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      My pointed hat needed to be straightened, and I tugged on the bottom hem of my rumpled coat. The people in my kingdom meant more to me than I could adequately express, and it had been a full morning of royal duties; I was more than ready for the break my longtime wizardly friend would provide.

      Clearing my throat, I marched down the corridor and through to the foyer as the front bell rang once more, followed by a stern pounding on the thick wooden door. My loyal butler, Braggett Nickleplenty—or Bragg, as I called him, much to his chagrin—soon joined me in the main hall of the gnome mansion.

      We were inside the largest earthen manor house at the base of the oldest tree in the magnificent Gnomelandia forest. While my home was larger than any other, it was still only as big as we gnomes might need, with none of us being taller than a handful of inches. Overhead, lightning bugs perched on the twiggy chandelier, illuminating the foyer.

      A staircase curled up toward a second, third, and fourth level. The walls were polished woodgrain, still living and still an integral part of the growing oak. Gnomes did not consume unendingly from the forest or the earth. We borrowed resources only until we could return them to their source. After death, even our bodies returned to the clay pits we were born in. We lived a simple life by design.

      I squinted across the space toward Braggett. “None of the formalities, Braggett. I’d rather not waste whatever time I have with an old friend.”

      He didn’t answer, and I had to bite my tongue. I could have grumbled a litany at him, but it would have been a good way to ensure he’d launch into his hot-air soliloquy about my honor and esteemed-ness. But I was old enough to be called “portly,” so I was old enough to know it was all bullshit. Every bit of it.

      Braggett paused with his hand on the latch.

      “Open the door,” I commanded. “Don’t keep him waiting.”

      When Braggett opened the front door, the hinges gave a long squeak, and Braggett bowed low. When he straightened, he announced in slow, dramatic syllables, “Welcome to the manor home of the most esteemed King Dimbledon Lampy Furion-Snigglesnort the Third, guardian of Gnomelandia.”

      I gave an exasperated sigh and glared at Bragg. “Hell, it’s not necessary to use my full name at every meeting. Alatar’s here every time he has time off from teaching.”

      Bragg quirked an eyebrow, his posture as proper as he could make it despite his age. “But it is, sir, according to the rules put in place by your father before you were formed in the clay pit wombs.”

      “I’m older than my father was the day he cracked and broke,” I barked. “Don’t force me to retire you, you old geezerly gnome.”

      He didn’t react outwardly, but I could sense the smugness in him.

      So, I cleared my throat. “Bring a tray to the study, Bragg.”

      The butler stiffened at the use of the improper nickname. Then, he inclined his head and moved away from the entrance.

      I gestured to the figure on the threshold. “You didn’t have to wait through all the pomp of a stubborn old gnome, Alatar.”

      Alatar chuckled, then he stepped inside. He leaned on his wizard’s staff, as spindly as he ever was. His pointed hat rested on his head, but where my hat was bright red, his was dusty gray-blue and woolen. He was a master spellcaster and taught spell deconstruction and teleporting.

      “Welcome,” I said, pleased to see him despite the circumstances that inspired me to summon him.

      Alatar tugged on his long white beard. “Still haven’t taught your butler how to behave?”

      “He’s as mulish as my father was, bless his broken pieces.”

      Alatar bowed his head. “Bless the long-since shattered,” he murmured, answering in the traditional way of our people.

      I gestured to Alatar. “How long will the shrink spell last this time?”

      “I’ve managed to craft a spell that will last until I consume the potion to counteract it. Once I drink the potion, I have about twenty minutes to exit your small house before returning to my realm.” Alatar brought forth a glass vial filled with a glowing blue liquid. “Easier than trying to watch the clock. Though I’ve learned I can’t keep it down unless it’s mixed in something to cover the taste.”

      I chuckled. “Comes back, does it?”

      “Twice as awful on the return.”

      Last time Alatar had come for a visit, we’d lost track of time, and he’d barely gotten out. I waved the old wizard ahead of me down the corridor to the left. “That gives us more than enough time for mushroom tea and carrot-root crumpets.”

      “Where are we meeting this time?”

      “Study.”

      Alatar hurried through the expansive entryway and into the far room. “We have much to speak on.”

      I followed Alatar into the king’s study. So many kings had come before my time, and this library rivaled any other in our realm. “Would you care for a calming smoke, Alatar?”

      Alatar tugged his own pipe from a hidden pocket, tapped his pipe on a side table, then tamped a wad of weed into the bowl. “I’ve brought my own.”

      “So you did,” I rasped. “I might be offended if I didn’t know how particular you are about such things.”

      Braggett appeared with a tray in his hand. Two earthen mugs steamed on one side of the tray while the other boasted a stack of thick orange cakes. He placed the tray on the desk. Mushrooms floated on the top of the opaque water.

      “Did the taster test these?”

      “Yes, sir. No reaction. Shall I serve, sir?”

      “No, we’ll take care of it. Be on your way.” I took a mushroom, popped it in my mouth, and considered Bragg.

      “As you wish, sir.” Braggett shuffled out as quietly as he’d entered.

      When the butler had gone, Alatar waved his hand around the study before settling a fingertip flame over the bowl of his pipe. He placed his feet on a footstool made from a walnut. “We are closed in. As you requested in your invitation, none on the outside can hear us.”

      I nodded and took a seat at my large desk. I did not speak right away, uncertain how long it might take for the spell to take full effect. Instead, I placed a small rectangular box in front of myself. Without speaking, I removed dark brown papers and a strong-smelling weed from within. With a practiced hand, I placed an exact amount in the center of the square of paper and rolled it tightly. Then I tucked the handmade cigarillo in the corner of my mouth and lit the exposed end.

      A series of puffs later, I pointed to my wizard friend with the moistened end of my cigarillo. “Someone means to kill me, Alatar. I’ve been suspicious for a time, but now it’s certain.”

      Alatar snorted and then choked on a puff of smoke. His eyes reddened and watered. “What’s that? How can you be sure of this?”

      “I’ve managed to avoid two poisonings and a middle-of-the-night attempt to behead me.”

      Alatar’s jaw slackened, and he stared, leaking smoke from the corner of his mouth.

      I squinted through the swirling smoke. “Someone means to kill me and take my place as the king of the gnomes.”

      “Do you know who?” Alatar tugged violently on his white beard.

      I shook my head and rolled my cigarillo from one side of my mouth to the other. “Must be another house gnome. That’s the only way the gnome population would accept the leadership. Gnome kings always come from house gnomes.”

      “Do you know anything else?”

      I drummed his fingers on his desk. “I’ll be damned if I do.”

      “That’s not much to go on.”

      “It isn’t, but it’s the truth of it.”

      We puffed amicably for a time. I hadn’t been certain about the treachery until my chief taste tester had thwarted two poisoning attempts. The first had landed the taster in bed for a month, eating medicinal lichens from the northern side of the stones in the healer’s forest. The second had taken twice as long to heal and prompted my message to Alatar.

      I opened my mouth to ask a question.

      Before I could, Alatar hissed and took a deep breath. “Swords and stones, it’s not possible.” He shifted in his seat to peer over his shoulder, and his eyes widened. “Make ready.”

      A dark figure darted into the room, and I bit down on my cigarillo and leaped to my feet. If I dropped it, I might set the place afire. My conical hat fell to the side, halving my height, as I darted around Alatar’s chair.

      Alatar launched to his feet, already trying to assemble a spell from the limited magic he had available to him in Gnomelandia. His hat fell to the ground behind him, and he took a step back, crushing the wooly gray hat beneath his feet.

      The dark shape charged toward me, screeching hatefully from a mouthless face. I couldn’t tell what it was supposed to be. We didn’t have such monsters in Gnomelandia.

      I lunged to the side as it clawed at the space where I’d been and continued on. “What is it?” I bellowed.

      “Something wielding,” Alatar answered. “It hides inside a glamour to disguise its true form.”

      The intruder turned toward the wizard and flew across the space. Alatar jumped to the side and dropped his pipe. An ember rolled from the bowl onto the rug where it burst into a lonely flame.

      “Get out of here!” I yelled, dodging a volley of throwing knives that lodged in the wood paneling behind me. A black spot expanded from each tip and crumbled the polished wood around the knife. Another volley followed, impacting in the books, destroying pages and bindings indiscriminately.

      “You’ll be safer in my world. Time to go back.” Alatar tossed two hand-sized explosion spells at the circling shape and then whirled back toward the tray. He dumped the contents of his potion vial into one of the cups and tried to scoop it from the tray, but the black shape caught his feet and sent him tumbling to the ground.

      “Ooof,” he grunted as he impacted the hard floor in a heap. The flaming spot on the rug burned dangerously close to his long beard. He snapped his fingers and put it out before climbing to his feet once more.

      I moved toward the wizard but tripped on the footstool between us, landing so hard I heard a crack in my terracotta shell. There should have been a contingent of guards on their way in. “Why is no one coming in?”

      Alatar’s eyes widened. “They can’t hear us.”

      I scrambled to my feet and sprinted to the entrance. “Drop the sound block, and I’ll open the door.”

      Alatar waved his hand to untie the spell wrapping the king’s study. “Done.”

      When I reached for the knob, the shadow stopped as though listening. I threw open the door so hard it slammed against the wall behind. The assassin screeched, and a blinding flash emanated outward from the figure’s rounded head. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my eyes. By the time my vision cleared, I caught sight of the back end of the beast as it fled.

      A guard burst in. Two more followed close behind. “King Dimble, are you safe?”

      I waved them away as I fought dizziness. “Go, it’s somewhere
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