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"Isn't it enough to see that a garden is beautiful without having to believe that there are fairies at the bottom of it too?" 
— Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker's Guide To The Galaxy.
––––––––
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They sat with their backs against the stone crypt in the center of Hobart Cemetery. A warm summer breeze rustled the treetops in the Downs. Promises floated on the night air and beckoned the children to play in the darkness. Unafraid, they quietly talked amongst themselves and stared out over the now empty graves they had helped to fill long ago.

The raven haired girl with pale skin, scowled and sat with her arms crossed in front of her. A small boy, her mirror image, pulled weeds at his side. They were dressed in an era long since passed. At one time they might have passed for average neighborhood children, but they were far from average now. They preferred the darkness and each other. 

The young boy rested his head on a knee and sighed. The girl stared, intensely, into the inky blackness of the Downs; a silent dare on her lips.

“That battle was something, wasn't it?” asked the boy, ripping a large clump of grass and dirt from the earth. “Birdie, do you think they are like us?”

“No, Basil. They are not like us,” said Birdie, gritting her teeth. “No one is like us.”

She had watched the battle between the old man and the boys with growing curiosity. They were special. Their magic had rushed over her in a constant wave. It was so powerful. The need to feel it again was overwhelming. She wanted to be special, too.

“But, they can do magic just like us,” said Basil. “You saw what that boy did with the trees. I know you did.”

“Yes, I saw it, but,” Birdie paused and moved her hair away from her one gray eye. “It's just not the same.”

“No, it's not the same,” said a voice in the dark.

Basil jumped up with a start, but Birdie glared in the direction of the voice. It had a distinct familiarity. Her suspicions were confirmed when a tall, thin woman stepped out of the Downs and into the moonlight. She had the same raven hair and pale skin. Her cold gray eyes looked them over.

“Hello, Auntie Drusilla,” said Birdie. Her sarcasm did not go unnoticed.

“We thought you got blown up,” said Basil.

Drusilla's lips curved into a tight smile that did not reach her eyes. “Dear....sweet child,” she coughed. “I simply made it look that way.”
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“Well, you sure look like you got blown up,” said Basil, studying her disheveled hair and tattered dress. “Did someone put you back together wrong?”

Drusilla looked down at herself and cleared her throat. “Yes, well,” she said. “I did not come to discuss my appearance.”

“I know. I know,” said Basil, excitedly. “You came to take us back to mother and father.” Birdie whipped around on her brother. One eye glared at him and the other flashed.

“Do not speak of them,” she growled. Basil put his hands up and cowered.

Drusilla clicked her teeth and put a hand on the young girl's shoulder. “You know I did all that I could with your... dear mother,” she sighed, pulling her hand away and wiping it on her dress. “It was common knowledge that my brother, your father, was never too bright.”

Birdie turned her glare on Drusilla. “Why are you here...Auntie?”

Drusilla clasped her hands in front of her and pursed her lips. “I assumed with the recent events, that you children might need a guardian,” she said. “Someone to watch over you and keep you safe.”

Basil put his hands on his hips and scrunched up his face. “We don't need a guardian.”

“Nephew, that is where you are wrong. With eyes like that, you are sure to be noticed. How long do you think you can hide out here? Eventually, someone will come looking for you. It is not in your best interest to be alone.”

“We're doing just fine,” said Birdie.

“This...someone...is not very nice. Why don't you let me hold on to the eyes...for safe keeping,” said Drusilla. “We are family after all. You can trust me.”

Basil backed up and covered the side of his face. “No one is taking my eye,” he exclaimed.

Birdie's eye flashed at the older woman. Drusilla raised an eyebrow and held up her hands. “Alright, children. Calm yourselves,” she commanded. “Auntie would never do anything to hurt you.”

Not yet, thought Drusilla.

Basil removed his hand from his face and stepped behind his sister.

“What do you want?” asked Birdie.

“I have a proposition for you,” said Drusilla.

Birdie reached behind and grabbed her brother's hand. Drusilla shook her head and wagged a finger.

“There is no need for any of that,” she said. “Let's find a place to sit and I'll explain.”
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The journey back to Merrihaven had taken a full day and night. Morning was inching its way over the horizon by the time Max flopped on his bed.

Thankfully, the rest of the house was asleep. But, they wouldn't be for long with the growing menagerie of animals and creatures gathering on the grounds. Word had spread fast about the new earth king. The one that would protect them and breathe new life into the Downs. They were waiting for a glimpse of Milo.

Max rolled onto his back and tried to relax. His body screamed for sleep, but his mind was racing. He had the Blood Diamond and now, the earth stone, but he was a long way off from finding the other stones and saving his parents. And he couldn't forget about Milo's mom and grandma. It had been a long time since he'd astral jumped. Even without the stones, it seemed Isolde was getting stronger. His parents' faces had appeared in the light of the shadowstone, only to be replaced by Isolde's face. He shuddered. Was it a warning sign? 

There had been far more Shifters and Trith this time. Where were they coming from? And what about the flash of white in the Downs? It had moved so fast, even when it pushed him away from the tower. He never did get a good look at it.

Max grunted and sat up. Every part of him ached and cried out for sleep, but it was not going to come anytime soon. He got up and walked out into the hallway. The eyes of the portraits on the wall followed him as he stepped lightly toward the stairs. He crossed his fingers in hopes that he'd be able to pass Alice's door without setting her off. She didn't make a sound as he tiptoed by. He sighed with relief when he reached the bottom step. Fuster came around the corner with his arms ladened down with firewood. He struggled through the entryway toward the dining hall.

“G-Good morning, sir,” he said, breathlessly.

Max ran to the dwarf and grabbed half the stack of wood. Fuster gave him a relieved smile. “I once had the strength of ten men,” he said, with a wink. “But, age has stolen my magnificence.” The dwarf chuckled and headed into the dining hall.

“How is Cragge?” asked Max, placing the firewood on the hearth.

“He is well, if not a bit anxious to return to normal life,” said Fuster.

“I will speak with Aunt Griselda,” said Max.

The dwarf smiled and placed a hand on his arm. “That is kind of you, but not necessary. It is good to have you back. He patted his arm and left the room.

Max jumped when a thump sounded behind him. He turned to see a fat bird flapping its wings against the window pane. He approached the window as the bird thumped his body against the glass a second time. A group of pixies surrounded the bird and pulled it away. He shook his head and peered out over the grounds. The pixies forced the bird back into a large group on the lawn. Birds of all shapes, sizes and colors hopped and flapped their wings excitedly as the pixies tried to control them. It would've been comical had it been another time.

“Couldn't sleep either?”

Max glanced over his shoulder to find Milo and his cousins in the doorway. They looked as tired as he felt. He shook his head and pointed at the window. “Milo, you've got visitors,” he said.

The boys stepped outside and were immediately surrounded. The pixies couldn't contain the birds' excitement at the sight of Milo and moved out of the way. Max, Tommy and the twins ducked and ran for the stables. Milo walked calmly across the lawn and sat down. The birds chirped and screeched as they fought for a place to perch on the small boy. Max and Tommy leaned against the door frame and watched Milo.

“He's a regular little Snow White, isn't he?” asked Tommy.

“He's happy,” said Max. Milo was happy. He smiled and gently petted each bird. Plump little sparrows took up the spot on his shoulders. They perched in groups of three and chirped in his ears. He spoke to them in a low, gentle tone and they seemed to understand.

“Eh, give him a week and he'll be running for home,” said Tommy.

Max glanced over at him. “Where'd that come from?”

Tommy shrugged his shoulders and moved inside the stables. Max watched a lone fox slowly approach. Its head was down and its tail hung between its legs, but its eyes were focused on Milo. The birds flew up and landed across the lawn in a huff, making their irritation known at being interrupted. The fox and boy regarded each other. Milo slowly stuck out his hand so the fox could get his scent. The fox sniffed him, then jumped into his lap. It whimpered and moved around in a flurry of licks. Milo laughed and hugged the fox, petting its back until it calmed down. The birds returned to their original positions, with some bravely sitting atop the fox's head and back.

The area under and around Milo quickly become more lush and green than it had been before. Tiny flowers in various shades sprouted where there had been none before. The Spriggan appeared and called to Milo. He turned and waved the little creature over excitedly.

Max turned into the stables to find his cousin lingering at the back stall; the one that held Hodgenock's brother, Mibbitwiss.

“Do you think Milo can help him?” asked Snoop, peering over the gate.

“He's not a miracle worker, you know,” snapped Tommy.

Max peered over the gate. Mibbitwiss lay quietly on a bed of hay. “I think it's going to take a lot more than Milo to change him back,” he said.

“You can do it,” said Snoop. “You have the strongest stone out of all of them. The book said so.”

“Yes, show us the power of the almighty Blood Diamond,” said Tommy, his tone thick with sarcasm. Davi whipped around on Tommy and pushed him.

“What's your problem?” he asked.

Tommy blinked in surprise and shook his head. “I-I'm just tired,” he said, sheepishly. “I didn't mean...”

His eyebrows came together and he stared at them in confusion, then abruptly left the stables. Max watched him go. They had all lost sleep, but Tommy had never acted like that before.
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Max and the twins were saying good morning to Leofwin when Tommy rushed back into the stables.

“Y-You have got to see this,” he said, breathlessly. “Hurry.”

They ran outside to find the lawn empty of birds. Milo and the Spriggan had backed up against the house, the fox cowered behind their legs. 

Two Trith walked lazily up the hill toward the house.

“Go get the others,” called Max, over his shoulder. He called to his magic and pushed it out around his body, then stepped forward. The Triths' movements were slow and clumsy. They panted heavily, but kept their eyes on him. Tommy, Snoop and Davi stepped up beside him and prepared to join their magic together. The Trith drew closer and Max realized they were not like the others. He sniffed the air and held out a hand.

“Wait,” he said. “There's no scent.”

“So what,” said Tommy. “They'll still kill us if we don't fry them first.”

The Trith were about a yard away. One fell face first, then righted itself and continued up the hill. The other seemed to sway with each step. Their skin was pink, but they still had hair on their heads....human hair. The clothes on their backs were in shreds at their sides. Max moved closer to get a better look. He could hear the others gathering behind him, but didn't take his eyes off the Trith. They looked familiar. The hair. The clothes. He'd seen them before.

“Max, what are you doing? Kill them,” shouted Tommy.

Max pushed his magic out and formed a protective barrier. The Trith stopped and swayed back and forth, staring at him. The realization of who they were hit him like a punch to the gut. The Trith stumbled, then gave a half-hearted snarl.

“I know them,” he shouted. He lifted his arms and threw his magic at the Trith, encasing them in a bubble. They used what little strength they had and charged. His magic crackled and they backed up.

“I-It's Miss Higgins,” said Davi. His mouth hung open and his eyes went wide in disbelief.

“Who is Miss Higgins?” asked Milly.

“Our teacher,” said Davi. His face had lost all color.

“Who is the other one?” asked Griselda.

Max stared at the larger Trith. He eyed the tattered suit jacket and the tie hanging loosely around its neck.

“That's Detective Howard,” said Max.

Their faces had elongated into a snout. Two razor sharp fangs extended over their bottom lip, but they hadn't changed completely. Their features were still recognizable. Their eyes were human, not glowing red like the other Trith they'd encountered.

Hodgenock drew his sword. “Release them. They are too far gone.”

“We can't just kill them,” said Max.

“They didn't come for a friendly visit, boy,” said Milly.

“We can lock them up with Mibbitwiss until we can change them back,” said Snoop.

“So now we're going to start collecting these monsters?” growled Renny.

Max knelt down in front of Miss Higgins, or what was left of her.

“Mind your distance, Max,” warned Renny.

“Miss Higgins, can you hear me?” asked Max. He watched her sway. Her brown eyes wavered before Detective Howard stepped in front of her. He snarled and snapped his jaws inches from Max's face. If it wasn't for his magic, he'd be dead. “Detective Howard, you know me,” he said. “At the school. Remember?” The Trith paced and gave no sign that it had understood. It whipped around on him so fast, Max fell backwards.

“How sweet it is that you want to play savior to these weak minded humans,” it said. Max's heart raced and he quickly scooted away. “You may be able to contain them, boy. But, not me...not for much longer.” A wave of shock and fear rolled over him.

Isolde.

The larger Trith shook its head and whimpered. The smaller one cackled and stepped forward. “Thieves. All of you,” it screeched. “Those stones are mine.” The Trith moaned and put its nose to the ground, then lifted its head. “Look how easy it is toy with mortals. I will enjoy killing all of you,” it said, staring at him. “And I will start with you, boy.” The Trith's eyes turned red and the smell of decay filled the air. The Trith racked their claws over the lawn and charged the barrier. They snarled and snapped their jaws at the crackling magic. If they felt pain, they didn't show it and kept trying to force their way through. Miss Higgins and Detective Howard were gone. Max backed away and watched them for a moment. 

“They're gone, Max,” said Renny.

“I can't do it,” he said, bowing his head. “What makes them any different than Mibbitwiss?”

“We cannot save them. If we trap them here, it will bring more,” said Renny.

Max's heart sank. Renny was right. He closed his eyes and turned his head, then clapped his hands together. The barrier popped with a bang and the Trith exploded into ash. He knelt over the remains. A piece of Detective Howard's tie landed on the pile of ash. The silence hung heavy in the air. 

If Isolde was strong and bold enough to use innocents, what was she doing to his parents in the Shadowlands? How many others had been changed into Trith? This was no warning. It was a threat. He had to check the book and map to find out where the next stone was. He turned around and ran for the house.

“Max, where are you going?” asked his grandfather.

“To find the other stones.”
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Drusilla rubbed her hands together, greedily and studied the children. They were dressed far too neat for what she had planned. “We will need to dirty you up a bit,” she said, with a sly smile. “Basil, muss up that hair. Birdie, loosen that bow atop your head.” The children gave her an odd look, but did as instructed. “Just a few more touches,” she said. She stood over Basil, menacingly and his gray eye grew wide with fear. She grabbed his shoulders and tore the sleeves of his velvet suit jacket.

“Hey, what was that for?” he cried. Birdie clenched her fists together. Her small frame tensed with anger.

“Dear boy, how are we to play this game, if you do not look the part?” asked Drusilla, as she approached Birdie.

“You said all we had to do was get the stones for you and you'd take us to mother and father,” said Birdie, backing up. “I don't believe you.”

Drusilla lips pursed as she stared down at the girl. “Trust in your Auntie Drusilla.” she said, through gritted teeth. She reached out and tore the collar of Birdie's dress. “One look with those eyes of yours should do the trick.” Drusilla clenched her fist, then opened it. A fireball burned in the palm of her hand.

“What are you doing with that?” asked Basil. He reached out and grabbed his sister's hand.

Drusilla rolled her eyes and sighed impatiently. “Just hold still.” She set the fireball adrift and watched it singe the hemline of Birdie's dress. Birdie jumped back and swiped at the smoking fabric. When she looked up, her face was red with fury. Her gray eye glared at the older woman, but her other eye flashed. Its solid black surface quickly burned red hot. Drusilla's eyes bulged in their sockets. Her hands flew to her throat and she gasped for air. 

Basil tried to pull his hand away, but Birdie held on tighter. He shook her by the shoulder. “You promised we wouldn't do that anymore,” he said. Drusilla fell to a knee and clawed the ground. “Birdie, stop it. Now,” he demanded. The fire in Birdie's dark eye went out. She crossed her arms in front of her and sneered at the woman. Drusilla wheezed and gulped air. She stood up and growled at the small girl. The tips of her fingers glowed like hot pokers. A silent dare crossed Birdie's face. Drusilla tamped down the fire in her fingertips and clasped her hands in front of her.

“Now, where were we,” she said, hoarsely.

“I don't want to play this game,” whined Basil. “Can't you take us to mother and father now?”

“In order to get you home, I need the stones,” said Drusilla. “They are somewhere inside Merrihaven. You will find them and bring them to me.”

“Why can't you do it?” asked Basil.

“Because they'll kill her,” said Birdie. “Isn't that right....Auntie?” Drusilla cleared her throat and waved her off.

“How are we supposed to get inside?” asked Basil.

“I have already taken care of that. It should be along any minute,” said Drusilla. “There is one more thing.”

“No more ripping our clothes or fireballs,” said Basil, stomping his feet.

Drusilla raised an eyebrow at him. “I think it best if you hide those eyes.” She reached out and clamped a hand over each child's face, then mumbled something they couldn't understand. She released them, then stood back to admire her work. “There, now. See for yourselves.” Basil and Birdie turned to each other. Their mouths hung open in surprise.

“Your eye is normal,” exclaimed Basil.

“So is yours,” said Birdie.

Basil turned to Drusilla and hopped with excitement. “Will it stay this way. Can we keep them?”

Drusilla shook her head. “It is temporary...a disguise. Should anyone find out about your true eye, you will be in terrible danger.” The children glanced at one another.

“The spell will stay as long as you remain with them,” said Drusilla.

“What happens if Birdie gets mad?” asked Basil. “She always gets mad.” Birdie elbowed him in the chest. He winced and rolled his eyes at her.

Drusilla's face scrunched up in a weird, wicked grin. “Birdie may get as mad as she likes. Her stone eye will show through its disguise, but it is unlikely anyone will live long enough to see it.” The ground shook and Drusilla clapped her hands.

“W-What was that?” asked Basil.

“A little assistance and
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