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A midsummer's breeze whisked through empty stalls. It stabbed the festering piles of waste from the previous days, then collided with the heavy scent of decay. It rose up like rancid phantoms along the thoroughfare of Grimhold Marketplace. A lone howl resonated from somewhere deep in the Downs, followed by a flurry of activity. Claws scraped over wood and clicked against metal. Grimhold's nocturnal residents scurried from their hiding places. They hissed and fought for a spot around the day’s droppings, until a slight vibration made them pause mid-feast. Whiskers twitched and beady eyes searched the darkness. A sudden flash of light forced the rats back, but only for a moment. Light brought the humans, and the humans meant food. The prospect of a better meal was too much too enticing. They crept forward and searched the ground for new morsels, until the air ripped apart and a hole appeared. The rats bolted. A pint-sized goblin with a round belly and green-tinted skin hopped through the hole at the edge of the marketplace.

Bonedread hooked his thumbs in the arm holes of his vest and scanned the pathways and stalls for movement. The auctions wouldn't begin for a few more hours and that was fine with him. He had his prize. The elder dwarf’s daughter wasn’t going anywhere and she was sure to fetch a pretty penny. “I will kill you, goblin,” she hissed. He waved off her threat with a chuckle. It had been easy to snatch the girl and escape unscathed, leaving the other brats to deal with the old man and his bat-like creature. He rubbed his protruding belly and grimaced. It had been a long night and a lot of struggle to hang onto her.  She was a fiery creature. Without Zeeback and Bigrot, he would’ve lost her hours ago. They were forced to hide on the outskirts of the Downs to keep her hidden and it was closer to the humans than he would've liked. He rarely got that close, because their stink made his stomach churn. He wiped a hand over his face and rocked on the balls of his feet. The girl was strong and feisty. She fought hard all night long, and even now she refused to give up. Her arms and legs flailed, preventing Zeeback and Bigrot from bringing her through the portal. She punched out and connected with Zeeback’s nose. He stumbled and grabbed his face. She kicked up and pounded Bigrot in the chin. His teeth clattered and he bellowed in pain.

“Oh, come on,” said Bonedread. 

Zeeback attempted to push Bigrot and the girl through the portal, but she was too fast. He grabbed her hands, but she twisted away and raked her fingernails over his fingers. He howled and jumped away from her again; muttering a string of obscenities under his breath. 

“It would be much easier if you two nimwits used your magic,” said Bonedread. He was losing his patience. "Should’ve knocked her out from the beginning." But, the effects of too much goblin breath were risky and it was never a good idea to sell damaged goods. “Magic, idiots. Use your breath.” They ignored him. Bigrot held onto her legs, while Zeeback grabbed for her arms again with no luck. Bonedread smacked them both on the arm. “Is something wrong with your hearing? Use your breath, but not too much. She’ll be no good to me at auction.” Bigrot adjusted the girl's weight on his shoulder and turned his head. Zeeback held on to his bloody hand and sneered at her. She paused mid-swing and watched the goblin's eyes begin to glow. Zeeback crouched until they were nose to nose, then blew a green cloud of gas in her face. A second cloud rolled over her back. The smell of garbage and swamp was so strong it made her gag.

“Celadine, is it?” asked Bonedread. He didn’t wait for a response. “Give in to the gas, girl. You’ll be better off.” He slid over to her and grabbed a handful of her hair. “You're about to have a little sleep. Pleasant dreams.” He grunted. “For now.” He watched her fight against the gas and laughed. “Your true nightmare begins in a few hours.”

Celadine dipped her head and pressed her nose into the goblin's overalls. It did nothing to stop the gas from invading her mind and messing with her senses. It blurred her vision until the goblins were shadowy blobs. It stung the insides of her nose and the roof of her mouth, then slid down her throat and took every ounce of saliva with it. The goblin, called Zeeback, taunted her. He waved his hand in front of her face. His fingers liquefied. They swooped up and down, then split into five wavy colored lines. Her stomach twisted into a knot and nausea rushed over her. She closed her eyes and rested her cheek on the goblin’s shoulder till her stomach calmed. Bigrot, she thought. Zeeback wasn’t done toying with her and tapped her on the head. She reached out to scratch him a second time, but missed. Her arm was just too heavy to lift. Her eyelids threatened to close and the urge to sleep was strong. She blinked and forced them open. Bigrot could have simply stepped through the portal, but instead he leaped into the air and thudded to the ground with a chuckle. She rose up and came down fast and hard. Her chest connected with his shoulder and the air rushed from her lungs. Zeeback casually stepped through the portal behind her. “Pay back, girly. There’s more where that came from.” Bonedread reached around them and snatched a thin, silver disc out of the air, then put it in his pocket. The portal disappeared. 

Celadine did her best to focus on her surroundings and the goblin lumbering behind her. He swam in and out of her sight line, as she continued to bounce along on Bigrot's shoulder. Zeeback laughed and waved at her. “Y-You’re going to lose every o-one of those fingers when I get free,” she said, through gritted teeth

“Alright, boys. We've got a few hours to kill before the auction begins,” said Bonedread. “We'll get her settled, then you can do what you want, but make sure you're ready when the market opens.” He walked the dark streets of Grimhold and rubbed his hands together. “I can smell the money already.”

“You. Can't. Do. This,” breathed Celadine. “Father. el-elder d-dwarf.” It was an effort just to talk and she let her body go limp. The smaller goblin snickered up ahead.

“Ah, missy. You are a prized catch,” he said. “You may be the elder dwarf's daughter, but you are no dwarf. You will bring a tidy sum, I am sure.” He stepped through the opening of his shack and clenched his pudgy fists. The cages and jars were empty and the makeshift door at the back of the shack gave him a full view of the Downs. He kicked a glass jar across the room. It shattered against the wall, but that wasn't enough to sooth his anger. “It’s gone. All my inventory is gone.” He gnashed his teeth together, then growled and slammed the door of an empty cage. “I will get that kid, if it's the last thing I do.” He would've been set, if the kid hadn't released every creature in his possession. And it was the kid's fault that the old man had turned on him. He stared at the floor and shuddered. The memory of his body turning to liquid, then sucked into that infernal tunic was still fresh in his mind. It was an indescribable experience and one he wasn't willing to repeat. “When the time is right, the stones will be mine and that kid will be no more.”

Zeeback and Bigrot stomped into the shack, dragging a cage behind them. “Where do you want her, boss?” asked Bigrot.

Bonedread blinked, then turned around. The larger goblins had stuffed the girl into a cage that was much too small, but it didn’t matter. In a couple of hours, her light hair and even lighter eyes would attract more bidders than any other auction. He’d be rich. “Set her down anywhere.” He crouched down in front of the cage and studied her. “I will get my payment one way or another.” Tink-Tink. He tapped a clawed finger against an iron bar. “Nothing personal, just business.” He ran the claw down the length of her arm. Celadine jerked away, but jammed her back into the bars behind her. “I wonder what a whole pack of dwarfs would go for. Or Faeryn. There’s a creature you don’t see every day.” He tapped his chin and stared at her awkwardly. “Hmm. Interesting.” Without another word, he stood up and walked away.

Celadine pulled her knees up to her chin, then shifted her gaze to the opening at the back of the room. The effects of the goblins' breath was wearing off, but not enough to break out of the cage. Fear gripped her insides at the thought of what lie ahead. Tears sprang from the corners of her eyes. Busby Stoop, her people and her father were all gone. A sob caught in her throat. “Father, what should I do?” She rested her head on the bottom of the cage and waited for daylight.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2


[image: image]


Two pixies sat on the window sill. Their heads swiveled back and forth, as they watched the excitement below. Friends were enjoying the morning by using Bartholomew's stomach as a trampoline. The dog didn't seem to mind in the least. His tail wagged excitedly as one group came down and sent a second group soaring high above the maze of hedges. A third group had chosen to ride on Harold. The odd, yellow bird with a cat's head performed an eloquent double loop before rushing past the window, almost sending the pixies tumbling off the window sill and onto the bedroom floor. They pursed their lips and crossed their arms tightly in front of them, as the pixies dive-bombed off of Harold onto Bartholomew's stomach and bounced high into the air. The pixies stomped their feet, whipped around and glared at the humans. Their wings shifted to various shades of green and when Harold swooped by a second time, there was a green tint to their skin. They had agreed to guard the boys for the day, but they were not happy about it. The only thing keeping them from joining the others was the promise of a sweet treat at the end of their shift. 

Max groaned with frustration and kicked the bed, startling the tiny guards on the window sill. They stuck out their tongues and angrily turned away, but Max paid no attention. He kicked out again. The impact caused one of the pixies to lose her balance and fall backwards. She caught herself before hitting the floor and fluttered back to her original position, red-faced with anger and shaking her fist in his direction. 

The door to Max's bedroom opened. The twins brushed past the pixies standing guard in the hallway. They eyed the boys suspiciously before closing the door again. “It's like Fort Knox out there,” said Snoop. “We can't walk through the house without being followed.”

“I don't know what Aunt Griselda promised them, but they've become tiny soldiers,” added Davi, pointing to the pixies on the sill.

Max crossed his arms in front of him. “Did you find out anything?”

Davi glanced at his twin and frowned. “No. “

“The adults are tight-lipped,” said Snoop. “And our little guardians have made it impossible to do a proper search.”

Max exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. The second Basil removed the sleeping spell, they'd been corralled into the dining hall, given a seriously long lecture and grounded. None of them were allowed to leave Merrihaven. They were assigned extra chores and the book, map, hourglass and watch were taken away. As an added measure to keep them from running off, Aunt Griselda enlisted the pixies to stand guard.

“Where's Basil?” asked Davi.

“He's on kitchen duty with Mrs. Pitt,” said Max.

“Can't he put them all to sleep again?” asked Snoop.

Max shook his head. “They've blocked his magic with some kind of ward, as well as mine and Milo's.”

The twins flopped on the bed beside Milo and the Spriggan. “What are we going to do?” asked Davi. “We need to get Tommy back. Mom hasn't left her bed or spoken to anyone since Birdie took him away.”

“There's not much we can do, “said Max, pointing at the window. The pixies made a face and gave a him raspberry. This time, he did notice and rolled his eyes. His bedroom door opened again and Basil stomped into the room. He swatted at the pixies fluttering around his head. “Alright. Alright. Go away.” They flew around his head one last time, before reluctantly leaving the room. Before Basil had a chance to move, the pixies on the window sill flew over to him and buzzed around his face and hands. He tried swatting at them, but they were too fast. He gave up and stood there while they crawled all over him. “The gnomes have gathered enough honey for an army,” he said. “I’ve been making honey cakes all morning.”

Max watched the pixies zip around Basil. One landed in his hair and the other sprawled over his shoulder. Their tiny eyes glossed over and their movements grew sluggish. He snapped his fingers. “That's it. Aunt Griselda has promised them honey.”

“Are you sure that's it?” asked Milo.

“Well, look at those two. Have you ever seen the pixies act that way?” asked Max.

“Now that you mention it, it is quite odd,” said Milo.

“What I'd like to know is, where is all the honey coming from,” said Davi.

“Yeah. When was the last time any of us saw a bee or a hive around Merrihaven,” added Snoop.

“The honey acts like a drug,” said the Spriggan. “And you are correct. The bees migrated south long ago. There are no hives here. The pixies cannot resist it. Very addictive stuff.”

Snoop jumped off the bed. “Then all we have to do is take some honey from the kitchen.”

“The pixies work in shifts. We'd need enough to distract them all,” said Max.

The pixies clumsily flew back to the window and slumped against its frame. Their eyes were half closed. One hiccupped and the other giggled. Max crossed the room and wiggled his fingers in front of their tiny faces, then backed up. The pixies paid no attention to him.

“We have kitchen duty later,” said Snoop. He smirked and rubbed his hands together.

“But, how do we get it without getting caught?” asked Davi.

Someone pounded on the bedroom door. The boys and the Spriggan jumped. The pixies burped, then rolled off the window sill onto the floor. “Let's go, boys,” called Mr. Scrine. “Yer on yard duty with me now. You've got two minutes to get outside.”

“We're coming,” called Max. He waited until the sound of Mr. Scrine's footsteps disappeared, then pointed at the door. “That is how we'll get the honey. We'll tell Mr. Scrine that Snoop and Davi are needed in the kitchen right now.” He turned to the twins. “You two will create a diversion and set the honey at the back door. Basil, you grab the honey and hide it behind the stables. Don't let Leofwin hear you. Now that we know he can talk, he'll be sure to tell Mr. Scrine. Milo, the Spriggan and I will keep him busy.”

Snoop and Davi smiled and high-fived each other. “Oh, we'll create a diversion alright,” said Snoop.

“Let's go before Mr. Scrine comes looking for us again,” said Max. He glanced at the sleepy pixies, then opened the bedroom door. They had no trouble getting past the pixies in the hallway, because they were curled up on the floor. Snoop and Davi hurried toward the stairs.

“Wait,” said Max, softly. “We're grounded. Remember? Act like it. Don't make anyone suspicious.” The twins nodded, then slumped their shoulders and frowned. “Good. Now, go.”

They followed the twins down the stairs to the kitchen. Even with Oxworth trapped in the Shadowlands, it was still chaos. The gnomes darted back and forth, while Mrs. Pitt loudly instructed one of the gnomes on how to whisk properly. It was followed by Nodrik's order for ten rutabagas, five cabbage, a salted melon and a peppered pomegranate.

Max curled his lip in disgust. There were plenty of mouths to feed and Knoxby had the appetite of ten men, but he hated rutabaga and cabbage. A shout rang out for an order from the stables. It was met with murmurs and grumbling. Ever since Leofwin revealed he could talk, the bayard had changed up his diet with exuberant requests.

Snoop and Davi stood in the doorway with their hands in their pockets and their heads bowed. It took a minute for Mrs. Pitt to realize they were there, because her attention was on a large turkey and the gnome stuck inside of it. Nodrik held on to his brother, while Mrs. Pitt grabbed one end of the bird and pulled. The stuck gnome slipped out of the turkey with a wet slurp and a pop. Mrs. Pitt wiped her hands on her apron and shook her head. “Next time, use your hands to remove the innards, not your face.” She chuckled, then turned to the grim-faced twins. “A bit early, aren’t you?” The twins shrugged their shoulders. “Well, then.” She waved them into the kitchen. “Come on. I’ve never seen a more pathetic sight than the two of you.” She turned away in time to catch a gnome sliding across the floor on a trail of bacon grease. He zipped by and sailed head over heels into the trash can. “Next time, where your skis, Herbert,” laughed Mrs. Pitt. The twins followed behind her; careful to avoid the grease trail. Davi turned with a smile and a wink. Max nodded and slipped outside with the others. Basil ran behind the stables, then popped his head out and gave a thumbs up. The stables rumbled with the sounds of Mr. Scrine and Leofwin arguing. Max, Milo and the Spriggan paused before continuing on. 

“I do not feel like going for a walk right now,” called the bayard. “Come back later.”

“You ungrateful beast. We are supposed to be guarding the grounds,” yelled. Mr. Scrine. Metal clanged against metal.

“There is mud caked in my hooves and I am covered in dust,” whined Leofwin. “How do you expect me to guard anything when I look like a frightful mess? No. I will not go.” Max and Milo glanced at one another and nodded. This was exactly what they needed to get the honey.

“A frightful mess,” muttered Mr. Scrine. “I’ll give you a frightful mess.”

Max, Milo and the Spriggan rounded the corner of the stables. Mr. Scrine caught sight of the them and stomped over. “You’re late. Where are the others?” His face was flushed and his fists were clenched so tight his knuckles were white.

“Kitchen duty,” said Max. 

Mr. Scrine threw up his hands. “That’s just great.” He pointed to Milo and the Spriggan. “You two will have to survey the grounds on foot. Do not go near the Downs.” Milo and the Spriggan gave him a mock salute and headed off down the hill. “Max, you will take care of that blasted beast in there.” Max crossed the yard toward the stables. “Muck out his stall and scrape the mud from his hooves. His royal highness requires a bath and a brushing, as well.” Mr. Scrine grunted and quickly walked away. Max shielded his eyes from the sun and peered towards Knoxby’s shack. Milo and the Spriggan were already gone. There hadn't been any sightings of the Trith or shifters, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. Milo’s earth magic was strong, but not enough to deal with a blood thirsty monster or the shape-shifting dead. His thoughts jumped to pale blonde hair and ice blue eyes. Celadine. He wondered if she was okay. Roanin had sent Cannick to Grimhold at first light. The dwarf was confident Cannick would return with his daughter. He doubted Cannick had ever dealt with the goblins before. Bonedread was only interested in two things. Himself and money. The goblin would be sure to sell Celadine quick, then she would be lost.

“Are you coming in or not?” called Leofwin.

“Yes,” said Max, giving the Downs a last look before walking into the stables. Getting Celadine back in time relied on how fast they could get the honey and distract the pixies. There were a lot of gnomes in the kitchen. One of them was bound to catch on and tell Mrs. Pitt. He picked up a bucket and a brush. What if they did get caught? Would they be locked in their rooms and made prisoners like Cragge once was? Celadine’s life wasn’t the only one at stake. There were others depending on him to find all the stones. He’d just begun to wonder how the twins were doing, when the sound of clanging pots and pans drifted into the stables, followed by shouts from one of the twins and Mrs. Pitt. “Not feeling well. Just need a bit of air.” That was Davi. Max smirked to himself. He listened to the scuffle of Basil’s feet and the side door closing with a thump. It worked. The plan was in motion. If all went well, they’d be on their way to Grimhold by dark.
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A light breeze rustled through the Great Oak’s archives. The fire pit at the center of the village crackled and mingled with the soft chatter of the old ones gathered around it. One leaned in with a mischievous twitch of an eyebrow and the group broke out in laughter. The cry of a hungry baby rang out, but was soon soothed by the gentle murmurs of its mother. From the deeper part of the forest, the goblins burst through the trees. Their eyes glowed and their mouths turned up revealing their razor sharp teeth. The village exploded with angry shouts and terrified screams. The scene changed and Busby Stoop disappeared. A gaping maw of a goblin took its place. The teeth drew closer. Its fowl breath grew stronger. Celadine woke with a start and smacked her head on the top of the cage. A shock of pain seared her skull and forced her to lie back. It wasn't real. A deep sadness spread through her chest. For just a moment, the smells and sounds of Busby Stoop lingered.  It would’ve been so easy to remain in the dream where her home was whole and her father was alive. She choked back a sob. “Father, why did you make me go?” He shouldn't have tried to fight Oxworth without her. She peered through the bars. The movement made her head throb. She tried to lift her arm, but it wouldn’t cooperate. The hours spent in the small cage had caused a deep numbness to set in. There was no room to stretch out, but by rolling and shifting, her limbs began to wake up. A million tiny pins and needles pricked body. Home, she thought. She remembered the warmth of her bed and how she’d linger till the sun was too bright to ignore any longer. Her father would greet her with a hot cup of pine tea. A heavy sigh escaped her lips. This was no time to get lost in what used to be. The shack was quiet, but it wouldn't be for long. The goblins would return soon enough. She reached through the bars and fumbled with the lock. The cage sat in the middle of the room and there was nothing around it to break it off. She pulled her knees up to her chest and kicked out as hard as she could.

Footsteps clomped on the floorboards behind the cage. The bars had just given way as the smaller goblin walked into the room.. Celadine put her legs down. Bonedread thudded across the wooden floor and planted his clawed, dirty feet in front of her face. “I see you’re awake.” He chuckled. “And just in time, too. The auctions are about to begin.” The cage was so tight, Celadine could not meet the goblin’s eyes. The best she could do was glare at the round stomach hanging over tattered trousers. She grabbed the bars and spat at the goblin’s legs. “Such a feisty one. I wonder how your new master will enjoy your fiery spirit.” He kicked the cage and watched her wince as her back slammed against the bars. “Zeeback. Bigrot.” The large goblins filled the doorway. “Get her out of there. It’s time.” One goblin held the cage open, while the other wrenched her out. They grabbed her under the arms and squeezed. Celadine yelped as her limbs unfolded.  Her legs trembled and she gritted her teeth against the full assault of pain that followed. This was her only chance to escape and tried to dig her fingernails into one goblin, then attempted to bite the other. This time, they were ready and moved behind her. What now? She glanced at the door at the back of the shack, then let her body go limp. The goblins were unprepared. “Again?” asked one. He sighed and threw his hands in the air. “We should’ve left her in the Downs for the Trith,” said the other. She rolled away from them and scrambled toward the back door. 

The short goblin turned around. “Well, what are you waiting for? Grab her,” he yelled.

Celadine stood up and bolted the last few inches to freedom. The Downs were right there. The smell of pine and earth called to her. Half her body was out the door before one of the goblins crossed the room and grabbed a handful of her hair. He yanked her back in and threw her to the floor. The one called Bigrot stood over her and glared. “You’re more trouble than you’re worth. If it were up to me, you’d have been dead hours ago.” He glanced toward the front of the shack and made sure the smaller goblin wasn’t looking before giving her a hard kick to her stomach. Celadine clutched her middle and moaned.

“Leave her alone,” said the one called Zeeback. “The boss doesn’t like damaged goods.” Bigrot glared at him, but remained silent.

A horn sounded in the distance. Bonedread peered out the door. “We do not have time for this,” he hissed. “Drag her, if you have to.” The goblins hooked her under the arms again and lifted her up and dragged her out into the open. Celadine clutched her stomach, as bile rose in her throat. The market was crammed with buyers. She licked her dry lips. A large lump of fear rose up and met the bile caught in her throat. “Please, don’t do this,” she begged. Her voice was scratchy and hoarse. It sounded strange to her own ears. The goblins ignored her and dragged her into the heart of Grimhold market. Men, women and creatures alike stared at her in fascination. They closed in tight. Hands poked and prodded, until the short goblin pushed through the crowd and smacked them away. She swung her legs forward and dug her heels into the dirt t and used the weight of her body to get her arms free. It didn’t slow them down one bit. They tightened their grip and pulled her toward an open stall with an empty viewing box. The stage was high enough for the crowd to get a good look at what they were bidding on. In seconds, she would be up there and any chance of escape would be lost.

Bonedread unlocked the gate and opened it with a slight push. Celadine kicked out, but the large goblins held on tight and pulled her forward. Before they could get through the gate, it was blocked by an old woman. Her large, watery eyes bulged out of their sockets. She sniffed loudly and wiped a line of snot on her sleeve, which caused the wart on her face to pucker. She pushed a clump of greasy, gray hair to the side and opened her mouth to reveal a lone tooth in a cavern of darkness. “I’ll give ya ten boars’ notes for the lass.” Her voice was deep and phlegmy.

Bonedread raised an eyebrow. “I do not think so, witch. She is worth far more than ten.”

The old woman smirked and tilted her head to one side, then grazed Celadine’s cheek with a jagged, yellow nail. “Then perhaps a small sample of your merchandise,” she said. “You want to come with me, don’t you, doveling?” Celadine didn't want to, but she nodded anyway. Her eyes widened, as the sensation to move closer to the old woman grew.

The short goblin slapped the witch’s hand away. “No sampling the product. Get out of here.” And just like that, the spell was broken. Celadine blinked and watched the witch disappear into the crowd. Bonedread widened the space between the gate and the viewing box, but the gate was wrenched out of his grasp from behind and slammed shut. The goblin whipped around and came face to snout with a minotaur. It snorted through its wide nostrils and ruffled the tufts of hair on top of the goblin’s head. It cracked its knuckles and flexed its bulging muscles. “Bonedread, I give you seventy-five boars’ notes and she is mine.” It leaned in and studied Celadine. Its yellow eyes twitched. “I like the eyes. They will come in handy.” It reached out and grabbed her hair. “Soft.” Celadine tried to pull away. This time, the large goblins moved with her. The minotaur shoved its snout into the small goblin’s face. Bonedread stepped back. His eyes shifted nervously to the Minotaur’s horns. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth, but before he could utter a sound, the Minotaur shoved the money at the goblin with one hand and grabbed Celadine with the other. The large goblins tightened their grip and growled. 

“Y-You’ll have to bid like everyone else,” said Bonedread. He pushed the Minotaur’s hand away and opened the gate.

“I pay. She’s mine,” said the Minotaur. He held on and snorted.

The smaller goblin sighed, but did not turn around. “Take care of this.” Zeeback and Bigrot leaned forward and breathed into the Minotaur’s face. He coughed and stumbled back. Bonedread and the Minotaur eyed one another before the large beast took his place in front of the viewing box. The small goblin waved the other two on, then quickly locked the gate. There would be no more delays. He climbed up onto the stage within the viewing box and put his hands up. “Ladies and gentlemen.” He paused and scanned the crowd. “And others. I have, for one day only, a one of a kind jewel.” He made sure his voice carried to the back of the crowd by cupping his hands around his mouth. “She is strong and beautiful. She will make a fine servant or...” He glanced back and winked. “A wife.” Celadine gasped and struggled to break free. She kicked out at the goblins again. The crowd oohed and ahhed. “Bring her up here so our fine customers may have a look.” Zeeback and Bigrot lifted her onto the stage and pushed her toward the center. The crowd pushed and jabbed to get a better view. Celadine stared out at all the faces. One of them was about to become her new master. The goblins blocked the only way out. There was no escape. She would be sold and taken away. The possibility of seeing Busby Stoop again was slim. Bonedread stepped up beside her and clapped his hands. “We will start the bidding at five hundred boars’ notes for the elder dwarf’s daughter.
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“How much longer do you suppose we’ll have to be out here?” asked the Spriggan.

“Until we’ve covered the grounds, I guess,” said Milo. “I would rather be doing this than tending to the bayard, though.” The Spriggan grunted in agreement.

They had rushed past Alfie and Cynric’s workshop, out of fear that there might be another explosion from a potion gone wrong, which was common place these days. A bit of rustling from Knoxby’s shack had put them on guard, but it turned out to be nothing more than a mouse hidden in the bushes. They were about a mile away and had just reached the base of the hill when the Spriggan stopped and grabbed Milo’s arm. The Spriggan’s yellow eyes were wide with fear. He lifted his nose in the air and sniffed wildly. “What is it?” whispered Milo. “I-I don’t see anything.”

The Spriggan closed his eyes, then inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I thought I smelled the Trith, but it is gone now.” He opened his eyes and shook his head. “Strange.”

Milo let go of the breath he’d been holding and tried to calm his pounding heart. “Let’s finish up and get back to the house.” They veered to the right and headed for the path that would take them between Merrihaven and the Downs. He listened for any unusual sounds, while the Spriggan continued to sniff the air. They had just crossed the path into a circle of pine trees when the Spriggan clamped down on Milo’s arm again and hoisted himself onto his back. Milo gasped and turned to run, but the Spriggan squeezed his shoulder. “Do not run. Magic first. Run second.” Two pairs of blood red eyes glowed in the shadows of the trees.

“How did we not know they were there?” asked Milo, out of the corner of his mouth.

“This is new,” said the Spriggan. “There is barely any scent; almost none.”

The two Trith crept out of the Downs. They panted heavily and appeared unsteady on their feet. Milo held his position. A snap of green ran down the veins in his arms to his fingertips. The ground rumbled under his feet. The coarse gray hairs on the Triths’ backs stood up, but they did not attack.

“Kill them, before they kill us,” whispered the Spriggan. He trembled uncontrollably; making it difficult for Milo to remain still. 

“But, they’re people. Remember Ms. Higgins and Detective Howard.” said Milo.

“They have been Trith for far too long. We can’t take any chances. What would the others say if they knew we let the Trith go free?” whispered the Spriggan.

Milo swiped his hand through the air. A wave of grass, dirt and pine needles rolled across the ground to the Trith. It was meant to be a warning, but the beasts sunk their claws into the dirt and steadied themselves. “Odd. Very odd,” said the Spriggan.

The Triths’ eyes locked onto Milo and they whimpered. “What are they doing?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I have never seen this before,” said the Spriggan.

“Could this be Isolde’s doing?” asked Milo.

“No. She would have killed us without hesitation,” said the Spriggan. “This is something different.”

Milo put his hands down. “C-Can you talk? W-Who are you?” The Trith moaned softly and pawed at the ground. “C-Can you understand me?” The Trith swung their heads from side to side. “Is that a yes or a no,” he muttered. The Trith suddenly stiffened and hung their heads. Their eyes closed and their bodies tensed. One let out a low growl, but the other snapped and nipped at its companion's snout until it was calm again. It wasn’t enough. The second Trith looked ready to pounce.

“Do something before they lose control,” whispered the Spriggan.

Milo watched the change roll over the Trith’s back. It was too late. It growled and charged. He had just enough time to throw his magic at the beast. Roots sprang up from the ground and snatched the Trith’s clawed feet out from under it. The Trith flipped over and landed with a heavy thud. It yelped inside the green glow of Milo’s magic. The second Trith kept its eyes on Milo and cautiously approached its companion. It whimpered when its snout came in contact with the green haze, but pushed through and gently wrapped its jaw around the first Trith’s leg and pulled it backwards. Milo engulfed them both. The second Trith let go of the first and fell over.

“Hold it until we are at a safe distance,” said the Spriggan.

“I’ll try,” said Milo, backing up. The first Trith writhed in pain, but the second forced itself to its feet and began to drag the first Trith away.

The Spriggan popped his head over Milo’s shoulder, then patted him on the back of the head. “We are close to the hill. Let go and run.” Milo reigned in his magic. The Trith whined with the release and slumped to the ground, but it didn’t last long. They nudged one another until they were both on their feet. Milo didn’t wait around. He charged up the hill on shaky legs, then whipped around expecting a fight, but the Trith were gone.

“What...” he started, but paused to catch his breath. The Spriggan climbed off his back to stand beside him. “W-What was that all about?”

The Spriggan shook his head and stared at the spot where the Trith had been. “I do not know.” They stood quietly side by side and frowned. Worry lines creased their foreheads and questions about the Trith’s strange behavior bubbled up inside. Were there more Trith? Was this the beginning of another attack on Merrihaven?

“I said new hay,” shouted a voice behind them. They flinched and turned around. “And fresh water. And I still have mud in my front hoof. I would like a blanket, too. It gets cold in here at night. And do something about the creature in the last stall. He stinks.”

Milo and the Spriggan tip-toed to the stable door and peeked in. Leofwin stood in the center of the room. Max stomped out of his stall to the bales of hay against the wall and lifted one with a grunt.

“Make sure it is new. I do not want the moldy, wet ones,” said Leofwin. “And make my bed fluffy.”

Max gripped the bale of hay and ground his teeth together. “But, you don’t need a bed. You sleep standing up.”

“But, I might lay down and I want it to be fluffy.”

Max roared and threw the hay over his head. “That’s it. I’m done. You are so... I can’t believe how...” He clenched his fists and shook with rage.

“Touchy. Touchy,” said Leofwin. The bayard casually walked into his stall. “It’s still not fluffy.”

Max slammed the gate and started for the door, but stopped when he caught sight of Milo and the Spriggan. Both were trying to choke back their laughter. Max held up his hands. “Don’t. Just don’t,” he warned. “You’ll find out when it’s your turn.”

Milo waved him over, as Leofwin’s large head appeared over the gate of his stall. “We need to talk in private,” he whispered.

“I don’t know how much privacy we’re going to get around here,” said Max, softly. He peered over his shoulder at the bayard. Leofwin blinked and snorted. Max moved Milo and the Spriggan outside and away from the stables. “I think I know the place, but it’ll have to wait until the pixies are distracted. Right now, we have to check on Basil and the honey. The twins have been causing so much chaos. I don’t think they’ll ever be on kitchen duty again.” They rounded a corner and had just reached the back of the stables when the side door popped open. “Go. Go.” Someone groaned and the door opened wider. 

“Sorry, Mrs. Pitt,” yelled Snoop, over his shoulder. He leaned down and set a glass jar filled with golden honey on the ground, then moaned dramatically. “Got gas. Must’ve been last night’s stew.” He blew into the crook of his arm and made a loud, wet fart sound, then covered his mouth to keep from laughing out loud and disappeared inside. Basil snatched up the jar, then ran back behind the stables. He added it to the line of jars against the wall. 

Max counted ten jars. “I think that’s enough. We have to stop them before Mrs. Pitt and the gnomes catch on.”

“What do we do with the jars? Somebody will find them,” said Basil, wiping honey on his pants.

“I’ll take care of them,” said Milo. He held out his hand, cupped his palm and made an arc motion in the air. The grass and dirt lifted up and covered the honey like an earthen blanket. When he was done it looked like the back wall had always been that way. If they were lucky, no one would notice.

Pots and pans clanged loudly from the kitchen, followed by a shout from the gnomes and a squeal from Mrs. Pitt. Max scooted toward the side door and waved the others on. “Let’s go before they get into some serious trouble.”
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“Sold,” shouted Bonedread. “That concludes the auction.” The crowd jeered and reluctantly moved away.

Celadine fell to her knees. She had been bought and paid for in under ten minutes for two thousand boars’ notes. She hung her head. There was no point in searching the crowd for her new master. He or she would be revealed soon enough.

“Pick her up, boys,” called Bonedread. “I’m going to collect my money. Have her ready by the time I get back.”

“You get her this time,” said one goblin to the other. 

It was hard to tell which goblin was which, because they looked so much alike. One of the goblins reached into the viewing box and grabbed her ankle. Celadine kicked out and moved to the opposite side of the stage. Fear twisted her insides into knots, but the tiniest inkling of a plan began to take shape. The Downs were only a few feet away. The opening to the viewing box was small. The goblins could get through it if they had to, but the viewing box would slow them down long enough for her to get away. It wasn't a good plan, but it was the only option. 

One of the goblins leaned in and grabbed her foot. Celadine racked her fingernails over his hands, then kicked him with her other foot as hard as she could. He screamed and let go, but only for a moment. He lunged for her, but missed by several inches, which only made him angrier. “When I get my hands on you, you're dead. You hear me?” Thankfully, the crowd had dispersed, because the only escape was to jump. Her feet hit the ground with barely a sound. She stood up to run for the Downs, but a sudden, heavy weight clamped onto the back of her neck. She twisted and turned, punched and kicked, but it did no good. When she realized her limbs weren't connecting with anything solid, she risked a side glance. Pale fingers dug into her skin, but that was all that was visible, because everything else was covered by a long, black robe.

“Didn’t I tell ya?” asked the short goblin. “This one is strong and fiery.”

Celadine stiffened as Bonedread stepped in front of her jingling a fat, leather sack. She leaned forward to choke him but the fingers at the back of her neck tightened. She spit at the goblin instead. He jumped out of the way and missed being hit by mere inches. He smiled and winked at her. She shook with rage and jabbed the robed figure behind her with both elbows. For a split second, the pressure on her neck loosened, which gave her the opportunity to reach for the goblin again. He darted to the side. She kicked out, aiming for his stumpy legs, but he laughed and hopped away. The robed figure snatched her around the neck again and squeezed a warning. Spots appeared in front of her eyes and she went still. Bonedread waved Zeeback and Bigrot over, never taking his eyes off her. “Throw her in the cage. We’ve got some celebrating to do.”

“Are you sure?” asked one of the large goblins. He eyed the buyer and swallowed hard. “You’ve heard the stories. Boss, do you know who this is?”

Bonedread looked from him to the robed figure and back again, then held up the leather sack and shook it. “This man just paid me two thousand boars’ notes. Of course I’m sure.” The large goblin’s eyes flickered to Celadine, before he gave a slow nod.

The tightness around Celadine’s neck disappeared and was replaced by the goblins’ crushing grip. The one she attacked in the viewing box growled and squeezed till she cried out. She looked down at the hand crushing her forearm. The scratches weren’t bleeding, but they were raw and red. She tried to pull away, but he squeezed harder and leaned over until his eyes met hers. “Another time. Another place. I will kill you.” 

They dragged her to the back of the stall where a bigger iron cage awaited. It sat in the middle of a wooden cart pulled by a black horse. The robed figure appeared and opened the door. She was picked up and heaved inside so hard, her head bashed against the bars, Pain exploded in her skull and her vision blurred. “That’s just a small taste of what I will do to you if we ever meet again.” The goblin slammed the cage door shut. Celadine blinked until her vision cleared and leaned on her elbow. Her head throbbed in time with her heartbeat. She breathed deep and told herself to stay alert. No matter what lie ahead, she would find a way to escape. The hands of the robed figure appeared. The fingers were short, and fat with a sprinkle of dark hair across the knuckles. It was a man; that much was obvious. She tried to get a look at him, but the robe hung low over his face.  It billowed around his ankles as he walked to the front of the cart and hopped up onto the seat without a word or a glance backwards. The goblin with the scratches crossed his arms in front of him and waited for the horse to start moving. He laughed and made a slicing motion with his thumb across his neck. Celadine turned away and eyed the rest of the marketplace as her new master snapped the reigns. The patrons and vendors eyed the robed man and the cage, but not one of them came to her aide. “Please, don’t do this,” said Celadine. “I will give you more than what you paid.” The driver ignored her. “Please let me go.” She shook the bars, rocking the cage and the cart. “Listen to me,” she shouted. “I don’t belong here.” The driver did not turn around, but reached into the pocket of his robe and threw something over his shoulder. Celadine caught a bit of it in the palm of her hand and rolled it between her fingers. Sand. It filled her nostrils, slid down her throat and clouded her vision. An irresistible urge to sleep rushed over her and unlike the goblins’ breath, there was no stopping it this time. She closed her eyes and slumped to the bottom of the cage.

People shouted. Steel clanged against steel. Celadine opened her eyes to the deep grays and blues of the night sky. The cage rocked from side to side as the cart rolled over the bumpy road. She sat up, only to lay back down as a wave of dizziness and nausea rolled over her. She turned on her side and rested her head on her arm. There was nothing to see except trees and grass. The horse pulled the heavy cart up an incline and as they reached the top, a stone fortress appeared in the distance. Light flickered behind its walls and cast strange shadows.

Celadine bit her lip. That was to be her new home. It was far from warm or inviting. It resembled a prison. What could this person possibly want with her? The horse drew closer to the gates. There was no stopping the fear building inside, as the cart rolled into the courtyard. She expected to be crowded with people, but it was empty. Where were shouts and hammering coming from? Were there more prisoners? It didn’t really matter. She’d find out sooner or later. The horse stopped in a dark alleyway. The driver hopped to the ground and unlocked the cage. Celadine crawled over without a fight. Now was not the time. She needed to find out where she was before planning an escape. The driver walked her to a thick, wooden door and pulled it open. An inky blackness greeted them. She hesitated and stared into the darkness. Waiting was a mistake. She should have ran the moment he opened the cage. The robed man roughly pushed her inside. She stumbled and reached for anything to stop from falling, but there was nothing to grab on to. Seconds later, her knees connected with the stone floor. She cried out and curled into a ball as the pain seared through her. The hooded man grabbed her arm and forced her to her feet. The movement sent a second shock wave of pain through her knees. Candlelight from a sconce on the wall flickered and gave off just enough light to see her new surroundings. She blinked and let her eyes adjust. Holding cells lined the walls on either side of what was to be her new home. They smelled of urine, mold and death. The robed man yanked her to the last cell and pushed her inside. She was ready for it this time and steadied herself to keep from falling again. He silently locked the door and walked away. Celadine turned around. There was nothing in the cell, besides a large wooden bucket and a pile of hay half shrouded in darkness in the corner. High up on the wall was a barred window, but it was too small for any light to filter through. 

“Where am I?” she whispered. The hay in the corner moved. Celadine jumped and backed away. “D-Don’t come any closer. I-I don’t want to hurt you.” Her heart pounded in her chest. The hay shifted and something grunted in the darkness. She glanced at the bucket. It was the only thing she could use for a weapon. “Please.”

A stout, round figure stepped into the dim light. “I will not hurt you.” Celadine looked closer. The figure was female dressed in a tattered tunic. She stepped closer and could see the wrinkles lining the woman’s face. Her hair sat in a lopsided bun on top of her head. Long, wavy tendrils stuck out here and there around her face. It was difficult to make out the woman’s features in the dim light. The woman moved closer, making it slightly easier to see her face. Celadine gasped loudly. Tears welled up, then slid down her face. “Y-You are a d-dwarf.”

“Yes,” said the woman. “My name is Yarlain.” 

Celadine stepped forward and grasped the old dwarf’s hands in hers. They were cold and more bone than skin. “M-My name is Celadine. M-My father is...” She paused and swallowed the deep sob that was building. “...was Roanin, the elder dwarf of Busby Stoop.”

Yarlain squeezed her hands and cried out. “Roanin. Busby Stoop. My home.” She hugged Celadine tight. They cried and clung to one another for a long time until Celadine gently pulled back and held the old dwarf at arm’s length. “Where are we?”

Yarlain sniffed and wiped her nose with the bottom of her tunic. “We are prisoners of the Black Order and you are in grave danger.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

6


[image: image]


Max pushed his dinner around his plate. He was too anxious to eat. The twins had gathered enough honey to distract most, if not all, the pixies and now it was a waiting game. He looked around the room at the others. Milo and the Spriggan spoke softly to one another. The twins shoveled food into their mouths and occasionally glanced at the empty chair at the end of the table where Tommy used to sit. Basil sat quietly reading a copy of Birds of Prey, while he waited patiently for everyone to finish. 

Max pushed his plate away, folded his hands in his lap and stared absentmindedly at Tommy’s chair. Tommy had been gone for far too long. Mr. Scrine and his grandfather had searched the Downs and there was still no sign of him or Birdie anywhere. He shifted in his seat and listened to his aunts chatting away on his right and the deep, rich tones of his grandfather’s voice on his left. His grandfather leaned in and spoke softly to his grandmother. Her laughter rang through the dining hall like the tinkling of bells, which reminded him of his mother. How long had it been since he'd heard her laughter? The whole point in finding the other stones was to save his parents. Anything could have happened to them by now. 

Milly Marietta rocked back and forth in front of the fireplace. Mr. Scrine sat at the head of the table. He, too, shoveled food into his mouth, as though someone were about to take his plate away any moment. Alfie and Cynric Pinkstone rarely ate at in the dining hall anymore. They had returned to their roots of alchemy with gusto and rarely stepped foot out of their workshop for longer than the time it took to collect ingredients for their potions. The gnomes preferred the kitchen and Mrs. Pitt usually kept them company. Roanin was still too weak and rested in an upstairs bedroom. Cannick had yet to return, which concerned the elder dwarf. Hodgenock and Knoxby had volunteered to search Grimhold for the other dwarf and had left before dawn. Bertha and Wunder split their time between Eldham and Merrihaven, but there hadn't been any word from them for almost a week. He missed the crowded, chaotic dinners. “May I be excused?” 

“Yes. You should try to eat something,” said his grandmother. 

There was no chance of that. Tommy was out there somewhere and no one knew what Birdie had in store for him. If she wanted to, Birdie could have killed him several times. There was something more there that he couldn't put his finger on. Celadine was in terrible danger. The fact that Cannick had not returned worried him. If the dwarf had been caught, would Bonedread auction him off, too? Hodgenock and Knoxby were capable of handling themselves, but that didn’t stop his stomach from churning. “I’m not hungry.” He pushed his chair back and stood up. “I’m going to the garden.” He raised an eyebrow and stared pointedly at the others.

Milo and the Spriggan stood up. “We’ll go with you.” Basil was next. “I’ll join you.” They stood in the doorway and waited for the twins. “Us, too,” said Snoop and Davi. 

Eoin cleared his throat. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was another meeting of the minds.” 

Max shoved his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “No. Just some fresh air.” He walked out of the dining hall with the others close behind. 

Snoop tapped Max on the arm. “What's our next step? Maybe we should...” 

Max held up his hand to quiet him down. “Wait till we get outside.” They scooted past the kitchen in a single file, out onto the patio and into the maze of hedges that led to the garden. Bartholomew was flat on his back and panting heavily. Two pixies hovered above him, while Harold the cat-bird perched on the garden wall. He meowed when he spotted them. They scooted over to the stone bench and sat down under the weeping willow. “Now that we have the honey, how are we going to distract the pixies?” asked Basil, softly. “One of them will report back to the adults for sure.”

Max eyed the pixies across the garden. They were using Bartholomew’s stomach as a trampoline. “We’ll have to take our chances. Cannick hasn’t returned from Grimhold. For all we know, he could be hurt or sold like Celadine. Roanin believes she’ll show up at Merrihaven, safe and sound, but he hasn’t met the goblins. He doesn’t know them like we do.”

“What about Tommy? When do we start searching for him?” asked Snoop.

“Then there’s Alice,” added Davi. “She’s been out there all alone for days.”

“I don’t think Tommy is in any real danger yet,” said Max. “Birdie needs him. For what, I don’t know. And Alice will show herself when she’s ready. She’s done it before.”

“I heard Renny and Mrs. Pitt discussing Tommy in the kitchen. A search party is heading into the Downs again tomorrow. I don’t think Birdie and Tommy are too far away,” said Basil.

“Our main concern is getting Celadine back. Who knows where she’ll end up if she’s sold,” said Max. “We’ll gather the honey once everyone goes to bed.”

“But, where are we going to put it? The pixies glow in the dark. Someone is sure to notice. We’ll be caught before we leave the grounds.”

“We’ll take the jars behind Knoxby’s shack. It’s out of the way and not visible from the house,” said Max. “We’ll have to figure out how to get the pixies inside the house down to the shack, though.”

“I don’t think we should wait till dark. We should do that now,” said Milo. “We don’t know how long the effects last.” The Spriggan jabbed him in the side and stared up at him with severely raised eyebrows. “Tell them,” he said, barely above a whisper. “Trith.” Milo nodded. “Before we leave, there’s something I have to tell all of you.” The others shifted their weight on the bench and turned in his direction. “We came across two Trith earlier.”

“What? Why didn’t you say anything?” asked Max.

“Because it was the oddest encounter and I’m not sure we were in any real danger,” said Milo.

“It was the Trith,” said Snoop. “Of course you were in danger.”

“No. This was different,” said Milo, with a shake of his head. “They kept their distance. It was almost like they were trying to tell us something.” He paused and scratched his head. “Yes, now that I think of it, that’s exactly it, but we didn’t stick around long enough to find out. I hit them with magic and ran.”

“It could’ve been Isolde,” said Max, clenching his fist.

“I thought about that, too. It was so strange. Isolde would’ve made a point to threaten or kill us right then, don’t you think?” asked Milo. “I can’t explain it.”

“You can’t take chances like that,” said Max. “You and the Spriggan could have been killed.”

Bartholomew rolled to his feet and sniffed the hedges. Harold let out a cross between a howl and a meow. Bartholomew’s ears perked up, then he tilted his head. “What are they doing?” asked Basil. The plump beagle turned his head toward them and growled. “Go.”

“Something is going on,” said Max. “We’d better find out what it is.”

They rushed through the hedges and into the house. The hallway echoed with the sound of many more voices than there had been earlier. They crossed the entryway to the dining hall and peered inside. A group of dwarfs stood by the Ostium looking more than a little haggard.

“Tell us what happened,” said Eoin.

One of the dwarfs stepped forward. He was short and stocky like the others. Sweat rolled down his face into his beard, leaving behind streaks of dirt. He wiped it away and pushed his shoulder length hair away from his face. “The villagers have taken to living in the mines, as it was the safest place, or so we thought. The Jammers raided what was left of Busby Stoop two nights ago and again, last night. They discovered the mines. There were only a handful and we were able to fight them off, but I’ve never seen anything like it in all my life.”

“Was anyone hurt?” asked a voice from the other side of the room.

Max leaned in to see Roanin sitting between his aunts on the sofa.

“The Jammers were able to sting a few, including one of the little ones, but she will be okay,” said the dwarf. “The older ones were hit bad.”

Laina, thought Max, clenching the door frame. He remembered the curly, red-haired dwarf he’d held the last time he was in Busby Stoop.

“How many warriors are left?” asked Roanin. The group of dwarfs bowed their heads.

“It is unknown how many survived the storm,” said the dwarf. “Currently, there are twelve, including the four of us.”

Roanin’s eyebrows came together and the wrinkles deepened across his forehead. “And the Great Oak?”

“It still stands, but the leaves are gone and the trunk and branches are burnt. The door disappears at random. No one has been able to open it” said the dwarf. Roanin grunted in response.

Griselda cleared her throat. “You cannot stay there. It is not safe.”

“Gather the others and bring them here. We have plenty of room and will make more, if needed,” said Esther. “Cragge. Fuster.” Two sets of feet pitter-pattered through the house until the dwarfs pushed their way through the crowded doorway into the dining hall. “You two will go to Busby Stoop and help the other dwarfs gather their things and...”

The stocky dwarf held up his hand, then bowed. “You are too kind. We appreciate the offer, but Busby Stoop is our home. We will not let the Jammers or anyone else drive us away.”

“At least bring the children,” said Esther.

Roanin patted her arm, then looked the group of dwarfs over. “Two of you will head north to our brothers in the mountains. Tell them what has happened. They will come. The only way to deal with the Jammers is to dry up the lake.” He shot a side glance at Milo, then turned his attention back to the dwarfs. “If the Jammers continue their assault, go to the giant for help until our northern brothers arrive. I will return as soon as I can.” The group of dwarfs nodded and quietly slipped through the Ostium.

“We should go to the trolls,” said Griselda. Perhaps they will lend a hand.”

“Trolls have never helped anyone, but themselves,” said Renny. Griselda opened her mouth, but he cut her off. “Knoxby is an exception.”

“Our northern brothers will move swiftly. The dwarfs in the mines should be safe until then,” said Roanin. “Right now, I need information on Cannick and my daughter.” He stood up and shuffled toward the door. “I shall rest for a while.” He left the others to talk amongst themselves. Max moved out of the way to let the elder dwarf pass, but Roanin grasped his arm and led him away from the door. He motioned for the others to follow. “They will be talking for a few hours. Planning, as they say,” he said, glancing back at the dining hall. “If I were you, I’d gather that honey now and distract the pixies.”

Max’s mouth fell open. “How?”

Roanin winked. He turned and pointed at Milo. “All these years, the Jammers and dwarfs have lived side
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