her sword. The spellcaster stood in shadow; Jamie could not see the enemy. Her blade slammed into a force field and bounced back.


"Hello, Bullies," said the figure in the shadows. Romy kicked the fireball forward, and Jamie saw the witch.


She was a young, beautiful woman with golden hair and ghostly white skin. She wore black robes and a pointy hat.


"So you're Dry Bones's daughter," Jamie said. "I'll enjoy killing you like we killed him."


She thrust her sword. Madrila swung her wand, and blue light flew. The light slammed against the sword, parrying like a ghostly blade. Lightning flew from Madrila's other hand, slammed into Jamie's chest, and pain exploded.


Jamie fell. The world spun. Romy leaped, wings flapping, and tried to bite Madrila. The witch snarled, pointed her wand, and shot black lightning. The bolts hit Romy, tossing her against the ceiling. The demon grunted and crashed onto a table, breaking jars and bottles.


"Romy!"


Jamie snarled and leaped up. Before she could attack Madrila, the door opened. Grunters rushed into the room, grunting and snapping their teeth. Jamie swung her sword, spraying green blood. Romy leaped off the table, shook her head wildly, and leaped toward the creatures.


Madrila smiled and pointed her wand at Jamie. Green light blazed. Jamie parried. The spell bounced off her blade and hit a grunter. The creature froze, then puffed up. Fur sprouted across it, bright green. It suddenly looked like a giant fluff ball. It squeaked miserably.


"Ooh, fluffy!" Romy said, distracted from the battle.


Smiling crookedly, Madrila aimed her wand at Romy. Light flew and hit the demon. Romy froze, eyes widening. With a puff, orange fur sprouted across her. She became a ball of orange fluff, a good six feet in diameter.


"I feel fluffy!" Romy said, her voice now high pitched and squeaky. "Jamie, want to pat my fur?"


Jamie didn't. She ran toward Madrila and thrust her sword. But Madrila was too fast. She shot her wand at Jamie, and the light hit her chest.


Jamie froze and growled.


Oh bloody hell.


With a pop, she turned into a giant, pink ball of fluff. She could barely see through the fur covering her; it felt like living inside a dandelion.


"Ooh, you're pretty now, Jamie," said the orange fluff ball. "But I wish I were pink too. Pink is my favorite color."


Madrila placed her hands on her hips and smiled crookedly. "My my, look what's become of the brave heroines." She tapped her fingers against her thigh. "Let me see, what shall I do now? Burn you two? Sew you into sweaters? Or maybe... maybe I will use you as bait." She nodded. "Yes, I like that. Bait for more Bullies."


Jamie couldn't tell for sure, but it seemed like Romy was pouting.


"But I want to be a sweater," fluffy Romy whined.


Jamie tried to swing her sword, but couldn't even see it; the weapon drowned in her fur. She tried to charge toward Madrila, but ended up only rolling. The chamber spun around her, and when Jamie screamed, only a squeak came out.


Madrila laughed cruelly. "Grunters," she said, "roll these two downstairs and stuff them into cages. I'll have more use for them later."


The grunters rolled Jamie onto a staircase. She squeaked as they rolled her downstairs. The house spun around her. Romy was rolling downstairs behind her, crying for joy.


"Faster!" the demon said. "Faster!"


Soon Jamie and Romy rolled into the basement. Cages filled the place, creatures inside them. Jamie saw a toad in one cage, a monkey in another, and two piglets in a third. Other cages were cloaked in shadows. The grunters rolled Jamie and Romy into one cage and locked its door. Laughing and grunting, the grunters stepped back upstairs.


Jamie shuddered, her fur twitching. Romy's fur pressed up against her.


"Jamie, do you want to play marbles?" Romy asked.


Jamie roared in rage, but it sounded only like a puppy yapping. "Romy, we are turned into balls of fluff. We are locked in a witch's basement. How on earth are we going to play marbles?"


"But I'm bored!" Romy said.


With a sigh, Jamie huddled closer to Romy, so that their fur mingled. At least we won't be cold, she thought. She closed her eyes and thought about the other Bullies. I hope you're doing better than we are.



Would Madrila attack Burrfield now? Were the Bullies doomed? Jamie shivered. Romy began to snore, and Jamie leaned against her. It would be a long night.
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Chapter Six


Babes in the Wood












Romy flew over town, her arms wrapped around Jamie. The girl was squirming in her grasp and kicking.


"Calm down!" Romy said. "I can't carry you if you squirm."


She grunted with the effort. Jamie was perhaps a waif of a girl, but her armor was heavy, and Romy wasn't used to carrying more than a pitchfork. She flapped her wings mightily, struggling to fly even ten feet above the ground. She kept dipping, grunting, and struggling for altitude.


"Romy, fly higher!" Jamie cried. "The mob's gaining on us."


Romy turned her head and saw the townfolk chasing them through the streets. A few began tossing rocks. One rock hit Romy's shoulder and she yelped. Other rocks sailed around her.


"Faster, Romy!" Jamie said. "Faster!"


Romy flapped her wings so hard, she thought they'd fall off. She flew over the city walls, just high enough to clear them (though Jamie's boots slammed against the top). They flew over the forest, skimming the treetops. The fresh air invigorated Romy, and she flew faster, until she cleared a stream and the town dwindled behind her. The mob did not follow; they perhaps did not believe in grunters, but it seemed they still feared the forest. Romy descended, her wings aching.


Come on, Romy, she told herself. A nice, smooth landing today.


She glided down. She lowered her feet. She stumbled, flipped over, rolled, and hit an oak. Jamie groaned and pushed her away.


"Bloody hell, Romy, will you ever learn how to land?"


Romy rubbed a bump on her elbow. "Owww," she said and began sucking her thumb. "It's not my fault anyway. In Hell we only fly a little bit over pools of lava or down tunnels. We don't have to fly over walls and forests with angry mobs chasing us!"


The girls sat for several moments in the dry leaves. When they were sure nobody followed, they gingerly stood up, winced in pain, and looked around them.


Jamie drew her sword. "We have to save the others."


A chill ran through Romy. Poor Scruff, Neev, and Cobweb. Were they being locked in a dungeon now? Neev must be so lonely without me, and so cold without my fire to warm him. Romy already missed him so badly, she ached. Well, that and because I landed on a rock.


"How can we save them?" she said and shivered. "Bramblebridge has a hundred soldiers, maybe more. If he locked the others in the dungeon, guards will surround them. Lots of guards. We're good fighters, Jamie, but we're not that good. We can't storm an entire fortress ourselves."


Jamie cursed, grumbled, muttered, and sliced the air with her sword. She let out an enraged grunt like an angry boar.


"Damn it!" she said. "Damn John Quill, and damn Lord Bramblebridge, and damn the whole town. They're bloody fools, all of them. Damn them to hell."


"There's nothing wrong with Hell," Romy said and raised her chin. "As far as I can tell, Burrfield is not much better."


Jamie sighed. "Well, what do we do? How do we save Scruff, Neev, and Cobweb?"


Romy gazed into the forest. The trees stretched as far as she could see. Squirrels, insects, and horrible birds bustled between them. 


"What we do now," she said, "is stop Madrila."


Jamie grabbed Romy's shoulders and shook her. "Romy! Who cares about that witch now? The other Bullies are in prison. We have to save them first. Then we'll worry about saving the town."


Romy thought of Neev in the dungeon. Was he lying on a cold stone floor? Did he miss her too—her cuddling, kissing, teasing? She thought of Scruff and Cobweb too—giant, lumbering Scruff whose hugs were so warm; and dear Cobweb, the only person in the world who understood how Romy felt, a foreigner in the weird world of humans. She wanted to save them more than anything, but....


"The other Bullies are safe for now," Romy said. "They might be cold, lonely, and scared. But they're safe. Burrfield is not. What if Willow returns with more grunters? What if Madrila herself attacks? If Burrfield burns, everybody there might die... including Scruff, Cobweb, and Neev. We must stop Madrila. Then we'll worry about saving our friends."


Jamie stared at her, eyes blazing. "How can we defend Burrfield? We can't man the town's walls, just you and me... definitely not with Bramblebridge after us."


Romy raised her eyebrows. "I didn't say we'd man the walls. I say: We attack Madrila's house." She punched the air. "Hit her where it hurts. Pow!"


Jamie groaned and rolled her eyes. "So let me get this straight, Romy. You think we're too weak to storm a fortress... but we are strong enough to attack a witch's evil lair full of dark magic and monsters?"


She nodded. "Uh huh."


"Oh dear. You banged your head a little too hard with this landing, I think."


"That's as may be." She sniffed. "Look, Jamie. Storming a dungeon is tough. I know. Hell is basically a big dungeon. And the angels were always trying to attack us and failing. We'd hunker down in our hidey-holes and keep shooting fire at them. They could never break in. Rosethorn's dungeon will be like that. But Madrila's house... well, lots of monsters surround it. But those monsters are there to defend the house from knights, mobs, heroes, and all sorts of other creatures without wings. I can fly. You can too, when I carry you. We'll fly right over those grunters, straight onto the roof. We'll enter through the chimney—the Santa Claus attack!"


Jamie frowned. "And what about the other Bullies?"


"Once we kill Madrila, and Burrfield is safe, we'll talk to Bramblebridge. We'll let him cool down first. Are you with me, Jamie?"


The girl gave Romy a long, penetrating stare. Finally she spat into her hand and held it out. Romy shook it, then wrinkled her face.


"Eww, Jamie, did you really have to spit into your hand first?"


"I did. A bond of warriors. We are sisters in arms now, Romster."


Romy raised her eyebrows. This was the nicest Jamie had ever been to her—maybe to anyone!—and Romy felt her heart melt. She hugged the girl tight.


"Aww, thank you, Jamster. I love being your sister."


Jamie squirmed. "Sister in arms, Romy! Fellow warriors. Warriors don't hug, so let go."


As they walked through the forest, Romy skipped and whistled. "I have a sister! A real sister to love!"


Jamie only rolled her eyes.


 


* * * * *


 


The guards shoved him in, then slammed the dungeon door shut. Dust flew and darkness fell. Neev's knees hit the floor. He coughed, groaned, and stood up. Blinking dust from his eyes, he groped in the darkness.


"Ouch, Neev!" Scruff said. "You nearly poked your finger into my eye."


"Well, don't stand so close to me," Neev answered. He could still see nothing in the darkness.


"It's not my fault this dungeon is so small."


"Is it small, or are you just that fat?"


Scruff growled in the darkness. "Watch it, little brother, or this fat man might sit on you. Then you'll be able to escape under the door."


"P-p-pwease don't fight!" Cobweb said. Neev could just make out her form; her silvery hair, gossamer dress, and spiderweb tattoo glowed softly. The light glimmered on her purple skin. "Neev, d-d-do you know any spewws dat can hewp us escape?"


Neev sighed. "I could toss a fireball at the door. But what's the point? This fort is full of guards. Even if we break out of this cell, they'll toss us into another one."


Scruff growled. "Not with me punching and kicking."


"Oh, your punching and kicking did wonders when they arrested us," Neev said. "I think I saw you knock out... two soldiers? Maybe three? Guess what. There are a hundred all over this fort. You can't fight them all."


"But I can still punch your smart mouth."


"Come and try, brother," Neev said. He uttered a spell, letting a fireball form in his hands. With a puff of smoke, his nose turned into a toucan's beak.


Scruff stared in the firelight, rubbed his eyes, then doubled over laughing.


"Damn jinx!" Neev cursed. He groaned, extinguished the fireball, and sat down. He crossed his arms, leaned his head against the wall, and sighed.


The three Bullies sat in silence. At least there's some peace and quiet down here, Neev thought. No Romy singing, mumbling, or squeaking. He couldn't remember the last time he enjoyed such silence.


As Neev's eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw that Scruff and Cobweb cuddled in the corner. The spiderling kissed Scruff's cheek, and he wrapped his arms around her; each was nearly the size of her entire body. As Neev watched them, he pursed his lips. Well, maybe I do miss Romy a little.



A moment later, and he missed her a lot.


Where are you, Romy? he thought. Is Jamie keeping you safe? He wished the demon were here with him. True, she would tap his beak and mock him. She would sing stridently, if for no other reason than to annoy him. She would probably tickle him, pull his ears, or mess his hair to entertain herself. But... she would also kiss him, like she did every night under their blankets. She would cuddle against him, and her skin and hair would be warm and soft. She would nibble his ear, and whisper that she loved him, and he'd whisper the same to her.


Stay safe, Romy. Don't do anything stupid.


That thought made him feel worse. If Romy could be counted on for anything, it was doing something stupid. Neev sighed.


"We'll wait until nightfall," he whispered. He wasn't sure if guards stood behind the door, but he wouldn't risk speaking louder. "At least, until we think it's nightfall. Most of Bramblebridge's men will be sleeping. That's when we'll escape."


Scruff nodded; Neev could just make out his form in the darkness.


"A fireball against the door?" he asked. "Bolts of lightning into the lock? What spell will you use?"


"A silencing spell," he said. "On you. Why use fire or lightning, when we've got a lumbering giant who weighs more than an ox? Smash through the door. With my spell, nobody will hear. Oh, and if any guards are outside, smash into them too."


"That's a given."


Neev stood up and began to pace the chamber; three paces back and forth. "We'll run upstairs into the courtyard," he whispered. The portcullis will be down at night, but we can climb the wall. Old Farmer Larva has been stacking his hay by the eastern wall; he says no crows dare fly near Rosethorn. We'll jump down into his hay, then go find Romy and Jamie."


Hopefully alive, he thought, stomach twisting.


 


* * * * *


 


"The Bullies are in jail!" Willow cried and hopped for joy. "In jail, Madrila! All because of me!"


They stood in Madrila's small, shadowy study. Fewer items cluttered the place—Willow had cleaned the shards of everything Madrila had smashed after her slinkers died. Still, quite a few items covered the shelves and tables. Willow saw skulls with crystal eyes, steaming pots of potions, vials of poison, mummified cats, jars of bat wings, dream catchers, scrolls, spellbooks, wands, and countless other objects.


In the center of the room, Madrila sat upon her black leather chair, legs crossed. She wore black robes, a pointy hat, and a necklace of bones. For the first time in days, she smiled.


"Is that so, Willow?" she said. "In jail, you say?"


"Uh huh!" Willow raised her chin proudly, giddy with excitement. "See, I framed them for murder. I did have to sacrifice the slinkers...." She winced, but Madrila was still smiling, so she plowed on. "But it was worth it, and all part of my plan, of course. The Bullies are now imprisoned in Burrfield's dungeon. We're free to storm the town, kill its pitiful defenders, and take over Fort Rosethorn."


Willow's heart pounded, and her head spun with joy. Surely, now Madrila would teach her some spells—powerful and evil ones. Finally she—humble Willow, a lumberjack's daughter—would become a dreaded witch.


"You did well, my dear apprentice," Madrila said. She tapped her whorled, golden wand against her thigh. "Maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe you'll amount to something after all."


Willow nodded. "Thank you, my lady. Do you think that...." She gulped and clasped her fingers behind her back. This was the moment of truth. "Do you think that, before we attack Burrfield, you could teach me a new spell? Something really nasty and evil. I want to be evil like you."


For an instant, anger flashed across Madrila's eyes... but it soon vanished. The witch sighed. "You will never be as evil as me. Nobody is as evil as me. But since you pleased me today, I will teach you a spell."


"A nasty evil one?"


Madrila nodded. "A downright beastly spell."


"Hooray!" Willow leaped for joy, then collected herself. She cleared her throat and steepled her fingers. "I mean... excellent, my lady." She attempted an evil cackle. It sounded to her more like a giggle, but Madrila seemed not to notice.


The witch stepped toward the shelves and began pulling off jars and leather pouches. She tossed them to Willow, who caught them and held them in her arms, soon wobbling under the weight.


"Piglet snouts," Madrila said, tossing a pouch of them. "Monkey fingernails... snake eyes...." She tossed a couple jars. "Let's see, let's see... ah, here we go. Mermaid scales, very rare." She tossed a box to Willow. "What else? Oh yes, some lovely unicorn blood." She threw the vial. "And finally, a bottle of dragon drool."


As Willow struggled to catch and hold the ingredients, she also struggled to remember them. What was it? Monkey blood? Pig scales? Unicorn tails? Oh dear, being evil is so complicated.


Madrila approached an empty cauldron placed over embers.


"Come here, Willow. I will teach you this brew."


Willow walked toward the cauldron, a hill of ingredients wobbling in her arms. This time I won't make cookie dough, she swore. This time I'll create something so horrible, Madrila will know I'm evil—almost as evil as she is.


"What are we making, my lady?"


"I will teach you how to create a monster. I used similar spells to create my grunters. You will create a beast—a terror your mind will invent. Add the snake eyes first. Only two of them."


Willow placed the items on a table and rummaged. She found the jar of snake eyes, opened it, and spilled two into her palm. They were gooey and cold, but Willow refused to cringe; she would not show Madrila her disgust. Still, she couldn't help but breathe in relief once she tossed them into the cauldron.


"Now add three piglet snouts. And as you add them, I want you to imagine your monster forming. Imagine its eyes seeking enemies, its nose sniffing for blood."


Willow tossed the pig snouts into the pot. She tried to imagine a truly horrible beast, something that could hunt, kill, and terrify. But her mind went blank. Come on, Willow, she told herself. Think! Think of something that'll give people nightmares.


"The unicorn blood," Madrila said. "Add four drops. Slowly! One at a time. And stir. Now imagine the monster's body take shape, the blood flowing through its forming veins."


Willow added the blood, stirred, and tried to think. Go on... think, Willow, think. Imagine those evil eyes, that warty body, those sharp teeth.


She kept adding ingredients, following Madrila's instructions. Soon it came time for uttering spells; she called them out clearly, repeating Madrila's words. The brew bubbled. Green and purple smoke rose. A creature unfurled there, growing and twisting.


"A monster of my own," Willow whispered. She tossed in the final ingredient—two bat wings—and uttered the last spell. The broth blasted out a puff of blue smoke, then cooled.


"Reach into the cauldron," Madrila said, face flushed. She smiled. "Pull out your baby monster."


Heart hammering, Willow reached into the cauldron and pulled out a fluffy bunny.


Madrila groaned. "Willow!"


The bunny wiggled its nose.


"It does have a wart," Willow said hopefully.


Madrila screamed. Jars and vials flew. Willow fled the room, bat wings and snake eyeballs flying over her head. She raced downstairs, the bunny in her arms.


"You are hopeless!" Madrila screamed above. "I should banish you into the forest! I will turn you into a bunny!"


Willow fled the house and ran into the forest. She huddled behind an oak, hugged her knees, and trembled.


"And stay out!" Madrila shouted behind her. Willow heard the door slam shut.


A cold wind moaned and leaves rustled. Willow sighed and hugged the bunny to her chest.


"Looks like another cold night outside," she whispered to her adorable monster. "But tomorrow we'll attack Burrfield. Tomorrow I'll prove that I can kill people like Madrila does. I promise you, Fluffy. We'll show her how evil we are."


She fell asleep with the bunny cuddled in her arms.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


It's Only a Model












The Bullies stood among trees, crowding around a model of Burrfield. Their ragtag army of spiderlings, hellhogs, demons, elflings, dragon, and dragonflies stood behind them, awaiting commands.


"Burrfield has two gates," Neev said, pointing at the model. It was built of wood, mud, and stones. "Teasel Gate in the north, near Teasel Forest, and Barley gate in the south, near the fields."


Romy frowned at the model. "Um, Neev? Burrfield doesn't look anything like this! Where's our house?"


Neev pointed at a crude structure of branches atop a pile of mud. "There, Romy. That's Friar Hill and that's our house."


"But where am I?" she demanded, squinting at the model.


Jamie kicked her. "Not now, Romy! Just pretend you're inside the house."


Still squinting, Romy leaned down and lifted the small wooden house. She held it upside down and shook it. "I don't see me. Get out, little Romy! Get out!"


Scruff roared. "Romy, you're stepping on the southern wall!"


Neev tried to pull her back. "Romy, stop it, now you knocked over Fort Rosethorn."


The demon looked from side to side, mouth open. "Where am I? Where's Fort Rosethorn?"


"It was that bunch of branches!" Neev groaned. "You ruined my model."


Romy blinked. "I thought you wanted us to attack Fort Rosethorn. Remember? Because Madrila is in there. Hey, wait a minute. Where's little Madrila here?"


Romy began stepping around what remained of the model, knocking over the last buildings, and looking utterly perplexed. The others had to pull her back, but not before she stepped on the last structure.


Neev sighed. "Well, building that was a waste of two days." He shook his head sadly. "I'll just tell you my plan without it."


He turned to face Jamie, his little sister, and his heart softened. Only fifteen, she stared up at him, chin raised, eyes flashing. Her sword was nearly as long as her body, and she was no taller than an elfling, but Neev could think of no better warrior to fight at his side. When we were kids, I never had to protect you, little sister, he thought. You could beat up boys three times your size, then and now.


He put a hand on her shoulder. "Jamie, I'd like you to lead the northern charge. Take the elflings and Grumbledook and break through Teasel Gate. Can you do this?"


She clasped his shoulder too. "We will break through."


Neev held her shoulder for a moment longer, then pulled her into a hug.


"Take care, you little rascal," he whispered.


She nodded, face pressed against his chest. "You too, you scrawny little bookworm."


They pulled apart, blinking moist eyes.


Next Neev turned to Scruff. He stared at his brother, silent for a moment. Scruff stared back, mace in his hands, lips tight. He towered over the others, a good foot taller than Neev, and two feet taller than Jamie. I've always looked up to you, Neev thought. Mostly literally... but figuratively too. He remembered how, when they were children, he thought Scruff was so strong, so brave, the greatest warrior in the world after Father. Whenever the other children hit Neev, he could call his brother for help. And now I fight by your side.



"Scruff," he said. "Jamie will need help from above. Take two dozen spiderlings. Ride the dragonflies and fly above Jamie. Grunters will be manning the walls. I want your dragonflies to keep them busy while Jamie breaks the gates." He clutched Scruff's arm. "If anyone can do this, it's you. You're a great warrior. You have the heart of a knight; don't let anyone tell you otherwise. Be careful today."


Scruff nodded, face grim and tough... but suddenly his lip wobbled, his eyes moistened, and he pulled Neev into a crushing bear hug.


"You too, little brother!" he blubbered. "Be careful. Stay safe. I know you can do this."


Neev squirmed in the embrace, unable to breathe. He had to struggle, kick, and slap Scruff before his huge brother released him. He gasped for air and panted for several moments.


Neev cleared his throat and turned toward Cobweb. The spiderling gazed at him, smiling softly, eyes glowing. Moonlight clung to her. You're my sister now too, Neev thought. You're also a Thistle now, and I'm proud that you're part of our clan.


"Cobweb," he said softly, "while Jamie and Scruff attack Teasel Gate, I'll attack Barley Gate. I too will need aerial cover. Take the remaining dragonflies and fly above me."


Cobweb nodded and hugged him. "I'ww pwotect you," she whispered. "We wiww aww meet in Fowt Wosetorn, I pwomise."


"Thank you, Cobweb," he said softly, holding her. Her body was warm against him. "I'm proud to have you and your friends fight with us. You are great warriors."


Finally Neev turned toward Romy. The demon was looking at the remains of the model, scratching her head. She seemed not to have heard any of the conversation.


"Romy," Neev said. "Are you all right?"


"I'm confused!" she said, sounding miserable. "Are we in Burrfield yet?"


"No, Romy. That was only a model. We've been over this, remember?" He took her hands. "Look at me, Romy. Focus. While Jamie and Scruff attack the northern gate, you'll join me in the south. We'll take the hellhogs and break Barley Gate. Okay?"


She bit her lip, thoughtful. "You know, Neev, with all this talk of geography, it would have been much easier if you'd built a model."


"ROMY! I did—" He bit down hard, sighed, and squeezed her hands. "Forget north and south for now. Just follow me with the hellhogs, okay? And when we see monsters, we'll kill them."


She nodded and a grin split her face. "That I understand."


"Good. And Romy...." He cleared his throat. "Be careful out there. Okay?"


She raised an eyebrow. "Why's that, Neev?"


He brushed dirt off his robes. "Well, I wouldn't want you to, uhm... to accidentally hurt yourself or anything."


"Is that it?" she demanded.


"Look, Romy. Just be careful, all right?"


She snorted, blowing back a curl of her hair. "Oh, Neev, just admit it! You looooove me, and you'd just die if anything happened to me." She punched him. "Admit it!" She began hugging and kissing him.


Jamie and Scruff were snickering behind their palms. Neev squirmed in Romy's embrace.


"Not now, Romy!" he whispered. 


She pouted. "Come on, Neev! Tell me that you love me. You never want to tell me that. Don't be so shy." She kept pecking his face with kisses.


Neev sighed. Why did she have to keep embarrassing him? He did love the demon, but if he said anything, he knew his siblings would mock him forever. He wriggled out of her embrace, face red, and cleared his throat.


"Is everybody ready?" he asked.


They nodded, one by one. Neev swallowed a lump in his throat. Though he would never admit it, he was scared. He could not bear it if anything happened to his fellow Bullies. Be strong, Neev, he told himself. Be strong and we'll win.


"We'll save our home today," he said. "Now let's go!"


The Bullies roared. Behind them, the spiderlings, elflings, dragon, demons, and hellhogs roared too. They began running through the forest, and the earth trembled. 


 


* * * * *


 


She ran down the road, sword held high. The elflings ran by her sides, goldencharms glowing and weapons bright—Ellywyn's silver dagger, Rowyn's golden wand, and Noelyn's arrows. Pebbles and mud flew from under their boots, and trees rustled at their sides.


"Come on, Grumbledook!" Jamie called.


The dragon was lagging behind. He ran along the road, puffing and groaning. Sometimes he'd flap his wings, fly a few feet, then run again. Smoke rose from his nostrils and maw, and he shouted between coughs.


"I'm a-coming, little one! The Great Grumbledook is sounding his roar!" The old dragon roared, a raspy sound, and flashes of fire sprayed between his teeth. "Battle again—one last day of glory for the legend!"


Above them, two dozen dragonflies flew, each the size of a horse. Spiderlings rode them, arrows in their bows, their hair streaming. Their battle cries shook the forest. Scruff rode at their lead, swinging his mace. Jamie felt sorry for his dragonfly; the poor beast was hacking and wheezing.


When she saw the walls of Burrfield ahead, Jamie felt her eyes moisten. Home. Arrows came flying from those walls, a hundred slivers across the sky.


"Take cover!" Jamie shouted. She leaped to the roadside and knelt behind her shield. Ellywyn crouched beside her and covered her head. The others leaped behind trees. The arrows whistled and peppered the road. A few slammed into trees.


Flying above, the spiderlings shot their own arrows. Their battle cries filled the sky. Monsters scurried atop Burrfield's walls, beasts of scales, horns, fur, and claws; Jamie had never seen such horrors. The creatures shouted and drew bowstrings, and more arrows rained upon the forest.


"Charge!" Jamie cried. "To the gates!"


They ran, arrows flying overhead. One arrow slammed into Jamie's shield. Another scratched Ellywyn, who shouted but kept running. The monsters howled atop the wall ahead, firing more arrows. Scruff and the spiderlings were firing arrows back toward them.


"Grumbledook, break the gate!" she cried.


The dragon trundled down the road, roaring. An arrow jutted out from his tail. The monsters above saw him, pointed, and shouted. The old dragon ran and slammed against the gate. Chips of wood flew, but the gate stood. An arrow pierced Grumbledook's wing, and he roared and blew fire above him. The jet of flame raced up the wall, and the beasts on the parapets howled.


"Can you break the door?" Jamie shouted. She raised her shield overhead as a volley of arrows fell. The elflings huddled around her, hiding under the shield; Rowyn clung to her left side, Ellywyn to her right, and Noelyn between her legs.


"I can break through a mountain!" Grumbledook shouted, ran back, and slammed against the door again. The wood didn't even crack.


Shrieks tore the air, high pitched like a knife scraping a plate. Jamie winced and covered her ears. Shadows covered the land, and when she looked up, she saw dozens of huge bats flying over the walls. Each was large as a wolf, their wings black leather. Their eyes blazed red, and they had human faces. Jamie recognized a few—the town cobbler, an onion farmer, a peasant girl. The creatures flew toward the spiderlings, scratching and biting.


"God!" Jamie said, disgust curdling her belly. "Those are... those are townfolk! Madrila turned them into monsters." She covered her mouth, feeling queasy.


"All fear the mighty Grumbledoo—" the dragon began, then hacked and coughed. An arrow slammed against his scales and snapped. The dragon roared and ran forward. He hit the gates, then fell back, grumbling and shaking his head.


Gritting her teeth, Jamie looked into the sky. She saw Scruff riding his dragonfly over the wall, swinging his mace at the bats. His poor dragonfly's tongue lolled, and its eyes rolled back. Its back was crooked like a U under Scruff's girth.


"Scruff, we need you down here!" Jamie shouted. "Give that poor insect a rest and come knock down the doors!"


He nodded, tugged the reins, and directed his poor dragonfly down to the earth. Arrows flew around him, and his mace knocked back a swooping bat. He landed beside Jamie and leaped off his dragonfly, who groaned appreciatively and flew off.


"The doors!" Jamie cried. More arrows fell, and she held her shield above her head. The arrows slammed into it. One arrow glanced off Scruff's pauldron.


Scruff nodded. "I'll take care of this."


The huge warrior ran and slammed into the doors. It was like a boulder crashing into a twig. The gates shattered, raining chips of wood. Scruff rolled into Burrfield.


Grumbledook snorted. "I weakened them for you."


"You burn the bats!" Jamie shouted at the dragon. "Fly, damn you. You have wings, don't you?"


The dragon grunted, blew a jet of fire at a swooping bat, then walked through the gates. "Huh. Flying. What does she think I am, three-hundred years old again?"


Through the gates, Jamie saw fifty monsters, maybe more. A few were grunters. The others were motley beasts, some scaly, some slimy, some furry, all hideous. They swung swords and howled, spraying drool. Scruff stood among them, swinging Norman in every direction. Bite marks covered his breastplate.


"Scruff!" Jamie screamed. She ran through the gates, sword high. The elflings ran around her. Noelyn shot an arrow, hitting a scaly beast in the chest. Rowyn shot lightning from his wand, breaking apart a crawling slimeball.


"This is our town!" Jamie shouted and swung her sword, slicing a grunter. Ellywyn shouted at her side, lashing her dagger. Monsters huddled around them, drool dripping, fangs glinting. Their beady red eyes blazed. Two lashed spears at her. Jamie deflected one blow with her shield, and the second slammed into her breastplate. She grunted with pain.


"Jamie!" Ellywyn cried.


Jamie spun toward her and felt the blood leave her face.


"Ellywyn!"


A spear had pierced the elfling's thigh. Blood poured. Ellywyn fell, eyes wide with horror. The light of her goldencharm, a sun with seven rays, dimmed. The grunter above her still clutched the spear, grinning savagely, its teeth like daggers.


Jamie screamed. She leaped, spun, and lashed her blade. Moonclaw sliced the grunter's chest; it howled and dropped its spear. Jamie snarled and thrust her sword, and the creature fell dead.


"Jamie... oh Jamie," Ellywyn whispered. She lay on the ground, dirt in her orange hair. She held the spear in her thigh with white, trembling fingers.


Jamie pulled Ellywyn to her feet. "I'm getting you out of here!"


The elfling shivered and limped. The spear fell from her leg with a spurt of blood. Jamie pulled her away from the battlefield into a shadowy alley. She placed her down on cobblestones. The elfling trembled.


"I can still fight," she said, clutching her silver dagger. "Just give me a moment." 


Jamie rummaged through her pack, found a bandage, and pressed it against Ellywyn's thigh.


"Hold this tight!" she said. "Don't let more blood esc—"


A roar sounded behind them. Jamie spun around and cursed.


A monster stood at the opening of the alley.


She had never seen anything like it. It stood twice her height, nearly ten feet tall. Spotted fur covered its body, like the fur of a leopard. It had long, black claws and serrated teeth like bread knives. It roared so loudly, the alley shook.


Jamie raised her sword—Moonclaw, her father's sword. 


"Be with me, Father," she whispered. 


She ran toward the creature, sword swinging.


 


* * * * *


 


"Run, hoggies!" Romy cried, pointing ahead. "Run into the gates!"


The hellhogs raced forward, snorting and wagging their tails. Smoke rose from their nostrils. The walls of Burrfield loomed above them, bristling with monsters. Arrows flew.


"Now for wrath, now for ruin!" Romy shouted. She flew above the hell horde, arrows whistling around her. "Last march of the hellhogs!"


The hogs ran, a river of red fur, white horns, and enraged squeals. They slammed against the city gates, piled up, and began gnawing. Chips of wood flew.


"Good hoggies!" Romy said. "Goo—oh!


An arrow whizzed by so close, it scratched her cheek.


"OUCH!" she said. She stared and saw creatures on the walls. They were shooting arrows at the hellhogs and at the swooping spiderlings. Romy shook her fist at them. "You are very rude!"


She flapped her wings, shot forward, and swooped toward them. An arrow flew, and she ducked. It whistled over her head. She reached the wall and thrust her pitchfork. The prongs drove into the creature who shot her. It screamed and pitched forward, tugging on the pitchfork and nearly pulling it from her grasp.


Romy landed on the parapets, replacing the archer she slew. She looked around. More creatures manned the parapets around her, green and warty beasts who grunted in a chorus.


"Oh hai, wood elves!" she said and wagged her tail. "I didn't expect to see you guys here. I thought monsters would be manning the walls."


Neev's voice rose from clouds of dust and hellhog fur below. "Those aren't wood elves, Romy! They're grunters! For heaven's sake."


She blinked and noticed that the green, grunting creatures were pointing arrows at her. Their eyes were red and mean.


"Eep!" she said, flapped her wings, and flew up. The arrows flew under her feet, and the grunters ended up shooting one another. They grunted, pitched forward, and fell off the wall.


Romy looked below her. The hellhogs had torn a hole through the gates and were climbing in. More grunters were pouring pots of boiling oil onto the invaders. The hellhogs, however, were used to swimming in lava; a little boiling oil only energized them. They wagged their tails and grunted with joy. Annie and Mandy were riding two hellhogs through the broken gates.


Romy was about to fly into Burrfield when shrieks tore the air. She looked up. Flying monkeys were swooping toward her, baring their fangs. Their bat wings flapped.


"Ahh!" she screamed. "Flying monkeys! Who'd have thought a witch would have flying monkeys!"


One monkey reached her and scratched her arm. Pain blazed. Romy squealed and stabbed it with her pitchfork. A second monkey bit her leg. She kicked it off. More came flying toward her, screeching and thumping their chests.


"Neev!" Romy shouted. "Do you have any bananas down there?"


The young wizard was climbing through the hole in the gates. "Romy, come on! Fly over the wall—we go to Fort Rosethorn!"


She nodded. "Right."


Lashing her pitchfork, she drove through the crowd of monkeys. They scratched at her, screeching. The spiderlings flew around her, shouting battle cries and shooting arrows. Everywhere she looked, she saw flying fur, red eyes, white fangs, whistling arrows, and buzzing dragonfly wings.


Cobweb flew by her on a dragonfly, shooting an arrow.


"C-c-come on, Womy!" she shouted. "Ovew da wawws!"


"Do you have any bananas?" Romy shouted back.


They flew through crowds of monkeys and arrows, over the city walls... and into Burrfield.


 


* * * * *


 


The monster licked its lips with three slobbery tongues, each the width of Jamie's arm. It drooled, soaking its fur.


"I like elflings for breakfast," it hissed. "Stand aside, human. Do not come between me and my meal."


Her heart hammered, but Jamie raised her shield and sword, standing between the monster and Ellywyn. The elfling lay behind her, wounded and moaning. The beast towered over Jamie, twice her height.


"You will not touch her," she said. "Not unless you kill me first."


The monster growled and swiped its claws.


Jamie raised her shield, and the claws slammed into it. Chips of wood showered. Pain ran up Jamie's arm, pounding in her bones.


"I will eat you too, human," the beast said. It swung its claws again. "You are small and sweet as an elfling."


She drove her shield forward. The claws slammed against the wood. The shield cracked, and Jamie cried in pain. The blows felt like a blacksmith swinging a hammer. She thrust her blade, but the monster knocked it aside, as if swatting a fly.


"Die now," it growled, spraying drool. It pounced, maw stretching wide enough to fit Jamie's head.


"Jamie!" Ellywyn cried in fright.


Heart pounding, Jamie leaped aside, swinging her sword. Her blade sliced the monster's chest. Its fur was thick and matted; it adsorbed most of the blow. Her blade only scratched its skin.


The monster laughed. It spun toward her and pounced again.


Jamie raised her shield, and the beast's fangs tore into it. The shield shattered. Splinters flew everywhere, and the monster spat out wood.


Be with me, Father, Jamie prayed silently. Be with me, Lenore.


She howled a wordless battle cry. She leaped into the air, raised her blade, and swung it down.


Swing true, Moonclaw.


Her blade dug into the monster's shoulder. Blood soaked its fur, and it howled to the heavens. The alley shook. A window shattered. Jamie thrust her blade, prepared to land the coupe de grace.


But the monster was too quick. It parried the blade with its claws. It swiped its second paw and hit Jamie's breastplate.


White light flooded her. Pain drowned her. She flew and crashed against a wall, cracking it. Before she could even fall to the ground, the monster lashed again, and its claws etched grooves across her breastplate.


"Jamie!" Ellywyn cried, lying wounded below her. 


The beast turned toward the elfling, drawn by her voice, and clawed her shoulder. Fresh blood spurted.


Ellywyn screamed and tossed her dagger.


The blade drove into the monster's belly. Blood dripped and the beast roared.


"Be gone!" Jamie cried, swinging her sword. "Away with you!"


The monster howled. It raised its claws to the heavens, and its roar shook the alley. Pushed against the wall, Ellywyn and Jamie swung their blades, holding it back. Fear filled the monster's eyes.


"Away, or we'll cut you again!" Ellywyn cried.


The monster turned its tail, fell to the ground, and began crawling away.


Jamie fell too, panting and shaking. Sweat washed her hair. She wanted to slay the monster, but dared not. She had seen something in its eyes, in the shape of its jaw, the sound of its voice.


It looks too much like Tom the Blacksmith, she realized, and fear pounded through her. These monsters are unlike grunters. She shuddered. They were townfolk once.


"Jamie!"


Ellywyn crawled toward her, tears in her eyes. Blood stained her leg and shoulder. Jamie crawled toward her, and they embraced on the ground, shaking.


"You're hurt," Ellywyn said.


Jamie gave a weak snort. "It's nothing. But you're a mess, Ellywyn. Damn it, elfling, I only have so many bandages I can spare on you."


Ellywyn laughed weakly, and Jamie laughed too.


"So bandage me up," the elfling said. "This war isn't over. Not until we kill the witch."


Jamie looked out the alley's mouth. The battle still raged in the town; blood, fur, arrows, and blades flew everywhere. Jamie nodded.


"The witch waits in the fort." She took a deep breath. "It's time to kill her."
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Chapter Nine


A Long Time Ago...












Amabel trudged through the snow, crying, her newborn clutched in her arms.


Wind screamed around her, freezing her tears. Her babe squealed, such a frail, pink thing of wrinkles and grasping fingers. Amabel tried to tighten her cloak around her and the babe, but snow still found its way to their skin, fast and stinging.


She kept moving, though the wind bit, and the snow tugged her ankles. She could see nothing but flurries. Just keep moving, she told herself. To stop is death.


"Shhh shh, it's okay," Amabel whispered to her daughter, but the babe kept crying. She was only a day old.


And I myself am still a child, Amabel thought. She was only fifteen, and alone, and scared. She had never been so scared.


"I miss you, Father," she whispered, trudging down an alley between towering, icy walls. Her father would shout, shiver, and curse that his daughter had whelped a bastard; he had been so angry since Mother had died. But he would also know what to do. After shouting, he would help her, comfort her. He would speak of building cribs, dealing with curious neighbors, assuaging the priests, and Amabel would not be trudging through the snow with a mewling, frail, pink baby. Yet Father was gone to the Crusades, like most of the town's men; he had been away for two years now.


"And I miss you, Jan," she whispered as she walked through the icy town square, snow swirling around her. Jan Rasmussen. A tall, gaunt youth with dark eyes. Her childhood friend. Her baby's father. He too was gone—not to the Crusades, but to Batwog Coven, a council of wizards many miles away. He's a wizard's apprentice now; he won't be home for years.


Amabel trembled. She had never felt so alone. Where could she go? She could visit Sam Thistle's house, perhaps. Sam had been her friend since childhood, but he too now fought in the Holy Land, and his mother frightened Amabel. She always wanted me to marry Sam. What would she say, if she saw me carrying Jan's babe?


She looked up to a tall, narrow house beside her. Icicles covered it. I could go to the Quills, she thought; they were an old family of scribes. But they are also the town's worst gossips. They will speak of my babe, of my bastard. All the town would know my shame.


She sobbed and shuddered. Where can I turn? The ice and wind slammed against her. Snow filled her cloak. Bundled in cloth, her babe wailed. Amabel raised stinging eyes. In the distance, behind swirling snow, she saw the steeple of the church. It was but a thin, grey pillar in a white world, but it called to her. She had never been a pious girl, but now the church seemed like a beacon of hope, of warmth, of aid. She trudged toward it.


Ages of ice and snow passed before she reached the church. It loomed above her, a monolith of stone glimmering with frost. Gargoyles crouched atop the steeple, glaring down at her, and suddenly more fear than ever filled Amabel. She was sure that those gargoyles were mocking her. Their tongues hung and their eyes leered.


Harlot! they seemed to tell her. Bastard's mother! How dared you forget your Sam Thistle? How dared your whelp this illborn daughter of Jan, a shabby peasant?


Amabel gulped. She wanted to flee. She looked behind her and saw only swirls of snow, and her baby mewled. My daughter needs warmth. Those gargoyles can go to hell.


She pushed the church's doors. They creaked open, and Amabel stumbled in with flurries of snow.


Braziers crackled, and the stone walls spun. Amabel felt faint. The room swayed around her. Her baby cried. Her eyes rolled back.


"Father in heaven!" cried a voice.


A figure raced toward her, robes swooshing. Hands grabbed her and held her up.


"Who is it?" asked a second voice from further ahead, this one softer and deeper.


Amabel rested her head against a broad shoulder.


"Father," she whispered.


She blinked, and her eyes cleared enough to see Father Michael, a tall man with a brown beard. He held her in his arms.


"Come, help me bring her to my chambers," Father Michael said over his shoulder.


A gaunt man emerged from shadows, as cold as the icy wind outside. His eyes were chips of ice. His lips were thin, his nose long, his robes shabby. Amabel gasped, for an instant sure that Lucifer himself had invaded the church, but no... this man wore brown robes clasped with a rope. A friar, Amabel told herself. Only a travelling monk. A man of God.


The friar approached and held her shoulder. His fingers were long and cold; she could feel their chill even through her cloak. He helped Father Michael lead Amabel through the hallway and into a cozy, warm chamber. A fire crackled in the hearth. Ice began melting off Amabel's boots, cloak, and hair. Her babe finally stopped crying and slept.


The men removed her soaking cloak and boots, and helped her into an armchair by the fire, and soon Amabel was warm, dry, and drinking hot mulled wine. Her babe slept in her arms.


"Now speak to me, Amabel," Father Michael said. "Tell me everything."


Amabel gulped and looked up at the strange friar. She had grown up with Father Michael, but had never seen this stranger before. The friar stared back, eyes small, black, and cold. Calculating eyes.


"Father, who... who is your guest?" Amabel asked. The friar was still staring at her, saying nothing.


"This is Friar Robert," said her priest. "He's a traveller from the east, passing through Burrfield as he preaches to farmers across the kingdom. He's staying in Burrfield tonight."


"But only for the night," the friar said. His voice was cold, dripping scorn. "I do not care much for towns of comfort, roaring fires, and sloth. I am a simple traveller. I preach to the poor farmer, the outlaw, the downtrodden. I shall be on my way once this storm subsides."


He's calling us pampered, Amabel realized. He's calling us weak. If Father Michael noticed, however, he gave no sign. The kindly priest placed a hand on her shoulder.


"You can speak freely around the friar, my dear. He is a man of God. Speak to me."


She hesitated. Those dark eyes bore into her. But when she looked into Father Michael's eyes, she saw only warmth and love, so she gulped, and she spoke. She spoke of her father, and of her dear Sam Thistle, leaving to the Crusades. Face hot, she spoke of finding comfort in the arms of Jan Rasmussen, a dark youth who planted her baby inside her, then left to the Coven to become a warlock. She spoke of Mary, a serving girl from her father's tavern, helping her deliver her child.


"I don't know what to do, Father," she said. "My daughter has no man here to protect her, to care for her. What will become of us?" Suddenly she was sobbing. Her body trembled. "I'm so scared! I'm scared what people will say. I'm scared what my father will think when he returns... if he returns. Help me, Father Michael." She clutched his robes. "Please."


As Father Michael patted her hand, whispering comforting nothings, the gaunt friar cleared his throat.


"Perhaps," he said, eyes boring into the babe, "I can offer some assistance."


Amabel stared up at him. His eyes met hers, frozen. His mouth was a thin line. He looks like one of the gargoyles, she realized.


Father Michael turned toward him. "What are you thinking, Friar Robert? Speak your mind."


The friar's eyes never left Amabel as he spoke. "I travel west from here, heading to the monastery of St. Barnabas by the river. It lies a two day walk from here. I will preach there for several days, then continue my journey." His eyes narrowed, two slits in stone. "St. Barnabas is renowned for its orphanage, my lady Amabel. I will be glad to take your babe there; she will receive a pious upbringing. She will be raised with walls around her, warm meals to eat, a soft bed to sleep on. I have visited there often to preach to the orphans."


Amabel clutched her daughter closer to her breast. She stared down at the pink, sleeping face. My beautiful daughter. She looked up at Father Michael, eyes pleading. Surely there was another way, another solution....


But Father Michael only nodded. "Friar Robert speaks wisdom, my child. I have myself visited the orphanage of St. Barnabas. The children there are well fed and well taught; a child can receive a fair, pious upbringing there."


Amabel's eyes stung. She held her baby close. How can I give you up? You are my daughter, my love....


"It is only two days away," Friar Robert said. "You could visit her when she grows older. None need know your shame in Burrfield. None need know of your unholy acts with the peasant boy. You will remain a fine lady in this town... not an outcast. I will take the bastard child there myself."


Her daughter woke up. Her mouth opened and closed. Her hands reached out to Amabel.


"Please," Amabel whispered, her voice so soft, she wasn't sure they could hear. "Please, I... I cannot, please...."


Yet Father Michael only patted her head, and spoke of piousness and righteousness, and Friar Robert only stared with cold eyes, and spoke of her shame and sins. The wine spun her head. Sobs and tears claimed her. Before she knew what was happening, she had let Father Michael hold the babe, for only a moment...


...and found herself outside, standing upon a hill, wrapped in her cloak. She felt so cold. She felt so empty without her child at her breast. Shivering, she watched the dark figure of Friar Robert walk downhill, across the streets, and out the gates of Burrfield. He was but a thin, black sliver in a world of storming white.


"No!" she shouted, tears claiming her. "No, please! This isn't what I want. I changed my mind. Please!"


She ran. She ran down snowy cobblestones, the houses spinning around her. She ran out the gates, and through the forest, shouting for Friar Robert to return, shouting for her baby. She ran through the night, until dawn rose cold and pale, and finally she fell to her knees. Teasel Forest stretched around her, towering, taunting, glimmering with ice.


Just keep moving, she told herself. She pushed herself to her feet. They went to St. Barnabas by the river. Just keep moving.


She walked for three days.


She drank melted snow, and she ate nothing.


Just keep moving.


Half dead, she stumbled through the gates of St. Barnabas. Famished and trembling, she reached the orphanage and collapsed upon its doorstep. She pushed herself up and ran between the children, seeking her baby, seeking her love.


"Where are you, my daughter?" she cried, voice hoarse.


But they had never heard of Friar Robert. They had never seen her baby girl.


Amabel's life shattered. No more tears fell from her. No more pain could fill her. She stood among the orphans, cold, frozen, dead inside.


"Goodbye, my daughter," she whispered, staring at nothing. "Goodbye, my beloved, my Madrila."


She never spoke to anyone of that winter... not to her friends, not to her father when he returned from the Crusades, not to Sam Thistle who returned to Burrfield knighted and proud. She did not speak of it even when she married Sam, even when she gave birth to his children.


"I love you," she whispered to her son of shaggy hair. She laughed when she touched his curls. "He's scruffy."


She loved her Scruff, her first born son... but when she played with him, she still thought of Madrila.


"I love you, Neev," she said, crying and laughing, when she gave birth to her second son.


"I love you, Jamie," she said when a third child blessed their family. A girl. A beautiful girl. As beautiful as my Madrila, the child I lost.


Her pain lived within her every day, and every night she prayed to God. She prayed for her lost, secret child to someday come home.


 


* * * * *


 


Robert grabbed his cane. His eyes blazed and Madrila froze. Fear flooded her like a bucket of ice dumped over her head. She wanted to flee, to fight, to do something... but the terror froze her.


"This stew is rubbish," Robert said. He tossed the bowl at her. She ducked, and the bowl smashed against the wall behind her. Stew oozed across the floor. That seemed to infuriate Robert further. His cane shot out, whacking Madrila across the arm.


"Clean it, you piece of garbage!" he shouted. His cane lashed again, hitting her shoulder. Pain bloomed. "Clean the damn floor, and then make a proper stew!"


Tears filled her eyes. Madrila grabbed a rag, knelt, and began cleaning the floor. Friar Robert's cane slammed against her back, knocking her down. He was shouting above her, but she couldn't hear him. Pain and rage pumped through her.


When his cane landed again, she spun to face him. She snarled. Such rage filled her, that she thought it would consume her. In all her ten years, she had never felt such rage.


"Enough!" she shouted, wept, and snarled. Too many nights did he beat her. Too many scars covered her back. Before her rage left her, she grabbed a shard of the broken bowl and hurled it. The clay scratched Friar Robert's cheek.


For a moment he stared, frozen. Rage flooded his face. His blood was bright red against his ghostly skin. His lip trembled, and he bared his teeth. His cane rose.


Madrila ran.


She dashed out the door, Robert in hot pursuit. She ran between the trees, screaming and shaking. He ran behind her. A rock sailed over her head.


"Come back here, girl!" he shouted. "You are mine!"


Madrila ran off the dirt road, leaving his hut behind. She would never return, she knew. Trees blurred and spun around her. Branches slapped her face. In all her ten years, she had never gone this far from the hut. She did not know what world lay here, but anything was better than his cane, his rage, the stone floor he made her sleep on, the gruel he fed her. So she ran, trembling, weeping, bleeding. She ran until night fell, and his shouting faded in the distance.


Finally she fell atop a pile of leaves, trembling and terrified. She wept then. She called for him then.


"Master Robert! I'm sorry. I'm sorry! Please. I'm here! Take me back. Please...."


But he did not answer. She fell asleep trembling, alone, and lost.


When dawn rose, she walked among the trees, desperately seeking the hut, seeking the only other human she had ever known. Tears ran down her muddy cheeks. They tasted salty on her lips. Night fell, and still she could not find the hut, and hunger rumbled in her belly.


I'm alone. I'm all alone. She slept huddled between the mossy roots of a tree, rain drizzling upon her.


On the third day, she met the bards.


She crouched behind branches that day, sipping water that dripped from leaves. When singing floated through the forest, she froze and stared, eyes narrowed. She had never heard singing before; it was the most beautiful thing Madrila had ever heard. Notes floated like dry leaves on the breeze. When she peeked between the leaves, she saw them: a troupe of travelling men and women dressed in motley. Three were dwarves, shorter than her; they wore bells in their hats and particolored clothes. The taller folks wore bright vests with golden buttons, silver shoes topped with bells, and plumed hats. Several dogs walked among them, dressed in colorful, sequined sweaters.


As they walked down a narrow path, the men and women sang and played stringed instruments; Madrila would later learn these were called lutes and harps. She listened to the words of the song, gaping.


 


Oh the witch did cast her spells


And oh the mountains shook!


The knights could not defeat her


her magic had them cooked!


Heroes came from all the lands


to face the witch's magic


even though their swords were bright


their end was fast and tragic!


 


Madrila couldn't help it. She found herself singing along, marvelling at this mighty witch, her dark magic, and the power she wielded. 


"Hush!" said one of the dwarves, voice sharp. He narrowed his eyes and scanned the forest, and the music died. "I heard something from the trees."


Madrila leaped to her feet. She wanted to run and hide, but... if she ran, she would never more hear this music. She could not flee these people. She stepped out from cover, muddy and wafer-thin, leaves in her hair.


"Keep singing," she said, eyes stinging. "Please."


They gaped at her, their eyes softened, and her life forever changed.


She travelled with them that summer, and the following autumn, and learned their songs. Her voice was high and pure. At dozens of towns, she sang with these bards, sad and solemn when singing of tragic heroes, bouncy and winking when singing of mischievous elves, dramatic and booming when singing of battles and dragons. The dwarves danced and juggled around her, and the minstrels played. They called themselves The Snowy Owls—the most excellent troupe of travelling bards, jugglers, and dancers.


But Madrila's favorite song, and the one she sang best, was still that first one she heard... the song of the witch. Oh the witch did cast her spells! And oh the mountains shook! Whenever Madrila sang this song, she felt mighty and feared, like the witch herself. She imagined herself wielding magic, shaking the mountains, and killing Friar Robert with blasts of fire.


At nights, the Snowy Owls would build campfires in forests and fields, and sleep under the stars. Madrila would curl up with the dogs, warm between them, and she would dream... dream of becoming a witch too, of boiling rivers and cracking walls, of having songs sung of her.


"Please, my lady!" Friar Robert would beg in her dreams. "Please forgive me."


Night after night, she would point her wand at him, and shoot him with fire, or lightning, or magical arrows of blue light. Every night, he would die at her feet, burning away into bones.


"Please, Madrila, forgive us!" her true parents would beg, kneeling before her. In every dream, they looked different. Sometimes they were tall and gaunt like Friar Robert, and sometimes they were dwarves like the jugglers she travelled with. But they always knelt and always begged. "Please, our daughter, we're sorry that we abandoned you. Please forgive us."


But she'd only laugh, and point her wand, and burn them too, and smile as they screamed.


"And oh, the witch did cast her spells!" she sang atop a stage in the city of Queenpool, fourteen years old and willowy, a beautiful young woman of golden hair and green eyes. "And oh the mountains shook!"


A thousand people spread out below the stage, listening to her every word. She saw peasants, soldiers, merchants, beggars, tradesmen, even a few nobles. They all listened and sang with her, as around her the Snowy Owls danced, juggled, and played their lutes. They love me, Madrila thought. But if I were a witch, they'd fear me too.


That evening, Madrila walked through the city of Queenpool. It was Summer Solstice, the day of Queenpool's legendary summer festival. Countless people filled the streets, squares, and alleys. Smells and sounds filled the air. Madrila walked by merchants hawking jewels and perfumes, flamethrowers dressed in orange and black, jesters walking atop stilts, knights polishing their swords for duels, drunkards singing coarsely between mugs of ale, maidens in bright scarves and silks, dogs and sheep and chickens, children selling oysters, and countless other people. The smells of candies, cooking meats, perfumes, and spices tickled her nostrils, and the sounds of singing, barking, yelling, and clanging swords filled her ears. She had never seen so many people.


For ten years, I saw nobody but Friar Robert, she thought. I never knew the world was so big. That had been four years ago, and she had not seen the man since, but she had not forgotten. Every merchant who sold a dagger, every knight who drew a sword, every firebreather who shot a jet of flames—they all reminded her of Robert, and how she craved to kill him.


"Your fortune, child," came a raspy voice behind her. "I shall tell your fortune, yes?"


Madrila turned to see a gypsy woman in the shadows. The woman seemed ageless; Madrila couldn't decide if she was twenty or sixty. Her skin was golden and drawn tight over her face. She wore scarves heavy with beads and tassels, and gems winked on her rings. She sat upon a small chair before a table, nestled into an alleyway between an inn and a bakery.


"I don't believe in fortunes," she said. A few of the Snowy Owls had gypsy blood, and one carried tarots around in a golden box. Madrila had seen the cards and knew them to be false, nothing but parlor tricks.


The fortune teller smiled. "Do you not believe, then, that you will someday kill the friar?"


Madrila gasped. Her eyes narrowed. The words seemed to punch her belly, and for a moment, she couldn't breathe.


"How... how did you...?"


The woman gestured at a chair across her table. "Come, sit."


Gingerly, Madrila stepped into the alleyway. Though she took only three steps into the shadows, the sounds faded behind her; she could barely hear them. She could no longer smell the perfumes, foods, and spices, and could barely hear the crowds. A cold breeze moaned through the alley and Madrila shivered. It was summer, but she was cold.


The woman's smile widened. "Come, sit at my table, Madrila."


"How do you know my name?"


"I know much that is hidden. I know that you crave magic... that you crave to be a witch."


Madrila sat uneasily, scrutinizing the woman. A candle burned atop the table, casting flickering light. As the shadows moved, the woman looked either young and beautiful, or old and wrinkled; Madrila could not decide which was the true vision.


"You heard me sing, that is all," Madrila said. Suddenly she felt very young and afraid, like she would back at Friar Robert's hut. "That was only a song."


"Ah, but was it, child? Your voice is pretty, yes, pretty like your eyes and golden hair, but you were not born to be a singer." Her hands reached out, thin and golden, and grasped Madrila's hands. "I sense a greater purpose in you, a greater power. You will be a witch someday, a great and powerful witch who can slay her enemies."


Madrila saw that a dusty codex lay on the table, clad in leather. A spellbook, she thought and gasped. When she looked at the woman's waist, she saw a wand hanging from her belt, curly and black like a ram's horn.


"You're no fortune teller," she whispered. "You're a witch!"


The woman raised her eyebrows. "In Queenpool, witchcraft is forbidden. Here I am but a simple fortune teller. Ah, but out in the forest... things are different. Am I wrong, child?"


The witch's hands still clutched her, cold and long, their nails sharp. Madrila wanted to pull her hands free, but dared not.


"Who are you?" she whispered.


"Nin," the witch said. "That is all, and that is enough for you. And you are Madrila, born to a young woman far away, cast aside, lost, hungry, dangerous. You will be a witch too; a great wielder of magic, and all shall fear you."


Madrila tore off her hat of patches and bells. She tossed it aside. She ripped off her sash, a gaudy thing of yellow and blue.


"I no longer need these bard's things," she said. "I am no longer a Snowy Owl. Teach me, Nin. Teach me dark magic, teach me to be a witch like you, and I will serve you."


She travelled with Nin for a year.


They moved from town to town, telling fortunes for spare coins. They peered into crystal balls, and shuffled tarots, and clinked crystals, and performed other tricks for the gullible.


"This is not magic," Nin told her. "These are fools' tricks for coins."


"Teach me real magic," Madrila insisted, day after day. "I want to learn. Let me read your spellbook."


Nin would only shake her head. "You are not ready."


And so the spellbook remained closed, and they kept travelling, sleeping in hollow logs, and in creeks, and in barns, and atop beds of dry leaves. Madrila cooked meals for the witch, and hunted for her, and washed her clothes, and every day asked to learn. Every day Nin refused her.


"When you are ready, child. When the planets are aligned and the moonlight shines upon you."


One night a mob chased them out of a town. A priest led them, shouting of devilry and witchcraft. Peasants ran behind him, waving torches and pitchforks. Nin and Madrila fled in the night, whisking from tree to tree, but the mob seemed everywhere, swarming through the night.


Madrila found a rock, hurled it, and hit the priest's forehead. The man fell, and his followers rushed to his aid. Nin and Madrila fled into the shadows, wadded through a stream, and crawled to the safety of a wheat field. They hid between the stalks until the sounds of the mob faded, and they heard only crickets, swaying wheat, and a goose honking in the night.


Madrila panted. Sweat drenched her.


"You know no magic!" she hissed, breath heavy.


Nin too panted, her clothes torn and muddy. "Silence!"


But Madrila would not be silent. "All you know is tricks! Reading tarots to fools. Inventing nonsense when gazing into your crystal ball. If you were truly a witch, you would let no mob chase you. You would sear them with lightning and fire."


Tears burned in Madrila's eyes, and her chest ached. She had never felt so betrayed. I wanted to be a witch. A great power to be feared. Now I hide in a field, trembling and cold.


"No," Nin finally said. "I am not a witch. In Queenpool, I learned your name from a dwarf who danced for you, and who came for a palm reading. I'm sorry, child. I'm sorry."


Madrila grabbed Nin's shoulders and shook her. Her arms trembled with rage. "Why did you lie to me?"


Nin stared back steadily, eyes dry. "You needed to leave the Snowy Owls. I might wield no magic, but I have wisdom, and I could see that. You were not born to sing, to dance, to juggle. You were born to rule, child. Do you want to learn magic?" Nin smirked. "Take my spellbook. It's useless. It's written in dead tongues. This book is my payment to you, for the year that you served me. If you can make sense of it, which I could not, you will find the power you seek."


As the crickets chirped and geese flew across the moon, Madrila left the field, carrying the spellbook. Once more she was alone. She never saw Nin again.


All of summer, and autumn, and winter she studied the book. The letters were but squiggles to her. She pored over them day after day, and memorized the symbols, but still could not read them. The book was ancient, she knew. The parchment was crumbly, the leather binding smoothed and loose.


"Teach me these letters," she begged monks in remote forest monasteries, but doors slammed in her face.


"Read me these words," she demanded of merchants climbing off ships in distant ports. They would scoff and toss a coin her way.


She travelled from port to church, from library to cathedral, but none could read her book.


She was sixteen when she met Elizabeth.


That evening, Madrila was wandering a dark, creaky town whose name she did not know. When she came upon a curiosity shop, she stepped inside to find shelves laden with skulls, crystals, charms, potions, scrolls, bat wings, pickled eyeballs, and sundry other items. A magic shop, she realized, sucking in her breath. There will be answers here.


She approached the counter and found the shopkeep. He was an old elfling, barely taller than the Snowy Owls dwarves. His nose was long, his ears pointy, and his white hair grew down to his knees. Madrila placed her spellbook upon the counter.


"Can you read this?" she asked.


The old elfling grumbled. "Of course I can, girl. Now what will you buy?"


Madrila had no money; she was a tattered wanderer, moving from town to town, eating what she hunted in the forests... or found in city gutters.


"I'm not interested in your trinkets," she said. "Read me this book."


The shopkeep only snorted.


Rage flared in Madrila. Finally she found one who could read these words! And he would not help her? She wanted to draw her knife and stab him. Before she could react, however, a voice spoke behind her.


"I can help you."


Madrila spun around and found herself facing a witch.


Her breath left her lungs.


She knew this woman was a witch—she had to be. She wore long black robes and a pointy hat. A bat sat upon her shoulder, and she held a broomstick. She had long brown hair, wise brown eyes, and pale skin.


"Please," Madrila said, eyes stinging. "Ma'am."


The witch smiled. "My name is Elizabeth. Come with me. We'll find a quiet place to talk."


That night, they sat in a rough, grimy tavern. Elizabeth insisted they sit in a corner, hidden in shadows, away from the revellers and drunkards who sang by the fireplace. She ordered them onion soup, bread and butter, slabs of roast beef, sizzling bacon, stewed greens, and pints of strong ale. Madrila devoured the food and drink; she had not eaten this well since her days with the Snowy Owls, perhaps ever. It was a feast.


Yes, she thought, licking gravy off her lips. This is power. This is what being a witch means. Not cowering in fields like Nin, but feasting and drinking with no fear.


As Madrila ate and drank, Elizabeth barely touched her food. The witch merely sat in the shadows, watching Madrila, her face stoic. There was sadness in her eyes, but curiosity too. Finally, when Madrila had polished off the last crumbs, Elizabeth spoke.


"Where did you find this book?" 


Madrila wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "From a fraud—a woman who could not understand its power. But there is power to this book. I learned a little from it."


In the shadows, Elizabeth's brown eyes sparkled. "What did you learn?"


Madrila placed the spellbook on the table. She opened it to a page showing a bolt of lightning. Hundreds of words were scribbled in circles around the lightning bolt. Madrila pointed at a few letters.


"This makes a sound like the letter B. And this... this is a deep, guttural scratching of the throat. This mark here is a clicking of the tongue." She touched the old parchment, feeling its power. "I travelled from town to town, speaking to all who could help. Most knew nothing. Others knew only one symbol. Can you read this spell?"


Elizabeth looked at the book. Her eyes did not move. She raised her hands.


Madrila caught her breath. The room suddenly seemed colder, and the sound of the drunkards behind them seemed muffled. The shutters on the window creaked. The lamps swayed.


So fast she barely caught it, Elizabeth uttered a spell. Madrila heard many words in an ancient tongue, a sound like B, a scratching of the throat and clicking of the tongue. Light flared. A small, blue bolt appeared in Elizabeth's hands, painting her face a ghostly azure. Icy wind ruffled Madrila's hair and she gasped.


Smiling softly, Elizabeth closed her hand, and the lightning bolt vanished.


"You cast it!" Madrila whispered, and suddenly she was crying and shaking, and she was a child again, hurt and angry and hungry, longing for power. "You're a real witch, with real power."


And oh the witch did cast her spells, and oh the mountains shook. Madrila trembled too, and her tears fell upon the spellbook.


"I am a witch of Batwog Coven, child."


Madrila took a deep, sharp breath. There was an entire world she knew nothing about: A world of witches and warlocks, of power and magic, of knowledge. She grabbed the spellbook. She stared at the page through narrowed, blurry eyes.


She swallowed her tears... and she uttered the spell.


A bolt of lightning shot from her fingers and slammed into the wall, burning a hole through it.


For a moment Elizabeth stared in shock, eyes wide.


"I thought you could not read it!" the witch finally said.


Madrila breathed heavily. Her fingers tingled. The power claimed her, and she felt like she could burn the world. Her knees shook, and a savage grin found her lips. "I could not. I heard you speak the spell. And I cast it too."


Elizabeth shook her head, face pale. "That's impossible. It takes apprentices days to learn that spell. They study each syllable for hours. You heard it once."


Madrila's chest rose and fell, and fire seemed to flow through her. "Will you teach me more?" 


Elizabeth regarded her, eyes narrowed. Shadows danced across her face. "You intrigue me. There is either much power to you, or much deceit. Perhaps both. Yes, perhaps both." She leaned forward. "Do you know of Batwog Mountain?"


Madrila nodded. "It lies beyond the dark forest, past seas of mist and pines and rock. They say it is cursed." She had seen the mountain from a distance before, rising like a dark dream from fog. It had chilled her. And oh the mountain shook.


"My coven lurks in the depth below Batwog," Elizabeth said. "Come with me there. I will have you meet my master, the great Jan Rasmussen, also known as Dry Bones. He will choose if to teach you." She rose to her feet. "We leave tonight."


But Madrila shook her head, a smile twitching her lips. "You leave tonight, Elizabeth. I will join you there. I have a detour I must make."


 


* * * * *


 


She stood before the hut, snow swirling around her.


Six years, she thought. Six long years, and this hut seems so small now. Once it was my world.


For long moments, Madrila hesitated. The sun had set, and she had extinguished her lamp. The only light came through the hut's windows, red and flickering. I used to light those fires. There was pain inside that hut. There were memories of the cane, the belt, the fists, and worse memories: of loneliness, terror, and tears.


And there is a man in there, she thought. A tall, gaunt man with thin lips and cold eyes. A man who hurt me.


Since she had escaped this place, ten years old and skinny and scared, rage had filled her. She had dreamed of returning some day, of killing this man. But now... now she struggled to find that rage. Now fear overpowered it, icy in her belly. She did not fear the wretch who hid inside, only her own memories and pain.


I will be strong as a witch, she told herself. Witches fear nobody.


She opened the door and stepped into the hut.


He huddled there by the fireplace, stooped over a pot of meat, like a vulture hunching over a carcass. He looked over his shoulder, narrowed his eyes, and hissed. He had aged. His skin was sallow, his eyes yellow, his teeth rotten. He seemed not like a man, but a creature.


"Do you know who I am?" Madrila asked, and could not help a tremble from finding her voice.


He growled. "Get out of my hut. Go back to where you came from, wench."


She took a step toward him, her knees shaking, and her head spun. "Do you know who I am, old man?" she demanded.


He squinted, as if trying to bring her into focus... and his eyes widened. He dropped the spoon he held. It clanged against the floor.


"Madrila!" he whispered.


And oh the witch did cast her spells....


She spoke the words from her spellbook, the words she heard Elizabeth speak. A blue bolt of lightning appeared in her palm. She tossed it.


The lightning slammed into Robert.


He screamed. His body twitched. Smoke rose from him.


"Yes, I am Madrila!" she screamed, hair wild, chest heaving. "The girl you beat. The girl you stole."


She cast her spell again. A second bolt of lightning slammed into him.


He screamed again and fell.


"Where did you steal me from?" she demanded. "Who are my parents?"


He squirmed at her feet. "Madrila, please... you've come back to me, my child, you...."


She tossed a third bolt, and he screamed. The bolt tore through his shirt and burned his flesh. Smoking welts covered him.


"I am not your child!" she shouted. "You told me that many times as you beat me."


Tears filled her eyes. Those nights returned to her, endless nightmares. I am not your father, girl! he would shout as he beat her. I will show you no mercy.


"And I will show you no mercy," she said and shot another bolt. "Who are my parents?" 


"Amabel!" he shouted at her feet, smoking and twisting. "Your mother is Amabel of Burrfield. Your father is Dry Bones of Batwog Coven. Please, child, please...."


Dry Bones.


Batwog Coven.


Her head spun. She could not breathe. Of course. Of course! All these years, a traveller, a singer, a huntress, an outcast... she had dreamed of being a witch. She had known that was her purpose. Of course. Her father was a great warlock, the head of Batwog Coven. She wept. I am descended from greatness. That is why such power fills me.


"Please, Madrila, please," the burned man begged at her feet, hair singed. "Mercy."


She looked down upon this pathetic creature, and she shook her head. "No, Robert. I am not your daughter." She smiled savagely. "I will show you no mercy."


She shot more bolts, again and again, shouting her spell as tears burned down her face. Her words of magic filled the hut, echoing, slamming against the walls. She shot lightning until Robert stopped screaming, until there was nothing left of him but ashes and bones. She kicked those ashes, scattering them across that old, scratched floor.


She pulled a log from the fireplace and tossed it onto the rug. As snow fell, she stood outside in the night, watching the hut burn. She watched until it burned to the ground, and became only embers, only memories, a place that could never more hurt her.


"And now I find Dry Bones," she whispered to the embers. "Now I become the woman I was born to be."


 


* * * * *


 


She marched down the tunnel, torches flickering around her, until she reached the main door. She froze for a moment and took a deep breath. Her fists clenched. Her lips shook.


I will be a witch, Madrila told herself. I am descended from greatness.


She opened the door and marched in


Madrila found herself in a rough, shadowy cavern like a cave. Dozens of apprentices, all youths in black robes, hunched over cauldrons and tables laden with potions. Smokes, smells, and crackles filled the air.


At the back of the room, a skeleton sat upon a high chair, gazing upon his students with empty eye sockets. The skeleton raised his skull and seemed to gaze at Madrila.


She felt a chill race through her.


"Dry Bones," she whispered. Her father. The wizard who was burned years ago, the flesh melting off his bones, leaving him this creature of dreaded black magic.


The skeleton rose to his feet and walked toward her, bones creaking. The apprentices all turned their heads, gasped, and stared at her.


"Who are you, child?" Dry Bones asked. A snake nested in his ribcage, hissing.


"Amabel of Burrfield was my mother," she said and took a deep, shaky breath. "And you are my father."


Travelling to the Coven, she had tried to guess what Dry Bones's reaction might be. She did not know much of the skeleton, the High Warlock of Batwog. She had imagined him shouting for joy, maybe grinning silently, maybe hugging her. In her fantasies, she had imagined him pulling out spellbooks, magical amulets, potions, and other dark wonders, showing her the stars and the pits of Hell, the power and secrets of the universe.


She had expected him to love her.


But this... she had never expected this.


For a moment, Dry Bones was silent. He stood still, seeming dead. His eye sockets stared at her, empty cavities. His apprentices stared silently, hands still holding ladles and vials.


Then Dry Bones began to tremble, and a shout left his jaw.


"Liar!"


The shout was so loud, Madrila jumped. She gasped.


"I... what—?"


Dry Bones swept his skeletal fists across a tabletop, knocking off potions and books and scrolls. Glass shattered and smoke rose.


"Liar!" he shouted again. "Amabel betrayed me! She married Sam Thistle instead, the man who burned me." His fists trembled. "I loved her and she married him! I killed her for that. I killed Sam too."


He pointed his finger, and a lightning bolt flew toward Madrila. She ducked and it passed over her head.


"Father!" she cried.


"I will kill you too!" he shouted. "How dare you mention Amabel to me? How dare you?"


He uttered a spell and tossed a fireball her way.


Madrila leaped aside, and the fireball grazed her side, burning her cloak. She turned to flee. She ran down the tunnel, tears in her eyes. Dry Bones's shouts echoed behind her.


"I have no daughter! You better run, girl. If I catch you, you're dead!"


And she ran.


She ran out of the tunnels below Batwog Mountain. She ran through the forest. She ran for miles, for days, ran while crying and trembling.


She ran until she found herself lost, alone, and afraid.


"I will be a witch," she swore, hugging her knees as rain poured around her, and the night's darkness caressed her. "I will become the greatest witch in the world."


 


* * * * *


 


She crossed the kingdom on foot, and the kingdom to its north, and the cold kingdoms beyond.


She learned from outcast witches in caves, from old warlocks in crumbly towers, and from books and scrolls she stole. She burned trees with fireballs, and she killed animals with lightning. She lived wild, feral, drinking blood and eating raw flesh. At nights, she stretched her soul into Hell, and talked to demons, and tasted lava.


When she was twenty-one, she travelled to a misty island of pines, a secret place beyond the mountains and frozen hinterlands. She spent a year wandering in the mist and shadows, cloaked in black, eyes blazing. She had come seeking the island's mythical beasts... and that winter, she found one.


The unicorn was only a cub, a year old, of downy white fur, of golden hoofs, of a whorled horn that glowed. Snarling, Madrila slew the unicorn cub with lightning, and tore off its horn with icy fingers.


She drank the unicorn's blood, and gasped, and her eyes widened.


Yes. Yes! This is power.


The ancient magic flowed through her. Galaxies swirled before her eyes. Ghosts whispered in her skull. Power crackled on her fingertips. She rose to her feet, lips bloody, and shouted to the heavens. The unicorn's horn glowed in her hand.


She kissed the horn, cursing it with dark magic and bloodlust, and it became her wand.


"The greatest wand in the world," she whispered. "The wand of Madrila, the greatest witch."


Snow glided among the pines and filled her hair. The unicorn cub froze at her feet. Madrila licked blood off her lips and smiled.
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Chapter Eleven


Bulldog












Madrila walked through Burrfield, fingers tingling.


I'm home, she thought. For the first time in my life, I'm home. Here is where I was born. Here is where my mother abandoned me. Burrfield. Her breath shuddered in her lungs, and her eyes stung.


She looked at all the shops, the tavern, the church, the cozy houses. The town smoldered now, and blood splashed its streets, but Madrila could see its former beauty; Burrfield had been a storybook town.


I could have grown up here, she thought. I could have been raised happy, in a warm house, surrounded with family and friends. Her belly ached and she could barely breathe. She thought of all her years of pain—cowering from Friar Robert, living in the forest, wandering the world scared and alone. Meanwhile, her siblings—the freakish giant Scruff, the smug twerp Neev, and the runt Jamie—grew up in this perfect place, happy and protected.


I suffered while they lived in comfort. And now they suffer. She clenched her fists. Now everyone in Burrfield will suffer like I did.


"It's beautiful," she whispered, looking around her. She took a deep breath and nodded. "Beautiful."


Willow scurried by her side, struggling to keep up on shorter legs. Her purple robes swirled around her. Their pots, pans, blankets, and other belongings rattled over her back.


"Indeed, my lady!" the apprentice panted. "This is much better than living in the forest. Burrfield is a beautiful, quaint little town. Ooh, look, they have a toy shop!"


Madrila spun toward her, snarling. She clutched Willow's cheeks and squeezed them, digging her fingernails into the flesh.


"Do you think I care about toy shops? Do you think I care about quaint beauty?" She gestured at a few smoldering houses, their roofs burnt and their walls blackened, and to fresh graves at the church down the road. "This fire, and this death, and this fear... these are beautiful. Do you understand, Willow?"


Willow nodded, eyes wide with fear. She attempted a weak cackle. "I love seeing fire and... uhm, graves." She sneaked a yearning glance at the toy shop, then quickly looked at her feet.


Madrila sighed and shoved her apprentice aside. "I don't know why I bother with you, Willow. If you weren't so good at cleaning, laundry, and cooking, I'd have gotten rid of you ages ago."


They kept walking through the town. Fifty grunters marched around them, armed with spears and swords from Burrfield's armory. Helmets wobbled on their warty heads. More grunters manned every street corner, standing at attention. No humans walked outside. They either hid indoors in what houses still stood, or lay buried in the graveyard.


When they reached Friar Hill, Madrila looked up at the cottage that rose there. She smiled. It was a large house, the largest in town. The Bullies' house. Grunters lived there now; she could hear their cacophony of grunting all the way down here. Madrila had considered moving into the house herself—the ultimate insult for the Bullies—but she craved more than clay walls and a vegetable garden. Why settle for a house, when she could live in a castle? They kept walking.


"Ooh, pretty!" Willow said when they saw Fort Rosethorn ahead. "Roses! I mean—" She swallowed when Madrila glared. "I mean, look at those strong towers, and uhm... evil bricks."


The fortress rose atop a hill, roses growing over its crumbling walls. It wasn't much of a castle, Madrila thought. She had seen castles that would dwarf this place. But its walls were stone. Its towers could view the entire town. Its parapets could hold a small army.


"Our new home," Madrila said. She laughed evilly. Willow tried a cackle too, though it sounded more like a giggle.


They climbed the hill, robes swishing, until they reached the fort. Dozens of grunters manned the fortress walls and gates. They bowed to Madrila, grunted profusely, and pulled open the portcullis. Inside the courtyard, a hundred more of the warty beasts sat playing dice and chewing on bones.


"Grunters!" Madrila shrieked.


The green, lumpy creatures grunted and scrambled to their feet. They kicked their dice and bones aside and struggled to form rank. It seemed to take them ages, Madrila thought as she stood, hands on her hips. Finally they stood in formation, the odd grunt rising from them.


"Better," she said. "But not good enough."


She drew her wand and pointed at a random grunter. Lightning bolts flew, and the grunter screamed and crumpled up; it looked like an invisible hand crumpling green paper. Soon nothing remained of the grunter but a wrinkly green ball. Madrila kicked it aside.


"You will stand at attention faster next time!" she said. "Or more will die."


"Yeah!" Willow added.


Inside the main hall, grunters stood along the walls, holding swords. Blood still stained the floor. The doors leading underground were barred.


"How are the prisoners?" Madrila asked her chief grunter.


The beast stood seven feet tall, his skin a landscape of green warts. His red eyes blinked, and when he spoke, Madrila saw rows of serrated teeth.


"A few tried to break out," he said. "A few died."


Madrila nodded. "Excellent. Keep the rest alive, but keep them underground."


She had converted the cellars, armory, and other underground rooms into a great dungeon. Over a hundred men lay there, the defenders of Burrfield. She could hear their muffled screams.


"Let us out, witch!" one shouted, voice deep. "I'll break you apart, woman! Come fight me!"


Madrila smiled. "Lord Bramblebridge is a loud one. Bring him to me. I will teach him a thing or two."


The grunter nodded and barked a couple orders. Two more grunters unlocked the door and stepped underground. They screeched and Bramblebridge bellowed.


"Let me out, foul beasts! Unchain me! Fight me like men!"


Standing behind her, Willow peeked into the cellar and gulped. "My lady, is it wise to let him out?"


Madrila snorted. "Surely you're not afraid of him, are you?"


The apprentice shivered and shook her head wildly. She was pale, and her bottom lip trembled.


The grunters emerged from the dungeon, dragging Bramblebridge. The burly lord stood shorter than Madrila, but twice as wide. His chest was like a wheelbarrow. His cheeks were puffed and red. His orange mustache bristled, and sweat glistened on his bald head. His arms were all muscle, made for swinging swords, and now chained behind his back. He wore armor splashed with blood.


"I'll kill the lot of you!" he bellowed, spattering saliva. "I'll tear you all apart!" He saw Madrila and his eyes widened. "The witch!"


Steam rose from his ears. He lowered his head, broke free from the grunters holding him, and charged toward her.


Willow squeaked in fright. Madrila pointed her wand and magic flew.


Her magic hit Bramblebridge. It swirled around him, raising smoke and light.


"What the blazes!" Bramblebridge bellowed from inside the swirling ball of light and smoke. "Damn you, witch!"


The magic raised him, spun him around, and knocked him down. The smoke dispersed. Where a burly man had stood, a bulldog now barked. The dog looked remarkably like Bramblebridge, with the same broad chest, jowly cheeks, and even the same orange mustache.


Madrila uttered another spell, and a collar appeared on the bulldog, then a chain that bound him to the wall. The dog kept barking wildly, but could not free himself.


"Ooh, puppy!" Willow whispered, then saw Madrila glare and looked away. "Evil puppy?"


Leaving the bulldog and grunters in the craggy hall, Madrila walked upstairs into the tower. The staircase spiralled and finally reached a round chamber. Madrila stepped inside and found a bed, table, and shelves.


"Bramblebridge lived here," she said. "Willow! Go find fresh sheets for the bed, fetch a broom, and bring me some supper."


Willow gazed at the large bed; it was a good seven feet wide, large enough for several people.


"Do I sleep here too?" she asked.


Madrila laughed. "But you loved the bulldog so much, didn't you? I think, Willow, you would be much happier sleeping in the kennels." She pointed out the window at the kennels below; barking rose from them.


Willow sighed and left the room, head low. Madrila stood by the window and looked over the town. Houses still smoldered. Bodies were still being buried. The Bullies were nowhere in sight. Madrila took a deep breath, nodded, and smiled.


Run, Bullies, she thought. Hide and suffer. I will find you... and you will die.


 


* * * * *


 


"I'm hungreeee," Scruff said and rubbed his belly.


"I'm booooored," Romy whined and stamped her feet.


"I'm pissed off!" Jamie shouted and swung her sword.


"I am da vewy m-m-modew of a modewn m-m-majow—" Cobweb said, blew out her breath, and gave up. "Tongue twistews awe hawd!"


Neev clutched his aching head and groaned. "You guys are driving me crazy. Enough! Quiet! I'm trying to think, and I can't with this racket."


Nobody seemed to hear him. Scruff's stomach grumbled as loud as a thunderstorm. Romy whined, pouted, and kept trying to tug Neev's monkey tail (a remnant of his last spell). Cobweb was practicing her tongue twisters ("P-p-petew peppew p-p-picked a peppew... see, Scwuff, I'm getting bettew!"). Jamie was grumbling and swinging her sword, cursing Madrila and vowing to slice her into ribbons. The only quiet ones were the three elflings; they huddled by a tree, watching the Bullies with wide eyes.


Neev paced the forest floor. Trees rustled around him, their leaves falling, their branches holding squirrels and robins. His body still ached from Madrila's lightning; his skin sported bruises and blisters.


"What do we do now?" he asked himself. "Madrila has hundreds of grunters. She probably rules in Fort Rosethorn now, protected behind stone walls. How do we defeat her?"


Scruff had begun to nibble a leaf, but wrinkled his face and spat it out. "Blech! Horrible stuff." He sighed. "Look, Neev. Why do we have to deal with everything? Let the king take care of Madrila. That's why we have a king, no? To bring order and justice to the land?"


Neev snorted. "That king of yours has been on the Crusades for the past decade. Why do you think monsters, warlocks, and witches crawl over the realm? No, Scruff, we'd find no help there."


Jamie swung her sword, chopping imaginary monsters. "The elflings gave us some help. Rowyn, Ellywyn, and Noelyn are brave warriors, but they're not an army. We need an army now."


Romy piped up. "Hell has an army."


Neev glared at her. "Not now, Romy! And let go of my tail."


She pouted, crossed her arms, and plopped herself down under a tree.


"Can't you ask your wizard friends for help?" Scruff said. "Go to the Coven. Find us a wizard army."


Neev sighed. "There are powerful wizards there, but they're mostly old, ancient professors. They take no part in wars. They care only for knowledge and magic." He shook his head. "We'd find no help there, for all the Coven's power."


Romy jumped up and began to hop. "Hell is powerful!"


"Romy, please, be quiet!" Neev said. "Go find some acorns to play with."


She blew him a raspberry and turned away.


Neev turned to Cobweb. The spiderling stared back, eyes solemn. Her purple skin, gossamer dress, and silvery hair glowed.


"Cobweb," Neev said, "would we find help among the spiderlings? Your people are great archers and powerful warriors; would they fight against Madrila?"


Cobweb lowered her head. A tear streamed down her cheek. "D-d-dey hate witches, but... dey banished me, Neev. Dey b-b-banished me because I can't t-t-tawk so g-g-good. Dey towd me I can nevew come b-b-back." She sniffed. Scruff embraced her and glared at Neev.


"The tribe elders banished you," Neev persisted, ignoring Scruff's venomous stare. "But do you still have friends there? Fellow spiderlings who'll fight with us?"


Her eyes lit up. "Yes! I... I miss my fwiends der. B-b-but I'm scawed to go back. What if da ewdews attack me?"


Scruff tightened his arms around her. "What if I went with you?" he said softly. "They'd think me a giant! Nobody will mess with you when I'm around, Cobweb." He kissed her.


"Nobody messes with demons!" Romy said hopefully, but fled when Neev glared and pointed at her.


Cobweb sniffed, hugged Scruff tight, and nodded. "Okay, Scwuff. We'ww go der togetew. We'ww sneak in, witout da ewdews seeing, and see if m-m-my fwiends can hewp." She blew out her breath and wiped her brow, struggling with the words. "Even if onwy t-t-two or twee spidewwings hewp, it's b-b-bettew den nuting, wight?"


For the first time, one of the elflings spoke. The wizard Rowyn stood up. He brushed his woodland clothes, cleared his throat, and said in a soft and clear voice: "And we can summon Grumbledook the dragon."


Jamie's eyes widened. "You have a dragon?"


Rowyn sighed. "He's not an impressive dragon—at least not as far as dragons go. Don't tell him I said that. He's very old and very cranky. His wings have a few holes in them, and his teeth aren't as sharp as they used to be. Ask him to blow fire, and he's like to cough up some smoke. But a dragon is still a dragon, and even Grumbledook still has some fight in him."


Ellywyn raised her dagger and spoke too. "And he doesn't always help when we ask him. Most often, he'll grumble and sometimes try to roast you. We haven't spoken to him in years; they say that the last elflings to visit him now lie as charred bones in his lair."


Noelyn, the elfling archer, added, "But if you feed him treats, he will sometimes serve you. Sometimes. That's what my dear old Uncle Loryn used to say, may he rest in peace."


"One of those elflings who lies as charred bones," Rowyn whispered. The Bullies nodded sympathetically.


Neev considered. Flying a dragon to war sounded impressive indeed. Even Madrila would not expect that. A dragon could bear them to the top of Fort Rosethorn and blow fire—or at least smoke—upon their enemies. Yet did he dare send these elflings to summon the beast? 


"I'll go with you," Jamie said. She nodded, eyes determined, and held her sword high. "A dragon! A real dragon to ride. We'll tame him, dear elflings. And if he tries to burn us, he'll meet my blade."


Neev approached his little sister. Jamie, only fifteen years old and so small, looked up at him with blazing eyes. Her lips were scrunched and freckles covered her nose. Sometimes Neev forgot how young she was. He held her shoulders.


"Are you sure, sister? Dragons are nothing to trifle with."


She nodded. "I'm sure. I'm a warrior, Neev. A warrior like Father. I faced Dry Bones. I can face a dragon. Imagine us riding Grumbledook to battle!" Her eyes shone.


"Demons can fly too," Romy said. "Demons are tougher than spiderlings, tougher than dragons, tougher than witches." As if to demonstrate, she roared and stabbed the air with her pitchfork.


Neev sighed. "Romy, what are you on about?"


She approached him, grabbed him, and stared into his eyes. "Neev, my dear, you and I are going to Hell."


"No thank you."


She snorted. "Oh, don't be a scaredy cat, Neev. You're a warlock! Warlocks love demons, and fire, and Hell, and all those things."


Neev glared at her. "Romy, because I am a warlock, I know how dangerous Hell is. Demons are not to be trifled with either."


"Oh, but I am?" she said. "You trifle with me all the time. At least, I think you do. I'm not sure what trifle means, but I think it has something to do with socks. In any case, you're coming with me. I want you to see my home! Oh, we'll have so much fun there, with the lava, and the fire, and the—"


"Romy, this is no time for a vacation!" Neev said.


"But I want to go on vacation." She pouted.


Cobweb approached them. Gently, she touched Neev's arm and said, "Neev, I... I tink Womy wants to b-b-bwing some demon fwiends to fight wit us."


Romy's eyes widened. She gasped. "That's a perfect idea, Cobweb! I mean...." She cleared her throat. "I mean, that's exactly where I was going. Yes. Summon demon friends to help. Of course—that's what I mean. What do you think, Neev?"


He scrunched his lips. In truth, he was curious. As a warlock, a wielder of dark magic, he had spent countless hours studying Hell, gazing into its pits, even summoning Romy from its depths. But to actually visit Hell.... Only the greatest warlocks did that. It was a feat of legend. He was a little afraid, but if he wanted to become a great warlock, how could he turn this down? He imagined leading a host of fiery demons to war; he could almost feel their heat.


"Very well," he said. He clutched his hands behind his back to hide their tremble. "We'll go to Hell, Romy. You and me. We'll bring your friends here to fight with us."


"And play marbles with us," she added. She opened a pouch and showed him marbles the elflings had given her.


"So it's decided," Neev said. "Scruff and Cobweb will visit Spidersilk Forest and ask Cobweb's friends for help. Jamie and the elflings will find Grumbledook the dragon. And Romy and I will go to Hell."


Scruff's stomach grumbled. "And my belly is going to disappear," he said. "Cobweb, on the way to Spidersilk Forest, we're stopping at an inn and eating an entire roast boar."


The Bullies shared hugs, and Neev found sadness inside him. It seemed that whenever he reunited with his siblings, something drove them apart. Though he'd never admit it aloud, he'd miss them.


"Take care, little brother," Scruff said, squeezing him in a crushing embrace.


"Enjoy the heat," Jamie said and hugged him too.


Cobweb gave him a warm, gentle embrace, and her hair filled his nostrils with the scent of flowers. "We'ww m-m-meet again soon."


Neev nodded. "We'll meet in this forest clearing in one month. That should give us all enough time."


And they were gone. Jamie and the elflings walked north, disappearing among the trees. Scruff and Cobweb headed east, talking about roasted boars. Neev stayed for a moment in the clearing, Romy by his side. The demon girl placed an arm around him and kissed his cheek.


"Just you and me, monkey boy." She gave his tail a tug.


He sighed and held her hand. "Well, Romy, how do we get to Hell other than us killing each other?"


She snorted. "Pfft. Neev, if I killed you, you'd go straight to Heaven. You're a sweetheart and you know it." She mussed his hair. "No killing. We simply find a volcano and jump in. All volcanoes lead to Hell, you know."


"There is the problem of searing lava."


"I didn't say it has to be an active volcano, monkey. There's a perfectly dry one a week's walk from here. My friends and I used to sometimes sneak out that way, when we wanted to scare priests on Earth. This one time, we showed up at church, and streaked right down the nave! Good times. The choir lady fainted, but I think the alter boys enjoyed the show." She winked and tugged his arm. "Come on, lazy! I'll show you the way."


They walked south among the trees, hand in hand.
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Chapter Sixteen


Grumbledook












Snow flurried around her. Icy wind blew. Jamie cursed, shivered, and clung to the mountainside. She climbed inch by inch, desperately grasping bumps and crannies.


"Romy should have gone to get the dragon," she muttered through shivering lips. "She could have flown up."


Climbing around her, the elflings shivered. Their lips were blue, and frost coated their hair. Wind gusted, and they clung to the stone, their cloaks fluttering.


"We're almost there," Rowyn said. "I can see the mountaintop."


Jamie swallowed. A dragon waited there. The wind gusted again, slamming snow against her face. But at least dragonfire is warm. She climbed over a snowy boulder, reached for purchase, and grabbed something long and smooth. She found herself holding a human femur.


"Oh, gross!" she said and tossed it aside. After fighting Dry Bones, she had hoped to never see bones again.


Ellywyn ducked. The bone flew over her head, and she glared.


"Jamie, show some respect to those who died here!" the elfling warrior said.


When Jamie climbed another few feet, she found more bones, and even a few skulls still wearing helmets. A skeleton's hand was clutching a rusty sword. The bones were charred.


"They came here to fight Grumbledook," she said and gulped. If they had died, why should she survive?


A growl rose from the mountaintop. Snow cascaded. Jamie clung to the trembling mountain.


"Grumbledook!" whispered Noelyn, white with snow. She reached into her quiver and drew an arrow.


Puffs of smoke rose from the mountain. It felt like climbing a volcano. Roars shook the mountain—horrible, deafening roars of fury... that soon turned into coughs. The dragon above hacked and cursed.


"Beware!" came a voice from above. "Beware the mighty Grumbl—cough cough—the mighty dragon of the—cough—" The coughing continued for a moment and ended with a whimper. "Oh bloody hell. Just go away, will you?"


Jamie drew her sword, climbed a few more feet, and saw a nest upon the mountaintop. Fifty feet wide, it was built of dented armor, bones, shields, and even a few maces. Grumbles and puffs of smoke rose from the nest. From her position, Jamie couldn't see the creature inside.


"We're not here to hurt you!" she called. She climbed an extra few feet. The smoke unfurled before her. A smell of oil, ash, and old blood filled her nostrils. "We're just here to talk."


The voice rose from the nest. "Bah! You elves—cough cough—always say that. And then it's arrows, and daggers, and spells, and finally nice elf bones to eat. Not much meat on you little buggers, but—cough cough—it beats eating mountain goats. Come here, little elves! Come here to my mighty jaws. I've still got a few teeth left."


Jamie climbed a few more feet and reached the edge of the nest. Bones lay strewn about it, some still clad in rusty armor. She peeked above the nest's edge... and beheld Grumbledook the dragon.


"Wow, you're... small," she said.


He wasn't much larger than her, a mere five feet long from head to tail. Only three teeth remained in his maw. His scales were white, and he sported a long white beard and moustache. Holes filled his creaky wings.


"I used to be larger," he said and coughed. "Once I filled this entire nest! But dragons shrink as they age, and...." He growled. "But what business is it of yours? Be gone, elf."


He thinks I'm an elf! Jamie thought, warmth filling her for the first time today. She beamed with pride. I'd love to be an elf. And yet she felt it unfair to deceive the dragon, especially if she wanted his help.


"I'm not an elf," she said. "I'm a human. But I'm also smaller than usual. I guess you could say we have that in common."


Grumbledook flapped his wings, rose three feet in the air, and blew a puff of smoke.


"We have nothing in common! I am a fierce dragon! I am a terror of—cough cough—" He collapsed back into the nest. He looked up at her miserably. "Do you also cough when you get mad?"


Jamie climbed over a shield and breastplate and entered the nest. She walked over armor, bones, and sword hilts. When she reached Grumbledook, she placed her hand on his head. His scales were cold and smooth.


"No, but when I was little, I once caught a bad cold. My brother Scruff made me tea with milk, honey, and ginger. That seemed to help."


She sighed inwardly. Behold the mighty warrior Jamie! she thought. I should be a dragon slayer, or at least a dragon tamer. Instead, I meet a dragon and start swapping recipes.


The elflings climbed into the nest too. Grumbledook frowned and coughed smoke rings at them. The elflings waved them aside and stared, wincing. Grumbledook seemed ready to rant and shout some more, but Jamie patted his head, which seemed to soothe him.


"So this is your great Grumbledook?" she asked the elflings. "I've seen larger ponies. How the hell is this tiny old thing going to help us fight Madrila?"


Rowyn sighed. "Oh dear, he's shrunk some more."


"A lot more," said Ellywyn.


Noelyn approached and patted the dragon. "Oh, Grumbledook."


The dragon puffed out his chest and flapped his wings. "Nonsense! Nonsense, I say. I might have shrunk a little bit. The nest does seem a bit roomier than usual. But mostly you have grown, elflings. Grown to ten times the size! Behold the mighty Grumble—"


This time, it was not a cough that interrupted the dragon's words. It was a snore. Grumbledook's eyes closed and he slept.


Jamie shook her fists to the sky. "Great! Just great, elflings. This is your champion! This is what we fought devil dogs for and climbed a mountain for! Oh, I know. Forget dragons. Let's find an elderly turtle with one eye and a gammy leg. I'm sure it could fight Madrila." She swung her sword around. "Or why stop there? Forget turtles. Maybe we can find a drowned mouse in a coma with ingrown toenails and consumption; surely no witch could face that sort of fierce creature." She clutched her head. "Oh bloody hell, I don't know why I bother."


The elflings stared silently. Grumbledook snored.


With a sigh, Jamie sat down on an old shield. Suddenly her quest seemed hopeless. Madrila had armies of monsters—real armies, enough to conquer a town and fortress. She had defeated hundreds of soldiers at Fort Rosethorn. How could they hope to face her like this? Only three little elflings—beings as small as she—and a shrivelled up, narcoleptic dragon?


"The other Bullies better have more luck finding help," she muttered. But she was not hopeful. The spiderlings had banished Cobweb; would she truly find help among them? And as for Neev and Romy... Jamie groaned to remember all the times Romy had made a mess of things: Getting drunk at Queenpool, blabbering out loud while sneaking up on Vanderbeak, drinking one of Dry Bones's growth potions and growing a hundred feet tall....


Jamie froze.


She leaped to her feet.


"That's it!" she said. She jumped up and down, rattling the nest. "Growth potion!"


Grumbledook woke up and glared. "Aha! I knew you elves were getting bigger. You've been drinking growth potion! I am large and fierce as ever, I—"


"Not for us!" Jamie said. "For you, Grumbledook. We're going to get some growth potion in you, and you'll be as big as ever."


The old little dragon raised an eyebrow. "Is that anything like tea with honey and milk?"


"Something like that. Now come on! Dry Bones's old tower lies miles away from here. We'll have to move fast."


Grumbledook rose to his feet and nodded. Smoke unfurled from his nostrils, and he tossed his head back. "Come, onto my back, little ones! We will fly."


Jamie scrunched her lips. She doubted Grumbledook could carry one of them, let alone all four. She patted his head.


"Save your strength. We walk this time. But once we find that potion, you must help us, Grumbledook. We will return to you your size and strength. In return, you must help us fight a witch."


Grumbledook blew sparks of fire at the sky. "I'll burn her to a crisp! I'll tear her limb from limb! I'll—"


His eyes closed and he snored. Jamie sighed.


"Guys," she said to the elflings, "help me lift him. He's going to need some help getting down the mountain."


Jamie had imagined leaving the mountain riding a dragon. As the snow flurried, a dragon descended the mountain, riding Jamie and the elflings.


 


* * * * *


 


Scruff moaned. His eyes fluttered open, then closed. Light fell on his eyelids.


"Mmgghfff," he said and tossed an arm over his eyes. "I don't want to wake up."


A voice, impossibly distant and muffled, called to him. "Scwuff! Scwuff!"


He moaned. "Mmmfmfffph!" he said emphatically. "I want to stay in bed all day. The other kids all say I'm an ogre."


The voice insisted. "Scwuff, awe you okay? Wake up!"


His brow furrowed. Blinking weakly, he opened his eyes and saw blue skies.


That's strange, he thought. He wasn't sure why, but it seemed like ages since he'd seen the sky. His neck hurt, his throat burned, and his eyes were crusty.


"Whaa happened?"


"Good, he's awake," somebody said; a different voice from the first. "To take three sleeping arrows... most would die. But he's a big boy, this one."


He was lying on smooth wood. It was a tree stump, Scruff realized, but a huge one—six feet across and full of rings. Muttering and twisting his aching neck, he pushed himself onto his elbows.


He gasped.


"Oh mama."


He lay on a tree stump, all right, but it rose a hundred feet tall. A forest spread below him, the treetops distant. The trunk towered above everything else, perfectly straight and smooth like a cathedral's column.


"Scwuff, you'we awive!"


Scruff turned his head and gasped. Three more towering tree trunks rose behind him, ten feet apart from one another. They also ended with wide, smooth stumps. Two spiderlings he did not recognize sat upon two stumps. Cobweb—his wife, the love of his life—sat upon the third.


"Cobweb!" he said. He leaped to his feet, then wobbled. The distant forest rustled and swayed below him. His head spun, his knees shook, and he sat down. "Ohh.... I'm woozy."


Cobweb reached out to him. She stood up and looked ready to jump. "Scwuff!"


One of the spiderlings, who sat on a trunk beside Cobweb, clucked her tongue. "Don't try to jump, Cobweb. The last spiderling imprisoned on your trunk tried it. She almost made it to the trunk Scruff is on. Almost."


Cobweb too sat down and sighed.


"Cobweb, are you all right?" Scruff asked. "Where are we? What happened?"


"D-d-dis is da fowest's pwison," she said. "D-d-da spidewings caught us, and shot us wit sweeping dawts." She gestured to the two other spiderlings. "But g-g-good news! We found my fwiends! Dis is Gossamew." She gestured at a spiderling with light purple skin and feathers strewn through her silver hair. "And dis is Webdew!" She gestured at the second spiderling, whose skin was a deeper purple, and whose eyes were like glittering sapphires.


Scruff gave them a tired wave. "Hi, Gossamer and Webdew."


He felt like a deflated bellows. We came all the way here just to fall captive. He wondered if he'd ever see his siblings again. He wondered if he'd ever leave this towering tree stump. We have to escape, he thought. But how? The log was too smooth and wide; climbing down was impossible.


"How long have you two been here?" he asked Cobweb's friends. "And why were you also imprisoned?"


Gossamer heaved a sigh. "It was a tough night when Cobweb was banished. We lost our friend. We had to watch the entire clan mock her. And we missed her... we missed her dearly."


Webdew nodded. "I cried! A lot." She sniffed and tears filled her eyes. She wiped them away with her fists.


"So we began a campaign," Gossamer said. "Bring Back Cobweb! Bring Back Cobweb! We shouted it from the treetops. We wrote it in glowing runes upon our holy stones. We planted trees in her honor. We even arranged sticks and spiders, so that they wove spiderweb letters: Bring Back Cobweb!"


Webdew sniffed. "But the other spiderlings... they began to mock us too. They tore our spiderwebs, and one day they... they...." She sobbed for a moment before she could continue. "Oh, it's horrible, but they took skunks, and filled our home with them. The place stank so badly, and we did too. They called us stinky since then."


"Well, they called you Stinky," Gossamer said. "I believe my nickname was Smelly."


"Smelly is better," said Webdew. "Smelly can be a good thing, if you smell like flowers. Which you do. When you're not smelling like skunk, that is."


Gossamer returned her eyes to Scruff. "We did not give up, even after that. We decided that we'd start our own clan. We'd find Cobweb and invite her to join. We'd be only three, but every clan has to start somewhere, right?"


Webdew blew her nose loudly into a leaf. "Oh, but the elders heard our plan. They had spies in the bushes, I think. And they arrested us. They said we were traitors, could you believe it? Gossamer and me! And the next thing you know, we ended up here on these tree stumps." She ended her story with a whimper.


Scruff too felt like whimpering. Would he end up spending his life here on these stumps? He wanted to leap down and kill every spiderling below.


He was going to speak comforting words to Cobweb when a buzzing sounded behind him. He turned to see ten overgrown dragonflies—each one the size of a horse—flying toward him. Spiderlings rode them, carrying spears and bows. Their long silver hair fluttered in the wind, and spiderweb tattoos glowed on their purple skin. Scruff recognized two of the riders: The spiderlings who had shot him. He growled and clenched his fists.


"Fly a little closer," he muttered. 


But they would not. The dragonflies flew to hover ten feet away. Their wings buzzed deafeningly loud, and their eyes glared at Scruff, orbs of green and purple. Their spiderling riders glared too.


"Hello, prisoners," one said, a beautiful young spiderling with silvery braids.


Scruff swung his fists at her. He had long arms, but not that long. He missed her and wobbled on the tree trunk, nearly falling off. His head spun, and the spiderlings laughed.


"How dare you imprison us here?" he demanded. "I am Sam Thistle III, son of a knight, a warrior of Burrfield. If you don't release me, the might of human armies will descend upon Spidersilk Forest."


The dragonfly riders laughed mockingly.


"We know you, Scruff," said the spiderling with the braids, spitting out his name as an insult. "You are an outcast like Cobweb. A freak. Yes, we've heard about you Bullies." She said that word as an insult too. "A band of misfits and losers, banished from your homes, roaming the world and bullying decent folk. But now you've roamed into the wrong land." She gestured toward the northern horizon. "Look there, Scruff. What do you see?"


"NO!" Cobweb shouted. "No, pwease! You... you c-c-can't do dat to us!"


The spiderlings only laughed.


"Behold!" one said. "The Stairway to Heaven."


Scruff stared north and gasped. He saw a great stone stairway rising from the forest like a cliff. It was built of craggy stone, hundreds of feet tall. The stairway led into the sky and ended with a smooth cliff. Boulders crowned the top steps, glinting in the sun. It was the largest, most terrifying monolith he'd seen, larger than ten Fort Rosethorns.


"Hmm, I wonder how I hadn't noticed that huge, towering staircase right in front of me until now," he mumbled. He shook his head wildly. "What is it?" 


Webdew whimpered. "Death," she whispered.


Cobweb nodded and trembled. "D-d-dey t-t-take you up da staiws, all da way to da top, and...." She shuddered. "Dey tuwn you to stone."


The dragonfly riders laughed again. Their leader flew around the stumps, tossing the prisoners rotten fruit.


"Enjoy your dinners," she said. "It may be your last. You will climb the Stairway to Heaven tomorrow, and you will stand trial upon it. If you are found guilty of threatening Spidersilk Forest, you will spend eternity as mindless boulders." She looked at Scruff and smirked. "Not that it would be a drastic change in your case."


With that, the dragonflies and their riders flew off.


Scruff looked at Cobweb, wanting nothing more than to hold her. She looked back, eyes watery. Gossamer sighed and Webdew whimpered.


"Nothing's ever easy," Scruff said. He looked toward the distant stairway and shuddered.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Monkeying Around












Neev ran through the streets, monsters howling around him. Bats and winged monkeys shrieked above, flying against the spiderlings. Monsters swung blades and hellhogs raced around his legs. Grumbledook was blowing fire somewhere to his right. Everywhere he looked, Neev saw blood, smoke, and red eyes.


His knees shook, and he wanted to run back, to flee Burrfield into the forest. Too many memories stirred among the screams and blood and fire. Through the smoke, he saw his mother's face again.


"Neev!" she cried. "Run, Neev! Run!"


Dry Bones's grobblers clawed her. Their fangs bit. Mother fell, and young Neev—only twelve years old—stared in terror.


He ran that day. He fled the burning house, fled his mother's body and dead, staring eyes. He fled Burrfield itself to delve into the Coven.


For so long I ran, he thought. I've been running since that day.


A monster raced toward him, a furry red creature with eight tentacles. Neev shouted a spell, shot a blast of energy, and knocked the monster down.


"Good job, Neev!" Romy shouted beside him. She was busy stabbing her pitchfork at swooping monkeys.


Neev shot lightning, knocking down one of the monkeys. Romy flashed him a grin, and despite himself, Neev smiled back. This is why I keep fighting, he realized. Romy is the fire of my life. I won't run from battle, not when she needs me.



"C-c-come on, Neev!" Cobweb shouted above, diving forward on her dragonfly. "Huwwy up! To da f-f-fowtwess!"


He ran, Romy at his side. He shot spells in every direction, clearing a path. Romy's pitchfork lashed. The hellhogs raced around them, snorting and streaming through the streets in a river of red fur.


Soon Neev saw Fort Rosethorn rising ahead upon a hill. Madrila had burned the roses off the walls. Neev growled; those roses had grown there for centuries. He ran uphill, fists clenched. Ice filled his belly. Arrows whistled above and howls filled the air.


Panting, he reached the hilltop. He stopped outside Fort Rosethorn. Its crumbly walls loomed above him. The fort's doors towered, carved of thick wood banded with iron. Romy ran up beside him, panting. The battle raged below across the town.


Madrila waits behind these doors, he told himself. She is a great magic wielder, greater even than Dry Bones.
And I will face her again. He squared his jaw, fear pounding through him.


"Romy, I...." He gulped, not sure how to proceed.


She looked at him eagerly, waiting. Her lips parted and her eyes shone. What did he want to say? I love you, Romy? I might die today, Romy? I'm going to kill a witch for you, Romy? He did not know. Instead he just looked into her eyes and said, "You have monkey fur in your hair."


Disappointment filled her eyes. She looked deflated. As the battle raged below, Romy placed her hands on her hips.


"Is that all, Neev?" she demanded. "We're about to fight the battle of our lives, and that's all you can tell me? 'You have monkey fur in your hair?'" She sniffed and tears filled her eyes.


"Well, I mean...." His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. "I normally like your hair, and... well, I don't want there to be monkey fur in it."


She looked away, sobbing quietly. "Okay, Neev. Okay. I get it." She looked back at him, eyes huge and quivering. "I know how I feel about you, Neev. I tell you all the time. You know how much I love you. How much I worry for you. How much it means to me to fight by your side." She noisily blew her nose into a handkerchief. "We might die today, Neev. We might die defending our home. But I guess all you care about is that I have some fur in my hair."


From the corner of his eye, Neev saw the other Bullies approach. Scruff clubbed three grunters and walked up, hesitant. Cobweb landed her dragonfly and busied herself with her bow and arrows, pretending not to see the argument. Jamie slew a roaming grunter and joined the group, sword bloody.


Neev looked at them, then back at the trembling Romy. She can't do this to me! he thought. I'm a great warlock, or trying to be one. I'm a sorcerer of black magic. I'm powerful, and feared, and strong... always strong. Warlocks don't cry and speak of love and romance.


He sighed. "Romy, I.... Please."


He tried to touch her cheek, but she slapped his hand away. "No, Neev. You're not who I thought you were. When you summoned me from Hell, I knew at once that I loved you. I knew at once that you'd protect me on Earth, be my guide, my defender, my boyfriend. I love you, Neev. Don't you love me too?"


He looked at her mop of flaming hair, her trembling lips, her teary eyes. He did love her, but... how could he say so, like this, in front of everybody? Why did she always put him on the spot? He reached into her hair, plucked out a clump of monkey fur, and showed it to her.


"See?" he said. "Monkey."


She snorted through her tears. "Look who's talking." She pointed at his tail, a byproduct of his last spell. "Baboon."


"Me? You're the one with the big red butt."


She gasped. "You hairy ape!"


"Climb any trees lately?" he asked.


She roared so loudly, the hill shook. "You stinky, poop-slinging, tree-swinging, banana-gorging orangutan!" She hopped with rage. "You hairy, peanut-brained, flea-eating gorilla! Go drag your knuckles toward the nearest tree, find a smelly chimp girl to groom, and she can be your girlfriend. You are living proof man evolved from apes! In a thousand years, I bet they'll send you to space on a rocket. You can't speak, hear, or see evil! Do you understand me, or do I need to say ooh-ooh-ah-ah? You, sir, are a simian, red-butt-scratching, seeing-and-doing, stinkbag monkey boy!"


She panted, chest rising and falling. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, and her cheeks flushed. Neev looked at her, and his chest ached; she was so beautiful. He remembered those nights when they'd cuddle in his sleeping bag, whispering and laughing and kissing. He remembered how happy he was when they'd built their house, with a room just for them, and how he never wanted anything else.


"Oh yeah?" he said.


"Yeah!"


"Are you finished?"


She panted. "Yeah!"


"Good," he said and grabbed her shoulders. "Because you, Romy... you are the most beautiful, funny, and best monkey in the world. I love you, Romy. Now and always. More than anything. And I don't care if anyone hears it. Because you are my stinky monkey girl."


She gasped and growled. "How dare you, you— I mean...." She blinked. "Oh. Thank you... I think."


She scrunched her lips, considered his words a moment longer, then grinned. She leaped onto him, wrapped him in a bear hug, and knocked him down. She began kissing him all over his face, countless little pecks.


"Mwa mwa! I love you too, Neev. I love you I love you I love you. Mwa mwa mwa, monkey!"


He struggled beneath her. "Okay, Romy. I get it. We'll have time for this later. For now, let's go kill Madrila. Okay?"


She leaped up, beaming, and wagged her tail. "Okay, monkey Neev!"


Scruff, Jamie, and Cobweb approached them, weapons in hand. The rest of their forces still fought across the hill and in the streets below.


"We enter the fort," Neev said to his fellow Bullies. "The five of us. We'll kill the witch like we killed her father."


They all nodded. Neev faced the fort's gates and cast a lightning bolt, snapping their locks. He pushed the doors open... and the Bullies stepped into shadows.


 


* * * * *


 


At first Neev saw nothing. Darkness filled Fort Rosethorn's main hall. He heard nothing but Scruff grunting and Romy mumbling something about buying bananas. He took step by careful step and whispered a spell. A fireball crackled to life in his hands, casting flickering light across the hall.


He gasped. Around him, he heard the other Bullies gasp too.


Fort Rosethorn had been transformed into a nightmare. The tapestries, suits of armor, and candlesticks were gone. Instead, cages hung from the ceilings, and strange monsters filled them—some hairy, some slimy, some round like toads, and others gangly like stick insects. The creatures hissed and snorted in the light.


"Do you like my creations?" came a voice from deep in the shadows, where Neev's light did not reach. "I made them myself from my enemies."


Neev growled and lobbed his fireball.


The flames spun and hurled across the hall, casting light upon dozens of more cages. Soon the fireball reached the end of the hall, and its light fell upon Madrila.


The witch caught the fireball and held it. She gazed at it curiously, an amused look in her eyes. She sat upon a throne of bones, clad in black robes.


"Not bad, not bad," she said. "The flames are hot... but not enough to burn me."


Snarling, she tossed the fireball back at the Bullies.


Neev began uttering the words of a force field. Before he could complete the spell, Jamie whipped around him and held up her shield. The fireball crashed into it, breaking into a million sparks.


"That does it!" Jamie shouted and ran across the hall, boots echoing. "You die now, witch."


Madrila cast a lightning bolt. Jamie ducked, slid under it, and kept running. She parried a second lightning bolt, leaped, and swung her sword down toward Madrila.


The witch cast a beam of blue light. The blast tossed Jamie back, caught her, and lifted her. The girl struggled in midair, kicking and screaming. The magic held her like a giant blue fist.


"You little runt," Madrila said, snarling. She gestured at an empty cage of chicken wire. "You will join my creations."


Before the other Bullies could react, Madrila shot a blast of green magic at Jamie.


Jamie screamed. Her back arched. She fell to the floor, squirming and squeaking.


"Jamie!" Neev shouted. He cast lightning at Madrila, but she only laughed and deflected it with a lazy wand swipe. Scruff, Cobweb, and Romy screamed and charged forward, but Madrila lashed her wand again, and blasts of wind blew them back. They slammed into a wall and grunted.


"Neeeev!" Jamie cried from the floor. Smoke rose from her and her hair billowed. "Neev, squeak! Squeak!"


Black fur covered her body. Claws grew from her fingers. She shrank, and her voice rose to a high pitch. Sparks of light showered. Jamie's armor clanked against a pile of empty clothes. 


"She's gone!" Scruff said, leaping to his feet.


Neev sighed. "No. She's still here."


A black mouse crawled out of Jamie's breastplate, squeaking. Madrila laughed, picked up the mouse, and tossed it into the chicken wire cage.


"Anyone else want to taste my wand?" the witch asked, smiling crookedly.


"Me, me!" Romy cried. She jumped up and down. "Can you turn me into a fluff ball again?"


The demon girl ran forward, tail wagging.


Madrila shot her wand.


Blue sparks flowed over Romy. The demon squealed in delight. She spun as in a typhoon, showering sparks.


"Romy, you idiot!" Neev shouted. Horror gripped him. What was Madrila doing to her?


A puff of purple smoke rose. A teddy bear fell to the floor. The tiny, stuffed animal rose to its feet and looked around with button eyes.


"Hey, you turned me into a teddy!" the little bear said, speaking with Romy's voice. "Anyone want to play with me?"


Madrila lifted Romy and tossed her into the cage with the mouse. The cage door slammed shut. The teddy Romy stared through the chicken wire with button eyes.


Neev growled and tossed an arrow of green magic. Cobweb shot an arrow of wood and flint. Madrila only laughed, lashed her wand, and both missiles turned to dust.


"Neev!" Romy cried from her cage. "Neev, I'm a teddy bear! Do you want to play with me?"


"Not now, Romy!" Neev shouted.


Scruff shouted too—a hoarse, wordless cry. He charged down the hall, mace swinging.


"Damn you, witch!" the huge warrior shouted. "Let's see you face a real warrior."


Madrila stared at him, snarling. She raised her wand. Scruff ran toward her. He almost reached her. Neev dared to hope....


But Madrila cast her spell too quickly. Green confetti shot from her wand and covered Scruff.


Scruff howled. His mace hit the floor and clanked. His body bulged, twisted, and spun. Soon he fell to the floor, transformed into a sack of turnips.


"Mmm mmm, turnips," Romy said from her cage. "I know what I'm eating for dinner tonight."


"Nooo!" Cobweb cried, tears in her eyes. "Oh, Scwuff! My Swcuff!"


She shot another arrow at Madrila, but the witch turned it to ash. Neev tossed a fireball, but Madrila knocked it aside with a blast of magic.


Cobweb ran and knelt by the sack of turnips. She hugged it and kissed it.


"Oh, Scwuff," she said. A turnip fell from the sack and rolled. Cobweb stared at it with horror.


Madrila laughed, lifted the turnip, and tossed it into the air. She roasted it with a blast of fire from her wand, caught it, and bit into it.


"Mmm, dee-licious," she said.


Cobweb screamed, drew her dagger, and leaped at Madrila.


Laughing, the witch pointed her wand. Magic flowed over Cobweb, sparkling and humming. With a puff of smoke, Cobweb turned into a small, purple, fuzzy spider. The spider fell to the ground. Madrila lifted it and tossed it into the cage with the mouse and teddy bear.


"Oh hai, Cobweb," the teddy Romy said. "You didn't change too much."


"Squeak!" said Jamie the mouse.


The sack of turnips on the floor said nothing.


Neev stared at Madrila from between strands of sweaty hair. The witch stared back, smiling crookedly. Neev's insides trembled, but he forced himself to stay still, to stare steadily at Madrila.


"Well well, little wizard," she said. "It's just you and me now, isn't it?" She raised her wand slowly and pointed it at him.


"So it'll be a good, old fashioned wizards' duel," he said. He raised his hands. "Just how I like it."


She snarled and cast a blast of lightning.


Neev shot his own lightning. The magics clashed and raised sparks like fireworks.


"Ooh, pretty!" the teddy bear said and clapped.


Growling, Neev cast a magical green fist. It drove toward Madrila and punched her. The witch flew and hit the wall behind her. The bricks cracked. Neev grinned savagely and Madrila screamed.


Neev cast a fireball. Madrila pushed herself off the wall, spun, and shot her own fireball. The comets clashed and blazed, showering sparks. The monsters in the cages howled and slammed against the bars.


Lightning flew.


Magical arrows blazed.


Fireballs clashed.


Smoke, sparks, flames, and comets filled the hall. Stars blazed. Purple, green, and red lights flashed.


Neev had never cast so much magic. He growled, eyes narrowed. He was tired, so tired. Every spell cost more of his strength. But he had never felt so powerful, so in control. He was magic.


I can do this, he thought. I can beat her.


He shot a stream of light. The blast knocked Madrila onto her throne. She sat there, dazed and growling, twitching with magic.


"It's over, Madrila," Neev said. He stepped toward her slowly, fingers lit with magic. "You've lost."


He began uttering a lightning spell.


Madrila screamed and pointed her wand at him.


Magic crackled. Lighting flew, crashed, and blazed. Neev grunted. Magic slammed into him. He could see nothing but light. Had he hit Madrila?


"You cannot beat me, boy!" Her voice rose from the inferno. "Taste my magic."


Light flared. Purple bolts flew from the nebula. Neev tried to cast a counter spell, but could not; too much pain filled him. The bolts slammed into his chest. He flew through the air, hit a wall, and fell.


He tried to rise, to utter more magic, but another bolt hit him. He screamed. His body convulsed, and he tasted blood.


Romy's voice rose somewhere in the distance, muffled, miles away. "Neev! Neev! Stand up, monkey boy!"


He could barely hear her, could see nothing but light and sparks and fire. From the lightning, the silhouette of a woman walked toward him. Her hair flowed as if underwater. Soon Madrila stood above him, smiling, staring down upon him. Her cheek was bruised, her nose bled, but she still laughed. She pointed her wand toward him, and all he could do was stare up at her, trembling with lightning.


"And you, Neev," she said. "You I will turn into a doormat. I will leave you here by the gates, so that every day, my grunters and I can wipe our feet on you."


She began uttering a spell.


The doors slammed open behind them.


"Madrila, Madrila!" rose a voice, high pitched. "Look what I brought!"


Neev turned his head weakly, blinking. Just barely, he made out the figure of Willow. Surely he was dreaming; the apprentice seemed to stand before a horde of giant spiders. Then Neev's eyes rolled back, and he saw nothing more.


 


* * * * *


 


Cobweb stood in her cage, a small fuzzy spider. She stared through the chicken wire with wide eyes.


"Look, Madrila!" Willow cried, storming into the hall ahead of a diddlywiggle army. "I brought you spiders. Big ones!"


Beside her in the cage, the teddy bear Romy whimpered, and the mouse Jamie squeaked.


"Hey, d-d-diddwywiggwes!" Cobweb shouted. She sighed. Damn it. Even as a fluffy purple spider, I have the same stuttering voice.


The huge spiders, each the size of a pig, looked up at her. Their many eyes blinked and burned with rage. They opened their mouths, hissing and clicking. Humans ears would not understand them, but Cobweb could.


"They have caged you, fellow spider!" they said. "How dare the humans do this?"


Madrila stood over a groaning, smoking Neev. The young wizard shifted and moaned, hurt but alive. The witch stared up from him and met Willow's gaze.


"You!" she said. "I told you to stay out of this town, girl."


Madrila pointed her wand at the apprentice.


"Wait!" Willow said. "I tamed these spiders. I tamed them all by myself. They will help you fight the Bullies. They...."


The spiders were hopping and screeching. Drool dripped from their teeth and their eyes blazed. Their fur stood on end.


"The witch caged a fellow spider!" They trembled with rage.


Cobweb nodded. She opened her mouth to speak, and realized that in addition to English, she suddenly also knew Spidertongue, the language of spiders. She cried out in that ancient tongue of clicks, hisses, and grunts.


"The blond witch did it!" she said. "She caged me. She hurt me and my friends."


Cobweb gasped. Hey! I can talk all right in Spidertongue! This is great!


"Peter piper picked a pepper!" she said, grinning. "She sells sea shells on the sea shore! Do you hear me? How much wood could a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?" She hopped with joy.


Eyes narrowed, Madrila examined the army of hissing, clicking spiders.


"Not too bad, Willow," the witch said. "Not bad at all. Maybe I taught you something after all."


Willow nodded, chin raised proudly. "I'm evil now!"


The spiders growled. "The witch caged the little one! We must save our tongue twisting friend!"


Cobweb nodded and shouted. "Get the witch! Get her!"


The spiders bounded forward, fangs glistening. They howled and leaped in a wave of fur, claws, and teeth. Madrila looked up and gaped. She raised her wand and shot one spider down. The others crashed upon her.


"Yeah, get her!" Cobweb shouted, jumping about. "Fuzzy wuzzy was a bear, fuzzy wuzzy had no hair, fuzzy wuzzy wasn't very fuzzy, was he!" She began to sing and dance around. "I am the very model of a modern Major-General!"


The spiders scurried around Madrila, a typhoon of fuzz and long legs. Fur and smoke rose. Madrila screamed and the spiders screeched. Cobweb and the other Bullies watched with wide eyes. Even Scruff, the sack of turnips, seemed to watch through two rents that looked like eyes.


"No, no, stop!" Willow cried.


But the spiders kept swirling around Madrila, biting and shrieking.


"Mmm mmm, tasty witch!" they cried.


When they finally broke apart, Madrila was gone.


Cobweb rubbed her eyes and blinked. Nothing of Madrila remained. Not a shard of cloth. Not a lock of hair. Had she magically teleported away, or had the spiders truly eaten every last bite? The Bullies all stared in silence.


"Did you... eat her?" Cobweb asked.


One diddlywiggle, belly wide, coughed up a wand. It was Madrila's wand—the unicorn horn. It clattered against the floor, and the diddlywiggle belched.


"Oh dear," Cobweb whispered.


Romy rubbed her woollen belly. "I'm hungry too. Does anybody have a poodle?"
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Montage












Scruff kissed his wife's cheek.


"We will save our home," he whispered to her, stroking her hair. "I promise you."


Cobweb cuddled against him. "We wiww, Scwuff. I know."


They sat on a mossy log, trees rustling around them. Fifty spiderlings stood around them, sharpening spears and fletching arrows. The giant dragonflies stood tethered to trees, drinking nectar from piles of flowers the spiderlings had picked.


"It's only a small army," Scruff said quietly. "Fifty spiderlings against hundreds of monsters. But the other Bullies should be here soon. They'll bring more help."


Cobweb kissed his cheek and held his hand. Her hand was so small in his, not even half the size, soft purple against his rough, calloused skin. She's so pure, so perfect. She deserves better than to live like this, a hunted outcast.


He looked around the forest, waiting for the other Bullies to appear. Where were they? They had agreed to re-gather here a moon after leaving on their quests. The full moon had been two nights ago, and they still lingered. Worry coiled in Scruff's belly. What if they had died?


"Maybe I should go look for them," he said to Cobweb. "I'll climb the mountain where Jamie went. I'll find the volcano to Hell and find Neev. I—"


Voices came from between the trees, interrupting him.


"Mommy, can you carry me? Please!"


"No, Romy, I told you a million times. You can walk."


"But my feet hurt and I'm tired. Carry me please please please—"


"Get off me, Romy! Get OFF!"


Dry leaves crunched, branches snapped, and Neev and Romy stepped out from between the trees. Romy was jumping onto Neev, who kept shoving her off. When they saw Scruff and the spiderlings, they froze and their eyes widened.


"Oh hai, Scruff and Cobweb," Romy said and waved. She gasped. "Look at all those other Cobwebs! You've multiplied!"


Neev rolled his eyes. "Those aren't more Cobwebs. She brought spiderling friends. Not all spiderlings are the same. Don't be racist, Romy."


"Be what now?" She blinked, sat down, and rubbed her head. "I'm dizzy. I'm seeing Cobwebs everywhere." Her face brightened. "But at least I'm not seeing dozens of Scruffs. That would be a real eyesore."


Scruff sighed. "Welcome back, Romy." He stood up, walked forward, and hugged the demon. "Good to have you back."


He turned toward Neev. The young wizard looked like he'd been to Hell and back; which, Scruff supposed, he had. The young wizard's robes were torn and ashy. Dirt and soot smeared his face. Scruff couldn't help but grin.


"You look horrible, brother."


Neev nodded. "You yourself have looked better. What's that covering you? Spiderwebs and pollen?"


More leaves and branches crunched, and two demon girls emerged into the clearing, holding hands and skipping. They led a host of strange, furry creatures. They looked like boars, but had red horns and clawed feet, and smoke rose from their nostrils. Some had pink ribbons in their fur.


Romy gestured at them. "Meet Mandy, Annie, and the hellhogs! They're here to fight with us."


The hellhogs—there were about fifty—ran around the clearing, snorting flames. The giant dragonflies startled and spiderlings rushed about, trying to calm them. Squeals, grunts, howls, and cries rose across the camp.


"Shh!" Scruff said to everyone. "Madrila's forces still scout this forest."


Nobody seemed to hear him. Romy climbed onto a boulder and began to sing a rowdy bar song. Mandy and Annie, the little demon girls, ran in circles squealing. The animals raced around howling. Scruff stared helplessly. If there were grunters a mile around, they'd hear the racket.


"Everybody QUIET!" he shouted, so loudly that a tree broke. 


Silence fell at once.


Everybody stared at him, down to the last hellhog.


"Good," he said. "And keep it quiet."


For a few blessed moments, the forest was peaceful. Scruff heard nothing but the breeze and rustling leaves. Then Jamie emerged from between the trees, grumbling over her shoulder.


"Oh be quiet, you wrinkled old toad!" she was saying to somebody behind her. "If you complain about your sore feet one more time, I'll—"


Jamie noticed the crowd in the clearing, and her voice died. Her eyes widened. "Scruff!" she said. "Neev!"


The elflings emerged from the forest too, bruised and battered and a little haggard, but their eyes were still bright, and their goldencharms still glowed. Finally, behind the elflings, a dragon emerged into the clearing.


Scruff exhaled slowly.


"I've never seen a dragon before," he said, "but I've always imagined them a bit... bigger."


The dragon glared at him from under bushy white eyebrows. "And I've always imagined humans to be smaller, but you're about the size of a bloody walrus, you are." He coughed, spat, and grumbled. "Now get me some tea to drink, a bed to sleep on, and bones to chew."


Jamie rolled her eyes. "Ladies and gentlemen—Grumbledook the dragon."


Scruff walked toward her. He couldn't help another grin. "Nice catch, sister."


She snorted. "It's still a dragon. You and Neev only brought some bugs and pigs."


The Bullies all shared hugs, handshakes, and pats on the back, and then surveyed their forces. Fifty spiderlings and dragonflies. Two demon girls and a herd of hellhogs. Three elflings and one small, snoring dragon.


"Well," Scruff said. "Are we ready to go kick Madrila's butt?"


A hellhog snorted. Grumbledook snored. Romy was busy picking something out of her ear. Everyone else stared at him, silent.


Cobweb put a hand on his shoulder. "Not yet, Scwuff. Fiwst... we need a twaining montage."


Strangely, music began to play across the forest. Scruff looked around him. He could see no musicians, but the music still blared. Suddenly he found himself lifting a heavy log. Cobweb sat on one end of the log, and Romy on the other.


"Madrila!" he shouted as he lifted the log over his head. 
 "Madrilaaaaa!"


What was going on?


He ran up a snowy mountain, a hellhog slung across his shoulders. Wind howled around him. Dragonflies flew at his sides. Sweat soaked him, and he grimaced, but managed to keep running. He reached the mountaintop and jumped, fists in the air.


"MADRILAAAA!" he shouted, voice echoing across the mountain.


The music swelled.


Cobweb stood among the trees and pulled back her bowstring. Fifty spiderlings drew back arrows around her. The arrows flew toward grunter dummies of straw and old clothes, but all missed.


"Attack!" Romy cried and pointed at bushes. "Kill!"


The herd of hellhogs looked at her, then lay down and began licking themselves.


The music pounded.


Scruff lifted the log again, and this time the elflings sat upon it too. His face was red, and sweat soaked his hair.


"You can do it, Scruff!"


"BURRFIELD!"


Jamie tossed apples into the air. Grumbledook flew toward them, and tried to roast them with fire, but his flames were only weak spurts.


"Fire!" Cobweb shouted.


The spiderlings shot their arrows, but only hit the trees and bushes.


Scruff lifted a wagon full of hellhogs, grimacing and groaning. His muscles bulged.


"Go on, move it, move, kill!" Romy cried, kicking hellhogs. They snapped at her feet and groaned.


The drums beat.


Neev stood casting spells, shattering and burning boulders with lightning and fire.


"MADRILAAAAA!" Scruff shouted hoarsely, face red. He was doing push-ups with one hand, Cobweb and Romy standing on his back.


As the music soared to new heights, Cobweb and her fifty spiderlings drew more arrows. Fifty bowstrings twanged. Fifty arrows hit their targets, slamming into the grunter dummies.


"Yeah!" Cobweb cried.


Romy pointed toward the bushes. "KILL!" she shouted to the hellhogs. The beasts ran forward, snarling, and began tearing the bushes apart.


"You did it!" Romy cried. "You did it!"


The music pounded through the forest.


Scruff climbed a cliff, carrying the other Bullies on his back, and reached the top. The music soared, shaking the forest. Scruff dropped his friends atop the cliff, raised his fists to the heavens, and roared.


"MADRILAAAAAAAA!!! AHHHHH!!!!!"


The music exploded. The world spun around him.


Scruff found himself back in the clearing where he'd been. Once more, Cobweb stood with her hand on his shoulder. The others stood around him.


Scruff wiped his forehead. "Well, that was strange. Are we ready now?"


Cobweb nodded and stared at him solemnly. "We'we weady. Wet's go save Buwwfiewd!"


They cheered and the forest shook.


 


* * * * *


 


John Quill burst into the throne room, panting. His hair was wild and his eyes wide. 


"My lady!" he cried, voice echoing through Fort Rosethorn's hall. He stumbled toward Madrila and fell to his knees before her throne.


Madrila stared down at him in distaste. "Stand up! What do you want?"


"The Bullies!" he said, chest rising and falling. "They've gathered an army, and they intend to attack Burrfield."


Madrila leaped to her feet and sucked in her breath. "The Bullies planning an attack! How do you know?"


Quill smoothed his clothes. He cleared his throat, turned his head, and called to the doorway.


"Enter, friends! Come speak to Madrila."


Hesitantly, three heads peeked around the corner. They looked like woodsmen; their faces were rough, and they wore fur hats. Quill gestured them forward. The three entered the room, looked around, gulped, and approached the throne. They wore furs and leathers sticky with sap and nettles. They bowed before Madrila.


Quill placed his hands on one's shoulder.


"Tell her, my friends. Tell the Lady Madrila what you saw."


One of the woodsmen cleared his throat. He opened his mouth to speak, then hastily removed his hat and placed it against his chest. He looked around nervously, bowed his head, and finally spoke.


"My lady, we saw the Bullies in the forest. We are but humble loggers, and stumbled upon their camp." 


Madrila leaned forward in her throne. "What did you see? Tell me everything."


The woodsman licked his lips nervously. "They mustered a mob, my lady. They summoned foul beasts—flaming hellhogs, and purple barbarians riding dragonflies, and...." He gulped. "A dragon. A little one, but a dragon still."


Madrila leaned back in her throne. So, the Bullies want to fight back. Very well. Let them come. Let them crash against the walls of my town, and die under the towers of my fort. She snorted.


"A few hellhogs and spiderlings?" she said. "A little dragon? It would take more to defeat me. Do you know why, my friends?"


The woodsmen shook their heads. 


"No, my lady."


She raised her wand. It was a beautiful wand, ancient and whorled, pure white and gold.


"Because I have this. Do you know what this is, friends?"


The woodsmen shifted their weight. "A... a wand, my lady."


She placed it flat upon her palm. "Yes. A wand. But not any wand. Most wands are carved of wood—cherry or birch, mostly. They carry the magic of old trees, of leaves that kiss the sky, of roots that dig into the earth. Most wands are crafted in covens and towers; councils of great wizards carve and imbue them with magic. But I never studied at covens or towers. I never had great teachers to grant me a wand. No. I made this wand myself. Do you know what it's made of?"


The woodsmen looked pale. They shook their heads.


Madrila caressed her wand. "A unicorn's horn. I killed the unicorn myself, and drank its blood to learn its secrets. Its horn is more powerful than any cherry or birch root. It is a wand forged from wonder, from death, and from magic itself. Do you think that I fear hellhogs, or spiderlings, or even dragons?" 


The woodsmen shook their heads emphatically. "We meant no offence, my lady! We simply... read about the Bullies in The Burrfield Gazette, and read about the reward for information, and... well, we figured that...."


She nodded. "Ah. So you're in this for the reward, I see."


The woodsmen looked at one another, gulped, and nodded.


"Quill!" Madrila barked. "Pay them. A golden coin each."


The printmaker bowed his head, fished in his pockets for coins, and tossed them. The woodsmen caught them, pocketed the coins, and bowed. They turned to leave.


Before they could reach the door, Madrila called out. "Oh, just one more thing...."


The woodsmen turned to face her, faces pale.


Madrila pointed her wand at them. "You see, this wand is only useful if I use it."


She shot three rapid bolts of lightning, hitting the woodsmen. The men screamed, trembled, and fell to their knees. Smoke rose from them. They twisted, bulged, and bubbled. Their bones shifted. Their skin melted and reformed. One man grew orange fur, red horns, and long fangs. The other grew leathery wings, a lizard's head, and scales. The third man grew horns, hooks, and spikes across his body, and rows of sharp teeth filled his mouth. The three monsters roared before her.


"You will serve me now," she told them. "You will fight against the Bullies. You will be my warriors."


The monsters growled and bowed, fur bristling, scales clinking, and fangs snapping.


Quill blanched. He stared at the monsters, sweat beaded on his brow, and he clasped his fingers behind his back.


"Uhm... marvelous work, my lady!" he finally said. "Marvelous. Shall I, uhm... show them to the barracks?"


She shook her head. "No, you come with me. We're going for a walk."


She stormed down the hall, robes swishing. She snapped her fingers.


"Monsters! You come too."


Soon they were walking through Burrfield. A cold wind blew, scented of winter. Dry rose petals fluttered around her feet. Burned buildings rose at her sides, their windows boarded shut. Blood still stained the cobblestones. Once, Madrila imagined, children played on these streets, puppeteers and jugglers performed, and farmers hawked their produce. Today the people huddled indoors. She saw only a stray cat, an old beggar, and grunters standing guard at street corners.


It was quiet. Too quiet, she thought. She heard only her footfalls, the grunts of monsters behind her, and Quill's wheezy breath. But soon war would come. The town would shake with howls, clanging steel, whistling arrows, and screams.


My half-siblings are on their way.


She pointed her wand at the beggar. Black magic swirled. The beggar screamed, twisted, and soon drooled as a bristly old monster. His fur was grey and maggoty, and drool dripped from his fangs. Madrila patted him.


"Join us, old friend. Join my army of dark wonders."


She walked down the street until she reached the Porcupine's Quill. One wall of the tavern was burnt. Holes peppered its roof, and several of its windows were smashed. Yet Madrila still saw people crowded inside, huddled over beers. She opened the door and stepped in, her monsters behind her.


When she had first invaded this town, she found many people here, cheering and singing by the hearth. When she stepped in today, she saw only a dozen sullen townfolk whispering in the corner. Low embers glowed in the fireplace.


When they saw her, the townfolk started. One bowed. Several froze. One reached for a knife.


Madrila shot her wand. The man with the knife doubled over, screaming. Horns grew from his head. Fangs grew from his mouth. Black fur grew across him, and muscles tore through his clothes.


The other men cried in fright. Several turned to flee. Several raced toward her, grabbing knives, chairs, and candlesticks. Her wand shot from side to side. Bolts of magic flew. Madrila laughed. She hit the men who ran toward her, and they fell, smoking and twisting. One turned into a python. Another became a great scorpion with a human head. The others grew bat wings, scales, horns, and claws. They hissed and drooled.


"Join us, friends! Join us." She laughed. The monsters crowded around her, bowing. "Serve me, your ruler. Serve me in this war. We will make this town a center of dark magic, a wonder to the world. We will defend it from the Bullies who seek to destroy us."


She left the tavern. She walked through the town, kicking open doors, smashing windows. By afternoon, a hundred monsters followed behind her, grunting and drooling and oozing. By evening, three hundred creatures crawled, scratched, hopped, and flew around her. She laughed in the darkness.


"Climb the walls, friends!" she called, arms raised. Lightning crackled overhead. "Man the posts. Guard the doors. Stand atop every tower and every roof, and wait. Wait for the Bullies. When they arrive, kill them. Kill them all."


The monster army howled and cheered. Madrila smiled thinly.


This is power. This is glory. Do you see, Mother? Do you see, Father? Do you see, my wretched half-siblings? You took everything from me. You made me strong. And now... now you will pay.
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Chapter Three


Hear All About It!












They walked through the forest, dry leaves crunching under their boots. More leaves fell around them, and the air smelled of earth, rain, and trees.


"Remind me," Jamie said, "why are we walking in the forest instead of on Burrfield's nice, cobbled streets?"


Scruff groaned. "I told you, Jamie. Those streets are so nice, they're full of people—people who hate us and would pelt us with things. The print shop is across town. We'll just walk around Burrfield instead of through it."


Jamie sighed. She was a warrior, the daughter of a knight. She carried Moonclaw, her father's fabled sword, and she wore armor of steel. Why was she slinking through the forest?


"I'm not afraid of a few stupid townfolk," she said.


"Because you hadn't seen them," Scruff said. "They had torches and pitchforks."


"I have a pitchfork!" Romy piped up.


Scruff glowered at the demon. "They don't decorate theirs with pink ribbons and hearts."


Romy pouted, hid her frilly pitchfork behind her back, and began to suck her thumb.


Jamie drew her sword and raised it. It caught the light and glimmered. "Look at this sword, Scruff. Look at that oversized, spiked mace you carry. Look at Cobweb's bow, at Neev's spellbook, and at Romy's, well..."


Romy stared at her expectantly, wagging her tail. "My claws of steel? My fangs that bite? My pitchfork of dread?"


"...singing voice," Jamie finished. "With these weapons, we defeated Dry Bones, the greatest warlock in the world. We don't have to fear townfolk angry over a few nonsensical articles. I—"


A roar interrupted her.


Jamie spun toward Scruff, frowning. "Scruff, did your belly just rumble again?"


Scruff looked around the forest, eyes narrowed. He raised Norman, his spiny mace. "Wasn't me this time."


The roar rose again. Two more roars answered it. They seemed to come from the eastern trees.


Grobblers, was Jamie's first thought. The creatures had attacked Burrfield years ago and killed her mother. But how could grobblers still live? Their master, Dry Bones, was dead.


The trees rustled. Footfalls and grunting moved closer. Jamie held her sword tight.


Be with me,
Father, she prayed. I will fight bravely like you.


Ten creatures burst from between the trees, and Jamie snarled.


They were bulky, green things. They looked to Jamie like somebody had slapped them together from clumps of clay, but never finished the job. Their limbs were knobby, their bodies warty, their faces swollen. They grunted and opened their mouths to roar, revealing fangs.


"Ooh, wood elves!" Romy said in delight. "I've always wanted to see you guys."


The creatures grunted.


"We... grunt grunt... are grunters!" one said. "And you are the Bullies for Bucks. You killed Dry Bones. You... grunt... will die."


Their claws glinted and they ran forward.


Jamie ran to meet them, sword swinging.


Her blade sliced into one. It fell, grunting. A second grunter slashed at her, and its claws hit her breastplate, raising sparks. Jamie growled, kicked it, and stabbed it. Blood spurted, bright green.


As she swung her sword, she saw the others fighting. Scruff was swinging his spiny mace, shattering grunter bones. Neev shouted spells, shooting sparks of lightning. Cobweb fired arrow after arrow, her eyes narrowed and her purple skin glowing. Romy flapped her wings, hovered in the air, and stabbed her pitchfork down onto the beasts.


A grunter slashed claws at Jamie. It tore into her thigh, drawing blood. She screamed and stabbed it.


"Do you work for Dry Bones?" she shouted.


The grunter snarled and drooled. "We serve the great witch Madrila. This town will be hers. Burrfield will fall."


It tried to bite her. Jamie leaped back, swung her sword, and its blood splashed. The grunter fell dead.


Silence fell. Ten warty, green bodies littered the road. The battle was over.


Cobweb rushed to Jamie's side, eyes wide with concern.


"J-j-jamie! You'we huwt."


The spiderling took a handkerchief from Scruff and wrapped it around Jamie's wound. Green grunter blood covered the forest around them. The bodies stank, tongues hanging from their mouths.


"You know," Romy said, "everybody says wood elves are all graceful and friendly, but they're really not."


Jamie sighed. "Those were no wood elves, Romy. Whatever they were, they knew we're the Bullies. They knew this is Burrfield. They were not wandering here aimlessly; they were looking for us."


Neev knelt by one and examined it. Donkey ears grew from his head. The young warlock still hadn't outgrown his jinx; whenever he cast spells, some animal part sprouted from him. He pulled his hood over his ears and frowned.


"The grunters spoke of serving a witch named Madrila," he said. "I wonder if...." He shook his head. "No, impossible. And yet...." His frown deepened.


"What is it, Mommy?" Romy asked. She knelt beside him and hugged him.


Neev growled. "Romy, I summoned you from Hell almost a year ago. Must you still call me Mommy?"


She nodded. "Uh huh. Now what do you know about these grunting things?"


Neev straightened and smoothed his robes. Romy stood with arms around him, leaning her head against his shoulder.


"I've never heard of grunters," he said, "but I've heard the name Madrila. She was legendary back at the Coven. Apparently, a year before I joined, a young woman stormed into the Coven's tunnels. She called herself Madrila. They say she was beautiful, with long blond hair and green eyes."


Romy pouted. "My hair and eyes are prettier."


Neev mussed her hair of flames and continued. "In any case, Madrila marched right into the class Dry Bones was teaching his pupils. She shouted that she was Dry Bones's daughter, and that he must acknowledge her and teach her magic. But Dry Bones only shouted that he had no daughter. He banished her. Nobody saw her again. All the apprentices assumed she was a disgraced former student Dry Bones had flunked. Now it seems she's collected monsters and wants to avenge her father."


Jamie limped forward. Her wound throbbed. She grasped Neev's shoulder and stared at him.


"Neev," she said, "Dry Bones banished her. He denied being her father. Why would this Madrila care that we killed him? Why would she want us dead?"


He sighed. "I don't know. Maybe she thinks that, by killing us, she can finally earn her father's respect... even if that father is dead now."


"And maybe she's just a nut," Romy said and flapped her lips with her finger, making blubbering noises.


In any case, Jamie thought, she now worried a lot less about John Quill, and a lot more about witches and monsters in the dark. The wind moaned, the trees creaked, and Jamie shuddered. 


 


* * * * *


 


Neev smoothed his robes and pointed at the largest dead grunter.


"We're taking this fellow straight to Lord Bramblebridge," he said. "If monsters are planning a new attack on Burrfield, he needs to know. Scruff, pick him up."


His older brother, a lumbering giant who towered above the other bullies, made a face.


"I don't want to touch that thing," he said. "It stinks."


Romy picked a flower and tossed it onto the body. "There, he'll smell better now. You can do it, Scruff!"


Grumbling and grimacing, Scruff lifted the dead grunter and slung it over his back. The grunter's tongue swung from its mouth, slapping against Scruff.


"He's all clammy," Scruff said. "It's like holding a giant toad."


"Let's hope his warts don't rub off," Neev said and started walking.


Leaving the other grunters behind, the Bullies walked between the trees. Dry leaves fell around them and crunched under their boots. Squirrels, caterpillars, and geese filled the forest around them. It was a beautiful forest, and a beautiful day, but an iciness filled Neev's belly. Only last year, they had defeated a horde of monsters and an evil warlock. Would they never find peace?


Soon they reached Teasel Gate, the northern entrance to Burrfield. Wooden doors filled an archway in a crumbling, mossy wall. A lone guard stood there, an old man with white stubble, a round nose, and watery eyes.


"Who comes to Burrfield?" he asked.


"It's us, old friend," Neev said. He had often sat by the old man at the Porcupine's Quills tavern, listening to his stories. "Bullies for Bucks. Don't you recognize us?" 


The guard blinked and squinted. "The Bullies, aye... my eyes aren't what they used to be. They say you've been eating puppies and worshipping the devil. Why should I let you into town?"


Neev shrugged. "Well, I'm a wizard. I could just teleport myself into town. Romy has wings and could fly over the wall. Scruff is big enough to crash through it. Jamie is small enough to burrow under the doors. And Cobweb... well, she's so sweet, nobody hates her. But if you do let us in, it'll all be much simpler."


The guard blinked. "Well, I'm not sure what you just said, but I reckon it must make sense. But be wary, friends. Townfolk are mighty angry at you. I'll let you in, but don't go eating any puppies or worshipping no more devils."


Neev opened his mouth, prepared to deny the charges, then sighed. "All right, we promise."


The old guard nodded. "Good, good." He opened the door, and the Bullies stepped back into Burrfield.


As they left the gateway behind, Neev reflected that if grunters arrived at the gates, the doorman would hold them back for no more than a moment.


"The town needs a dozen guards at each gate," he said to Scruff. "And a dozen more with bows upon the walls. If more grunters are on the way, we can't let them in."


Scruff nodded, hefting the dead grunter across his shoulders. "We'll tell Bramblebridge. He keeps all his soldiers at Fort Rosethorn. When he sees this creature, he'll send them to the walls."


Their boots thudded on the cobbled streets. Oaks with orange and golden leaves rustled at their sides. The houses rose around them, built of wood and clay, their roofs made of hatch. Geese flew overhead, honking.


When they entered a small square with a mermaid fountain, Neev saw Quill's print shop. Quill himself peered from the window; he gasped, his eyes widened, and he disappeared from view. Neev gritted his teeth.


"The twerp saw us," he muttered. "What nonsense will he go write now? Maybe he'll claim our dead grunter is actually a baby unicorn we slew."


Romy shook her head. "It's a wood elf," she said. "I think."


Jamie muttered too and reached for her sword. "I say we visit him now. I'll bash his printer with my sword!"


Neev was tempted. Bashing Quill's printer sounded glorious. But he forced himself to walk by.


"We'll go there next. First we visit Fort Rosethorn and show Bramblebridge the grunter. Once he sends reinforcements to the walls, and Burrfield is safe, we'll deal with Quill. The weasel can wait for another hour."


Grumbling, the Bullies walked by, leaving the square and the print shop behind. Soon they saw Fort Rosethorn ahead. It rose upon a hill—a craggy, ancient fortress. Moss and roses covered its walls. Neev had never cared for swords or castles—spellbooks and scrolls were his loves—but Fort Rosethorn was still special to him. Father was a knight in this fort. Neev had visited him here many times in childhood; he still treasured the memories of climbing the walls, exploring the dungeons for ghosts, and listening to Father tell stories of the fort's legendary heroes.


Guards stood at the gates, clad in breastplates and holding spears. They gasped at the sight of the dead grunter and pulled the portcullis open. The Bullies walked under the wall and across the courtyard. Fifty squires were training here, clad in chain mail and swinging wooden swords. Dust rose and the smells of sweat, wood, and roses filled the air; the flowers covered every crumbling wall.


Lord Bramblebridge stood among the squires, chest puffed out, belly sucked in, moustache bristling. Sweat glistened on his bald head and plump, red cheeks.


"Scruff!" he bellowed when he saw the bullies. "Jamie!"


He lumbered toward them, arms swinging, shoving squires aside. His eyes widened.


"What in blazes are you carrying, boy?" he shouted at Scruff.


Scruff dropped the grunter onto the ground. Green blood trickled. The squires gasped and muttered.


"It's a wood elf," Romy said.


Bramblebridge squinted at the body and poked it with his sword. "Bloody hell, it looks like a human toad. Green and warty and stinks to high heavens."


"That's nothing," Romy said, twirling her tail. "You should smell the outhouse after Scruff uses it."


Bramblebridge ignored her and nudged the dead grunter with his boot. "Where did you find this creature?" he asked Scruff.


"If you mean Romy," Scruff said, "that is Neev's fault. As for this warty green thing, I killed it." He let a hint of pride fill his voice.


"Actually, I killed that one," Neev said. He could see a scar where his magical bolts had seared the creature.


Romy shook her head. "Nuh uh, Neev! I killed this one, I did. I poked his brain with my pitchfork."


"Killed it?" somebody spoke behind them. The voice was high-pitched and spoke with a genteel accent.


Neev clenched his fists and turned around.


"Quill," he said in disgust. "Who let you in here?"


The young printmaker bristled. His pencil-line moustache twitched like a worm. He puffed out his chest, straightened his cap, and harrumphed.


"Not that it's any of your business, warlock," Quill said, spitting out the last word as an insult, "but I am here on official Burrfield Gazette business."


Jamie snarled, leaped onto him, and began kicking him. "Your Gazette is rubbish!" she cried, kicks and punches flying. "It's not even worth blowing my nose into. How dare you print that nonsense?"


Quill was squealing. His arms waved in a useless attempt to hold off Jamie.


"Get this creature off me!" he demanded. "Bramblebridge, call off this little runt."


Jamie, who stood shorter than Quill's shoulders, howled with rage.


Lord Bramblebridge howled too, a sound which shook the fort. "Stop this!" he demanded. His cheeks were puffed and glistening red. "Men, separate these two."


It took four squires to pull Jamie off Quill. She kept screaming and kicking in their grasp. Quill rubbed the places she'd struck him, glaring at her.


"Now what is the meaning of this?" Lord Bramblebridge demanded.


Quill lifted his cap from the ground, dusted it off, and placed it back on his head. It drooped. He raised his chin, as if trying to rescue the last of his dignity.


"My lord," he said and sketched a bow. "If the Bullies go around slaying innocent forest creatures, it is my duty—as Burrfield's chief journalist—to report of their crimes."


"Our crimes?" Neev demanded. He pointed at Quill. "One more word out of you, and I'll turn you into a forest creature, and not a pleasant one."


Quill snickered. "I'm not afraid of you, warlock. If you pull any of your tricks here, there are a hundred men around who will arrest you. It is still illegal to practice your dark magic in Burrfield." He glared at Romy. "That creature you summoned is bad enough."


Romy beamed with pride and her tail wagged. "Did you hear that, Mommy Neev? He said I'm bad. Finally somebody realizes I'm bad!" She gave a high-pitched roar and snarled. "All fear Romy, the evil demon of Hell!" Then she giggled and covered her mouth.


Jamie managed to break free and leaped onto Quill again. Squires ran forward. Dust flew. Bramblebridge shouted, and suddenly it seemed that everybody was fighting. Several squires grabbed Neev's shoulders; one tried to wrench his spellbook from his pack, and only a withering glare from Neev cowed him.


"Out, out!" Bramblebridge bellowed. "I want you out of this fort!"


Jamie nodded. "Hear that, Quill? Get lost."


But Quill only smirked at her. "He means you, runt."


It was true, Neev realized. Bramblebridge was pointing at them and squires began dragging the Bullies out of the courtyard.


"You will not attack citizens of Burrfield in this fort!" the lord was bellowing. "Out, Bullies, out! I will not allow senseless violence in my courtyard. Now, squires—back to bashing one another with blunt swords."


The squires shoved the Bullies out of the fort and into the mud. Neev fumed. He wanted to blast the entire castle with balls of fire. Scruff looked ready to bash the place with his mace, and Jamie was still shouting curses at Quill. Cobweb had tears in her eyes and hugged herself. Even Romy seemed upset; a duck waddled only a foot away from her (her most feared bird), making her squeal, suck her thumb, and tremble.


At home that evening, tempers were still high. Jamie kept pacing the living room, swinging her sword. Scruff drowned his troubles in lemon pudding. Cobweb and Romy embraced in the corner, comforting each other with whispers (and occasional gasps and giggles when Scruff reached for yet another bowl of pudding.)


Neev stood watching his fellow Bullies, lost in thought. What if more grunters arrived? Would they kill the old doorman and storm into town? All of Burrfield could burn! The only bright side is that Quill might burn with us, he thought with a sigh.


That morning, one of Quill's paperboys—a chubby youth far too large for the donkey he rode—tossed the morning Gazette onto their porch. When Neev read the headline, he felt ready to explode.


 


"BULLIES FOR BUCKS MURDER PEACEFUL FOREST CREATURE"


 


He brought the paper inside, woke the others, and read them the article.


"'Yesterday afternoon, the Bullies—already caught eating puppies and worshipping the devil—committed yet another crime. While wandering the forest outside our town, they encountered a family of peaceful, forest dwelling creatures. The demon Romy explained that they were wood elves. In cold blood, the Bullies murdered the mother of this friendly family. The bully Jamie, the runt of the pack, tried to murder the elf's babies as well; they miraculously escaped her grasp.'"


Neev was so angry, he could barely keep reading. His voice trembled with rage as he read the second paragraph.


"'True, our woodland friends might appear strange to our eyes. Their skin might be green and their ways foreign. But to murder an innocent being because she looks different? This, my friends, might be the Bullies' worst crime to date. Be wary, fellow Burrfieldians! Hide your kids. Hide your wives. The Bullies are loose... and hungry for your blood.'"


He tossed the paper aside in disgust.


"I told you it was an elf," Romy said. "Even the newspaper says so."


"It wasn't an elf!" Neev howled. He crashed into the armchair and buried his face in his palms.
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Chapter One


The Witch












Henry shivered. "I don't like this, Christie. A witch lives in this forest. You know the story."


His little sister laughed. "Don't be a scaredy cat."


He glared at her. "I'm not a scaredy! I'm just... trying to protect you."


Christie rolled her eyes. She was eight years old, a girl of skinned knees, pigtails, and freckles. She carried a walking staff and a knife; she was always carving staffs from fallen branches. Henry was two years older, but today he felt very young. He looked into the forest and shivered again.


The oaks rose tall and twisted, bark grey as corpses, leaves blood-red. Those leaves didn't rustle; the entire forest was silent, deathly. This place is cursed, Henry thought. We should never have come here.


"Come on!" Christie said. "I dared you, remember? You have to go into the forest now."


Henry gulped. She was right, he knew. You never backed down on a dare, especially not a dare from your younger sister. What self-respecting boy would? And so he stood here, outside the gates of his town, and stared into this shadowy, silent forest.


"Let's go," he said, trying to keep his voice deep. He began walking into the forest.


Leaves and twigs crunched under his boots. The sound reminded him of snapping chicken bones and crackling skin. I wonder if human bones and skin would sound the same. He clutched the knife at his belt. Does the witch in this forest eat human bones and skin?


"You look pale," Christie said. She walked beside him, eyes narrowed and determined. If she was also afraid, she was hiding it well.


"So do you," Henry said.


"Ooh, good comeback."


He glowered at her. "Shut up, Christie. Let's walk quietly."


She snorted. "Why's that? Are you still scared of the witch?" She made a scary face, pulling her mouth wide, sticking out her tongue, and crossing her eyes. "Scary witch, scary witch!"


"Quiet!" he said. He clenched his jaw and looked around, but saw nothing. Nothing but these trees, tall and stern and knobby, topped with red leaves. They looked like old men with bleeding heads.


"Afraid the witch will hear us?" Christie asked.


"She heard Jeremy Cobbler."


He shuddered just to speak those words. Even Christie paled and gripped her staff tight.


"You don't know that," she said.


"Everybody knows it," Henry said. He stopped walking and approached Christie. He loomed over her, staring into her eyes. "The whole town does. He walked here too. Tania Miller dared him, so he walked here alone. They say he made too much noise, talking to himself and singing. He fell silent when he saw a shadow among the trees. At first he thought it a swooping owl, or maybe a bit of mist. But no. It was her. She had heard him. He tried to run, but you can't run from the witch." He leaned closer to Christie so that their faces almost touched. "She caught him with her claws. She turned him into a toad. And she placed him in a cage in her house, where he still lives."


Christie's face was ghost white. Her eyes were wide. Her knees knocked. But she managed to frown and push him back.


"That's rubbish," she said. "Absolute twaddle. How would anyone know that? How could they? Nobody saw it, Henry. There was nobody to come back to town and tell the tale."


He shrugged. "Somebody saw it. Maybe a woodsman—a hunter or lumberjack. People know about the witch. Everybody knows. And now Jeremy Cobbler is croaking in some cage."


Christie scrutinized him, eyes narrowed, as if seeking some conceit. Finally she snorted and kept walking.


"Absolute twaddle," she repeated, walking deeper into the forest. "Come on, I'm going farther. I dare you to follow."


Henry groaned and his stomach sank. He did not like any of this. But he kept walking. He could not let his little sister, an eight-year-old girl, walk here alone. He could not let her call him a scaredy cat. And so they walked among the trees.


There were no animals, Henry realized. He heard no birds, saw no squirrels, not even insects. Lichen hung from the branches, brushing against him like fingers. He imagined the witch's claws caressing him and shivered. His heart pounded and his tunic clung to him with cold sweat. Mist floated among the branches, and he couldn't see the sky. He kept searching for a shadow like in the stories, but saw nothing.


No shadows, he told himself. No witch. Maybe Christie is right. Maybe those are only stories.


Beside him, Christie gasped. Henry spun toward her, heart thrashing. Cold sweat drenched him.


"What is it?" he whispered, staring from side to side, seeking witches.


Christie pointed at the forest floor, gaping. "Candy!"


Henry looked and saw a cluster of honeyed almonds. It looked just like the treats Misty Baker would prepare back at town.


"Don't touch it," he said when Christie started walking toward it.


She ignored him, raced toward the candy, and lifted it. "It smells good."


"Don't eat it!" Henry said. "What if the witch baked it, or—"


But Christie ignored him and shoved the candy into her mouth. She chewed lustfully. Henry stared, eyes wide and fingers trembling. Would she turn into a toad? Would she shrivel up and die? His breath caught.


"Mmm mmm," Christie said. "It's dee—li—"


Suddenly she gasped and clutched her throat. Her eyes crossed, and her tongue hung from her mouth.


"Christie!" Horror pounded through Henry and he raced toward her. "Breathe! Can you breathe?"


She hopped around, eyes crossed and tongue lolling. "I... I'm turning into a frog! Ribbit, ribbit!"


As Henry stared in shock, Christie doubled over laughing.


"Real funny," Henry muttered, frowning at her.


She rolled around in the dry leaves, laughing and pointing at him.


"You should have seen your face!" she said, howling with laughter. "Oh Henry, you are such a scardey cat. That candy was splendid. I bet you wish you ate it."


Henry grumbled under his breath, but had to admit that he was rather peckish. He craved honeyed almonds too. His belly grumbled, which made Christie laugh harder. Henry smiled hesitantly, feeling a little better. Maybe there was nothing to fear here after all.


The siblings took a few steps deeper into the forest. Henry gasped. A second candy lay on the forest floor ahead.


He looked at Christie. She stared back. For an instant they stood frozen. Then they bolted forward.


Henry had longer legs and reached the candy first. He stuffed it into his mouth, closed his eyes, and sighed with content. It was delicious. It was the best damn candy he had ever eaten, even better than Misty Baker's creations. The almonds were thin, crunchy, and bursting with nutty flavor. The honey melted in his mouth. He tasted berries too, sour and sweet at the same time.


"Good, innit?" Christie said.


He nodded and pointed. "Look! There's more candy ahead."


They raced through the forest. This third piece of candy was a purple square of jelly, nuts, and fruit. Christie broke it in half, and they shared the treat. Henry had to close his eyes as he ate. It was, without doubt, the best thing he had ever eaten. He tasted grapes, almonds, and pears. He let out a long, happy sigh.


They kept moving through the forest. Every few feet, another marvel of confectionery awaited them: ginger cookies, nut-clusters, honey oat squares, and many other treats. The siblings raced between the trees, stuffing their cheeks full. Honey covered their faces and crumbs covered their tunics.


"Comin' to this fo'est wa' a great 'dea," Christie said through a mouthful of cookies.


Henry nodded, mouth full of licorice. "Mhmmm."


The kept walking through the forest, eating more and more, until they saw the house ahead.


The siblings froze and stared.


The house looked ancient; holes filled its thatch roof, its clay walls were cracked, and its door hung crooked on its hinges. And yet somebody must have lived there, Henry thought. Strange plants grew in the garden. He thought they were mandrakes. Wind chimes hung from the trees around the house, clanking discordantly. Henry looked more closely and his breath caught. Those wind chimes were made of bones.


"What is this place?" Christie whispered. She held her knife before her.


"The witch's house," Henry said.


The trail of candies led toward the house. These candies looked marvellous. Henry could smell them over the forest's smells of moss, rotting leaves, and old bark. He saw gingerbread men, Turkish delight, cookies, and more wonderful creations. He wanted to eat them all, but dared not move closer.


"Those look good," Christie said and reached for a treat.


Henry caught her wrist. "Wait. We better turn back home now. I'm... not so hungry anymore."


But he was lying. He was hungry—famished. The more treats he ate, the hungrier he felt. His mouth tingled for more.


"I dare you, Henry," Christie said. "Just one more candy. Just the one closest to us."


Henry looked at it. It lay a foot away—a gingerbread man smiling up at him from the ground. It still lay a good thirty feet away from the house. Henry gulped, stepped forward, and grabbed it. Before his courage could leave him, he stuffed the gingerbread man into his mouth and chewed. It tasted like heaven, like childhood, like pure joy. A sigh fled his lips.


"I dare you," Henry said. "Eat the next one." 


"Nooo problem," Christie said. She walked toward the next treat, ate it, and smacked her lips.


A dozen candies more, and they stood right outside the house. Henry looked up at it. Shredded grey curtains swayed in the windows like ghosts. Dead spiders covered the porch, and dead ants filled cavities in the walls. A faint stench of rot wafted from within, but above it rose the smell of more treats—cookies, cakes, candies, and endless wonders.


"Double dare you to peek into the window," Christie said. 


"No way."


"Come on! Are you being a scaredy cat again?"


He growled. "Shut it, Christie. I'm much braver than you."


She stuck her tongue out at him. "Prove it."


Henry hesitated. He didn't want to. What if the witch waited there, a shrivelled crone with fangs, long claws, and red eyes? But Christie began taunting him—"Na-na-na na-na!"—and sticking out her tongue. Henry squared his jaw, clenched his fists, and walked toward a window.


He peeked inside... and his breath died.


"Oh my God," he whispered, trembling. "Oh my God...."


"What is it?" Christie ran up and peeked through the window with him. Her eyes widened. "The mother load!"


Inside, the house looked like a candy shop—the best candy shop in the world, ten times better than Misty Baker's back home. Cookie jars covered tables, brimming with goodies. Cupcakes piled atop shelves and lollipops stood like flowers. Candies of all colors filled jars along the walls. Henry's mouth watered. Christie drooled beside him.


"Let's go in," Christie said. "I dare you."


She didn't need to dare him this time. His hunger overpowered his fear. He leaped toward the door, yanked it open, and entered the house. The sweet smells filled his nostrils. Henry and Christie inhaled deeply, sighed, and tucked in. 


"Mmm mmm good," Christie said, mouth full of cookies.


"Can't talk," Henry said, stuffing cupcakes into his mouth. "Eating."


He'd eaten a pound or two of treats before he noticed the woman in the room.


At her sight, he started and gasped, crumbs falling from his mouth. He nudged Christie, who gasped and froze.


Henry wasn't sure if the woman had been there the whole time, or had suddenly appeared. His first thought was: The witch! Only... this woman didn't look like a witch. Witches were old, warty crones; everybody knew that. This woman was young and beautiful. She had long blond hair, green eyes, and red lips. She wore black robes and held a thin, whorled horn; it looked like a unicorn's horn.


"Hello, children," the woman said. "Welcome to my home. I am Madrila."


Guiltily, Henry placed down the cupcake he held. He wiped crumbs off his face and shirt.


"Hello," he said awkwardly. "I'm sorry, ma'am. I... I mean, we... didn't know anyone lived here. We smelled the candies, and they smelled so good, that...." His tongue felt heavy. The woman watched him, and he didn't know how to continue. He finished by saying, "We'll be on our way now."


Madrila watched him for a moment longer, eyes cold. Then she laughed, and all the ice left her.


"Oh, but you are welcome here, children!" she said. "I laid out these candies to bring you here. I love little children. I wish they could all eat my candies."


Christie reached for a cookie on the table, hesitated, and looked up at Madrila. The young woman laughed.


"Eat it!" she said. "Eat it, young Christie. Eat to your heart's content."


Christie looked at Henry, her eyes large and uncertain. Henry looked back, not sure what to do. He remembered the stories of Jeremy Cobbler, how a witch turned him into a toad and caged him. But... surely those were only stories. Surely this young, beautiful woman could not be a witch. The treats were so good, and his hunger wouldn't leave him.


He bit into a candy.


His teeth ached and he spat it out.


"Ouch!" he said.


The candy in his hand had turned to stone. It was nothing but a pebble. Christie also cried in dismay. She spat out a second pebble. Suddenly Henry saw that all the treats were actually made of stone—the cookies, the cupcakes, the candies, nothing but rocks. His stomach ached. It felt like stones filled his belly. He wrapped his arms around him, moaning. Christie also moaned and doubled over.


"Ahh," said Madrila, standing before them. "You see, there is that little thing. When you eat stones, you get tummy aches."


As the siblings moaned and clutched their bellies, Madrila laughed. Henry looked up. Through the mist of pain, he saw Madrila's green eyes blaze, cruel and calculating.


"You're a witch," he whispered.


She nodded and pointed the unicorn's horn at Christie.


"And this is what happens to greedy, piggy little children," Madrila said.


She uttered strange words in a harsh tongue. A bolt of light shot from the unicorn's horn. The light slammed into Christie.


"No!" Henry cried. He wanted to attack the witch, or to run to Christie, but couldn't move; the stones in his belly wouldn't let him. He watched in horror as lightning raced across Christie. Smoke rose from her. She screamed.


"Henry!" she cried. "Henry, run!"


But he could not. He could not leave her. Christie began to spin. She fell to all four. Sparks and steam rose from her. Her skin turned pink, and her hands morphed into trotters. A coiling tail sprouted from her. The sparks died and the smoke wafted away. A small, pink piglet stood in a pile of Christie's clothes. It squealed.


Henry grabbed a stone from the table and lobbed it at Madrila. He missed. The witch laughed and pointed her wand at him. She repeated her spell.


Light blasted Henry. Pain filled him. A year ago, Matt the blacksmith's son had punched him. This felt like ten such punches. He fell to his knees and light spun around him. Smoke rose. He felt caught in a maelstrom. He tried to scream, but only a piggish squeal left his throat. He held his hands before him, watching in terror as they became trotters.


When finally the magic died, he looked up and saw Madrila looming above him, ten times taller than before. He could see himself reflected in her shiny leather boot. He too was a piglet.


He turned and ran for the door.


Madrila was too fast. She scooped him up and held him tight. He squealed and struggled, but couldn't free himself. Christie ran too and almost reached the door. Madrila caught her leg at the last instant and yanked her up.


"Good piggies," the witch said, holding them. "Now you will meet your friend Jeremy the toad, and Anne the monkey, and all your other little friends who dared enter my home." She laughed, a cold and mirthless sound.


Henry squealed and kicked and struggled, but couldn't free himself. His heart pounded. His snout quivered. Would he stay like this forever? Would he ever see his parents again? His eyes stung. Madrila carried him and Christie to a squat, heavy door at the back of the room. When she opened the door, Henry saw a staircase plunging into darkness. He squealed louder, but Madrila only laughed.


The witch carried them downstairs into a shadowy basement. A single oil lamp hung from the ceiling. In its flickering light, Henry saw dozens of cages. One big cage held a screaming monkey. A smaller cage held a toad. Other cages held strange creatures: a thing of many eyeballs and snouts, a slimy blob, a cat with no fur, and a bat with no face. Henry's eyes stung and his belly ached to see these creatures.


"Do you like my creations?" Madrila asked. "I made them myself, molding them from nosey, greedy children. They will be your new friends."


She approached an empty cage, tossed the piglets in, and slammed the cage door shut. Henry and Christie cowered behind the bars, mewling and staring around with wide eyes.


Madrila examined them, hands on her hips. Her eyes laughed. Shadows swirled around her feet.


"Welcome," she said, "to the rest of your lives."


Henry yowled and slammed against the cage door, but couldn't free himself. Christie whimpered beside him. She tried to bite the cage bars, but couldn't nick them.


Madrila laughed. "Yes, piggies, try to escape. You cannot." She knelt and stared at them. Her eyes were green ice.


"I did not have a childhood," she said. "Did you know that? I did not get to play with friends. I did not get to eat candy. So now, you and your friends—you pampered, spoiled, piggy little children—will suffer. You will suffer like I did." 


Henry cowered in the back of the cage. Christie huddled against him. He wanted to hug her, to tell her it would be all right. But how could he?


"Do you have a mother?" Madrila asked him. "Answer me, piggy."


Shivering, Henry nodded.


"I had a mother once," Madrila said. "A cruel, wicked mother. She abandoned me. She cast me out into the cold, harsh world. I had no home. Are you two siblings, piggies?"


They nodded, trembling.


"Good, good," Madrila said. "I have siblings too. But they were not cast out. They did not shiver in the cold. You might have heard of them. They are mercenaries of some infamy. They call themselves... Bullies for Bucks. An absolutely ridiculous name, if you ask me."


Henry swallowed. Yes, he had heard of the Bullies—they were heroes from a town called Burrfield nearby. He'd heard tales of them defeating the warlock Dry Bones, killing the monstrous vulture Vanderbeak, and going on many adventures. How could those heroes be related to this vile witch?


Madrila turned to leave. She crossed the basement and began climbing the stairs. After two steps, she turned and looked back over her shoulder.


"Soon you will have new friends," she said. "Soon the Bullies will join you. They grew up in warmth while I suffered... and now they will suffer too."


With that, Madrila climbed upstairs and slammed the basement door behind her. The oil lamp swung and guttered. Darkness flowed over Henry's world, full of fear, pain, and cries of horror.
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Chapter Fifteen


No Escape












Cobweb's eyes moistened as she walked through Spidersilk Forest. She squeezed Scruff's great, warm hand.


"M-m-my home," she whispered.


The trees twisted around her, their roots crawling across the forest floor. Leaves rustled, wisps of mist floated, and water dripped. Cobwebs hung between the branches, glistening with dew. Flowers bloomed on the forest floor, the size of dinner plates, their pollen purple and sweet scented.


Scruff sneezed, his whole body shaking.


"Scwuff, awe you okay?"


He nodded, then sneezed again. "I think it's the flowers." He approached one and sniffed it. A great sneeze tossed him back, tearing his hand free from Cobweb's. He crashed to the ground and nodded miserably. "Yes, the flowers."


Cobweb loved silkflowers. This time of year, when they bloomed, was special in Spidersilk Forest. Her friends would be celebrating Silkflower Festival soon; it had always been one of Cobweb's favorite days.


"Dey awe pwanted to make human invadews sneeze," she lied. She imagined that Scruff—a warrior—would feel better about sneezing as part of a fight.


"Do your friends live near?" he asked, sniffling.


Cobweb nodded. "Not faw. Gossamew and Webdew have b-b-been my best fwiends since we wewe bown. Dey wiww hewp us fight Madwiwa."


She missed her friends so badly, her heart leaped. To finally see them again! Sweet Gossamer, whose ears were so pointy, who always wore feathers in her hair. And dear Webdew, golden freckles glowing on her purple skin, her eyes sparkling like sapphires. The trouble we would get into! Cobweb remembered. They had spent years frolicking among the trees, stuffing frogs down older spiderlings' dresses, throwing berries at one another, and sometimes eating so many roasted acorns that they could not move all day. I miss those days so much.


A great, twisting oak rose ahead, its leaves dark red and its bark mossy. Its roots twisted and intertwined with the roots of lesser trees. Cobweb smiled and touched the trunk.


"Hewwo, owd fwiend," she whispered. She would spend many hours playing in this tree's branches; it was a wise, old tree.


A few more steps, and she saw the twin birches; their roots molded together, and their trunks rose in a V. Cobweb had spent much of her childhood swinging between these trunks. She hugged the trees.


"I missed you, deaw twins."


Scruff sneezed. "Cobweb, we... SNEEZE... don't have much time for... ACHOO... tree hugging."


She glared at him. "Scwuff, dese awe my fwiends."


"Those are Gossamer and Webdew?"


"Weww... no. But dey awe fwiends t-t-too."


They kept walking. Dragonflies glided around them, leaving wakes of glittering purple powder. Dry leaves glided, and the flowers filled the air with pollen. Scruff's sneezes shook the forest.


"Scwuff, more quietwy, pwease. Wemembew — we can't wet da ewdews c-c-catch us! Dey b-banished me. If dey catch us, dey wiww...." She gulped. 


Scruff swallowed a sneeze. "Will what?"


Cobweb twisted her fingers. "Dey wiww tuwn us to stone." She buried her face in her palms. "I've seen it d-d-done befowe! It's howwibwe."


Scruff tried to embrace her, but swallowed another sneeze, which tossed him backward.


"They won't catch us," he said and sniffled.


They walked for several hours through the forest. Cobweb knew the secrets paths the spiderlings normally took, and she avoided them. She led Scruff along streams, and over hills leafy with bushes, and through patches of trees so thick, they could barely squeeze between the trunks. She could have taken a quicker route to her friends' home, but quick paths carried many feet, as the saying went; here she saw only dragonflies, birds, and spiders.


"I'm hungry," Scruff said. He eyed some mushrooms. "Can you eat those?"


Cobweb shook her head. "Bettew not. I know s-s-somebody who ate one of dose mushwooms once. She's stiww convinced dat she's a smaww piece of stwing."


Scruff licked his lips, seemed to be considering, then shook his head.


"Better not."


She patted his shoulder. "Gossamew and Webdew wiww feed us."


Finally in the evening, Cobweb saw the hill ahead, and her heart twisted. Longlegs Hill. Her home. Tears filled her eyes and she trembled.


"Dis is da pwace."


The hill rose from a ring of white rocks. Oaks and birches grew around and atop it, twisting and rustling. In these trees, she had lived for sixteen years with Gossamer and Webdew, her dearest friends, the only spiderlings who never mocked her twisted tongue.


"Home," she whispered.


"It's beautiful," Scruff said and sneezed. "Aside from all the silk—HOO!—flowers."


They climbed the hill, moving between the twisting trees. Cobweb saw the elm where she'd often sleep at night, nestled between the branches and leaves—the place where she felt most safe. She kissed the tree, her dearest tree in the forest. Beside it grew gnarled beech trees, where Gossamer and Webdew lived.


"Gossamew!" she whispered. "Webdew!"


The trees rustled in the wind, but nobody answered.


Worry clutched Cobweb, but she forced herself to take deep breaths. Her friends were probably at the Silkflower Festival, or gone to swim in Dragonfly Pool, or maybe out patrolling the borders with bow and arrow.


"Fwiends?" she whispered.


Leaves rustled, and two spiderlings leaped down from the branches, holding bamboo shoots. Cobweb gasped; those were not her friends. They gave Cobweb cruel, mocking smiles.


"Welcome home, freak," one said, a young woman with pointy ears and mean blue eyes.


"Never thought we'd see you again, baby lips," said another, a hundred silver braids framing her sharp purple face.


The first one groaned. "I told you, don't call her baby lips, it sounds cute."


The second spiderling glared. "But she talks like a baby! Like a dumb baby!"


Cobweb gasped and trembled. "I'm n-n-not a b-b-ba— a b-b-b—"


Sweat beaded on her brow, and her tongue felt so heavy. She could barely speak at all. The spiderlings laughed mockingly. Scruff's face grew red and his fists clenched.


"Cobweb, are these your friends?" He growled. "I don't like them."


Cobweb shook her head wildly. "N-n-no, Scwuff." She turned to the spiderlings. "W-w-where awe G-g-gossamew a-an-an...." Every syllable felt like climbing a mountain. "...a-a-and W-w-webdew?"


The spiderlings laughed and began imitating her. "G-g-gossamer and W-w-webdew!" They shook with laughter. "We'll take you to see them, freak, and that human you brought with you."


They raised their bamboo shoots to their lips.


"Wun, Scwuff!" Cobweb cried, grabbed him, and pulled him back. But darts blew from the bamboo shoots. One hit her arm, and she yelped. Another hit Scruff's neck.


Scruff howled and began running toward the spiderlings. They blew more darts. They hit Scruff's neck. He howled and tripped. He wavered for a moment, then pitched forward and hit the forest floor.


"Scwuuuu...," Cobweb tried to cry, but her tongue felt so heavy. She took a step toward him, her knees wobbled, and she fell. Her cheek hit dry leaves.


She looked up and blinked. She saw the spiderlings laughing and kicking leaves onto her. Mist floated over her world, and she saw nothing more.


 


* * * * *


 


Neev's eyes fluttered open.


His mouth was dry. His throat burned and his shoulder throbbed. But I'm alive. God, I'm alive.


"Neev!" Romy said. Her head appeared above his. She rained countless kisses upon him and held him tight. "Oh, Neev, thank goodness you're alive."


His arms were still weak, but he managed to hug her. He lay on his back on stone, Romy atop him.


"Romy. Romy! Air. I need air."


She nodded, sniffed, and climbed off him. He breathed deeply and propped himself onto his elbows.


"What happened?"


Romy trembled. "Those snakes you alerted with your roars... one bit you. They're venomous. You almost died, but I stopped the poison just on time."


He gasped. "You sucked the poison out? You know, you're not supposed to do that."


"No, silly! You can't suck out tunnel snake poison. There's only one way to stop it." Suddenly she seemed embarrassed and looked away. Being a demon, her skin was always red, but her cheeks turned redder.


"What, Romy? What did you do?" He frowned. "Don't tell me that...."


She nodded. "Yeah. I had too—"


"I don't want to know." He held up his hand.


"It was the only way. I—"


"Romy, please, spare me!"


She nodded, sheepish. "Let's just say, it's a good thing I had a lot to drink this morning."


"ROMY!" He groaned. He stood up on shaky legs. "Please, Romy, please, never speak of this again."


She began to giggle. She leaped around him, laughing, and tugging the tail which now grew from his back.


"Wait until I tell everybody! Ooh, maybe John Quill will write an article about it."


Grumbling, Neev began walking down the tunnel. His tail swished behind him. "Come on, Romy, let's keep going."


The tunnel sloped down as they walked, a spiral leading miles underground. The air grew hot and dry. Crystals glittered in the walls, white and purple and blue. As they walked, the crystals grew larger, until they were the size of men. Hundreds glowed around, below, and above them.


"Pretty," Romy said in awe.


A few more steps, and the tunnel became a towering cavern, ten times the size of Fort Rosethorn. Crystals here rose like columns, a hundred feet tall, purple and pink and silver. They glowed and hummed, a sound like harps. Light glittered around the chamber. Streams of water flowed between the crystals, pure and clear. Neev knelt and drank; the water was icy and delicious. Romy got on all four and began lapping water like a dog, drinking and drinking. She grinned at Neev between sips.


"Just in case more snakes—"


"Romy!"


"Okay, okay." She wiped her lips. "Let's go."


She rose to her feet, and they kept walking. The crystal caves led to tunnels which spiralled down into heat and darkness. Diamonds glittered in the walls. Clawed footprints and fur covered the ground and walls.


"What creatures live here?" Neev asked.


"Oh, don't worry about that fur," Romy said. "It's only from the VMKWs—vicious molemen killer warlords. They're harmless."


Neev winced. "Romy, vicious molemen killer warlords don't sound too harmless."


"Trust me, Neev! We're safe. They hibernate in the winter. They only eat people in the autumn, to fatten up for the cold months."


Neev groaned and clutched her shoulders. "Romy, it's autumn now!"


Her eyes widened. She gasped. "Really?"


"Romy!"


She shook her head wildly. "Well, how should I know? I've never seen winter on Earth before! I thought winter was when the leaves are red and—"


"That's autumn!"


Romy winced. She looked around her, biting her lip. "Uhm, I had an idea, Neev. Instead of finding demon friends, let's... return to Earth and just hide in the forest. Let's go do that right now."


Before Neev could reply, sniffing and scratching came from behind them.


"Uh oh," Romy said.


Neev spun around. In the light of Romy's hair, he saw white teeth and claws. When the creatures came closer, he saw the rest of them. They stood four feet tall, hobbling on squat legs. They wore bronze helmets and breastplates over dank, brown fur. They had no eyes, but long snouts that sniffed, and whiskers that reached out three feet long. Their paws were huge, each one the size of their torsos.


"Who goes there?" they asked, voices nasal. "Who invades the kingdom of the vicious molemen killer warlords?"


"Stand back, molemen!" Romy said. She raised her pitchfork. "This is the vicious Romy, the, uhm... mighty... warrior demon... moleman killer!" She nodded.


The molemen scurried forward, sniffing. Their whiskers poked Neev and Romy, moving across them.


"A demon and a human!" they said. "They must die, friends! Yes, friends, they will feed us for winter."


Romy shrieked and turned to flee, but more molemen came from the tunnel's other end. Their maws opened. Their teeth were large as daggers, their claws like swords.


"You take those, I'll fight these ones!" Neev said.


He tossed a fireball. The molemen shrieked. Their fur blazed. One fell, and the other three raced forward, claws stabbing. Neev leaped back. One claw slashed his leg, drawing blood. He grunted and tossed lightning, hitting the moleman before it could claw him again.


Romy shrieked and fought, holding back molemen with her pitchfork. More kept pouring into the tunnel from above, blocking their escape. Neev saw a dozen or more in the darkness.


"Come on, Romy, let's go! There are too many."


He grabbed her elbow and pulled her with him. They leaped over a moleman and ran into darkness. They raced down the tunnel, descending deeper into the earth.


"But Neev," Romy said, "are you sure we should go this way?"


Twenty or more molemen were chasing, their claws scratching the earth. They were screeching and calling for blood.


"I'm sure!"


"But Neev! This will take us straight to...."


Neev skidded to a stop. Romy froze beside him and gulped. The tunnel had ended. They found themselves standing on a ledge of stone, overlooking a chamber the size of a cathedral. A waterfall of lava fell ahead, lighting wagons of jewels, bridges of stone, alcoves in the walls... and hundreds of molemen.


A pillar of stone rose from a pool of lava, holding a golden throne. The molemen king sat there, clad in gold and jewels, overseeing his realm. A crown of diamonds rested on his head. Like the others, he had no eyes, but he sniffed the air and snarled.


"I smell invaders! A demon and human! Kill them, molemen! Feast upon them."


Molemen came racing from the cavern below. Molemen screeched behind.


"Oh, bloody hell," Neev said. He wrapped his arms around Romy and pulled her off the ledge of stone.


"Fly, Romy, fly!"


She screamed. They were tumbling toward the pool of lava below. "But... but!"


"No buts! FLY!"


The lava bubbled below. Romy flapped her wings. Neev's boots grazed the lava... and they flew. Romy's wings flapped madly and she squealed. Neev tightened his arms around her.


"Neev!" she screamed. "Stop holding my butt!"


He groaned. "Just fly, Romy!"


Molemen leaped toward them from alcoves on the wall. Still clutching Romy, Neev pointed his fingers at them. He shot whatever bolts of lightning he could muster. They screeched and fell.


"There is no escaping the kingdom of the molemen!" their king shouted. He leaped off his throne, vaulted through the air, and grabbed Romy's leg.


Romy squealed. The extra weight began pulling her down. The king snarled and drooled. Clinging to Romy, Neev kicked and hit the king's face. The moleman snarled and snapped at his boots, and Neev kicked again. Lava still clung to his soles, and it sprayed the king's face.


"You cannot escape!" he screeched.


Neev kicked him in the teeth. The king screamed, fell, and splashed into the lava. Droplets flew and singed Neev's clothes. He grunted.


"That tunnel ahead, Romy! Fly into it!"


She was still screaming, but managed to flap her wings and fly toward the tunnel. More molemen leaped toward them. Neev shot them down with lightning.


"Go on! Into the tunnel!"


The tunnel grew closer. Romy flapped her wings... and crashed into the wall a foot away from the tunnel. Neev grunted.


"Oohhhhh," Romy moaned.


She flapped her wings again, and they rolled into the tunnel, singed and groaning. The molemen screeched behind. Neev spun around and saw a dozen climbing into the tunnel. He roasted them with a fireball, and they fell screaming.


"Come on, Neev!" Romy shouted. She grabbed his hand and began pulling him into the tunnel. "Let's run! The molemen don't go deeper."


They ran down the tunnel; it sloped steeply. When Neev turned his head, he saw the molemen pursuing. He sent lightning their way, and they fell.


"They're following!" he shouted.


Romy panted beside him. "They won't for long. Trust me!"


"I'll never trust you again! Trusting you is what got us into this mess!"


They kept running down the tunnel. The air grew hotter. The molemen shrieked behind.


A deep, loud growl shook the tunnel. Whatever made the sound was big. The molemen behind froze, whimpered, then turned their tails and fled back to their lair.


Romy paused, panting, and brushed her hands together. "See? I told you, Neev. I told you. The molemen don't go down here."


The growl shook the tunnel again. Neev shuddered.


"Why not, Romy?" he whispered.


"Well, obviously, it's because of the lava whale."


The growl below rose to a howl. It was so loud, Neev had to cover his ears.


"Lava whale, Romy? Really?"


She groaned. "Neev, don't worry! It also hibernates in winter, and... oh." She winced. "Oops."


Neev sighed. Lava splashed ahead and red eyes blazed. His sigh turned into a scream.
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Chapter Thirteen


Water and Stars












"So... Romy," Neev said. "How many demon friends do you have who can help us?"


They were walking down a dirt road, a field of wheat to their right, a vineyard to their left. In the distance, purple mountains rose from mist. Geese flew above, incurring screams from Romy whenever they honked too loudly.


"Oh, lots and lots and lots of friends," she said. "So many friends you couldn't count them! Oh, all those friends that I have!" She thought for a moment. "Two."


Neev groaned. "Two friends, Romy? When you said we should go to Hell for help, I imagined... I don't know, at least fifty fierce demons with flaming whips and pitchforks of dragonbone."


Romy waved her own pitchfork at the birds who flew above. When they had flown away, she looked back at Neev. "Oh, don't worry. My friends are just as tough, mean, and scary as I am."


Neev sighed. "That's what I'm worried about."


They walked down the road until the fields faded into wild country. Grass and trees swayed and a stream gurgled. When Romy saw the stream, she froze, shivered, and pointed.


"Ducks," she said and began sucking her thumb.


Neev smacked his lips.


That evening they sat by a campfire, eating roast duck (Romy was less afraid of them roasted) and drinking wild mint tea. The sunset flowed around them, orange and yellow like Romy's hair of fire. After eating, they lay on their backs and watched the first stars emerge.


"What do you think the stars are made of?" Romy asked, twirling her hair.


"Candy," he said. "Fly and get me some."


She patted his stomach. "You've eaten enough tonight. You're going to get fat!"


"Remind me, who ate ten birthday cakes recently?"


She pouted. "I was hungry!"


"Pigs get hungry. You—"


He froze and frowned. Something moved inside the stream—a large shape with staring eyes.


"Who's the pig?" Romy demanded and stamped her feet. "You're the one who grew a pig nose last time you cast a spell. All I did was—"


"Shh, Romy. Look, in the stream!"


She turned to stare and gasped. "It looks like... a swimmer?"


A figure seemed to swim underwater, transparent and glimmering. The water began to rise, raining droplets, forming the shape of a woman wearing robes and a pointy hat. The watery spirit seemed to smile. It spoke in a gurgling voice.


"Hello, Bullies."


Neev gasped. Madrila! Or at least, it was a watery version of her. The spirit reached out her arms, and tendrils of water shot forward. Neev growled and lashed his magic, severing a watery tendril with blasts of fire. Romy squealed. The second tendril wrapped around her and began pulling her toward the stream.


"Romy!"


Neev ran toward her, grabbed her, and began pulling her back. Water wrapped around her like ropes, pulling her toward the river spirit. Romy tried to scream, but water filled her mouth, and she coughed and sputtered. Her wings tried to flap, but were pinned to her body.


"I've got you, Romy!" Neev said, but a jet of water shot out and hit his face. More water wrapped around his feet and tugged him. He fell, and Romy slipped from his grasp.


"Romy!"


The water spirit pulled the demon into the stream. Romy gulped for air, gave a last scream, and then vanished underwater.


Neev cursed. His fingers trembled, but he managed to summon a fireball and toss it into the stream. Romy was fireproof; the watery Madrila might not be.


Steam rose from the water and droplets splashed. The fireball extinguished. He could see Romy struggling underwater, the watery Madrila pinning her down. Neev tossed a second fireball, and more water steamed and crashed, but the stream kept flowing.


Neev summoned a fireball into each hand and leaped into the water. He sank to the riverbed, eyes open and stinging. He saw Romy floundering, clutched in Madrila's grasp. Neev swam toward her and pressed both fireballs against the water spirit's head.


The creature screamed. Its head melted. Its arms opened. Neev grabbed Romy and swam with her to the surface. Their heads burst over the water, and they gasped for breath and coughed. His arms around Romy, Neev swam to the bank.


He pulled Romy out, dragged her several feet away, and lay her on the grass. Her hair smoldered, slick strands of guttering fire.


"Romy! Romy, can you breathe?"


She coughed and sputtered, but she breathed and nodded. "I—" She coughed. "I swallowed a fish!"


Neev turned back to the stream. The watery Madrila was rising again, headless. Her arms lashed out randomly, shooting streams of water, hitting trees and boulders.


"Where are you, Bullies?" Even without a head, she managed to cry in a gurgling voice. "I will find you. You cannot escape from me. I will summon the water, and the sky, and the earth itself to kill you. You cannot hide!"


"Maybe not," Neev said. "But we can fight."


He shot a fireball and hit the water spirit's chest. The creature shrieked and crashed into the stream. The water settled. Silence fell.


Neev let out a shaky breath. "She's gone."


Romy stood up, walked toward him, and hugged him.


"Oh Neev." She kissed him. "You saved me. But oh, your nose!"


He touched it and sighed. A pig's snout. Of course.


"Damn jinx," he said. 


Romy giggled. "Piggy pig pig!" She laughed and danced around him, tail wagging. "Who's the piggy now, Sir Oinky?"


Neev grumbled. He'd cast another spell, trading this jinx for another, but felt too drained. Casting so many fireballs took a lot out of him; he would cast no more magic tonight.


"You still ate ten cakes," he said, lamely. His voice sounded miserable to him, which made Romy laugh even louder. She kept running in circles around him, poking his nose, wiggling her backside at him, and oinking.


Finally Neev had enough. He walked up to her, grabbed her, and glared.


"Romy," he said, "shut it."


When she opened her mouth to object, he kissed her, muffling her words. Her voice died, and she kissed him back. His arms wrapped around her and she clung to him. They kissed for long moments in the sunset, their wet bodies pressed together.


"Piggy," she said to him when their kiss ended. She kissed his snout. "My cute hero piglet. I love you, Neev. I love you very much."


He held her close. "Right back at you, Romster. I'm glad you're okay."


She yawned. "Now let's find a place to sleep—far away from the water! We have a volcano to climb tomorrow."


They sat by the fire to dry, then lay down to sleep, cuddled up in their cloaks. Crickets chirped around them. Soon Romy slept, her head against his shoulder and her arms around him. She snored and drooled so much, that she soaked his shirt. Neev sighed, kissed her head, and closed his eyes.


 


* * * * *


 


Jamie climbed the mountain, her sword rattling over her back. Cold winds blew, sneaking under her breastplate like icy fingers. She tightened her cloak around her, gritted her teeth, and kept climbing. When she looked behind her, she saw distant valleys cloaked in mist. Beyond them rolled autumn forests, red and gold and yellow.


She saw the elflings too; they climbed the mountain behind her in single file. Rowyn walked first, his green cloak fluttering, his wand in his hand. His goldencharm glowed on his forehead, a glittering star. Behind him walked Ellywyn, her silver dagger drawn. Fall leaves filled her red hair, her sun goldencharm glowed, and her green eyes were narrowed. Noelyn brought up the rear, an arrow in her bow, her dress fluttering in the wind. Her purple eyes glowed like the golden moon on her forehead.


I wish I were an elfling too, Jamie thought, not for the first time. She remembered turning into a ball of fluff, and wondered if any wizards knew spells that could turn her into an elfling. I'm already short enough. All I need are pointy ears and a goldencharm. Mine would be a roaring dragon.


"How much higher is the dragon's nest?" she asked and looked up the mountainside. The peak seemed miles away, cloaked in clouds.


"All the way on top," Rowyn said. "Grumbledook is watcher of the peak."


Jamie grumbled. "I should have known."


She kept climbing, feet aching, but paused when she heard howls behind her.


Jamie spun around and stared down the mountainside. The elflings too heard the sound; they raised their weapons and stared into the misty valleys below. Howls and barks sounded there, coming closer.


"Dogs," Jamie said. She drew her sword. "Big, angry ones."


The howls continued, echoing in the valley. They carried a strange, metallic twang, she thought. They were too deep, too cruel.


"No, not dogs," Noelyn said softly, the first words she had spoken all day. She pointed her arrow down the mountainside. "Not the kind you and I know, at least."


Jamie growled and swung her sword. She wished she could see the creatures, but the mist hid everything. The howls were getting closer, and soon she heard footfalls too, a dozen or more racing up the mountainside. The barking sounded almost like words.


"Bullies bark bark Bullies bark!"


Rowyn uttered a spell, and soon his wand sparkled with green lightning.


"These creatures are looking for us."


Jamie gritted her teeth. She raised her sword and shield. "They found us."


Ten creatures burst from the mist below, racing up the mountainside. Jamie grunted. They looked like dogs, but were larger—pony sized—and each had three heads. Their hides were black, and fire filled their maws. Their claws clanked against the mountainside.


"Devil dogs!" screamed Ellywyn. She swung her dagger before her. "Stay back!"


The three-headed creatures kept racing toward them. "Bullies! Bark bark, Bullies!"


Noelyn shot an arrow. It whistled and slammed into one devil dog. The creature howled, fell, but rose and kept running. Rowyn shot lightning from his wand. It hit another devil dog, and the creature screeched and fell.


"Ellywyn, with me!" Jamie shouted and charged down the mountainside. "We'll take them head on."


The redhead elfling shouted a wordless battle cry, and the two girls raced toward the dogs. More arrows and lightning flew. One dog blew fire from its maw. Jamie pushed Ellywyn aside, saving her from the flames, and raised her shield. The flames crashed against it. Sparks flew around the shield, nearly burning Jamie. She screamed and ran, shield held before her. She leaped, swung her sword, and cut the devil dog. It howled and bit. Its teeth slammed against her breastplate, denting the steel. Jamie screamed, shoved it back, and thrust her sword. Her blade drew blood, the beast fell, and she stabbed it again.


"Jamie, watch out!" Ellywyn cried.


A dog leaped onto Jamie's back. She hit the ground. Teeth bit her shoulder, denting her armor.


"Get off her!" Ellywyn cried. She leaped. Her silver dagger lashed. The devil dog yelped and fell. Jamie scurried to her feet, swinging her blade into the beast. Ellywyn's dagger lashed a second time, and the dog fell dead.


Five more surrounded them, growling and bristling. Smoke rose from their nostrils.


The dogs blew fire. Ellywyn leaped, somersaulted, and lashed her blade at one. Jamie slid under a jet of fire and hacked at the dog's legs. It fell, and she leaped up and raised her shield. Fire blazed against it; a few tongues of flame passed around the shield and licked her arm. She screamed, leaped, and swung her blade. Devil dog blood spilled, orange and smoking.


From the corners of her eyes, she saw the elflings fighting, but had no time to look closely. A dog leaped onto her, all three heads barking. Its fangs slammed against her breastplate. The steel dented. Jamie grunted and slammed the pommel of her sword into one of the heads. The devil dog whimpered and leaped back, and she slashed her sword, cutting it down.


She panted, looking around. Devil dogs lay dead around her, bloody and smoking. Three other dogs were fleeing down the mountain.


"Noelyn, shoot them down!" Jamie said.


Noelyn was panting, her dress torn. Teeth marks bled on her leg. "I will not kill fleeing creatures."


Jamie groaned and watched the devil dogs flee into the mist. She considered chasing them, but doubted she'd catch them; they moved fast as horses.


"If those things work for Madrila, she'll know we're here," she said. She knelt by a dead dog. Its three necks bore collars and tags marked with red Ms. When she examined the other dogs, she saw that they all wore the same collars.


"M for Madrila," she said and sighed. "Expect more of these creatures on our trail."


She examined her wounds; her arm was singed, and bruises were probably spreading under her breastplate. The elflings suffered small lacerations and burns. Rowyn carried healing herbs and bandages in his pack; he spent a while tending to their wounds. When everyone was bandaged, they kept climbing the mountain.


"We better find that dragon soon," Jamie muttered. The mountain soared above them. She thought of Burrfield and ignored the pain.
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