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  Dedication



For binge lizard… you know who you are; and yes, an unfurnished cave house really is just a cave! 
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Tea with the Bobbit


It was a typical day in the McBryde household. By that, of course, I mean chaotic, loud and full of raucous fights and contagious laughter. Muira and Tavish McBryde, or Mom and Dad as I knew them, kissed my siblings and me goodbye and left for work. I was lucky. I had two loving, generous broonies as parents. 
Not many Undercity orphans, like myself, ever found a family, and in the ensuing years, my parents had gifted me with not one, not two, but nine mischievous broonie siblings to keep me company. I absolutely adored each and every one, and despite their seemingly endless mischief and mayhem, I wouldn’t have swapped them for all the gold in Aelithia. 
Walking back into the kitchen, I winced. It looked rather a lot like an elderberry preserve grenade had just gone off in there. Retrieving a tea towel from next to the large sink, I ran it under the warm tap for a moment or two before resolutely setting to work cleaning up the purple-splotched, cherubic faces of the triplets. At just over one year old, Fergus, Braden and Gaelan were the youngest members of the McBryde clan.
I’d just finished wiping the last sticky traces of jam from Gaelan’s beaming face when the all too familiar sound of something breaking drifted up from beneath the cellar door – a door which I could have sworn my father had locked on his way out. Farlan’s muffled, high-pitched voice followed.
“It’s okay, Pen. You don’t have to worry. I’ll fix it!”
Holding my breath, I counted to ten, then to twenty – because today ten really wasn’t cutting it – and rolled my eyes as yet another, much louder crash echoed up the small staircase. 
“Alright, can you three little terrors at least try to behave for five minutes while I go downstairs and see what mess your brother’s gotten himself into this time?” 
Gaelan burbled her agreement and blew a spit bubble, Braden burped loudly, and from the serious look of intense concentration on little Fergus’s face, I decided I didn’t really want to stick around for whatever his answer was going to be. Instead, I decided to take their mixed responses as a solid ‘maybe’ and hurried over to the cellar door. 
The twins had gone strangely silent. I knew I’d find both of them down there because wherever Farlan went, his brother remained firmly glued to his side.
On the few rare occasions when both Farlan and Brodie went quiet at the same time, you could bet your savings that whatever you were about to find was either going to be surprisingly great or catastrophically terrible. 
I descended the creaky wooden stairs into the semi-darkness, praying hard for the first option, while resignedly bracing myself for the second. 
It took my eyes a long moment to adjust to the dingy light, the single tallow candle in its cast iron sconce barely watering down the persistent gloom. 
At last, I could just about make out Farlan’s small, wiry form against the backdrop of stacked crates and miscellaneous bric-a-brac. 
As predicted, Brodie was at his brother’s side, and both boys seemed to be staring at something over in the far corner of the room. Before I had a chance to focus on whatever it was, something very small and exceedingly hairy raced past me, heading straight up the cellar stairs and out the open door. 
The door slammed shut in its wake and for a split second, I thought the culprit might have been yet another of my siblings – they all fit the bill as far as small, fast and hairy went, after all – but the wicked high-pitched chuckle which emanated from just beyond the closed door told me, with chilling certainty, that whatever we were dealing with here was definitely not broonie in origin.        
The crazed chuckling trailed off, and a creepy little sing-song voice took its place.
“One locked out and three locked in, now we’ll see the fun begin!” It chimed. 
A jolt of belated fear raced down my spine as I dashed up the stairs. I grabbed at the wooden handle and desperately tried to wrench the door open, but to my growing horror, it didn’t budge from its frame. 
“Farlan, Brodie! Get up here and do whatever it is you normally do to get this door open. Quick! Whatever that thing is, it’s up there alone with the others right now!” 
The panic in my voice seemed to shake the twins out of their stupor, and they raced to join me. Farlan nimbly removed something metal from his trouser pocket and inserted it into the lock. A couple of scraping twists later, I heard the lock snick open, and then I was flying out of the door and down the hall into the kitchen, where to my absolute dismay, three empty high-chairs greeted my horrified gaze. 
Farlan and Brodie skidded to a stop behind me, just as the sinister voice started in on its second creepy little rhyme. 
“Three there were, now three no more. Find them fast, there’s more in store.”  
Without me having to say a word, both boys turned and ran. Moments later, I heard their little feet pounding up the staircase to the second and third floors of the house in search of their missing siblings. 
Trying, and inevitably failing to stay calm, I began tearing through room after room desperately searching for the babies. If something happened to them, I’d never forgive myself. I shouldn’t have left them alone. I had no doubt my devilish brothers would have been able to hold their own against whatever this nasty little thing was, at least long enough to get back upstairs to me. The triplets were far too young to even see the potential danger, let alone get out of its way. 
I was fast approaching the edge of despair when an all too familiar smell wafted past my nose. Like a bloodhound, I followed the pungent odour, finally coming to a stop before the old cast-iron fireplace. Not daring to hope, I pulled open the metal fire surround and peered inside. 
There, to my immense relief, tucked neatly inside of the old coal scuttle, covered in soot, but otherwise looking unharmed, despite his little adventure, was a softly snoring Fergus. 
I gently lifted the baby broonie from his hiding place just as Farlan and Brodie skidded through the doorway. Both were gasping and out of breath, but to my immense relief, each boy held their own little bundle of baby broonie clutched tightly to their chests. 
The crippling tightness released its vicious grip on my lungs, and I sucked in a grateful breath. I didn’t have time to bask in my relief, though, as a blood-curdling scream sounded from one of the upstairs rooms. 
Babes still clutched in our arms, the three of us dashed to the stairs. We hadn’t climbed more than six steps when a soaking-wet Moira came hurtling in our direction, wrapped in a dripping bath-sheet, which was only slightly paler in colour than her stricken-looking face. She was shivering violently from head to toe.  
“Don’t linger longer than you aughta. The price for sloth is freezing water!” the voice intoned with a gleeful cackle from the direction of the kitchen. 
Not willing to take any more chances, I started up the stairs to fetch Maisey and Isobel. If we were all together, it might make the ‘whatcha-ma-call-it’ think twice… or at least I hoped that’d be the case. Before I could reach the top step, however, my two remaining sisters appeared in the hallway, no doubt wondering what in the twelve hells was going on.
“What the heck is that thing!?” I glanced back at my sheepish-looking brothers, hoping for some sort of an explanation to help make sense of it all. 
“I… we…,” Farlan began, but his brother interrupted him excitedly. 
“It must have been in the lamp all along!” Farlan’s eyes widened, and he nodded vehemently in agreement. 
Apparently, clarity was destined to remain out of my reach for the time being. I sighed deeply and sat down on the top step, careful not to disturb fragrant little Fergus, who still very much needed a nappy change. 
“What lamp?” I asked, careful to breathe only through my mouth. Whatever this thing was, it most definitely wasn’t a genie, which I could only hope was a blessing. Unfortunately, Aelithia’s answer to genies was something more along the lines of immensely powerful demons, who, as far as I understood it, usually came instead in a delightful variety of shades of evil.  
“What lamp?” I repeated, eyeballing my foot-scuffing little brother. 
“It was just a dusty, old glass lantern thingy,” Farlan sighed dejectedly, scuffing his foot some more on the scarred timber stair. No doubt, he was picturing the punishment they’d both likely be getting once Dad returned home and discovered the twins’ forbidden incursion into his palace of solitude. I resisted the urge to dejectedly scuff my own shoe-clad foot at the same prospect.  
He slumped down on the step beside me and rested his chin on his furry little hands. 
“It was sat with a whole bunch of other stuff on father’s workbench. Brodie and I were only playing, Pen, but… we, well… I accidentally knocked it off the bench.” 
A loud crash came from the direction of the kitchen, followed by another gleeful chuckle. Brodie winced at the sound and squeezed down in the small gap next to his brother. Maisey and Isobel lowered themselves to sit on the landing just behind the boys and me, while Moira took a seat on the stair below, getting comfortable to hear the details of Farlan’s story. 
Still dripping wet and shivering in her bath towel, Moira leaned back and pulled two little fistfuls of the jersey material which made up the skirt of my dress and hauled it over her skinny little shoulders. Mostly covered with soft, downy fur from head to foot, my little sister still looked half frozen, so I didn’t begrudge her the loan, even as I absently watched a cluster of dark, wet splodges spread across the fabric.   
“So, what then, Farlan? How did we go from a broken lamp to… whatever that thing is?”  
“I don’t really know, Pen? The lamp smashed and then ‘poof’…there he was.”
Farlan used his free hand to try and mimic what he’d seen, but with the limited amount of space left on our shared step, he looked more like a crazed, one-armed bat trying to teach the samba.”   
“Oh! Oh!” Brodie’s voice was high-pitched with excitement, but as Braden murmured and stirred in his arms, he quickly lowered it to an enthusiastic whisper. “I remember now, Pen! He called himself ‘The Bobbit!’,” Brodie said, looking proud of himself for a moment before his shoulders sank once again. “He was mighty sore over us breaking his home.” 
I patted the twins comfortingly on the shoulder with my one free hand. 
“It’s okay, Brodie, it’s not like either of you meant to break it. The only problem we have now, though, is what the heck do we do about this Bobbin?”
“Bobbit.” Farlan corrected, in his most helpful tone, to the musical clanging of pots and pans striking the floor, now echoing up the stairwell. 
“Either way, if we don’t catch it or find some way to get rid of it soon, we won’t have much of a house left by the time Mom and Dad get back from work.” My voice was grim as I pictured the look on Muira’s face when she returned to find her precious kitchen trashed. 
Broonies were incredibly fastidious folk. Trashing a Broonie’s house was pretty much
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