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“Pisse-mired sea monsters,” I said as the ground rushed up at me. A blur of green and dotted red. Closer and closer. Without warning, before I could actually brace myself, the atmospheric element tilted and dumped me out. Onto the top of a rounded hill overlooking a narrow valley made by the convergence of the descending, sloped faces of other rounded hills. Nothing at all like the quarried mountains from back home with their dark stone and sky-reaching, narrow rocky paths. Nothing like the city of Pel-rezlata, with all its shining pinnacles and crowded streets. 

Tall grass and orange-red flowers, the like I’d never seen before with their thin petals more delicate than the parchments my friend Astr-len obsessed over, hid a stretch of uneven ground. Catching my booted toe on a clump of dirt, I staggered and fell to my knees.

Scrambling up and whirling around, I shoved the atmospheric element. Hard. 

“Leave it alone, Sha-li. It didn’t do it on purpose.” Astr-len’s voice echoed in my ears as loudly as if he were standing right next to me. But he didn’t know that. He couldn’t have known that even if he were here. The stupid atmospheric element might very well have done it very much on purpose. 

A trilling, rolling sound like a bird singing or a denizen whistling layered itself over the hushing whisper of the wind-rustled grass and then died away. Then sounded again. A call and answer that brought to mind one of the many ways I’d called for Astr-len or he’d called for me when we’d been in different corridors of the Benel labyrinth. Each call with its own meaning, a coded language only the two of us knew. My stomach twisted—not from hunger. Though I was hungry. I balled my hands into fists and blinked back a surge of irritating water. Not a single bird traced a meandering path through the cloudless blue sky. Not a single denizen, whistling or silent, stood out as a dark figure against any of the visible hills. And Astr-len was far away. Too far away from me. 

I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth where the faintest trace of the dragonmint-flavored curd tart from my long-ago morning meal in the queen’s palace in Dar-en, the capital domain of the kingdom of Dar, still lingered. So what if it was famous as a royal delicacy because dragonmint was as dangerous to harvest as dragons were to speak to? So what if I should have felt lucky to have eaten it for the first time while sitting at the same table as Queen Raivna herself? Raivna, the queen who had questioned me about my home city of Pel-rezlata and my home domain of Benel with such strange, varied, and wandering digressions that I’d wondered if she knew anything about her country at all. Her country, the kingdom of Dar, with its ten domains of Benel, Dar-en, Guelden, Luxen, Erte, Hilven, Nethe, Tene, Frysia, and Aarth.

So what?

Emitting a scent as sharp and stinging to breathe in as too-thin, high-altitude air, the atmospheric element nudged into me—affectionately, impatiently?—pushing me in the direction of the valley.

“What? I have to go down there to find Hol’s mother?” I asked. 

It pushed me again. 

“Stop pushing me. You could have taken me all the way, couldn’t you?”

It bumped me a final time, lifted itself out of my reach, and raced off in the direction from which we’d come. 

“Wait!” I called out after it, but it didn’t hear me. Or it chose to pretend it hadn’t heard me. I kicked at the ground, scuffing the grass. 

And then I was alone. Well, alone with whatever was making the birdlike, short-phrased songs all around me. Alone and exposed to a too-open sky. Alone without the familiar comfort of my labyrinth to hide within. Away from my home and all I’d ever known. So what, so what. I huffed out a breath through my nose. 

Sticking my right hand into the pouch hanging from my belt, I rattled the rocks within it and started down the hill toward the valley, stomping my way through the thigh-high grass and flowers. As I went, the chirping song closest to me stopped. Then, after a moment, from behind me, it started up again, while from ahead of me, it hadn’t stopped yet. A multitude of small voices not speaking to me. 

That I didn’t know whether there was such a thing as grass birds or orange-red flower birds turned the skin of my cheeks flush with heat and made me want to hit something. 

Up until the last few days, I hadn’t known I was ignorant. I hadn’t known how the baron of Benel and his predecessors’ forbidding of the telling of stories and legends had impacted me and all the denizens of Pel-rezlata. 

It was because I’d been a charge of the baron and my only friend had been Astr-len, who was the baron’s heir’s attendant and poison taster and who had passed on all he’d heard to me, that I knew more legends and stories than most. For the heir had told Astr-len and Astr-len had told me all the legends and stories the heir was made to learn in anticipation of one day becoming the baron of Benel. Though that anticipation had been shadowed by the baron’s wife’s attempts to kill the heir and put the baron’s second len in his place. 

Which I’d also only learned about because the minotaur who’d shown up to claim the labyrinth and city had heard it from the trees.

I kicked at a dirt mound until I uncovered the rock it had formed around. Snatching it up, I tossed it into the air. Tossing and catching it in my palm. A smooth and pale rock, not at all like the sharper-edged, dark rocks from home. Some of which I carried in my pouch. Some of which I always carried with me. Brushing the dirt from the rounded surface, missing the biting insects I had thought of as my friends, I dropped it in to join the others.

“Pisse-mired atmospheric element,” I said into the empty sky. 

Before I go any further, let me make two things clear. 

One: I am furious that the stupid wizard Hol banished me right when things were getting interesting. Sure, if he hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have met the queen of Dar face-to-face or seen her move into immediate action, using the information I’d given her, to address the baron’s treasonous behavior in Pel-rezlata where I’d been born and had lived until my twentieth year when, like I’d said, the interfering wizard Hol banished me. 

Sure, it was exciting to travel by atmospheric element. I mean, up until the moment the exasperating wizard Hol had shoved me into one, I hadn’t even known such a thing was possible. The same way I hadn’t known that the way I could call light to my hands or ask Benel’s biting insects to put their bites into the rocks I carried was called witchery. 

Sure, so what, sure. 

And sure, Astr-len and I had called my ability to do those things “my secret.” And until the wizard had shown up and said, “In other places across Dar, there are many denizens who can speak with the elements,” and, “They heal, they read fortunes, they cooperate and communicate with elements, and they tell stories that carry truth,” I hadn’t known “my secret” was a common thing others had mastered. I hadn’t known “my secret” was not a secret beyond the borders of my domain. 

My stupid domain. The stupid baron who had kept me ignorant. The stupid wizard who had flaunted his power in my face and then sent me away.

Walking mad made me walk fast, and I was down the hill in no time at all and at the head of the valley. One hand stuck in among the rocks in my pouch and the other fisted against my hip, I paused for a breath. Near my feet, water bubbled out of a small section of grass and flower-lined rock and turned into a trickling stream, which soon enough transformed into a glittering ribbon of a river that snaked ahead of me and vanished into the distance. At the base of the rounded, grassy, and orange-red flowered hill off to the left, a tented encampment appeared as if by the removal of an illusion. Clicking my rocks against each other, I looked for the biggest tent. Looked for any movement to guide me. Then, when I realized the tents were all the same size and that no one seemed to be around, I simply made for the nearest one.

“Just think for a moment before you do anything,” Astr-len always said. But I didn’t have time for that. I wanted to learn what there was to learn and get home as quickly as I could.

It was the wizard’s idea that I was here in the first place. Here, in the northernmost domain of Frysia. Here, all alone. So, with that in mind, two: whatever happens from here on out is not my fault. 
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The tents, twelve or fifteen in number, were all a faded color somewhere between soft yellow and worn-out green. Spaced with only a body length or two between each one, they weren’t in any organized configuration like a circle, but rather scattered here and there, though close enough to each other, like I already said. 

Thin black banners flapped from the peaked tips. Each one had a different brightly colored symbol, maybe writing of some kind or something. I couldn’t tell even when I squinted except to know that they were not words in the language of Dar. 

This place, this stupid valley, was quieter than the labyrinth. For there, back home, at least the sea was nearby, crashing up against the outer walls, always crashing. Here, the only sound was the soft whisper of the wind in the grass and that repeating and chorused chirping. 

Though I crossed it quickly, the space between me and the tents was uncomfortably unprotected. Too quiet a place. Too big of a sky above. Too much exposed area. No crowded streets to shuffle and elbow my way through like in the city. No winding and comforting corridors to explore, as I’d done for hours on end in the labyrinth. No overhanging dark branches to shield me from the glare of the sun, like in the blackened hardwood forest. 

Just open sky and open grassland. Just those waiting tents with dragons knew what inside. 

I gripped a rock and kept my eyes wide. 

As I neared them, no one jumped out at me. No creatures leaped for my throat. Not even when I put my hand on the first tent and rattled it from the outside. 

When nothing happened, I poked my head in through the entry flap and peered into the shadowed space. Nothing more than trampled grass and patches of dirt. No signs of habitation. It was the same thing with the next handful. As if whoever had put the tents up hadn’t finished moving in. As if they’d forgotten to bring their things. Or as if the location had been abandoned long ago and the tents left behind to fade in the sun. I couldn’t tell which. 

There weren’t any bones I could see either. Not inside or outside the tents, not mixed in or hidden under the tall grass, not strewn about or piled in mounds. Which Astr-len would have said was a good sign. I didn’t know. Some sign of life, even long-ago life, would have been nice. 

The next tents were the same as the others. Empty. 

Just as I was beginning to tremble with a sure and building fury that I’d been dumped by the atmospheric element and thus by the stupid wizard Hol in an abandoned place, I reached the ninth or tenth tent. 

Unlike the others, its entry flap was pinned open and revealed a short wooden table surrounded by thick multicolored cushions thrown down upon a square carpet with the image of a full-canopied and large-trunked tree on it. Two black embossed metal goblets sat on the table as if the drinkers had just gotten up and gone. Balls of flickering blue light floated in a circle at the level of the tent where the walls leading up to a pointed peak started their ascents. 

As I’d done at the other tents, I stuck my head through the opening and looked around. No one. Dropping my rock back in my pouch, I went in. 

Like the others, here too, the tent’s material did not blanket the ground. Around the carpet, though, unlike in the other tents, the grass had been well-trampled. Pathways, marked by even more flattened and yellowed grass, went from the entryway inward, from table to pallet, and to a large and tattered travel chest on the far side of the tent. 

Following the pathway in and stepping past the rolled-up pallet and blankets next to the entrance on my left, I slipped over to a second table, high and wooden and crowded with vials, mortars and pestles, powders, and bowls that took up one full length of the tent. Picking up a vial half-filled with cloudy blue liquid, I unstoppered it and lifted it to my nose. 

At first, only a whiff of something wet but not brined like the sea, something like the disintegrating leaves after a rain in the blackened hardwood forest back home drifted out from the open mouth.

Then the odor grew, cramming into the space around me and stealing the very air from my lips. I gasped. But there was nothing to breathe in. As if I’d been plunged deep under water, my ears clogged. Through the pressure, I couldn’t hear my heart pounding in my chest, but I could feel it, soft as a moth’s beating wings. Faster and faster. 

My vision clouded. 

Reeling, disoriented, and lost, a wash of terror filled me. Darkness. I couldn’t find the way up. Only murky darkness. Desperate for air, I fought off panic. But it was too late. 

I would never surface. 

My lungs screamed.

But I was too deep.  

There was too much water.

My fingertips tingled. A series of sharp prickles, like the insistent bites of my insect friends, made me twitch. Shoulders, arms, hands. Trembling. Shuddering. My bones rattled. My fingers shook and I nearly dropped the vial still held under my nose. The vial! How many times had Astr-len told me to keep my hands to myself? To look first? To only look? The stupid vial. My blood rushing through me with heat and speed, I resisted the desire to smash it to the ground and grind it underfoot. Instead, wrenching it away from my face, I shoved the stopper back in. Immediately, the scent disappeared, and I sucked in air, fresh and dry. 

The watery darkness vanished. 

I blinked my eyes clear. 

Fighting to calm myself, I set the vial back on the table. I set it down so carefully even Astr-len would have been impressed and pleased with me. 

I, on the other hand, was not pleased at all. I put my hands into fists to keep them from taking up one of my rocks and demolishing all the vials. I wanted to. But if one vial could do that to me, then all of them, especially broken, might do something worse, so I didn’t. For once, I didn’t even need to pay attention to Astr-len’s voice in my head saying, “Sha-li, just take a moment to think it through.” 

As the anger seeped out through my skin and I got my respiration under control, the tingling in my hands softened. I stretched my fingers out. 

When the stupid wizard Hol had taught me about resident magic, the same magic I’d used, like I’d said before, to ask the biting insects to put some of their bites into the rocks I always carried in the pouch on my belt. Because, I mean, baron’s charge or not, no one else was going to look out for me, and I never knew what I might run into in the labyrinth, and Astr-len was not really good for defending us, or even himself, against anybody or anything—he never remembered to pay attention—so I had to be the one to make sure he stayed safe as much as I did. But the labyrinth was as far away as he was, so . . . 

So, when the stupid wizard Hol had taught me about resident magic, saying it was what gave me the ability to put bites into rocks or call light to me when I wanted it and had shown me how to let it replicate within me after I’d helped heal the arrow-injured minotaur, I’d been so full of magic I’d made a storm of lightning. I’d had so much power I could have brought all of Pel-rezlata’s pinnacles to the ground with a single command and a sweep of my hand. I could have lit the entire labyrinth with balls of light so bright it would have seemed like midday. I could have dealt with the famed archers of Benel on my own. But the stupid wizard Hol hadn’t let me. He’d sent me away, and since then, I hadn’t been able to get my resident magic to work the same way as I had on that night. 

Though I tried whenever I was alone. 

Like now. 

Scrunching up my eyes with concentration and flexing my fingers, I shoved the tingling down toward my fingertips. But nothing happened. 

Not now or any of the other times I’d tried in the days I’d been away from Benel. I couldn’t get so much as a spark to shine for me when I’d used to be able to light my way through the labyrinth, even on the darkest night when I knew no one would catch me doing it. 

Worst of all, since I’d been sent away from Pel-rezlata, I didn’t have any biting insects to ask for their bites. That was why I had let the atmospheric element bring me from the queen’s palace to this place instead of walking back to Pel-rezlata. I wanted to be able to do those things again. And more. Whenever I wanted. No matter where I was. 

Now that I’d been told I had it, I wanted to know what other feats could be performed with my resident magic. I wanted all the powers of witchery there were and the expertise to use it. 

I wanted to be so powerful no one would ever ignore me again. Or send me away. Or keep knowledge from me. And I wanted to ensure that nothing, especially not some liquid in some vial, would ever dominate, influence, or restrain me again. 

The stupid wizard Hol had promised that his mother would teach me. He had made the promise in exchange for me being the one to go tell the queen about the baron’s treachery and the state of affairs in Pel-rezlata. He’d promised he’d send her a message to expect me, but there was no one here to greet me. 

I should have known it would be like this. The atmospheric element had probably gotten the directions wrong. Probably even on purpose. Kicking the table leg so all the vials clattered and one of the pestles fell to the floor with a thud, I turned to leave the tent and nearly jumped out of my boots.

A dark-robed woman, with long, straight, silver hair that would have been easy to grab and pull out by the handful, stood behind the large and tattered travel chest on the opposite side of the tent from where I was. 

“Did that vial summon you?” I asked, my hand so tight around one of my rocks the sharp edges nearly punctured my palm. How long she’d been there, I didn’t know. And that made the tingling under my skin come back to life, to surge on its own into my fingertips and pulse there with force and intensity. 

She tilted her head as if she didn’t understand the dialect of Dar I was speaking. 

“Are you Hol’s mother?” I asked.

“Are you the young witch from Benel?” she asked, finally, her voice pitched low, her eyebrows raised, and the same clear question written across the lines of age making corridors and valleys over her face.

“Are you?” I pushed back, not sure I liked being called a witch. Not the way she’d said it.

“The Benelese get worse with courtesy every passing decade,” another voice said. 

“And the Frysians more strict with theirs?” the woman asked, turning slightly so the creature behind her was revealed as it stepped around to stand at her side. 

“Oh sea monsters,” I said before I could stop myself. I’d never seen its like. Not ever. 

It came to about the height of my waist. Its skin, tough as tree bark, held a gray hue similar to the rock I’d unearthed earlier, though it was not as smooth as that rock had been. Its face was a study of bumps, protruding chin, rounded cheeks, and a broad forehead with bulging ledges that overhung its eyes. Those same beady eyes which gleamed dark as a starless sky. 

Its nose was bulbous and long. The tips of its pointed ears sprouted tufts of wiry hair. Sharp, fang-like teeth jutted out from behind its lower lip and curved over the top one. Gray-green hair hung in strips and strings from under the peaked faded yellow cap it wore. Its hands were thick-fingered and ended in sharp nails. Its chest was covered in a belted and faded brown vestment and its legs in loose-fitting pants. 

“What are you?” I asked. I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t one of the seldom-seen wichtleins that lived on the Guelden side of the mountains bordering Guelden and Benel, though they were of a similar height. It obviously wasn’t a sea creature. I’d grown up by the sea. I’d seen sea creatures a time or two. Besides, sea creatures couldn’t live out of the water, not for long. I knew it wasn’t a dragon. I wasn’t that ignorant. I’d only recently met a minotaur for the first time and it had been almost as tall as the labyrinth’s walls. While all the other creatures I’d encountered had been in the form of bones that Astr-len and I had found in our labyrinthian wanderings. 

“Too old to answer questions phrased as that one,” it said in its gravelly voice. “What and who are you?”

Feeling a tiny twinge of guilt—Astr-len would be horrified if he ever found out about this—I loosened my grip on my rock instead of throwing it. We had been brought up in the baron’s household. We had been taught manners. And the Benelese, myself included, were not uncivilized. We weren’t. I wasn’t. I swear I wasn’t. To prove it to Astr-len and myself, I said, “I am Sha-li. A former charge of the baron of Pel-rezlata, a denizen of Benel of the kingdom of Dar.” 

“And what brings you to disturb us here in the Valley of Ob-Achlun in the domain of Frysia where respect is preponderating and civility expected?” the creature asked.

I looked from the creature to the woman. “I want to know how to use my witchery.”

“Why?” the woman asked. 

“Why?” I repeated. “To see what I can do. To play with lightning. To draw sunlight to my hands. To call sea creatures to me.” I stopped myself before I said to sink ships. The way the li Astr-len had told me about had done in the legends. “So that no one can tell me what to do ever again.”

“I cannot teach you that kind of witchery,” the woman said. 

Flushing hot, I opened my mouth. She didn’t want to teach me, fine. “So. I came all this way for nothing.” I took a step toward the tent’s opening. It figured. I’d been sent from Pel-rezlata as a way to get rid of me. Even though I wasn’t useless. Hol had seen what I could do. I’d kept the minotaur from lopping his head off before the minotaur had become our friend. I’d called light to my hand. I’d sung poison out of the minotaur’s wounds. But Hol, like everyone else I’d ever known, had wanted all the attention for himself. All the glory. All the songs. All the legends. 

Fine, not everyone, but everyone I’d ever known except for Astr-len. 

But Hol didn’t rule Pel-rezlata. He wasn’t the new baron of Benel. At least, I didn’t think so. He couldn’t keep me from returning. And besides, the minotaur had offered me safety and a home. The minotaur had claimed the city and the labyrinth, and even ignorant as I was, even I knew that mattered. I could go back anytime. The minotaur had said I would be welcome there. 

I would go home. 

I took another step. 

But how I was supposed to get across the kingdom back to Benel on my own, I didn’t know. I didn’t know how to summon atmospheric elements. Or pay them. But fine, that didn’t matter. I’d figure something out. 

Even as I resolved that within myself, a mixture of anger and despair ran through me. I was doomed to stay ignorant. If I went back home, I’d never learn anything new. There was so much I’d never know. But what I did know was I wanted to curse the stupid wizard Hol with a curse that would bind his tongue and strip the magic from his hands.

I just needed someone to teach me how. 

“It’s good she’s going. She’s too proud to learn, Kyda-li,” the creature said. 

“I’m not,” I said, spinning around and glaring at it. 

“She’s too proud to ask for you to teach her,” the creature said. 

Wanting to rip the tent down over their heads and storm off, instead, I crossed my arms. I wasn’t too proud, but the words were hard to get out. “Will you teach me?” 

“Why should I teach you?” Kyda-li asked. 

“Because I can’t learn on my own in Benel,” I said. 

“This angers you,” the creature said. “This angers the little witch.” 

“Why not?” Kyda-li asked. 

“Witchery is forbidden,” I said, trying to listen to Astr-len’s voice saying, “Ignore it, Sha-li, just ignore it.”

“It has been forbidden in Pel-rezlata for some time. But there are still some in Benel who practice it. Why not find one of them?” Kyda-li asked. 

“The wizard Hol sent me here,” I said. The stupid wizard Hol.

“To his mother. To me,” Kyda-li said.

Graceful and smooth for all the years I could tell she had by the lines on her face and the silver of her hair, she moved around the travel chest and toward the short-legged table centered on the rug in the middle of the tent. Then she lowered herself to one of the cushions, crossing her legs under the cover of her long dark blue robe. 

The creature did the same, taking the cushion facing the tent’s entrance. 

“Come, Sha-li, come sit,” Kyda-li said, motioning to me. 

Wishing I could pelt them with magic and disappear, I fought my urge to leave because if she could teach me, if she would, then I would be one step closer to what I really wanted. 

I know I said there were two things I wanted to be clear. That’s not true. There are three things that should be clear.  

Three: I want to be a wizard more than I’ve ever wanted anything else in my entire life. 
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Until the stupid wizard Hol had shown up outside the labyrinth talking to his tunic, I’d only had a legend or two passed down from the heir to Astr-len to me to tell me about wizards. How they cured ills, stopped wild storms, brought raging creatures under control, and called the elements of wind, lightning, and water to do their bidding. How a wizard was known by the tunic he wore. How a wizard was a wizard because of the tunic. Well, that was common knowledge. Even in Pel-rezlata where legends weren’t told. Where they weren’t allowed. 

But I hadn’t ever seen that power in action. Not until Hol used wild tunic magic to remove the arrows that had struck the minotaur. Not until Hol had told the minotaur’s fortune and the magic had filled the labyrinth’s room like the charged air over the sea during an electric storm and turned his tunic and himself so dazzling with power I’d thought I’d be able to drink it right out of the air. 

That night, I’d asked Hol how to get a tunic. Wanting to channel that same power through my bones, my fingers, and out my fingertips and then feel it slam back into me when it had done what it was going to do the way I’d seen it do to him. But he’d said only lens were known to go out to catch and tame the wild magic that then attired them and made them wizards. He’d said even some of those lens ended up as a pile of ash if the magic was too strong for them. 

Only lens, not lis. 

And then he’d sent me away. 

To his mother. 

So here I was. Sitting on a cushion in a tent in the northernmost region of nowhere Dar with an old woman and an unknown type of creature, afraid I’d be sent away by them as well without getting what I wanted—power. And more power. Even more afraid I’d be told to stay and I’d find out witchery was nothing more than tricks and illusion and wizardry was truly out of my reach.

“Will you teach me?” I asked. 

“In all the years of his life, Hol has never once asked me to do what he could as easily do himself,” Kyda-li said, talking as much to the creature or to the goblets on the table as she was talking to me. After a moment of irritating silence, she gathered her full attention and directed it my way. Under the weight of her regard, I lifted my chin and squeezed my fists in my lap. A flicker of emotion—though not anger, though not greed—passed over her face and then was gone. “I cannot deny that it intrigues me to know what he saw in you or even more to know why, when he saw what he saw, he sent you to me.”

“Wizards are known to be solitary. Likely he wanted to stay that way himself instead of instructing an ill-mannered li who doesn’t actually want to learn,” the creature said, clicking the back of its long nails against the dark embossed metal of its goblet. It gave Kyda-li a look. The gleam in its eyes made me want to narrow mine. ​

“I do,” I said.

“Perhaps,” Kyda-li said to the creature. 

“It’s witchery he sent her to learn, is it not? Well, does not witchery need collectiveness, at least for the making of potions and charms? You’re of the Open Road and those of the Open Road are known to travel in cohorts. If he sent her off to learn witchery, he sent her to you with that in mind. How could he have known you had come to us without any of your companions because of our agreement? How could he know you were here alone among the Ob-Achlun goblins?” 

Goblins! Without meaning to, I put my hand in my pouch and pulled out a rock. Holding it there under the cover of the table at the ready to throw. If I needed to. 

In his studies, the baron’s heir had been told the legend of the first baron of Benel, who had been led through the underground mountain tunnels from Guelden to Benel by the double-crossing Guelden goblins and had only escaped with his life through craft and cunning. 

The baron’s heir had been told this story by his tutor and had then told Astr-len, and Astr-len had told me. 

And even if I’d once found a tunnel opening and made Astr-len go down with me to explore, I hadn’t actually believed in the Guelden goblins. None of us had. Not that we doubted goblins were malicious and malevolent, skilled in mining, cunning in their dealings with denizens, and always grotesque in appearance, for many stories the heir was taught spoke of creatures in that way, but we had doubted they existed at all. The way we doubted stories that spoke of form stealers and spirit takers. 

Sure, we knew of the wichtleins who were of a similar height and were known to inhabit the high mountain forests, mostly on the Guelden side. I’d seen them on an occasion or two. And I, as every denizen, young or old, did, knew to refuse them if they offered me beer. But goblins were as fanciful a notion as the heroic first baron. 

Or so I had thought. 

I stared at the creature, the goblin, sitting small as a young li or len at the short table, and then, through my wonderment at seeing with my own eyes a creature which I’d known to be nonsense but was not nonsense at all, something it had said, with that wicked gleam in its eyes, made me turn to Kyda-li. 

“Does witchery need collectiveness to work?” I asked. Maybe that was why I hadn’t been able to shoot lightning from my fingers. Maybe that was why I hadn’t been able to get my witchery to work since I’d left Benel. “Can you not teach me here without others like you to help?”

Though Kyda-li had not answered the goblin, he did not seem bothered by it. But the longer she stayed silent, the longer she ignored my questions, the more I wanted to throw the rock at her. “Not everything can be solved by throwing rocks,” Astr-len had said once. Or twice. And maybe he’d been right. Not everything. But many, many things could be. Or at least they could be sped up. At least beings could be made to act. 

Just when I thought I would have to actually throw it, or kick out, or scream, or something, Kyda-li said, “I will teach you what I taught Hol when he was still Hol-len. What you learn will be up to you.” Then she turned to the goblin, “Velwarik, if you will allow the young witch to stay with me, though it goes against our agreement, I will continue my work. We can continue our work.”

Velwarik grinned, and as he did, the boulders and bulges of his face moved as if the face of a rock were moving. It was not a safe grin. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “The goblins would not have easily let you leave, Kyda-li.”

At his threat, my blood rushed hot, but Kyda-li didn’t so much as blink. 

“Do you need to discuss this with the others?” she asked. 

Velwarik shook his head. “This is acceptable.”

“Very well,” Kyda-li said, rising. “We have done what we can today. I will walk among the anurans and think on what to try tomorrow.”

Without so much as a nod or a glance in my direction, the goblin stood and stepped behind the travel chest. Then he disappeared.

Leaping to my feet, I rushed to the chest and around it.

Encircled by the trampled grass, a gaping mouth opened up into the earth. Stone-made steps led down into the darkness. A flicker of a faded yellow cap, and the goblin was gone from sight. 

The goblin. A goblin of the Ob-Achlun goblins. Astr-len would never believe me. 
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