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Max leaned back in the patio chair and sunk into its thick cushions. He rested his chin in his palm and stared out the window at the wall of hedges surrounding Aunt Esther's not-so-secret garden. The sound of clanging pots and laughter drifted down the hallway to the patio. A gnome began to sing. His voice was deep and clear and was soon joined by his brothers. It was some upbeat tune about a gnome in search of true love. They sung it often enough that he knew the words.

Max suspected it was to break the tension, because it always ended with Mrs. Pitt and the gnomes in a fit of laughter. Roanin and the Cagon strolled past the window as Mrs. Pitt and the gnomes hit a high note. Someone's voice cracked and drew giggles. Roanin and the Cagon were too deep in their conversation to notice him as that passed by him. The old dwarf's eyebrows were bunched together and formed a thick, hair line across his brow. He stroked his beard and nodded at one of the Cagon. It was hard to tell which Cagon was which, unless they were looking at him head on. Their eyes were different shades of yellow. They disappeared around a corner.

He leaned his head against the frame of the chair. He'd been sitting alone with his thoughts for the past couple of hours. With no solution in sight, a strange unease had begun to set in. He ran his hand through his hair and wondered about the others. Milo and the Spriggan had decided to walk the perimeter of Merrihaven. Basil had gone to check on the Pinkstone brothers' progress in finding a solution to the rot created by the Lumprotter. Alfie and Cynric were due to leave at first light to get the needed supplies to stop the rot from creeping towards the house, but that hadn't worked out. They had become delayed by another potion gone wrong. The twins had offered to give Zeeback, Bonedread and Merna a tour of Merrihaven, but got as far as the dining hall when Fuster and Cragge placed a plump turkey in the middle of the table. It didn't take long for the smell to reach Knoxby and he quickly joined them at the table with a turkey leg in each hand. Bertha and Wunder had quietly disappeared through the Ostium for one last check on Bicksby. Once again, the giant had eaten something that did not agree with him and was laid up in bed with a stomach ache. 

Max twisted the strap of the satchel tucked between the cushions. Everything they needed to complete their task was safely inside. The meeting had been intense and the days would be no different. He sighed and shifted in the chair. The simple plan to save his parents was not so simple anymore. The list of delays kept growing; each one far more complicated than the one before.

The urge to astral jump was strong, but the risk of getting stuck in the Shadowlands was too great. The image of Isolde in bear form flashed in his mind. He blinked and shook his head to make it go away. It was replaced with an image of his father with his wild, unkempt hair and beard, the thread-bare clothes hanging off his thing frame and the green eyes that matched his own. If his father hadn't faded already, it was doubtful he could hold on much longer. He was barely visible the last time they were face to face. The only one standing in the way of his father's death was his mother. She was using her essence to sustain them both and by doing so, causing herself to fade, too.

Max closed his eyes and held the image of her in his mind. He couldn't imagine what life would be like without her. He opened his eyes and contemplated astral jumping. Would a quick jump to the Shadowlands hurt? Isolde wouldn't be expecting him this time. Then again, what if she was waiting for him? She had the shadowstone now. There'd be no escape this time, with or without Basil's help. What about Milo's family? Milo's mother and grandmother were fading faster than both his parents.

Max grunted and balled his hand into a fist. He had to check on them. His stone was stronger than the shadowstone and Isolde. Wasn't it? "I'm in control. I can leave anytime I want."

He closed his eyes and sunk down into the darkness and let his mind float in the quiet. Isolde would not get the better of him this time. A slap on his arm, followed by a shake of his shoulder jolted him back. He opened his eyes to find the twins standing over him. Milo and the Spriggan filled the doorway. Basil slipped between them and crossed the patio to stand in front of him. Basil stared him down, until Milo broke the silence. "The others are waiting outside."

"What about my grandparents and aunts?" asked Max.

"The aunts are with Fuster and Cragge in the dining hall," said Davi.

"Your grandparents are with our parents and brothers. They are thinking of taking our mother home," added Snoop. 'Everyone else are scattered around Merrihaven."

Max nodded and got up off the chair.

Milo, the Spriggan and the twins disappeared down the hallway. Basil stood in the doorway and leaned against the frame. He frowned and shook his head.

"What?" asked Max.

Basil crossed his arms over his chest. "You can't save them if you're trapped, too." Max made to leave the patio, but Basil blocked his way. "You have a tell, you know. A giveaway. I'm surprised no one has noticed it."

"A what?" asked Max.

"Before and after you astral jump, the color of your eyes dull to almost gray," said Basil.

"So," said Max, shrugging his shoulders.

"You and I know what happened last time. You could've been stuck forever," said Basil. "Isolde could've killed you."

Max sighed. He was right. If Basil hadn't jumped into the Shadowlands, he might not be here now. "I just needed to," he started.

Basil wrapped an arm around his shoulder and pulled him into the hallway. "We'll get them out and deal with Isolde when we find the other stones."

"What about Celadine?" asked Max. "And the shifters."

Basil led him past the kitchen through the entryway. "We'll figure something out. If we don't get going, the others are going to look suspicious gathered on the front lawn."

"Max, is that you?" called Griselda.

Max stiffened and shifted the satchel out of view, then tucked Roanin's pendant under his shirt. "Yes, it's me. Just going for a walk around the grounds."

"Check on the Lumprotter. I swear the rot grew the last time I checked," said Griselda.

Basil poked him in the back. "Got it." They slipped outside.

Max exhaled and wiped the beads of sweat off his forehead. "That was close."

A muffled shriek sounded from somewhere down the hill.

"What was that?" asked Basil. "Should we check on the Lumprotter before we go?"

"No. Alfie and Cynric will take care of it. Let's go find the others."

▪ ▪ ▪

Alfie and Cynric coughed their way out of their workshop in a cloud of smoke.

"I don't see how you could've mistaken a white-backed Odeck egg with one from a Boobrie," coughed Alfie. "Has it slipped your mind how many times that blasted bird tried to kill us?"

"I remember, brother," coughed Cynric.

"I think not. If it weren't for me, you'd be dead right now or don't you remember how the Odeck pinned you down in its nest?" asked Alfie.

Cynric turned his head and put his finger to his lips. "Listen."

"I don't hear anything, besides the infernal pounding in my head from the smoke. Some days, I miss our garden. It was..."

Cynric reached out, grabbed his brother's lips and held them closed. "Someone or something is moaning. if the Lumprotter is creating more rot, Griselda will have our heads." he let go of Alfie's lips and hurried downhill.

Alfie opened his mouth, prepared to lecture his brother on the value of personal space, but Cynric was already halfway to the Lumprotter. The lecture would have to wait. He raced to catch up to his brother.

▪ ▪ ▪

Max unrolled the map and waited for everyone to catch up. By the time he and Basil had joined the rest of the group, they were several yards from the house. He motioned for them to remain quiet and charged ahead until they were far enough away from Merrihaven where they wouldn't be discovered by Renny and Leofwin. He studied the map, as the rest of the group circled around him. "Bonedread, we're going to need the disc," he said. The Three Streams were located in the northwest; farther away from Merrihaven than he expected.

The goblin pushed his way into the center of the group and wagged the disc between his clawed fingers. "Have you ever been to the Three Streams before?" Max shook his head. The goblin turned around. "Has anyone been to the Three Streams or Gloomrock Lake? in order for the disc to work, someone needs a solid image of where we need to go, otherwise it'll open to parts unknown." 

"I have flown over it," said a voice at the back of the group. A winged wolf stepped out from behind Milo, the Spriggan and Basil. Its yellow eyes focused on the goblin. The sun glinted off its pure white fur. It flexed the leathery wings folded against its muscled torso. It was one of two Cagon who agreed to hunt down the last three stones and the one Celadine had saved from the shifters. "I remember it well."

Bonedread approached the Cagon. "Then you must be the one to open the portal." He held the disc out, then paused. He looked down one side of Cymry, then the other. "You'll need to throw it." He held it up to the Cagon's mouth. "May I?" Cymry nodded. Bonedread slipped the disc between his teeth. "See the Three Streams in your mind, then throw the disc."

Cymry blinked in response, then turned his head and whipped the disc into the air. The flat silver disc flew end over end, then stopped with a slapping noise. It was followed by a soft rip. Bonedread approached the disc, but did not touch it. Instead, the goblin pierced the air just below it with a clawed finger.

Max watched the goblin slice down the middle of nothing. They had used the disc once before to escape the Black Order, but the portal had opened on its own then. Bonedread pulled it apart and stepped to the side.

No one paid any attention to the ragged porcelain doll approaching from behind. Its one good eye focused on Max. Its other eye hung precariously from a red string and swung from side to side in front of its cracked face. It ran behind the troll and goblin. Its feet made no noise on the grass. It skipped behind the half-giants, then paused when the Spriggan lifted his head and sniffed the air. 

The doll quickly ran beneath the Cagon. It nearly missed being caught when the goblin approached the winged wolf. Luck was on its side when Max put the satchel on the ground. It scurried over, opened the flap and slipped inside a second before the satchel was picked up. 

The doll settled down on the opposite side of the hourglass and watch. Light suddenly appeared and the doll backed up. The map plunked down on its head and it was dark again.

Zeeback was the first to step through the portal, followed by Basil and Merna. Milo and the Spriggan hopped through together with the twins. Max hung back with Bonedread, the half-giants and the Cagons. Bertha and Wunder hesitated and stared at the portal with trepidation.

"It's safe for biggins like the two of you," said Bonedread.

Max glanced up at Bertha when her large brown eyes fell on him. He nodded. It was obvious she didn't trust the portal. She was used to the old Ostium; closet doors that connect one place to another. He grasped her pinky finger, gave it a squeeze and led her toward the portal. Wunder followed close behind his mother. Though most of his long blonde hair covered his face, Wunder's jaw tightened and the muscles in his arms flexed.

They walked through the portal together. Max shivered as a slight tingle rushed over him. It disappeared once both his feet were in the new land. He let go of Bertha's finger and turned to watch the Cagon come through, then Bonedread. The goblin grimaced and one eye twitched. It could've been the effects of the portal, but it was gone too quickly. He eyed the goblin for a second more before turning to study their new surroundings. It reminded him of Merrihaven with its lush green grass and tall, full trees. There was something more, though. Heaviness settled over him and a constant trickling played in his ears. He glanced at the others to see if they could hear it, too.

The Spriggan nodded. "Water."

"I can hear it, too," said Milo.

"But, where? I don't see any water," said Snoop.

"Herrick and I will search from above," said Cymry.

The Cagons got a running start, flapped their wings once and lifted off. It didn't take long before they were out of sight.

"What do we do now?" asked Snoop.

Max shielded his eyes and watched the sky. "We wait."

▪ ▪ ▪

Alfie and Cynric rounded Knoxby's shack and stopped in their tracks. The Lumprotter had fallen off his rotted stump and was laying on the ground, moaning.

A brown mouse chittered and squeaked as it ran back and forth at the edge of the rot. It caught sight of the Pinkstone brothers, squeaked and ran towards them. It hopped onto the toe of Cynric's boot. Its arms flailed.

Cynric bent down and held out his hand. The mouse jumped into it excitedly. "Well, I'll be. A Gibbering Mouse." he watched the mouse with fascination. "We've only heard stories about these little guys. Haven't we, Alfie?"

Alfie didn't respond.

When the mouse realized it was being ignored, it stomped its foot. When that didn't work, it bit Cynric's finger.

"Ow," cried Cynric. "What was that for?"

The gibbering mouse rolled its eyes, slapped its furry forehead, then pointed at the Lumprotter.

"It's trying to tell you that we have a serious problem, brother."
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"It's been too long. We should go after then," said Bertha. She shielded her eyes and searched the sky for any sign of the Cagon.

"Maybe we should look for them," said Basil.

"It is best that we remain here. They could be anywhere by now," said Zeeback.

Max watched Milo and the Spriggan whisper back and forth. Milo looked up, causing Max to raise an eyebrow. He was curious to know what they were discussing so heavily, but Milo didn't bother to explain. Instead he crouched down and pushed his fingers into the dirt. The green glow of his magic traveled down his arm and into the earth. He closed his eyes and sat still for a few minutes before shaking his head and standing up again. "I thought I could tell where the water was coming from, but I can't."

"They are coming back," said Bertha.

The Cagon glided through the air. Their leathery wings made a soft slap as they landed. "The Three Streams are north of here and Gloomrock Lake is just beyond," said Herrick, folding his wings at his sides.

"We are not alone," said Cymry. "Two Trith have found their way here. My brother and I were too high for them to notice us. They are approaching the Three Streams."

"I thought the Trith were dead," said Davi. "Unless it's the two that were at Merrihaven." 

Milo and the Spriggan glanced at one another, but remained quiet.

"if they attack, they will meet a quick end," said Berthas, grinding her fist into the palm of her hand. "Lead the way, Cagon."

▪ ▪ ▪

Cynric followed his brother's gaze. "What in the world?"

The Pinkstone brothers stared at the fallen Lumprotter. Its arms were out to the side and its pudgy pink feet were stuck up in the air. It moaned, but did not try to get up.

"What do we do, brother?" asked Cynric.

Alfie did not respond right away. He walked the edge of the rot. "Come look at this, Cynric." he knelt down in the grass. Cynric placed the gibbering mouse on his shoulder and crouched beside his brother.

"What do you make of this?" asked Alfie, pointing to the rot.

Cynric scratched his head and grimaced. "Well, it's torn."

"Yes. Yes. That is quite obvious," said Alfie. "We have several questions before us. Why? How? And most importantly, who and or what." he stood up and walked back toward the center, keeping his toes away from the rot. "Lumprotter, who did this to you?"

The Lumprotter moaned louder. "It came right up to me. It was glorious. It could not or would not speak, but it danced with the grace of a thousand swans. No one has ever been so close to me." Its ears flapped furiously and slapped the ground. It lifted its head and tried to roll from one side to the other. It scrunched up its face and grunted, then threw its arms out in front. Its skin turned a deeper shade of pink and its ears flapped faster. It lifted itself off the ground just enough to get the wings on its back moving. Sweat poured down its forehead and over its chest and stomach before it righted itself back on the stump.

"Lumprotter, what happened here?" asked Alfie.

The Lumprotter inhaled, sucking in its protruding belly until there was only two rolls of fat, instead of four. Its stomach popped back out and extended over the stump with its dramatic exhale. "That little creature approached me. It got close. No one has ever gotten that close before." Its beady eyes shifted between the brothers, as if seeing them for the first time. Its lip curled and began to tremble. "Then the most horrible thing happened. Defiled." It blinked and suddenly black tears rolled down its cheeks.

"Liquid rot," gasped Alfie.

"Oh, dear," said Cynric. "Now, just calm down and tell us what happened. We can't help you otherwise."

The Lumprotter flexed its hands. The Pinkstone brothers mistook it for fear, but they quickly realized it was not. The Lumprotter's skin turned deep red. Alfie and Cynric's eyes grew wide.

"Defiled my rot," shrieked the Lumprotter.

The rot began to spread, except for the torn area. The brothers backed up. Alfie threw his hands in the air. "Who did this to you?"

"Lumprotter, stop this at once," yelled Cynric. The Lumprotter ignored him. It closed its eyes and sat stiff on the stump. "What do we do, brother? If we can't stop this now, there will be no more Merrihaven."

"Look where the rot is torn. It's not spreading. Perhaps if we tear the rest, we can stop this nonsense," said Alfie.

"We don't even know what it will do to us," said Cynric. "Do you really want to risk it?"

The rot crept toward their feet, forcing them back. They ran to the front of Knoxby's shack and watched the rot inch over the peak of the roof.

"This is going to kill us all," said Cynric. "If it doesn't, Knoxby will certainly have our heads on a platter."

The troll's home creaked and groaned. One by one, the walls caved in. With nothing left to hold it up, the roof crashed to the ground with a bang that echoed over the grounds.

The gibbering mouse watched the last remaining bits of its home crumble. It squealed and shook its tiny fists at the Lumprotter. It climbed off Cynric and stomped over to the rot.

"Oh, dear," said Cynric. "Don't do that. “The gibbering mouse grabbed the rot and pulled. A tiny piece ripped off. It threw the rot aside, checked its paws and the rest of its body. When it realized the rot had not caused him any damage, it started shredding with fierce speed. The Lumprotter was unaware. The mouse moved in a flurry of anger, but it was not enough. The rot kept spreading out in all directions. Anything the rot touched, died instantly.

"We were just outshined by a mouse," said Cynric.

"Yes. If you mentioned this to anyone, I will boil you in a vat of pig snot," said Alfie. "Now, shall we help the little creature or stand here blabbering all day?" he didn't wait for a response and walked over to the rot. He paused and eyed the gibbering mouse nervously as it continued to shred. 

"Touch it and I will kill you."

▪ ▪ ▪

Max scanned the landscape for signs of the Three Streams. The sound of rushing water was growing. Thankfully, there was no sign of the Trith. He hoped it stayed that way, though the Trith's sense of smell was far superior to any human and there was nothing to mask the mixture of scents from the group. By now, the Trith were well aware of their presence.

Snoop covered his ears and groaned. "Is no one else bothered by the sound of that blasted water? How much farther?"

Do you see the three oak trees in the distance?" asked Herrick. "The Three Streams are just beyond them."

Max studied the trees. They were bigger than the average oak, but not as big as the one in Busby Stoop used to be. The trunks were full with lush green leaves. A sense of urgency filled him up and his steps became quicker until he was out in front with the Cagon. "Did you see the sisters?"

"We saw no one, except for the Trith," said Cymry.

Dread settled in the pit of his stomach. It would not be easy to get the stones from the sisters. The sound of water grew ever louder, as they drew closer to the oak trees. He winced. It was like waves pounding on his eardrums. He crossed under the center oak with the Cagon. The warmth of the sun disappeared. He glanced up into the heart of its branches. They were so high, Bertha and Wunder had no problem standing underneath them.

Snoop uncovered his ears. "That's better. Weird, but better."

Max turned around and realized the sound of rushing water had stopped and was replaced with birds chirping and a breeze rustling the leaves above their heads.

"Come," said Herrick. "It is not far." The Cagon walked away, leaving the others staring after him.

Max hurried to catch up, only to skid to a stop at the edge of a stream. There were three in all. He knelt beside the middle one and stared at his reflection. The water gurgled and trickled from one direction, hooked around and traveled back the way it came. A deep rumble sounded from nowhere and yet, everywhere. The ground shifted under his feet. He whipped around and looked at Milo, who shook his head.

"Back away from the water," said Bonedread.

Max back up, as three grassy knolls rose up out of the ground. The streams flowed faster. The group fanned out. The middle stream began to bubble and steam drifted into the air. A head crowned the surface and slowly rose above the water. The woman was bone dry. Her dark shoulder-length hair swayed in the breeze that the rest of them could not feel. She wore a long, ragged black dress that revealed nothing more than the tips of her fingers and toes. She did not move or speak, but hovered inches above the water. Her eyes were closed and if not for the fact that she was upright, it appeared that she was sleeping.

"Should we say something?" whispered Davi.

"Where's the other sisters?" asked Snoop.

The woman's eyes popped open. They were black, like Basil's stone eye. Davi shrank back.

"Come forth, child with the blood of diamonds," she said.

Bonedread gently shoved Max forward. Max whipped around and glared at the goblin, but Bonedread ignored him and pointed at the knoll. Max reluctantly walked up the grassy platform. Unsure of what to do, he remained silent and stood still.

"Come forth, children of death and earth," said the woman. Basil and Milo flanked Max on either side.

"Come forth, children of duplication."

Snoop and Davi shook their heads and backed away. Bertha gently laid her hands on their shoulders and moved them forward.

The woman lowered herself until her feet touched the water. "I am Miseria; one of the three sisters that belong to the streams." The streams flowed underneath her, but she stood calmly, as though she were standing on solid ground. "You seek the stones. Is that not right, child with blood of diamonds?"

"Yes. We," Max began.

"You think you are worthy. I think not," she said. "How dare you disturb me."

"We mean you no disrespect. We're on a quest to save our friends and family," said Milo. "Can you tell us where the stones are?"

Miseria's black eyes shifted to Milo. She tilted her head and studied him. "And what will you do for me?"

"What do you want?" asked Milo.

"We will do anything," interrupted Max.

Grunts and groans reverberated behind him. Miseria's eyes remained fixed on him.

"Are you stupid, boy?" whispered Bonedread.

"Wrong move, Max," said Bertha. With a flick of her wrist, she motioned to the Cagon, goblins and troll to fan out behind the boys.

"So eager," said Miseria. "I like that." She studied each one of them, though her gaze lingered on the twins. "I want my sisters returned to me. Greed descended on us many years ago. Humans, like you, trapped them at the edge of Gloomrock Lake. My sisters were tricked and have been there ever since." She clasped her hands in front of her. "Come. I will show you." She walked across the surface of the stream until she reached the lake, then paused and glanced over her shoulder. She waited for everyone to catch up, then continued on. The group followed her along the water's edge. She pointed to a large lump in the grass. 

Max hurried to it, but kept an eye on Miseria. Two skeletons laid huddled together. Each one had an ankle caught in an iron trap. Max's mouth fell open. Milo and the twins stared wide-eyed.

"Return my sisters to me," said Miseria.

"They are dead," said Max. "There's no way we can bring them back."

"You will return my sisters to me or no stone," she said. "The children of duplication will remain here until you do." Snoop and Davi clung to one another. "I require the blade from the Faeryn King and three drops of the Faeryn Queen's blood."

"No," said Max. "We will do as you ask, but the twins are not staying here."

"Wh-What's going on?" asked Davi.

"We can't move," said Snoop.

The earth around their feet flooded with water. The dirt turned to mud. It rose up to their ankles with a strange sucking noise.

"You can't keep then," shouted Max. "milo do something."

Milo circled the twins' legs with his magic, trying to dry up the water and pull them out, but his magic brought more dirt, which created more mud. The twins screamed when it reached their knees.

Bertha grabbed the twins under the arms and lifted up. Both boys yelped in pain.

"Giant, you are no match for me," said Miseria.

Wunder let out a gurgle. Water dribbled from his mouth. He grabbed his chest and fell to his knees.

"Put the children of duplication down or I will kill your boy."

Bertha looked down at the twins, then back at Wunder.

"Let us go," shouted Davi.

"Bertha, do it," yelled Snoop.

The half-giant dropped the twins and rushed to her son's side. "Are you alright?" Wunder inhaled and exhaled, then slowly nodded his head.

"Leave us here," said Davi. "Find a way to restore the sisters and get the stones."

Max opened his mouth, then snapped it shut.

Davi looked away and Snoop's eyes watered. "Don't forget us."

The doll peered out of the satchel and studied the woman. Her head swiveled and her eyes landed on it. It slowly dropped the flap and returned to its position between the hourglass and the map.
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Alfie paused. His fingers twitched inches from the rot.

"I will do it, I swear," said the Lumprotter. "Touch it and you will die."

The gibbering mouse stopped mid-shred. It bunched up its tiny paws and shrieked at the Lumprotter.

Alfie sat back on his heels and watched the interaction with curiosity. The mouse roared in a language neither brother could understand, but the Lumprotter did. It gasped more than once and shook its head. It lifted a finger and opened its mouth to say speak, but the mouse interrupted before it could. It was a good five minutes before the mouse calmed down. It crossed its arms in front of its chest and turned to the brothers. It squeaked something unintelligible.

The Pinkstone brothers shrugged their shoulders and shook their heads. The gibbering mouse rolled its eyes and spoke to the Lumprotter, while pointing at Alfie and Cynric.

"I cannot and will not tell them that. It is my only defense," said the Lumprotter. The mouse shrieked angrily at the fleshy pink creature; stomping its feet and jabbing its tiny paw wildly at Knoxby's shack. "Well, I am sorry I ruined your home, but it was not my fault."

"What is going on?" asked Cynric.

The Lumprotter turned its beady black eyes on him. “My little friend is quite mistaken in his assumption that I will clean up this mess, as he calls it.” Its skin flushed a deeper shade of pink. “It’s not my mess to clean up. I was sitting here, minding my own business when that dancing creature appeared. It distracted me, while another tore my beautiful rot and disappeared.” The Lumprotter shifted its massive behind on the stump. “I never should have come here.” It sat very still and eyed the brothers.

“What kind of creature was it?” asked Alfie.

The Lumprotter blinked. Black tears slid down its plump cheeks. “I don’t know. It was so terrible.”

The gibbering mouse shrieked and the Lumprotter quickly wiped the tears away. It sniffed and swiped an arm under its nose.

Alfie sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “What happened exactly?”

“There was a strange aura around the she-devil,” said the Lumprotter. “Friends don’t hurt friends.” Its body vibrated. All the shredded rot repaired itself.

The gibbering mouse ran to Cynric’s leg and climbed up to his shoulder. Cynric’s eyes grew wide at the newly formed rot. “We must use every potion we have to get rid of the rot.”

“No,” hissed the Lumprotter. “She ruined my rot. Look at it. It will never be the same.” It wailed. More tears flowed down its face and joined with the rot surrounding the stump. The gibbering mouse stood up and garbled something in his ear.

“What did it say, Cynric?” asked Alfie.

Cynric watched the rot draw closer. “Run.”

▪ ▪ ▪

Max grabbed the twins’ hands. “We’re not leaving them.”

“Then you will never find the stones,” said Miseria.

Max pushed his magic outward and wrapped it around the twins. “Milo, now.”

Milo’s magic plunged into the earth and pushed up underneath Snoop and Davi. Max yanked backwards, but the mud around their ankles rose to their calves. He pushed his magic out until beads of sweat dribbled down the sides of his face. “Milo, more.” Zeeback grabbed Snoop around the waist. Merna wrapped her arms around Davi.

“You are duty bound to honor my request,” said Miseria.

“Yes, but not like this,” said Max. “We did not kill your sisters. Not all humans are the same. I will not let you take them.” The twins’ feet came loose with a pop. Zeeback and Snoop landed in a heap on the ground. Merna stumbled backwards with Davi, but caught herself before she fell over.

Snoop got up and lunged for his brother; wrapping him a fierce hug, until Davi slapped him on the back. “Can’t. Breath.” Snoop loosened his grip, but did not let go. He held Davi at arm’s length and looked down at their wet, mud-caked legs. “I always knew you were a bit wishy-washy, but this is ridiculous.”

“It is not the way,” said Miseria. “My request stands.”

“Request something else,” said Max, planting his feet apart. He bunched his hands into tight fists. “You are not keeping them.”

Miseria stared at him; her expression blank and her body stiff as the waves rippled under her feet.

Snoop dropped his arms and fell over. His eyes grew big with fear, as water dribbled from the corners of his mouth. Davi grabbed his brother and shook him by the shoulders. “Snoop.” He pulled his twin into his lap and glared at the woman. “Let him go.” Snoop gargled and his eyes rolled back in his head. “Max, do something.”

Basil rushed to Davi’s side. “What is happening to him?” Snoop’s skin was gray and his lips were blue.

“Let him go. Now,” screamed Max. He threw his magic at Miseria, but a wall of water rose up to block it.

“Come to me,” she said. Snoop’s body slid over mud and grass to the lake’s edge. Davi grabbed his brother’s ankles and pulled back. “Help me.”

The group formed a chain, but it was not enough. Water rushed under and around Snoop’s body; pulling him into the lake. He floated on the surface beside Miseria.

“Give him back,” cried Davi. He charged forward, but Zeeback snatched him up before he dove into the water. “Let me go.” He punched and kicked the goblin, but Zeeback held on. “Snoop, wake up. Give me my brother.” His face flushed with anger and fat tears rolled down his cheeks. Snoop disappeared under the water.

“I will return the child of duplication to you when my sisters are restored,” said Miseria.

Bonedread stepped out from behind the group and walked to the lake’s edge. “Father, no,” said Zeeback. The smaller goblin waved him off.

“My lady, your sisters have been dead a long time. They cannot be restored if they have passed on. You must know that.”

Miseria stared at the skeletons and for the first time, the expression on her face changed. A deep sadness set in around the corners of her eyes and around her mouth. “We are not human, goblin. They can be restored and I will no longer be alone.”

“My lady, please see reason. You are infinitely more powerful and intelligent. If you could not being them back, and I suspect you have tried many times, what makes you think these youngins’ can?” Miseria considered Bonedread’s words The goblin backed away from the water. “We are all here for the same thing. We all want to restore what once was, but we cannot do that without the boy. He is an integral part of this quest.”

Snoop rose to the surface and slid across the water into the grass. Zeeback let Davi go. Water leaked from Snoop’s mouth and nose, as though someone had turned on a faucet. “He’s not waking up,” said Davi.

“Child with blood of diamonds, I must have your word that you will return,” said Miseria. “Return my sisters to me or I will replace them with the child of duplication.”

Max opened his mouth, but no words came out. If he agreed and they failed, Snoop would become a permanent part of Gloomrock Lake. If they succeeded, she would give them the information they needed, but what if she kept Snoop anyway?

“What is that?” asked Davi, pointing to Snoop’s face. Three lines appeared on his cheek, just below his right eyes.

“That is the mark of the Three Streams,” said Miseria. “If you do not return, he will return to me.”

Snoop’s eyes fluttered open. “Wh-What happened,” he started, then descended into a coughing fit.

“Miseria, tell us where the next stone is,” said Max.

She considered him for a moment. “It is hidden in plain sight and will reveal itself when the time is right.” She lowered herself into the water.

“Wait,” said Max. “That doesn’t tell us anything. We need the stone now. Couldn’t you give us a clue?”

The water was up to her waist. “Restore my sisters.” She closed her eyes and disappeared under the surface.

Snoop’s coughing fit ended. He cleared his throat and exhaled. “What just happened?” He winced and touched his cheek. “That stings. What did you guys do to me?”

“It was Miseria,” said Davi. “She marked you. If we don’t bring her sisters back from the dead, she’s going to take you in their place.”

Snoop scrambled to his feet. “No way. I’ll go back to Merrihaven.”

“I believe the mark on your face will allow her to find you anywhere,” said Herrick.

“What about home? Or Aunt Fanny in the north? There’s no way that crazy lady will find me there.” He ran his hands through his hair.

“You are marked, son,” said Bonedread. “It doesn’t matter where you go.”

Max placed a hand on Snoop’s shoulder. “We’re not going to let her take you without a fight. Snoop shrugged him off.

“We’ll restore her sisters then. How do we do that? I am not spending the rest of my life underwater. What did she say about the stones?”

Max frowned and shook his head. “She said it’s hidden in p[plain sight and will reveal itself when the time is right.”

“That’s just great,” said Snoop. He sighed and turned to his brother. “What am I going to do?”

▪ ▪ ▪

Alfie and Cynric ran to their workshop.

“Hurry, brother,” said Cynric. “We don’t have much time.” The gibbering mouse squealed. “Not now, little fellow.”

The brothers burst through the door of their workshop. The mouse squealed and jumped up  and down on Cynric’s shoulder When Cynric continued to ignore it, the mouse yanked a single, scraggly hair sticking out of his ear. Cynric jumped, almost sending the mouse tumbling to the floor. Cynric set the mouse down on the table. “What was that for?” The gibbering mouse squeaked and pointed at the various glass bottles. “I can’t understand what you’re saying.” The gibbering mouse slapped its forehead.

“Perhaps if you show us,” said Alfie.

It pulled a glass bottle with murky brown liquid in it closer to the brothers, then ran around
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