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      Satisfied, Emma smiled to herself while washing plates from the morning meal. It had been four days since anyone transformed into a giant potato or swelled up like an over-ripe tomato. Neither Alan nor his mother had shown themselves again, save for the mule-headed boy appearing hours ago in a nightmare. Hee-hawing urgently, he’d chased her into the woods.

      In her dream, the forest had shifted to a hedge maze, complete with distorted faces of round-chinned men emerging from the greenery to sneeze tomatoes at her. She’d managed to leave Alan behind—and get herself quite lost—before stumbling into a square chamber where a ghostly woman knelt upon the ground. No sooner had Emma laid eyes on her, the spirit turned and called her by name.

      Emma had somehow managed not to scream while sitting up in bed, clutching her chest. Neither Kimber nor Tam had stirred, though an odd sense that more than her two siblings had been there kept her awake for a while more. With her parents in a separate bedroom, her fear had melted to sadness at not having Mama in arms’ reach to comfort her after such a frightening dream. Rather than wake them, she’d clung to Kimber, who didn’t so much as stir. The girl could sleep through an Orc skald attempting to play the accordion.

      Emma paused scrubbing long enough to tend to an itch on her nose with her shoulder. I wonder if Nan released the curse yet?

      Still, one bad dream aside, the past few days had brought calm back to Widowswood Town. Pelinor kept his word, mending his fireplace, and the effects of his leaked potion errors had subsided. Less whimsical damage had occurred, primarily a large number of crops affected by tainted water. Nan had again gone out to help, using her magic to regrow vegetables and grains most of the town’s farmers had burned for fear of wild magic.

      With a broad smile, Emma handed a plate to Kimber who grasped it in a towel. The girl still had no idea she’d served as a nightmare-destroying ragdoll the previous night, and grinned back at her. After the meal, Tam pestered Da for a replacement wooden sword. Nan had taken away his old one since the mad alchemist had accidentally enchanted it into a dangerous weapon. The boy walked off with a mixed expression. Da’s promise to replace it made him want to cheer, but having to send for one from Calebrin (at least a week’s wait if not more) left him wanting to cry. Tam wound up doing neither and trudged over to the right side of the house, where the family bed once stood. He flopped on the rug by the two big chairs, balanced his chin on both hands, and stared glumness at the door.

      “You’as ’fink ae ’chantment inna sword last fer’ever?” whispered Kimber, working the towel around the plate before setting it in the cabinet.

      Emma, elbow deep in a basin of water, shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not our kind of magic.” She put a finger to her lip. “I suppose we could take it to Queen Nymira and ask.”

      “Ooo!” Kimber bounced on her toes.

      “Em, you shouldn’t bother them with such trifles.” Mama glided in from the back hallway with a kettle of water. “Easy enough to replace it.”

      Kimber stared down.

      “Well, then I suppose we’ll have to visit for tea then.” Emma handed over another plate.

      Silent, Kimber again bounced on her toes, clutching the plate in the towel while beaming.

      Mama smiled, crossed the room, and poured the water into the cauldron hanging in the fireplace.

      “Nan makin’ stew?” asked Kimber.

      “I’m planning to make a soup.” Mama glanced at Emma. “Do you object to tomatoes?”

      Emma cringed. “Only if they came out of someone’s nose.”

      Kimber stared at her, mouth slightly open, eyebrows creeping together. Her confusion only deepened when Mama laughed and took the empty kettle out back to collect more water.

      “Wha?” Kimber turned her head to stare at Mama until she disappeared into the rear hall. She spun back to face Emma. “Out ae nose? Tomato nae fit out ae nose.”

      “That wild magic made Mister Orl sneeze tomatoes. They flew so fast they hurt like a slap when they hit me.”

      Kimber blinked once, stared at her blank-faced for a moment more, then giggled.

      Three heavy knocks came from the front door, startling Emma.

      “Mrs. Dalen?” asked Guard Haim.

      Emma backed away from the basin, slinging her arms to dry them somewhat, and walked around the table to the door. Two trails of soapy water ran down the wood from the knob as she opened it. A large, ginger-haired man smiled down at her. The brown leather of his brigandine coat radiated a strong, pleasant smell, suggesting he had recently oiled it. Tam crept closer, leaning to the side to stare at the broadsword hung from the guard’s belt.

      “Oy, Em. Is yer mama about?”

      “Yes, she’s right out back collecting water.” Emma twisted to face the short hall leading to the open back door, and raised her voice. “Mama?”

      The pump handle clattered. Mama appeared soon after, hurrying over. Emma smiled at Haim and returned to the basin of water to scrub the last plate.

      “Pardon the bother, Missus,” said Guard Haim. “A young lad’s just run in from Norlach. Says a fella by the name’a Shaw’s been ’urt all grievous like. Not ’spected ta survive wi’out yer kind o’ help.”

      Mama’s expression became grim. “How long ago was the man injured? Norlach’s not a short walk from here.”

      “Best I can say is sometime late yesterday. The lad’s run all night. We’ve got him at Eoghn’s, gettin’ water in ’im an’ some food if he’ll ’ave it. Poor lad’s clapped out.”

      “All right. No need to rush the boy. I’ll—” Mama looked around, grumbling at Nan’s absence. “We’ll be off in a moment. Tell Liam, will you? My mother’s out tending to fields, and I’ll not leave the little ones alone all day.”

      Emma’s heart sank. Her scrubbing hand slowed on the plate. Had Mama ceased trusting her?

      “Will do, Missus.” Haim nodded before hurrying off.

      Mama rushed to the cabinet and selected two brown potions from a cluster of bottles. She made sure Da had at least one of those each day he left for his duty with the Watch. “I see that look, Em. It’s something to say to keep your father calm. I thought you’d like to come along to learn a bit, and I can’t leave our little knight on his own yet.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma abandoned her disappointment and smiled.

      Kimber appeared to take her lack of being mentioned to mean Mama would’ve trusted her on her own, and also grinned. Then again, everyone in the room (including Kimber) knew she hated being alone. “We’as goin’ tae Norlach? Tha’as ’ways up nor’west by a lake.”

      “That’s right.” Mama opened one of the flasks and divided its contents among three of the tiny glasses Da sometimes drank from. “Usually, it would take all day to walk there, but Naraja should help us.”

      Emma cringed. Whenever Da drank from those tiny cups, he’d wince after every sip. Hopefully, the potion wouldn’t taste as bad as whatever Da put in them. She handed the plate to Kimber, then hauled the washbasin up, grunting while lugging it out back. After pouring the dirty water off the end of the porch into thick grass, she ran back inside.

      Kimber and Tam had put on their cloaks. Mama handed Emma’s to her, as well as one of the small cups.

      “It’s a Bear’s Blood potion. We’ve a long walk ahead of us, and this will keep us from growing tired. And no, there’s no blood in it. Merely a name.” Mama winked, and drank the potion she hadn’t split into three smaller portions.

      Emma gulped it down without hesitating. A thick, syrupy concoction flooded her senses with a mixture of cinnamon and wood smoke. She made a face at the flavor. It didn’t taste bad, but she couldn’t call it pleasant either. Kimber gave her cup a confused glance.

      Tam stuck out his tongue, smacking his lips a few times. “It tastes like the floor.”

      “Burlbark,” muttered Emma. “It’s from the burlbark.”

      Mama gave her a proud smile and pulled on her cloak. She took a step for the door, but doubled back to the cabinet to grab a huge jar of glittery salt, which she packed in her satchel with a few other potions. Once they all gathered outside, she grasped Emma’s and Kimber’s hands. Emma clasped her little brother’s hand.

      “Naraja, I ask of thee your aid. Guide us to Norlach with haste,” said Mama.

      A faint cougar-like growl came from somewhere behind and above. Starting from where Mama held her hand, a magical tingle washed over Emma. When the feeling hit her right hand, Tam shivered.

      “Don’t let go,” said Mama, “or you’ll fall out of the spell be get left behind.”

      The kids nodded.

      Mama walked a few steps east, but rather than following the road toward the town center, she took the corner at the end of the house and proceeded into the meadow, heading north.

      Forest and grass blurred into a shimmer of green and sunlight. Emma’s legs moved at the pace of a brisk walk, but the world raced by faster than it ought to have. Sometimes, the touch of grass beneath her steps happened when she expected dirt. What her eyes told her often disagreed with what her feet said they stepped on. Strong wind kept her hair flying behind her, the only sensation that appeared true to the speed with which they traveled.

      Kimber laughed and rolled her head side to side, letting the breeze play with her hair. Tam kept quiet, his eyes huge. He couldn’t seem to decide between staring at the forest or straight ahead, and with each passing minute, his grip on her hand tightened.

      A little while after leaving home, Mama guided them to the right. Two horses and a man rushed past on the left at a speed like a hawk diving for its dinner. By the time Emma twisted her head to look after them, they’d already gone far enough that the horses appeared tiny.

      After more than an hour of watching forest race by on the left and a dizzying blur of shifting grass everywhere else, Emma spared a glance down at her feet. The odd sensation of having tired legs yet more energy than she knew what to do with made her fidgety. At the same time, she wanted to sit and rest from walking, but also, the urge to run around in circles and climb things frustrated her. The potion had filled her with so much energy she needed to let it out. Tam gave her a pleading look, most likely from experiencing the same strange combination of feelings. Kimber’s amusement with the wind had faded a while ago. She shared Mama’s expression of determination, and at times appeared as though she wanted to go even faster.

      Emma tried to ask how much longer, but got a mouthful of wind that made her choke. She turned her head toward Mama to keep the breeze out of her face. “How much longer is it?”

      “Not long,” said Mama, her voice a shout that barely overpowered the rush of the gale.

      She nodded, shaking her head side to side to move her hair out of her eyes. With one hand in Mama’s grip, the other holding tight to Tam, she couldn’t attend to a sudden itch on her side. She made a few passing attempts to scratch it with her elbow, but prodding herself only made the itch worse. A short while later, the odd shimmery blur in the surroundings ceased.

      Grass at her feet brushed cool against her skin, the blades broader than by her home, a touch of blue in the darker green. Pale spots resolved out of the rapid-motion smear into goats and sheep. The meadow continued downhill ahead toward a melon-shaped lake fed by an offshoot of the Anthe River, which ran through the center of Andorath, heading generally southeast. Sun sparkles danced over the deep blue water, making it painful to look at. A cluster of huts and a few dirt roads formed a tangle at the southernmost point of the lake. At the center of the village stood a stone hall, which dwarfed the surrounding homes.

      Sensing the magic responsible for their rapid travel no longer remained, Emma tugged at her left arm. Mama released her grip long enough for a much-needed scratch. Tam let out a moan and rubbed his thighs.

      Emma thought back to the ‘tree gate’ Nan used in the Faerie Realm. “Would the magic Nan used that we walked into the tree have been faster?”

      “Yes, it would have… but it is far more tiring for me to use. I don’t know how badly this man has been hurt, and it wouldn’t have helped to exhaust myself coming here and lack the energy to assist him. I’m not quite as old as Nan. She calls the elder magic like it’s nothing.” Mama winked. “And the forest here has dangers I’d sooner avoid with you three along.”

      “Wha’ kin’ o’ dangers?” asked Kimber.

      Mama tugged them along down the gentle slope. “A few things that aren’t quite animals and aren’t quite bandits. Cockatrices, Valek, and such.”

      “What’s a Valek?” Tam looked up, while reaching for the wooden sword he didn’t carry.

      “A big snake,” said Mama. “With wings. They’re dreadfully arrogant.”

      “They’as talk?” asked Kimber.

      “Yes. They’re not really animals. Magical creatures.” Mama tugged them along. “We should hurry.”

      They headed down the hill and into the lakeside village. People going about their daily routines paused to look at them, the majority offering friendly waves. A number of men in basic leather armor carried weapons ranging from old-looking longswords to crude hammers or maces. They patrolled the village, mostly on the western side nearest the forest. Many had bandages on their arms or legs, bloody cloth wrapped most of one man’s head, but none looked in any danger of imminent death.

      “What happened to them?” asked Emma. “Was there a war?”

      Mama kept walking toward the largest building other than the great hall. She eyed one or two of the town’s defenders on the way. “Something probably came out of the woods.”

      “A valek?” asked Tam.

      “Doubtful. Those creatures wouldn’t bother with a peasant village, and they wouldn’t leave the forest without a good reason. They like to hide in the trees for protection.”

      Mama came to a stop in front of a wide wooden building with an entrance big enough for a horse drawn wagon. Racks of smoked fish flanked the double doors, filling the air with their overwhelming fragrance. Kimber covered her nose with both hands. Emma coughed. The smell had punch, but not as much as walking into Marsten’s shop. A muddy path led from in front of the building to an area by the lakeshore where a rack of small two-person boats stood near a smoke shack. Several men inside murmured with each other, discussing fishing, but their conversation trailed off.

      A wide-bodied man with a deep tan and blond hair pointed at them. “Got visitors, Fen.”

      Mama stopped a few paces away from the door and waved.

      A man emerged from the building, fringes of white over his ears in his otherwise black hair. He looked noticeably older than Da, with strong arms and a belly that pressed his fine grey tunic taut across his middle. “Ahh, Bethany, good of you to come. You’re rather early.”

      “Fenton.” Mama nodded. “A boy arrived in Widowswood with a message about a man’s been hurt?”

      “Oh, of course. Yes.” Fenton pointed to the west, nearer the forest. “Shaw. One of the militia. Somethin’ got a hold of ’im near the woods. Ripped him up but good.”

      “I hope I am not too late.”

      “I haven’t ’eard anything to suggest that.” Fenton raised his arm in that direction. “Sixth hut up, one wit’ the black rooster in the window.”

      Mama nodded. “I’ll return as soon as I can.”

      “Most kind of ya.” Fenton smiled at the kids.

      Even without a small rooster-shaped iron plate in the window, the home holding the injured man would have been obvious. A little past halfway there from Fenton’s fishery, the sobs of two women became clear, as well as the occasional agonized moan in a man’s voice.

      Emma took hold of her siblings’ hands, expecting Mama would ask her to wait outside. She followed at a somber walk while Mama ran to the door and knocked. A woman who appeared a little older than Mama, likely in her mid-twenties, answered. Her red-ringed eyes and blood-smeared dress spoke volumes of the sight waiting inside.

      “Oh, praise Yalem!” cried the woman. “Please hurry! Shaw’s hurt bad.”

      Mama turned to Emma. “If you don’t want to see this in your dreams, it’s all right if you stay back.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Without hesitating, Emma followed her mother into the home, which appeared to have three rooms plus a loft. A grandmotherly woman in a pale beige dress and white apron waited inside the main room, also looking as though she’d been crying all night. Mama exchanged a quick word with her, and the elder approached to look after Tam and Kimber, both of whom eagerly took advantage of a chance to rest. They clambered up onto a padded seat by the front window and stretched out while the elder prepared honey tea.

      Mama followed the younger of the women past a hanging cloth into a bedroom. Emma paused at the curtain for a second, but decided to risk peeking, sticking only her head between the strips of fabric.

      The shirtless man lying in the bed bled from multiple wounds on his chest. Rips and tears in his loose pants exposed skin, and a few shallow cuts marked his legs in groups of three. A terrified-looking boy of about eleven knelt beside him on the bed, both hands pressing a wad of cloth near the man’s throat. Shaw appeared pale as death. He shivered and moaned as if in the middle of a nightmare.

      Emma stared at wounds on the man’s face that looked like human teeth had caused them. Someone, or something quite close to a person, tried to bite his nose off.

      “Can you help my pa?” asked the boy.

      Mama hurried to the side of the bed. “I will do everything I can for him.”

      “His neck’s bad.” The boy pointed. “Ma said he’d go to Varuthan if I let go.”

      Emma crept inside, tiptoeing up behind her mother, staring at the bite marks. She shot a glance at Mama, but didn’t dare ask the question in her mind: what did this? Teaching could happen after the man had been tended.

      Mama leaned a knee on the bed, bending over Shaw, holding her hands over his neck. “Lady Mythandriel, I beseech you to send your healing light.”

      Emma edged yet closer, the boy staring at her with a look of curiosity and confusion. He leaned forward, his fingers squishing deeper in the blood-soaked cloth. Shaw moaned. The boy’s attention leapt to the bright green-white glow forming in front of Mama. The energy intensified in reaction to the expression of concentration on her mother’s face. She twisted her hands palms down and made a pushing gesture. The shimmering light sank past the bloody cloth into Shaw.

      Gingerly, Emma examined the man’s leg injuries. They didn’t make her think people had tried to eat him. Except for one spot, all the slashes came in threes, none of which had penetrated too deep. Each cut had a wider, round puncture mark at the top, nearest his waist. All the slashes went downward, tearing the fabric of his pants rather than slicing.

      “Uruleth, please grant me the gift of life,” said Emma, raising her hand over one the man’s leg. A darker green light gathered in her palm, and she sent it into the red marks.

      One set of slashes sealed.

      At Emma’s spell, the boy’s confusion evaporated and he smiled at her the same way he smiled at Mama. After another invocation to Mythandriel, Mama peeled up the neck compress to peer underneath the cloth. She exhaled with relief and picked the entire dripping wad up and away.

      “Ma!” yelled the boy. “Pa’s okay!”

      The younger woman, who’d been hovering by the curtain rushed over. Upon seeing the neck bloody, but intact, she fell to sit at the edge of the bed, clinging to Shaw’s head while crying. Mama set her hands flat on the man’s chest and asked Mythandriel once again for her healing light.

      Emma called upon Uruleth three more times, tending to the smaller wounds on the leg.

      Soon, the man’s moaning ceased and he appeared to fall into a calm sleep. His wife wrapped Mama in a hug, muttering her thanks over and over.

      “As soon as he wakes, he should eat as much as he is willing to. Give him plenty of water, but no ale or wine for a few days since he’s lost much blood.” Mama checked him over again, and satisfied no wounds remained, moved away from the bed to take a seat on a small bench by a window.

      “What hurt him?” asked Emma, trying to keep her voice down out of respect.

      “They didn’t tell me,” said his wife. “Some of the other men brought him here, said they’d sent someone to beg your aid, but they wouldn’t speak of what happened.”

      “Somethin’ scared ’em.” The boy crawled around Shaw, taking a seat near his mother to comfort her. “All of ’em was scared.”

      Mama gestured at the man’s leg. “The slashes came from talons.”

      “Do cockatrices have people teeth?” asked Emma.

      “No. However, harpies do,” said Mama.

      Emma blinked. “This village has harpies too? Eoghn says there’s some at the Standing Weasel.”

      Mama’s face reddened. “I don’t want you anywhere near that tavern, Em.”

      She cringed, hoping she hadn’t done anything wrong. “I haven’t been, Mama… but if there’s harpies there…”

      “No.” Mama lost her composure and had to fight a snicker. “Eoghn is using the word to describe some of the women who work at that tavern. He’s not talking about the creature. It’s a nasty thing to call a person.”

      Emma tilted her head.

      “Means they’re bad-tempered or greedy, like to take advantage of people.” Mama leaned back, half-closing her eyes.

      “Oh,” muttered Emma.

      “That would also explain the militia being frightened,” said Mama. “Real harpies can charm men, make them think they see a beautiful woman, take control of their thoughts and lure them deep into the woods.”

      “Would you like some water or anything?” asked the wife.

      “Oh, that would be lovely. I… need a moment to gather myself, then I’ll help you clean him up.”

      The woman nodded and hurried out to the front room, pulling her son along.

      Emma glanced at the curtain. “Is it okay if I go out and ask Uruleth to help some of the men who’ve been hurt?”

      “All right, but do venture past the edge of the village. Don’t go too close to the lake, and if you see anything dangerous, you come get me right away.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma nodded.
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      Kimber and Tam followed Emma down the narrow dirt street among the huts of Norlach. The strong smell of fish hung in the air even in the western part of the village, sometimes chased away by a cold breeze blowing in off the lake to the north. Farms to the east and fishing boats out on the water held most of the boys old enough to work, as well as men who hadn’t grown too old.

      Her siblings had rushed out after her, eager to escape the strange mood inside the home. She wandered for a little while before spotting an injured man and jogged after him, the occasional stray chicken scurrying out of her way. Bloody strips of white cloth covered his left arm from wrist to elbow. Tam continually twisted back and forth, gazing around at everything, no doubt curious about the first village he’d seen other than Widowswood. Kimber kept hold of his hand, dutifully staying close behind her.

      “Excuse me,” said Emma once she caught up to the man.

      He stopped and looked back. “Hmm? What is it, child? ’Old on a minnit. Ain’t never seen you three before. You wander in, ’ave ya? On yer own?”

      “No, sir. Mama’s here to tend to the man who almost died.”

      “Ahh.” He stooped, leaning his face close to hers. “Aye, kin see yer mother in yer face now ya mention it.” The man straightened, scratching at his head. “Why ye runnin’ about then?”

      Emma pointed at his arm. “I’d like to help. Mama is tired, but I have enough magic to tend small wounds.” She stared at a sword on his belt that had to be as old as Nan. He’s a farmer with his grandfather’s blade.

      A little blonde girl, the same bundle of energy who won the Harvest Hunt, raced out from between two huts carrying a small, brown lump. Covered in dirt from her forehead to her bare feet, she sprinted like a pack of Maaruthien Hounds nipped at her heels. Other children, mostly older, and an even mix of boys and girls, chased her. The lead boy got a hand on her tattered flax dress, trying to drag her to a halt. The little one clung to the brown lump with the fervor of a mother guarding her baby.

      “Wha’as they doin’ tae ’er?” Kimber pointed and gasped.

      “Ach, they’re playin’ a game,” said the militia guard.

      Squeals of glee and alternating shouts of “stop her” and “run!” came from the group. Emma disregarded the other kids, no longer worrying something bad would happen to the little one. She reached up and held her hands over the man’s bandaged arm. “Uruleth, please grant me the gift of life.”

      He gasped in surprise when the rich, green light appeared and seeped into his arm. Soon after, he clenched and released his fist, twisted his arm back and forth, and blinked. Emma clasped her hands, smiling up at him.

      The pack of children had become curious enough at newcomers to set their game aside and approach. Kimber remembered the tiny blonde and chatted with her. Evidently they had spoken briefly during the Harvest Hunt. Their conversation started with the small one’s disbelief that Emma had gone into the mouseaters’ nest for a fruit and gotten away without a single sting.

      “Hey Lloyd, over here,” shouted the man, waving. He unwound the bandage and traced two fingers over his forearm, marveling at the lack of injury. “Aye right ya be yer mother’s daughter. Many thanks…”

      She beamed. “I’m Emma.”

      “Emma,” said the man, before patting her on the head.

      Another man in similar well-worn leather armor, this one carrying a polearm that looked more like a farm tool than a weapon of war, approached. White cloth wrapped his head, covering his right eye. A shallow scratch continued past the bandage down onto his cheek. Emma stared, hoping his eye hadn’t been ruined. She couldn’t fix a missing eye, nor did she care to see one.

      Her lungs filled with a silent breath.

      “What, ye turn nanny on us Niall?” The man with the head wound laughed. “All them kids ’ere.”

      “Puck.” Niall swatted the man on the shoulder before holding up his once-wounded arm. “This one the daughter o’ Bethany. Got a bit o’ magic ’erself, wot.”

      Lloyd shifted his gaze to Emma, his one visible eyebrow rising with hope.

      She gulped and let the air out slow. “I’m still learning. If your eye’s been hurt, you should find Mama.”

      “Nah, ruddy thing made off with me helm, but I still got me eye.” Lloyd reached up as if to scratch at the covered eye, but forced himself not to. “All puffy and whatnot. Can’t see out it.”

      Emma beckoned him closer. “I think I can help.”

      When he took a knee, she held her hands over his face and concentrated. “Great Uruleth, please send your healing gift.”

      The children fell quiet as the light gathered around her fingers. Niall shouted at another injured soldier, calling him over. Emma pushed the healing energy into Lloyd’s wound, biting her lip at the sense of magical exertion. His injury had been worse than a few scratches on the arm.

      “Ne’er heard o no ‘Uruleth,’ but if’n ’e be a god, ’e ’as me thanks.” Lloyd gently probed at his eye, touching the bandage. “Feels better.”

      “Uruleth is the Bear Spirit. He is strength, toughness, and life.” Emma braced herself as Lloyd lifted his bandage, letting out a relieved breath when it came away, exposing an intact eye—and not something that would give her nightmares. Faint red lines remained on his forehead and cheek. She pictured a claw raking at his face. “What hurt you?”

      “Mountain lion or some such thing. Big cat,” said Lloyd, without looking at her.

      “You?” Emma glanced up at Niall.

      “Uhh, bandit with some strange metal claw weapon on the end of a chain.” He, too, didn’t make eye contact.

      A third man arrived with most of his left thigh wrapped in bandages. Niall and Lloyd both tried to explain how Emma had healed them at the same time. They stopped, stared at each other for a second, and both started blabbing again. Again they stopped. Niall gestured for Lloyd to continue. Lloyd explained to the newcomer about the small druid helping him.

      The kids rambled in the background, telling Tam and Kimber how the game worked: they had divided into two ‘armies,’ and each one tried to throw the treasure ball into their vault, represented by buckets, which they placed in the field between the town and the forest. While someone ran the treasure ball, the other team tried to catch and knock them down, or steal the ball and take it the other way. If the person with the treasure fell over or the ball hit the ground, everyone stopped and formed new battle lines. After a countdown, two opposing players attempted to grab it again and throw it to a friend to run it.

      Emma took a knee by the new soldier and placed her hands on his bandaged thigh. By the time she finished invoking Uruleth, two more of the local militia had arrived. She offered a weary smile. It’s what I wanted to do. I suppose I should be grateful they are sparing me having to run back and forth across town to find them all.

      “We’re not supposed to go outside the village,” said Emma to Tam, while unwinding the soldier’s leg bandage.

      “I know,” he mumbled.

      The soldier, upon finding his leg mended, scooped Emma up in a hug and held her for a few seconds before setting her back on her feet. “You have my thanks, girl.”

      “What attacked you?” asked Emma.

      “Bear,” said the man. Too fast.

      “Are you sure?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Oh, yes. Was a bear. Big one too.” Niall nodded at the new man.

      Another soldier stepped up with his whole left hand encased in bloody fabric. She grabbed the wad of bandages and called upon Uruleth again. A deep tug of energy within her chest brought on a wave of tired that almost made her curl up right there in the road and sleep. Emma gritted her teeth and fought past it. Asking Uruleth for his healing gift shouldn’t tire her that much. It had to be her body reacting to them doing a day’s worth of walking in a mere two hours.

      The man unwound the bandage, exposing a hand missing his ring finger. The missing digit had sealed to flat skin, no longer bleeding.

      Emma gasped.

      “Went fer me face, it did. Got a hand up, bit me finger straight off.” He cringed. “Ate the ruddy thing too.”

      “Ugh.” Emma grabbed her stomach, trying not to throw up. “I don’t know how to bring your whole finger back. You should go ask Mama if she can help. She’s at the Shaw house.”

      One soldier blurred into the next. After three more blamed a mountain lion, a bear, and a bandit, Emma stopped asking. Why are they lying to me? Are they ashamed or do they not want to tell me because I’m young?

      Eventually, Emma ran out of injuries to fix and sprawled on the dirt road, half sitting, half kneeling, staring at her hands draped in her lap. Somewhere between eight and twelve men had approached for help. After the journey north and all the magic she’d used, it took her a little while to recognize the pale shapes against the blue of her dress as hands. Thinking of curling up beside Mama with a blanket wrapped around her and a hot cup of tea cradled to her chest gave her enough energy to push herself up to stand.

      The cheers of distant children cut off with a few high-pitched shrieks of terror.

      Emma whipped around to look behind her—at an empty street. “Tam? Kimber?”

      She whirled to face west, and also let out a scream.

      About fourteen local children, plus Kimber, stood scattered about the grass separating the town from the northernmost end of Widowswood Forest. All the boys backed away from a huge mass of flapping feathers the color of autumn leaves. A long set of talon-tipped legs held Tam like a field mouse plucked from a meadow. From the knees up, the creature resembled a too-thin woman with a pair of enormous, feathered wings jutting from her back and wild brown-auburn hair. Below the knee, her legs looked like those of a giant eagle, one great three-taloned foot clamped around her little brother. The boy’s weight burdened the creature. It fought hard to climb, wings flapping so hard they shed stray feathers.

      Kimber, and an older girl closer to twelve, ran at the creature.

      “Tam!” shouted Emma. She looked at the soldiers, who all appeared terrified and backed away. What are they scared… oh. That must be a harpy.

      Niall grasped the handle of his ancient longsword, but it would take him too long to find his courage. Tam would be gone before then.

      Emma sprinted to the west, racing past the last three huts where a few women peered out at all the shouting coming from children. Kimber leapt into a grab, seizing the creature’s left leg, as narrow as a broom handle right above the foot, in both hands. It kept flying toward the forest, dragging her along, but her added weight prevented it from going higher.

      Shrieking and hissing, the harpy twisted itself toward Kimber and kicked its left leg rapidly, like a cat after stepping in a puddle. Kimber screamed, but refused to let go as it swung her around.

      The older girl tried to jump on the monstrous woman’s back, but it spun around and slashed her with much smaller claws on its right, human-like, hand. Screaming, the twelve-year-old fell into a tumble, curling into a ball once she stopped. Emma snarled and ran harder.

      Tam wailed, sounding more terrified than hurt.

      The harpy let out a shrieking cry halfway between angry old crone and huge hawk, and powered a few feet straight up. It fell right away into a dive that slapped Kimber’s chest flat on the ground, knocking her loose, dazed and gawping for air.

      “Ahh!” screamed Tam. “Emma!”

      Without Kimber dangling from its leg, the creature climbed higher, flying faster than Emma could run. For less than a second, she considered asking Naraja for speed, but skidded to a halt and raised her arm.

      “Linganthas, lend me your wrath!”

      Emma thrust her hand out, launching a whipthorn that flew with a wavering hiss. The tangle of thin, spiky vines smacked into the harpy’s back, causing it to cry out in pain, but it didn’t stop.

      “Linganthas, please, stop that thing from taking Tam!” She poured as much desire as she could into the magic gathering inside her.

      A somewhat thicker whipthorn raced away from her fingertips, catching the creature in the back of the right leg seconds after it cleared the tree line. Emma’s thorns whipped up and over its wing, tearing a few feathers loose.

      The not-woman screeched even louder and rolled to the right, favoring that wing. Tam slipped from its talons, fell the height of three or four huts, and disappeared into the upper branches of a tree with a loud rustling series of snaps. A wooden crack rang out, and he wailed in pain.

      Howling with rage, the hapry tore the whipthorn off its body and swooped around a turn, heading straight at Emma. Mama had said they used magic to make themselves seem beautiful, and with the creature staring at her, it became quite clear why: dark grey skin full of wrinkles covered its face. Both eyes glowed with a sickly red light, and dark spots mottled the rest of its pallid skin. The creature had a shape similar to a young, pretty woman, but seeing its true face caused Emma to cry out in surprise and disgust.

      That it dove at her with talons and claws outstretched didn’t help.

      Emma leapt to the side, diving into a somersault as harpy talons gouged divots out of the meadow. She scrambled back to her feet and ran toward where Tam fell.

      “Em! Look out!” screamed Kimber.

      She spun around. The harpy glided in low, both feet held forward, poised to rip into her. Emma flung herself to the ground, gasping when a scratch nipped at her back. As soon as the harpy shot past her, she shoved herself up to kneel.

      “Linganthas, send me your fury!” shouted Emma.

      A third whipthorn streamed from her hand and went hissing across the meadow, catching the harpy across the face and body in the middle of its turn to come back. Blood smeared down its ashen chest and prominent ribs. Howling in pain, the not-woman winged about to the west and raced into the trees. It didn’t head toward where Tam fell, so Emma didn’t bother trying to hit it with another whipthorn. Finding Tam was more important than killing out of anger.

      Kimber ran over and pulled her to her feet.

      All the boys had disappeared into town. A handful of girls remained, staring at her with sympathetic faces. The oldest who had tried to jump on the harpy remained lying on her side, curled up, gasping and muttering “ow” over and over.

      Emma took a step toward the woods, but Kimber pulled her back.

      “Git Mama!” Deep green eyes bored pleas into Emma’s soul.

      Emma stared at the trees. The ache to rush to Tam hurt deep in her heart, but if that thing came back… or if there happened to be more than one. I can’t be foolish. “You’re right. We’ll get Mama.”

      Kimber slouched with relief. “You’as chased it ’way. We’as gotta be quick.”

      “Yes.” She hurried over to the twelve-year-old. The harpy’s claws left four angry red lines straight down the girl’s chest and long slits in the front of her dress. Blood dribbled over her arms clutching at the wound, though the injury looked more painful than deadly. “Uruleth, please lend me the gift of life.”

      The older village girl ceased her erratic gasping as the green light sank into her chest. The scratches closed, leaving her unhurt, but bloodied.

      “Thank you for trying to help my brother.” Emma grabbed her hand and pulled. “You need to see Mama. Its claws are probably dirty. You could be sick.”

      Once the girl got to her feet, Emma ran toward the village, scowling at the militia who hadn’t so much as taken two steps closer to the field.

      “Mama!” shouted Emma, starting to panic as all the homes in front of her looked the same. “Where is she?”

      Kimber pointed. “There!”

      Emma’s lungs burned, but the sight of the little metal rooster in the window gave her a second wind. She rushed to the door, barging in without knocking. “Mama!”

      Her mother poked out from the bedroom curtain, holding a bloody cloth dripping with red water. “What’s gotten into you, Emma?”

      “A harpy!” She pointed. “It took Tam!”
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      Emma backed out the door. The dire glare radiating from Mama would’ve sent the Widowswood Watch, even the huge Guard Kavan, scurrying out of her way. She halted a step outside the hut and looked from Emma to the woods and back.

      “Where?”

      Emma pointed to the west. “It scratched this girl. She could be sick.”

      “You three stay inside and wait here. I’ll make sure she’s not sick when I come back.” Mama started jogging down the street.

      Emma ran after her. “I saw where he fell. It’s going to come back for him.”

      “Em…” Kimber whined.

      Shaw’s wife appeared, and put a hand on Kimber’s shoulder. “I’ll keep an eye on her. Least I can do.”

      Mama didn’t stop or say anything, so Emma raced after her.

      At the spot where all the militia gathered, Mama paused. “I’m going after him. Are any of you going to help?”

      The men exchanged wary glances.

      Emma scowled. “They’re afraid of it.”

      “It’s… they can’t resist it. All they’d have to do is look it in the eyes and they’d be charmed.” Mama glanced around. “Are there any women here who can fight?”

      Niall shook his head. “Elder Pirren forbids women from training with weapons.”

      “You better not let him see you carrying one then,” snapped Emma.

      The men fell quiet.

      Mama sighed. “Forget it.”

      She ran into the field. Emma sprinted after her, pointing toward the trees where she remembered Tam falling. A few unimpressed goats lifted their heads out of the grass they munched on, watching them pass. Mama slowed at the start of the woods, a good hundred or so yards from the end of the village.

      Tam’s weeping echoed around them.

      Emma drew a breath to yell for him.

      Mama covered her mouth and whispered, “Try to stay quiet. Shouting will attract more of them.”

      Emma nodded and pointed as best she could recall where her brother came down.

      “Naraja, let my senses be as the shadepaw’s,” mumbled Mama. A dim light gathered around her head and faded.

      Emma waited while her mother appeared to be listening to the forest. Mama turned her head a little to the right and set off at a brisk walk a few seconds later. Emma followed at a light run. No sharp rocks found her soles, and no undergrowth snagged her dress. She spared a moment’s thought of thanks to Linganthas for somehow granting her the Druid’s Step permanently.

      “Do not be too harsh with their militia,” whispered Mama. “These creatures can steal the minds of men. It is quite likely they would stare dumbstruck and be hurt or killed.”

      “Oh, no…” She gasped. “Is there no way they can fight them?”

      Mama paused to listen for a second before jogging onward. “One man alone, likely not. A group has better odds. Once they see a harpy’s true face, the charm stops working for a time. I do not understand their magic, but it appears to work only on a single person at a time, and not at all on women.”

      “Why do they do that?”

      Mama stepped over a small creek. “They eat people, and covet shiny objects they can decorate their nests with.”

      Disgust at the thought shifted to angry sadness at the idea that thing wanted to have Tam for dinner.

      “Bwaaawk!” screeched a grating voice.

      “Aaah! Go away!” shouted Tam.

      Mama sprinted. Emma ran along behind her, unable to keep up. She looked up each time the harpy’s shrill voice echoed over the forest, seemingly coming from everywhere all at once. Thinking perhaps it had been a mistake to insist on going along, Emma slowed to a fast walk. However, staying near her mother felt safer than trying to head back to the village, so she pressed on. A moment later, Emma spotted Mama standing still, staring into the branches.

      Tam clung to the trunk of a tree a good twenty or so feet off the ground, having crammed himself deep into the branches to escape the talons of a flailing harpy. It raked at the leaves, trying to grab him, but couldn’t quite reach. Each time it tried, he cried out. Emma darted to the left to hide behind the trunk of a nearby tree, eyeing the woods around her in case any more harpies tried to sneak up on Mama.

      “Strixian, I call upon the eldritch light.” Mama thrust her arm upward. Shimmering yellow-amber energy gathered around her hand before streaking off in a bolt, a thin filament of lightning at its core.

      The blast struck the harpy in the side, knocking a loud squawk from it. The creature flapped in a frenzy tossing loose feathers here and there while recovering its balance. Screeching, it swung around to face Mama, raking its claws at the air in a series of angry gestures. Blood still seeped from thorn punctures caused by Emma’s magic, smeared all over its chest.

      Mama took on a combative stance, daring the harpy to attack her.

      A second harpy with dingy white wings and darker grey skin burst from the trees on the left, higher up. It raised a small bow, nocking an arrow in Mama’s direction. Emma leaned out and lifted her arm, intending to throw a whipthorn.

      Mama shouted “Get back!”

      Emma ducked behind the trunk, peering around it with one eye.

      The injured harpy laughed, a keening, screechy sound only slightly less painful than needles going into Emma’s ears. She cringed.

      “Andreth, father of storms, I call down your fury,” said Mama.

      Emma moved around the tree, keeping it between her and the second harpy, which circled in an effort to get a clear shot, more interested in her than her mother. Mama swung around, catching the bow-wielding harpy off guard. She swiped her right hand downward.

      The harpy let off a startled screech and swerved to fire at Mama. Its arrow took flight the same instant a great boom shook the air. A bolt of lightning traced down from the clouds, striking the harpy’s head and re-emerging from its left foot to the ground below. Dancing sparks wrapped around the body and wings. The arrow it loosed sliced across Mama’s left arm near the elbow, drawing blood, and stuck in the ground behind her.

      A smoking, somewhat-harpy-shaped mass fell to the forest floor with a thump, feathers burning.

      Emma gasped in disgusted awe.

      The first harpy let off a gargling cry of alarm and fled with such speed into the forest that it left a trail of fluttering leaves in its wake. Ignoring the cut on her arm, Mama rushed to the base of the tall tree where Tam clung, peering straight up. Emma hurried to her side, threading an arm around her mother’s back. Tam shimmied out of his hiding place, grinning down at them.

      “Mama!” He yelled, his mood shifting from terrified to calm in seconds. “My leg hurts.”

      Mama called a root as thick as an arm, which sprouted from the ground, threading upward until it wrapped him in a gentle embrace and plucked him from the branches. Emma gasped, covering her mouth with both hands at the sight of her brother’s scratched up and bleeding little body. A puncture near his right shoulder bled the most, likely from one of the talons that had carried him off. Dozens of nicks and scrapes covered his arms, likely from when he had been trying to protect himself from the creature while hiding in the tree. Worst of all, his right foot flopped limp, clearly broken.

      Mama shook with barely contained worry and anger. She placed a hand over the talon puncture. “Mythandriel, please send your healing light to restore my son.”

      An intense white glow surrounded Tam, bright enough to make Emma squint. His leg made a soft crunching noise, but he didn’t react with a show of pain. When the radiance faded, Emma found him grinning.

      She called upon Uruleth and guided the healing light into her mother’s arm. The arrow had left a shallow grazing knife cut, not a serious injury. Mama pulled Tam into a hug, and put her other arm around Emma.

      “I’m proud of you, Em. For not running off after him on your own.” Mama fought back tears. She didn’t have to point out what would’ve happened.

      Emma sniffled, near to tears. “It’s my fault it took him. I wasn’t watching. All the men asked me to heal them and so many…” She babbled about the other kids, the game, and how tired she’d felt after so much magic. “I don’t even know how much time passed. My head was spinning. Someone screamed and that thing was carrying him away.”

      “Sorry.” Tam looked down. “Em told me not to go, but I went to play the ball game with everyone. They played close to the woods, but all the soldiers were watching us.”

      Mama kissed him on the head and gave Emma a squeeze. “Thank Mythandriel you’re all right.” She stood. “I’ll need to send a bird to your father and let him know we’ll be spending the night here to rest.”

      Tam sniffled. “I could’a beat it if I had my sword.”

      “You are not carrying a real weapon at six years old.” Mama ruffled his hair.

      “It’s wood, not real.” He folded his arms.

      Mama tapped him on the nose. “And it’s become magical. It’s dangerous now.”

      The boy stared at the ground, twisting his big toe in the dirt.

      Emma got to her feet. “You’re going to go after them, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. The village isn’t capable of dealing with them.” Mama picked at Tam’s tunic where his blood stained it. “And they made a big mistake.”

      “This is still our forest.” Emma let Mama take her by the hand.

      “I mean to protect it…” Mama looked around at the branches swaying in the wind. “However, it would be foolish of me to rush off after them now. I need rest.”

      Emma smiled up at her. “Blanket, tea, and snuggling.”

      “Yes, that’s about what I had in mind.” Mama winked.
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      Mama walked back toward the village, one child on either side of her, holding their hands. No sooner had Emma taken four steps than Mama pulled the kids’ hands together and made her take Tam’s. The boy looked up, confused. Mama guided her children closer to each other.

      “Harpies are coming. I can hear them.” She grasped the back of Emma’s head and pulled her into a brief hug. “Take your brother and run back to Norlach. Don’t look back. Don’t slow down. Go inside and stay inside.”

      Tears streamed down Emma’s face. “But, Mama… you need to rest.”

      “No discussion.” Mama nudged them forward, stood, and faced to the rear. “I need you to be safe.”

      Again, the memory of the wizard’s lightning bolt knocking her mother to the ground returned. Emma clung and burst into sobs. “No, Mama. Run with us!”

      “They’ll pick us off in the field. I’ll keep them busy. Now, go!” Mama gave them a less-than-gentle shove. “Protect your brother.”

      Emma backed up two paces. The first hints of harpies rustling amid the branches reached her ears. She couldn’t bear the thought of Mama getting hurt, but if she didn’t run, whatever happened to Tam would be her fault. To his credit, her brother seemed more annoyed at not having his sword than anything else, and might’ve offered no protest to putting up a fight.

      “Go, Emma. They’re almost here. Get him to the village.” Mama rummaged a potion from her bag, drank it, and mumbled something to Naraja.

      A rage-filled cry mixed of woman and bird split the air as over twenty harpies exploded from the high branches, swirling into a torrent of feathers and talons that descended upon Mama. Tears in Emma’s eyes blurred the woods, but she clenched her grip tight around Tam’s wrist and bolted.

      The crack of a lightning bolt split the air behind her, accompanied by a wail of agony. Arrows whistled too close, making Emma scream. One hit a tree right next to her with a loud thok. Emma bit back a shriek and ducked to the right, dragging Tam behind a tree barely seconds before more arrows hit the dirt where she’d been. After flattening herself against the bark, she peered around, shivering at the sight of five arrows sticking out of the ground, and one in a tree.

      They’re trying to kill us too!

      Mama ran out from behind a cluster of trees, a brilliant amber stream of energy flying from her upraised hand. It hit the harpy loading another arrow to fire at Emma square in the back, blasting a cloud of feathers off its wings and knocking the creature out of the air.

      Three others swooped in to hover around Mama, raking at her with their taloned feet. One had a dagger in its hand, but didn’t bother trying to use it.

      “Em!” shouted Tam.

      She spun to look to her left. A black-winged harpy had come around toward them. Its wicked grin exposed pointy, bloodstained teeth as it drew an arrow from a quiver on its belt.

      “Linganthas, aid me!” shouted Emma.

      Tam dove into her, knocking her flat at the same instant a whipthorn took flight from her fingertips. A different harpy’s arrow passed over the kids, lodging in a tree somewhere behind them. The hissing, tumbling vine wrapped around the harpy’s bow, lashing it to the creature’s chest while thorns dug into its face and shoulder.

      The creature twisted side to side, dropping the arrow as it tried to free itself from the tangle. Mama cried out in pain a second before a bright amber eldritch bolt caught the black-winged harpy in the side, smashing it against a tree. Emma sat up and pulled Tam around behind her. The harpy bounced off the tree and hit the ground, motionless.

      “S’got a dagger!” Tam started to run for the creature, but Emma grabbed him.

      “No! don’t go near it!”

      Her mother screamed again, a cry equal parts anger and pain.

      Emma dragged the boy to his feet and peered around the tree. None of the remaining harpies, too many to count, seemed to be paying her or Tam any attention. Shrieking and cawing, they swirled around a sheltered nook among three trees that sprouted close together, where Mama took refuge. Talons gouged bark into flying splinters, feathers rained from the sky, and every so often, an eldritch bolt streaked upward and singed a wing. Emma considered helping with a whipthorn or two, but the relatively weak magic would do little more than remind the harpies that she existed, and put her brother at risk.

      Tam tried to charge at the pack. Emma had to wrap herself around him with both arms and one leg to keep him from running to his death.

      “No Tam,” said Emma.

      “Mama needs help!” wailed the boy. “There’s too many!”

      Those men need to be half as brave as my fool of a brother. She wept against the back of his head. “We need to run, now…” Her breath caught in her throat, unable to give voice to the words ‘before Mama dies.’

      She dragged Tam away from the frenzy, but couldn’t peel her stare from her mother’s desperate attempt to fight off the entire nest at once.

      A loud roar startled the harpies’ endless noise to silence. Soft blue light swirled around Mama for an instant before her long, black hair appeared to leap away from her clothes in a dark streak. Her dress, satchel, and cloak collapsed empty to the ground. A huge panther-like cat stood where the blur landed, its eyes glowing the soft azure of moonlight, tail swishing with anger. Faint dark blue luster highlighted its curves on fur blacker than the night sky.

      Before the harpies showed much reaction to the cat’s appearance beyond staring in confusion, it sprang into the air, taking one down with a feral savagery that finally allowed Emma to look away.

      “Mama’s angry,” whispered Tam.

      Hope bloomed in Emma’s chest. Somehow, she knew Mama would be okay. Her grip tight on Tam’s wrist, she sprinted into the woods while the furious bundle of fangs and claws held the harpies’ attention.

      She concentrated on sharing the Druid’s Step with Tam, and headed for the thickest patch of underbrush she could find. Dense vines came up to her chest in places, but all of it warped out of their way to let them pass. Within seconds, the plants returned to normal, hiding their trail. Emma kept going, desperate to get Tam well away from the battle before he did anything dumb or one of the harpies remembered them. Mama couldn’t do much if one hanging high in the air decided to fire an arrow at them.

      Soon, the rasp of her breathing and the thumping of her feet on the forest floor became louder than the snarls of a giant cat and the screechy wails of harpies. Emma slowed to a hesitant walk, gazing around at the trees.

      “This isn’t the way to the village,” said Tam.

      Emma turned a full circle as she walked forward, gazing up at the trees. The thick canopy hid the sky, blocking the position of the sun. “No, it isn’t. I ran the wrong way. I’m sorry. I was scared.”

      “It’s okay,” said Tam, failing to hide the worry in his voice. “Mama will find us.”

      “I can’t get lost in my forest.” Emma smiled. She peered down at her feet, working her toes into the soil. “Linganthas, please guide me to Norlach.”

      Eyes closed, Emma reached out into the darkness with her desire to feel the earth around her. The same way the spirit of plants and roots guided her to walk a circle around the emerald creeper’s nest, an inkling of knowledge came to her. She’d strayed south, and veered west while running, moving deeper into the forest instead of out.

      Emma opened her eyes and pointed in the direction that called to her. “That way.”

      With nothing chasing them, she decided to walk, keeping quiet and listening for threats. Cool dirt at her feet put her mind to thoughts about the approach of autumn. It didn’t seem as cold as she remembered. Around this time of year, the chill reached a point where she begrudgingly wore boots. Of course, her fur-lined winter boots were comfortable. Far more so than the fancy shoes Da had wanted her to wear during the warm months, shoes like Ambril adored.

      Does the magic keep me warm too, or is today mild?

      Tam also went barefoot, though the boy could swim in the icy river without care. She could hardly use his reaction as a measure of cold.

      “It’s quiet,” whispered Tam.

      “Yes.” Emma glanced back over her shoulder. No sign of Mama. No sounds of fighting. “She’ll go back to Norlach. When we’re not there, she’ll come to find us.”

      “Are we lost?”

      “No.” Emma pointed ahead. “I know where we are going.”

      They walked across a shallow creek, halfway up Emma’s calves at its deepest point, and continued among the trees. Tam remained calm until the daylight weakened. He looked around, eyes wide, and gave her an urgent, pleading stare.

      “It’s not too much farther.” Emma spotted the hint of a path, and decided to trust the pull guiding her to it. “See? A road.”

      Tam grabbed at a weed. “It’s old. No one walks here.”

      “Well, maybe it—” Emma stopped to stare at an old shack, covered in mold and shelf mushrooms. The walls appeared well on their way to collapse, and only one post, decorated with pale green lichen, remained of the fence that had once surrounded it. “A house…”

      “No one lives there.” Tam shook his head.

      She crept forward, growing more and more nervous as the rest of an abandoned village came into view past the trees. A handful of stacked-stone buildings formed a ring around what had been the town center, with more decaying wood structures arranged here and there progressing outward, deeper into the forest. A heavy sense of melancholy hung over the old village, radiating from the ruined homes and collapsing walls. The place didn’t scare her, but the complete silence on top of the decay prickled her nerves, much the same way as walking over someone’s grave.

      For an instant, she wondered if she’d gotten the magic wrong, and Linganthas had guided her to some old, abandoned village instead of Norlach. Or, maybe, Norlach had started here and the people abandoned it to rebuild a village with the same name out in the fields.

      Emma gazed side to side at the passing ruin as she walked, and came to a stop in the village circle. Bright green runners slithered out of the way of her feet, their leaves folding. Pale white hairs lined the plants, but didn’t appear harmful to touch. So many weeds and vines crisscrossed the ground, she wondered if even animals refused to come here.

      Tam leaned to the side, gravitating toward one of the stone-walled huts.

      Plants tickled at her feet and ankles, eager to move back to where they belonged. Emma closed her eyes and listened to the sense of direction she’d asked of Linganthas, and smiled. No, he hadn’t led her here. This place only stood along the path she must take. Norlach waited in the distance, as did (hopefully) Mama.

      She tugged on his arm. “We shouldn’t be here. We have to keep going.”

      Tam opened his mouth to say something, but clamped it shut at a loud snap in the trees by the edge of the village. Emma whirled to face that direction, pulling her brother close and holding her breath. A shadow moved beyond the trees along with a hollow, glassy voice scratching at the air in a rapid, meaningless chatter that got the hairs on the back of Emma’s neck standing on end.

      “What is it?” whispered Tam.

      Emma nudged him to the side, pushing him into the village. “I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out.”
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      The shadowy, whispering figure disappeared a moment later. Emma didn’t look back, prodding Tam along, out the other side of the village circle and down an overgrown street lined with collapsing wooden huts. Every so often he grabbed at his hip, grumbling in frustration whenever he failed to find the wooden sword he no longer carried.

      Emma’s foot came down with a crunch upon a mass of dried sticks. She froze, leaning her weight on her left leg while moving her foot away. Weeds and creeper vines slithered aside, exposing the long-dead remains of a chicken. Black dots the size of her pinky nail crawled all over it, as well as across the top of her foot. She breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t stepped in anything dangerous, and ignored the harmless bugs.

      “I don’t wanna go into the woods.” Tam pointed up. “It’s dark. Harpies’ll get us.”

      “Mama’s going to be terribly worried. We can’t stay here.”

      He looked up at her. “It wouldn’t scare her as much as harpies gettin’ us.”

      Emma looked around at the woods. Though she didn’t see anything moving, her senses told her they weren’t alone. Perhaps the boy had a point. Druidic magic or not, that part of Emma which remained a ten-year-old decided to feel scared. Tickling drew her attention to a few bugs that had crawled up under her dress. She pulled it up and brushed them off her stomach.

      I’m being silly. Empty places always feel like this.

      “There.” Tam pointed. “We can hide in there ’til the sun comes back.”

      The trail they followed veered to the right a short distance ahead, crossing a sizable clearing to a building entirely made of stone bricks, except for the roof. A slight bit larger than the pitiful shack Kimber had once called home, the place appeared to have survived time better than the remainder of this village.

      Emma bit her lip in thought. Da’s suggestion of staying in one place when lost to make it easier to be found warred with her guilt at causing Mama to worry. She couldn’t claim to be lost, as she still had a strong pull guiding her to Norlach. I have to be brave. It’s only night time. “It’s not too far now, Tam. That old hut might not be safe. It could fall on us.”

      He whined.

      She set out across the clearing, heading for a spot between two trees on the far side where Linganthas led her. Tam kept trying to tug her toward the little building, but she leaned into her stride and pulled him along.

      About a third of the way across the clearing, she stepped on flat, smooth rock that shot a chill up her leg into her spine. With a gasp, she leapt back and stared down. Words had been carved into the rectangular slab.

      
        
        Agnes

        Beloved Wife

        2 Gwanmis Moonsday 534.17 – 20 Darfuomis Varsday 584.17

      

      

      Emma gasped. “We’re in a graveyard.”

      “Who is it?” Tam crouched, peering at the words he couldn’t read.

      “Her name was Agnes.” Emma touched the carved letters forming the word ‘Gwanmis.’ “She was born in the spring.” She said the word a few times, as if Tam might understand writing from that alone. “She died in the winter, the last month of the year. That says Darfuomis.” She shivered at the thought of someone dying on Varsday, named for Varuthan, the god of the dead. Most people believed it improper to bury someone on any other day, as it would curse them in the next world. But, if someone died on Varsday, would they hurry them into the ground or wait an entire week to bury them?

      “Was she old?” asked Tam.

      “Well.” Emma looked up at a snap in the woods behind them. She kept quiet for a moment, watching and listening, but nothing showed itself. “Da writes eighteen in his log book, so Agnes didn’t live in this age.” She’d been taught her birthday - 12th Cariamis Rhiansday 248.18, which had been ten years ago. Each age lasted for a thousand years, and the woman died in 582 of the last one, which would’ve been about seven hundred years ago. “Yes, she died a long time ago.”

      “Oh.” Tam stood, stared at the gravestone, and whispered, “Sorry you died.”

      Mama always called Cariamis, the fourth month of the year, the season of love. Every time Emma’s birthday came up, her mother always said she thought it appropriate because she loved her so much. That thought made Emma momentarily homesick.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Tam. “You cryin’ for her?”

      Emma wiped her cheeks. “No, I want to find Mama.”

      He nodded.

      The darkness surrounding the clearing thickened. To keep her mind off worrying about what may or may not be watching them, she decided to ramble about the days of the week. Having thought of birthdays, and not caring what she talked about so much as talking about something other than silence, she rambled on.

      “Dragonsday is the first, then Moonsday.”

      “Next is Yalemset,” said Tam. “An’ Eomid.”

      Emma stepped over another gravestone. “Rhiansday is named for the goddess Rhiannon. And Varsday comes before Satyr’s Day.”

      “My birthday!” said Tam, smiling.

      “Not every Satyr’s Day.” She winked. “Once a year.”

      “I know.” He kicked at a tuft of grass. “I wish we had birthdays every week. We’d get so much stuff.”

      “But then we’d be old before the year ends.” Emma stuck out her tongue.

      Tam’s smile faded. “We’re inna graveyard.”

      Emma eyed the trees up ahead. “Your birthday’s not till Léasmis. It’s months away, next summer.”

      “Does every graveyard have ghosts?” asked Tam.

      The way his weight tugged at her arm suggested he stared back at something and continued walking only because Emma pulled him. “I’m going to be eleven before you turn seven.”

      “Why’s that ghost lady looking at you?”

      Emma shivered. As much as she wanted to ignore him, she couldn’t pretend he didn’t ask that. She slowed to a halt and turned her head to the right, every muscle in her body tightening, preparing to run.

      A few paces in front of the stone dwelling, which had become almost invisible in the darkness, hovered the glowing form of a young woman. She appeared to be in her early twenties with black hair like Emma’s. Her fancy dress bared her shoulders, though its color remained a mystery. The specter existed in degrees of brightness, the darkest places like holes revealing the forest behind her. Only her expression of calm concern kept Emma from screaming and running.

      “Umm.” Emma put a hand to her chest.

      The spirit’s hair and dress billowed out in a strong wind that only touched the dead. She glided closer, staring at Emma with sorrow. When she spoke, her voice sounded more like it came from behind Emma, preceded by a whispery rush as if way-too-fast speech slowed down to normal an instant before her lips parted. “Don’t go. You mustn’t go.”

      Emma took a step back. She’s trying to trap us here. “I have to go. My Mama is worried.”

      The ghost bowed her head and lowered her arm. “You mustn’t go.”

      Emma grabbed Tam by the hand and dragged him along up to a run. The clearing passed in seconds, and they plunged once more into the woods. Fear, as well as her reckless pace, distracted her from Linganthas’ pull. She risked a couple of backward glances soon after entering the trees, and upon seeing no sign of anything glowing behind them, stopped to catch her breath.

      “Are we lost again?” asked Tam.

      “No.” She gasped. “I’m just tired. We’re going the right way.” Mostly.

      “Okay.” He hovered close beside her.

      The inkling of where to go lurked beneath a thick layer of worry. With each passing moment, her heart slowed a little more, letting her thoughts clear and the pull grow stronger.

      Snap.

      Emma startled.

      “Wasn’t me,” whispered Tam.

      It’s so dark… Emma peered around, catching glimpses of moonlight on trees, but nothing animal or person.

      “I can’t see,” said Tam.

      A crunch came from the ground behind them, with a dry hiss.

      “Mythandriel, please grant me your light.” Emma cupped her hands in front of herself, cradling a sphere of pure white light with a deep green center. The tiny faerie-shaped dark spot in the middle of the orb appeared to be pointing wildly at something behind her like it tried to warn her.

      Emma twisted around.

      The strong light in her hands sent shadows stretching over the browned bones of a moving skeleton. It cringed back, crossing its arms in front of its skull, hissing. Dirt and clumps of moss fell from its bones at the sudden motion.

      She screamed.

      Mythandriel’s light hovered up to her head level. The skeleton backed away from it, squirming as if hurt by its radiance.

      Emma continued trying to scream, despite having no air inside her.

      Tam grabbed her arm in both hands and yanked her almost off her feet. “Run!”

      His voice snapped her out of panic. She whirled back the way they’d been walking and ran as though a hundred harpies chased her. Trees blurred by, branches and leaves brushing at her hair. Light shimmered among the forest from the fist-sized orb gliding along at her back. Every sudden scamper of an animal fleeing the glow made her yelp.

      After an eternity of running, the trees thinned out, and the grass between the northern end of Widowswood and Norlach came into view. The distant village glowed dark yellow, lit by a few lanterns hung on poles or by the doors of the small houses. One lantern, a good distance away from town closer to the forest, paused, and rose higher into the air.

      “Emma?” called Mama.

      “Mama!” shouted Emma, changing course to run toward the lantern.

      Mythandriel’s light followed her all the way across the meadow. Her mother waited by the trail, a pronounced expression of relief on her face. Emma’s long sprint ended with a leap into her mother’s arms, Tam squished into her side. She trembled.

      “Em, where have you been?”

      Still shaking, Emma mumbled, “Skeleton.”

      “What?” Mama straightened.

      “We saw a skeleton in a graveyard. An’ a ghost.” Tam pointed back. “Emma scared it away wif her magic.”

      “I got lost.” Emma held on to Mama for a few breaths, trying to calm down. She explained how they’d wound up going the wrong way before she asked Linganthas to guide her back here. “The ghost was trying to trick us. It didn’t want us to go.” She leaned back enough to stare into her mother’s eyes. “I was scared you’d get hurt. You turned into a… big cat.”

      “Naraja favored me with her strength,” said Mama in a reverent tone. After a pause, she picked up the lantern. “A handful of the harpies ran off, but I don’t think they’ll be back. At least, not this close to the forest’s edge.”

      “Mama’s a kitty?” asked Tam. “Not a bird like Nan?”

      “A raven couldn’t fight harpies.” Emma looked up at Mama. “Did you ever change before?”

      “No. My first time. I guess I’m a shadepaw.” Mama winked.

      “What’s that?” asked Tam.

      “Big sneaky black cat,” said Mama. “With sharp claws. Naraja knew I fought to protect my cubs.” She hugged them hard enough to make Tam gurgle.

      “Is Emma going to have to be old like you before she can turn into a cat?” asked Tam.

      “I hope not,” muttered Emma, eyeing her mother who appeared about nineteen, claimed to be twenty-seven, but couldn’t possibly be either. She’s older than she looks.

      Mama laughed.

      “Mama, am I really ten?” asked Emma.

      “Yes, Em.”

      She walked for a little while in silence, thinking about the story of Princess Isabelle. “How? If you were my age when Princess Isabelle needed the potion, and the queen is… old now.”

      “Oh, Isabelle’s about four years away from sixty.” Mama gazed up at the stars.

      “You said you married Da at seventeen, but you still look like you’re seventeen.” Emma tilted her head.

      “Thank you, Em.” Mama patted her on the head.

      “Queen Nymira said there’s elf blood in me.”

      Mama winked. “I suppose that’s close enough. I’m a little older than I look. Your Nan’s quite a bit older than that. I’m aging much slower than most do, but not like the elven people.”

      “I’m not?” asked Emma, a bit disappointed.

      “Oh, I think you’ll wind up like I did. Similar to a half-elf.” Mama winked. “They go pretty quick for a few years then slow down. We’ll know soon. You might appear to be somewhere between ten and twelve for some time.”

      Emma didn’t like the sound of that. If Alan grew up and she remained tiny… But then again, maybe he would outgrow being a butt. “How old are you, really?”

      Mama leaned down to whisper in Emma’s ear. “Seventy-two.” She stood straight again, raising her voice to normal. “I figure that’s about like being eighteen, given the pace.”

      She stared, wide-eyed. A sudden gloom overtook her. “W-what about Da? Is he going to get old when I’m still little?”

      “He enjoys his tea.” Mama winked. “A little tea, a little magic, we’ll grow old together.” She choked up and spent a moment cradling them. “Before I agreed to marry your father, I told him. I’m not sure he quite believed me at the time, but I couldn’t bear the thought of watching him grow old and then having to be without him. He will still become old, as will I, but not for a long time—as long as he keeps drinking his tea.”

      Emma grinned. Her happiness at how much her parents loved each other tripped over a red-haired rock and landed flat on its chin. “Mama, what about Kimber? I don’t want her to get old and I’m still little. Can she have that tea too?”

      “Well…” Mama resumed walking, holding their hands. “That would be her choice, but we will surely ask her.”

      “Thank you, Mama.” Emma sighed with relief, and resumed smiling.

      A short walk later, Mrs. Shaw met them at the door of her home, whispering to Mama that her husband woke up for a little while, ate, and went back to sleep. Kimber ran over and pounced on Emma, demanding to know why she hadn’t come back when Mama did.

      The twelve-year-old who’d been scratched stood from a chair near the hearth and approached, having changed dresses to one without slashes. Mama called upon Mythandriel to cleanse disease, and the girl appeared about to throw up, but the malaise passed in seconds.

      After looking her over once more, Mama hugged the girl. “Thank you for helping my son. You have nothing to worry of sickness now.”

      “Thank ya, ma’am.” The girl curtseyed to Mama, bid farewell to Kimber and Tam, smiled at Emma, and hurried out to go home.

      During a quick meal of dried meat, cheese, and bread, Emma told Kimber about what had happened. Mrs. Shaw set up a place for them to sleep on the floor of the front room by the hearth, and soon, Emma snuggled under a heavy wool blanket, her head on Mama’s shoulder, one arm across her chest. Kimber tucked in under Mama’s left arm, and Tam sprawled on top of her.

      Emma adored having her mother so close. Between the harpies, the ghost, and a walking skeleton sneaking up behind her, she found it silly to think she’d ever had nightmares about big green spiders.
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      Emma woke when Mama sat up. Kimber slid off to the side, spilling into the middle of the room like she’d fallen from a wagon. Yawning, Emma shifted to kneel and rubbed her eyes. Mama gathered Kimber and set her back among the blankets before walking out the front door. Bleary-eyed, Emma looked up, confused by the unfamiliar surroundings, trying to remember why she’d slept on the floor. A foggy few minutes later, Mama re-entered and slipped past a curtain into another room. Whispers of a quiet conversation started soon after.

      After another long yawn and some eye rubbing, Emma remembered the trip to Norlach. She stumbled upright and traipsed outside, heading around behind the Shaw’s house. Their privy stood at the left side of a tiny farm plot where they grew beans, carrots, and a couple of potato plants. The privy had a few missing boards, the rest spackled with whitish mold. A good breeze will knock it over. A wave of stink hit her when she opened the door. She recoiled, giving serious thought to watering the grass outside, but she decided to hold her breath and be civilized. Tam darted in when she opened the door to leave, unbothered by the stink.

      By the time she returned inside, Mrs. Shaw had set out plates of small breads and another bowl of flat, brown slabs Emma mistook for crackers until she bit one and got a mouthful of salt with a hint of fish. Nan cooked fish now and then, but never first thing in the morning, and it never came out as hard as shoe soles.

      The shock of having it so early made her cough.

      Mama looked at her.

      “It’s fish… at morning meal.” Emma nibbled on it again. “Surprised me.”

      “Ach,” said Mrs. Shaw. “Live in Norlach, you’ll ’ave it more often ’an not. Smoked fish, baked fish, grilled fish, fish stew, fish soup… Len down the road even brews ale with fish oil.”

      Mama tried to stifle a gagging noise.

      Kimber wobbled out the door with an urgent look on her face, almost colliding with Tam as he ran in and leapt into a chair. The boy grabbed a piece of fish, sniffed it, and looked at Emma. She shrugged and took another bite. Worse things had definitely been on her plate before, and she couldn’t be rude to the woman’s hospitality.

      Mr. Shaw emerged from the back room and took a seat at the table. “Cannae thank ya ’nuff fer yer help, Bethany.” He loaded up a small, wooden plate with four or five pieces of fish plus three fist-sized breads. “Saw them harpies come out’ the trees, thought I was on the way ta Varuthan.”

      “You’re welcome.” Mama smiled. “I don’t think they’ll be bothering Norlach for a bit, but you should probably train a few women folk how to fight, or at least get them comfortable with using bows.”

      “Nae a bad idea.” Mr. Shaw nodded while stuffing his mouth.

      Kimber walked back in, her face still scrunched up from the stink of the privy. She took a seat without a word, eyed a piece of fish, and ate her breakfast with little fanfare. After the meal, Mama helped put away the spare blankets they’d slept in. The Shaws again thanked her for the bother of traveling out here on such short notice.

      On the way out of the village, Mama stopped at the large building they’d first gone to and met the same older man with hair the color of wet hay. Emma hovered behind her, holding Tam’s hand on one side, Kimber’s on the other.

      Mama took the large bottle of salt from her satchel and handed it to him. “That should keep you for another year.”

      “Aye.” Fenton handed her a huge burlap sack saturated with the smell of fish. “My thanks, Beth. This proper enough a trade?”

      Mama peered inside. “Yes, more than fair. Thank you, Fenton.”

      With that done, they left the village of Norlach, south along the road. After a short while of walking in silence, Tam looked up.

      “Are we going to eat fish all the time now?”

      Emma shivered.

      “Not all the time,” said Mama. “Here and there. I can use some for a fish soup as well.”

      Tam reached up and poked the sack that could’ve held two of him.

      “There’s so much,” said Emma. “It’ll rot before we can eat it all unless we have it every night.”

      “The seasonings I gave Fenton are more than flavor. This fish’ll keep most of the year.” Mama shifted the bag to the other shoulder.

      “Like Nan’s bowl.” Emma kept her sigh of relief quiet. Occasional fish she could cope with.

      Kimber squinted up at Mama before raising her free hand to shield her eyes from the sun. “Why’as ’ey nae let girls ’ave swords?”

      “Their mayor thinks girls are weak,” said Emma. “Princesses don’t always need to be saved.”

      “Isabelle doesn’t.” Tam kicked a clod of dirt off the road into the grass. “An’ Em thumped ’a bandy-wee. An’ a eel.”

      Emma’s cheeks warmed at his giving her too much credit. “I did need help with that eel. If Rydh didn’t see us…”

      “It’s not anything to be ashamed of.” Mama brushed a hand over Emma’s head. “Even the strongest warriors sometimes need a friend. That eel… do you think Princess Isabelle could’ve beat up a dragon with her bare hands?”

      “Wasn’t a dragon,” said Tam. “Was a eel.”

      “No, but the size of that eel to Emma was about what a small dragon would be like to a grown woman.” Mama put both hands on the heavy sack of fish. “There’s a big difference between needing help with a task too big for you and climbing up on a chair to hide from a mouse.”

      “Oh.” Kimber nodded.

      Emma walked for a little while longer before looking up at Mama. “There’s no women on the Watch.”

      “As far as I know, none wanted to join. Mayor Braddon hasn’t forbidden it.”

      “If they did, would Da let them?” asked Emma.

      Mama shrugged. “That would be up to him, but if he said no, I think it would be for something more serious than being a woman.”

      “Wha like?” asked Kimber.

      Mama winked. “Oh, too fond of drinking, too violent, or if they couldn’t handle themselves in a fight.”

      “Faeries!” yelled Kimber, pointing at a brown lump rising out of the grass. “Is a faerie castle!”

      She started to zoom into the grass, but Emma held her back. Mama also whirled around and grabbed Kimber.

      “Don’t go near that,” said Mama. “It’s a dragonclaw ant nest.”

      “Dragons?” Tam went wide-eyed. “Dragon ants?”

      Emma gritted her teeth and shivered. “Stay back. They sting!”

      “They’re not dragons, Tam.” Mama guided the kids back onto the road. “People call them dragonclaw ants because their sting hurts as much as being cut open by a dragon’s claw.”

      Tam scrunched up his face. “But they’re wee.”

      “So are mouseaters, and their stings hurt a lot.” Emma glanced at the distant nest, wondering if those ants would be as polite as the giant bees. “Those ants sting worse.”

      “They may be small,” said Mama. “But I promise you, if you ever got stung by one, you’d wish a dragon had bit you instead.”

      Emma smiled. A little while later, she couldn’t hold it in anymore and giggled.

      “Wha’as funny?” asked Kimber. “Getting’ stinged is’nae funny.”

      “Mama turned into a shadepaw, an’ now she’s got a big bag of fish.” Emma giggled more.

      “Oh, you.” Mama ruffled her hair, then sighed. “Your grandmother is not going to let that drop.”

      “Why?” Emma tilted her head. “Aren’t you happy?”

      Mama grinned. “I am, but I’ve spent a long time telling her not to worry that none of the spirits had yet favored me with an animal form. Not every druid receives one. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I hope Ylithir is going to favor me.” Emma smiled down at her feet for a few seconds, making a game of walking in Mama’s footsteps.

      “Perhaps he will at that.” Mama chuckled.

      Tam looked at her. “If you turn inta a wolf, I’ll take you for walks.”

      Emma poked him in the side, making him laugh. With the sun on her face and the wind in her hair, she daydreamed of running through the fields as a wolf with her pack.
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      Unable to get comfortable, Emma rolled on her side and curled up, staring at the pale blue moonlight atop the rat’s trunk-house. Walking all day had left her exhausted. Despite the comfort of being at home in her bed, she couldn’t fall asleep. Kimber had gone face down on the table during dinner, out cold. Da carried her to bed a good hour or so before Emma and Tam followed. Emma had spent the time reviewing plants and roots with Nan before she too started to fall asleep on her feet.

      Of course, as soon as her head touched pillow, she popped wide awake.

      Every time she closed her eyes, she wound up seeing that ghost again. Worry about what might’ve happened to her had she been foolish and tried to talk to it made every shadow in her bedroom menacing. She startled at the snap of a twig in the woods outside, but calmed soon after at the rapid thump-thump-thump of a running deer.

      Emma shifted to lie flat on her back, staring up at the ceiling. Five breaths later, she pulled her blankets up to her chin, snuggling deeper into the covers. Toasty warm, tired, safe at home, she should have been asleep in seconds, but the strange fear kept her awake. She eyed the window again, amazed at herself for not having had a nightmare about needle-covered tentacles dragging her out of bed.

      I know that can’t happen again. Those blobs aren’t real. Crazy magic.

      After a deep breath, she risked closing her eyes again.

      A minute later, she rolled on her side, facing the wall (and Kimber). Again, she found herself clinging to the younger girl, like a little child who couldn’t sleep without her doll. The soft, regular motion of her sister’s breathing calmed Emma’s thoughts. Her head got heavier. And heavier.
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      Emma startled awake, her cozy bed gone.

      She sprawled in a field of dew-damp grass under a cloudless night sky. The stiff breeze chilled her teeth to chattering, her thin nightdress may as well have not existed. Strong moonlight bathed the area in a pale glow. The leaning forms of gravestones rose out of a layer of rolling fog that covered the ground. Emma sat up and wrapped her arms around her legs, hiding her face behind her knees.

      I’m dreaming. She wanted to close her eyes in the dream, but didn’t trust her surroundings enough. It’s only a dream. I’m at home in bed.

      “Emma,” said a distant female voice. “You mustn’t go.”

      You don’t exist. I’m dreaming. Emma trembled, curling her toes into the wet ground. An uptick in the wind made her shiver.

      A scratch came from the side. Emma jumped and spun to look in that direction, but chickened out an instant later and faced forward again without seeing what made the noise. She rocked back and forth. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.

      “Emma,” said the ghostly voice.

      She lifted her face away from her knees. About twenty paces in front of her, the shimmery figure of a woman hovered inches off the ground, arms outstretched, hair and dress billowing behind her in a wind that didn’t exist.

      With a gasp, Emma jumped to her feet, backing up a few steps. “You’re not real. I’m dreaming. I’m not here anymore.”

      At another scratch, Emma whirled to the right. Four skeletons rose from the fog, dragging themselves up from their graves. Her thoughts leapt back to the dream she’d had weeks ago where she’d pictured herself as Princess Isabelle fighting an army of skeletons. Most shattered from one hit of her quarterstaff.

      She puffed her chest out and held her head high. It’s a dream. I’m not scared.

      A song of creaking bones carried away on the breeze as the skeletons pulled themselves standing. Dry fingers scraped over tombstones. Emma clenched her fists tight as the moving dead things got taller… and taller… Another two burst from the ground on her left. One grabbed for her ankle, but she jumped back. The first four walked toward her, reaching out.

      The last time she’d battled skeletons in her dreams, she’d looked them in the eye sockets. Having a chest-level view of an approaching dead army made her small size and young age quite obvious. Emma whimpered and took a few more steps backward.

      “Don’t go,” said the ghost again. Her hair flew up in a cloud around a face not much older in appearance than Mama. “Don’t go!”

      “Go where!” shouted Emma.

      The group of skeletons kept advancing. One reached for her.

      She screamed and ran. The ghost’s moans of “Don’t go” continued behind her, along with the clunks of bones whenever a skeleton ran into a grave marker. Emma forgot all about dreaming, desperate to get away from the terrifying creatures.

      Wet grass snagged her feet, threatening to trip her. She flailed her arms to keep balance while sprinting past knee-high gravestones toward the nearby forest. Seconds from reaching the tree line, she jammed her toes into a root concealed by fog, screamed in pain, and fell into a somersault.

      Whap!

      The forest disappeared in a flash of blinking lights. Her cheek stung. For a few seconds, she listened to her rapid breathing in an otherwise silent room. One hand slithered out from under the blanket to her face, touching the burning spot.

      “You’as kicked me,” whispered Kimber, lowering the hand that had evidently slapped her. “’Avin ae bad dream?”

      Emma lifted her head and came nose-to-nose with her. “Yeah. I’m sorry.” The toes on her right foot hurt, like she’d tripped over a root for real. “Did I wake you?”

      “Donnae go where?” Kimber’s eyes hadn’t opened all the way. “You’as kep’ sayin’ et.”

      I kicked hard enough to wake her up? Emma sat up and pushed the blankets away to look for bruises. “I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

      “You’as kickin’ lot like you’as runnin’” Kimber flopped down and yawned. “Donnae go where?”

      Emma couldn’t find any bruises on her sister’s leg, so she lay back and pulled the blankets up again. “I think it might be lonely, and wanted me to stay with it forever.”

      Kimber snuggled against her side. “Tha’as bad.”

      “Yeah.” Emma let out a long breath before explaining the dream. When no response followed, she turned her head to peer at Kimber, finding her eyes closed. She fell asleep.

      Trying to keep happy thoughts of home and family in her head, Emma closed her eyes.

      “Nan’s stories er scary,” whispered Kimber. “Nae wonder you’as ’avin bad dreams.”

      She grinned at herself for assuming the girl sleeping. “A story didn’t scare me this time. I saw the ghost.”

      Something poked into Emma’s shoulder from the right—not the side Kimber lay on.

      She gasped and sat up flailing.

      Tam stood beside her bed, one eye open. “I gotta pee.”

      “You…” She grabbed her chest with both hands, light-headed from fright. “Scared me to death.”

      “Sorry.” He grabbed himself. “Gotta pee.”

      Kimber moaned. “Why you’as say ’at? Now ae gotta, too.”

      “All right, all right.” I can’t sleep anyway.

      Emma climbed out of bed, took her siblings each by the hand, and walked them out back to the privy. Fearing a banderwigh, and not wanting to leave one of them alone outside, she pushed them both inside before following, all three of them in the outhouse at once. She and Kimber stood at the door, peering through the gaps on either side while Tam peed. He traded places with Kimber and helped Emma keep an eye out for baddies trying to sneak up on them. When Kimber finished, Emma took a seat while her siblings stood guard for danger.

      Once finished, Emma let her nightdress fall back down around her legs and trudged up behind Tam and Kimber. They leaned away from the sides of the door and looked up at her. She yawned hard, feeling as though she hadn’t slept since last week. Kimber teetered and leaned into her, about ready to fall asleep on her feet.

      “Stay awake a little longer.” Emma grasped her by the shoulders. “Back to bed.”

      “Aye,” mumbled Kimber.

      Emma reached up and opened the lock. Tam flung the door open.

      A huge, furry silhouette blocked off the moonlight.

      Seeing the Banderwigh again, Emma screamed her lungs empty, scrambling backward while trying to drag her siblings away from the monster. Kimber shrieked in response to Emma screaming without even looking out the door. Tam let out a brief yelp of surprise, moving defensively in front of Emma as she bumped into the bench and fell seated, nearly falling into the hole, heart pounding. She pulled back on their arms, trying to get as far away from the creature as the outhouse allowed. A whine of fear and desperation to protect her younger siblings leaked out of her nose as she kicked at nothing.

      “Emma?” asked Da.

      Panic lessened. The shaggy figure blocking the door faded from the illusion her half-awake mind created into her father… in simple cloth pants and a bear fur cloak—his hair fluffy and messy from sleeping.

      “Da…” Emma swallowed, and relaxed.

      “Are you all right?” He looked around.

      “Yes, Da.” She leaned back against the outhouse wall until her heart stopped trying to break free from her chest.

      “Bed,” mumbled Kimber, tugging on Emma’s arm to get her up. “Come on.”

      Emma dragged herself back to her feet and sheepishly exited the privy. “Sorry, Da.”

      “What are you screaming about? I heard you carrying on, and go to check, and your room is empty.”

      “Bad dream. Then Tam had to go… so we all went.” She tugged on his furry cloak. “You looked like the Banderwigh when it snuck up on me.”

      “Oh, by Belloch.” He bowed his head and sighed with relief. “I didn’t even think of that.”

      Emma offered no protest when he picked her up and perched her against his left shoulder. She barely noticed him gathering Kimber up as well, and the next thing she knew, she lay in bed with the morning sun streaming in the window and a hungry rat licking her ear. When she rolled her head to look at him, he licked her nose.

      She smiled and yawned. “Good morning to you too.”
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      Much to Emma’s delight, breakfast did not involve fish. Nan set out a large ginger-and-molasses bread that tasted more like cake, along with the usual apple slices. Da slathered butter on a hunk of the still-warm treat, which made Emma look away. Kimber attacked her portion like she hadn’t eaten in days, and even ate some apples without hesitating. Tam tried butter on it, and didn’t seem to mind.

      Da gave Emma an odd look and broke eye contact. A moment later, he lifted his head as if to say something, but looked down again.

      She kept nibbling on the wonderful cake-bread, staring at him. Something’s wrong.

      “Does anyone need more?” Nan pulled the loaf close and raised a knife.

      “Mmm!” said Kimber, holding up her plate.

      Tam nodded.

      Emma hurried to chew and swallow. “Yes, please. It’s wonderful!”

      “Faeries make et?” asked Kimber.

      “Nan did. Nan cooks better an’ faeries.” Tam pulled his plate, and new slice of the ginger-molasses bread, back in front of himself.

      “Why thank you, Tam.” Nan winked at him.

      Emma locked stares with Da. He looked down.

      Nan passed a hunk of the cake-bread to Mama, who put it on Emma’s plate.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Emma.

      Everyone looked at her.

      “Da keeps like he wants to say something but doesn’t.” Emma picked up her second piece of the wonderful baked treat.

      Mama raised an eyebrow. “Liam? You haven’t had that look on your face since the first time I suggested you meet my mother.”

      Nan chuckled.

      At delicate scratching on Emma’s left ankle, she peered down.

      The rat waved its arms, pointed at the sweet bread in her hands and gave her pleading eyes. Grinning, Emma broke off a bit as big as his head and handed it to him. He wiggled his whiskers in thanks and raced off to the bedroom.

      “Jamie has sent me a letter.” Da applied butter to his second piece of bread-cake.

      “Your sister?” asked Mama. “Oh, no… what’s happened?”

      “I do hope nothing unseemly has happened to your dear, sweet mother,” said Nan, without looking at anyone.

      “Mother…” Mama tossed a bit of apple at Nan. “Be nice.”

      Da chuckled. “No, my mother is perfectly healthy as far as I know. Jamie is to be married.”

      “Too young,” muttered Nan.

      “She’s well into her eighteenth year.” Mama bit off a hunk of apple.

      Nan clucked. “Still a baby.”

      “Mama was seventeen,” said Tam.

      Emma and Mama exchanged a knowing glance. Mama looked too innocent. Even Da seemed in on it. Emma blinked at him. He quirked an eyebrow at her, then looked at Mama who nodded.

      Da sighed. “Well, for most people, that’s about the age is expected. Perhaps a year or two younger if the families have money. However… We are going to Calebrin to attend the wedding, which is on the twenty-second of Eiramis.”

      Tam bounced in his seat. “C’we get a new wood sword when we’re there?”

      Mama dropped her apple. “Liam, that’s in two weeks.”

      “Aye,” said Da. “Which is why we are leaving tomorrow.”

      Emma chewed the molasses-ginger flavored mass around her mouth. The idea of going to the big city stole all the flavor from it, making it tasteless mush. “Do we have to?”

      “You haven’t been to Calebrin in years,” said Mama “Those people don’t want anything to do with me.”

      Nan, still gazing at her knife spreading butter over the bread, muttered, “Oh, the feeling is quite mutual.”

      I’ve never seen anyone Nan doesn’t like. Emma forced herself to take another bite. Except those thieves. How bad is Da’s mother?

      “I’as scared.” Kimber shivered in her chair. “I donnae wan’ tae go. The thieves ’er there.”

      “They have no interest in you.” Da stretched over the table to pat Kimber’s hand. “And if they know what’s good for them, they’ll stay well away from my daughter.”

      She smiled out from under a waterfall of thick, red curls.

      “I made it clear to Jamie that I would not attend without my family. She has assured me that you are all welcome.”

      “Hah,” muttered Nan.

      Da glanced back and forth between Mama and Nan, like a rooster picking the axe that would kill him for dinner.

      “I’ve no patience for their nonsense,” said Mama. “If that woman tries to poison you against me, I am taking the children and coming straight back here.”

      “You won’t do anything of the sort.” Da’s wink stopped Mama’s building anger. “Because I’ll be taking you, and the children, home.”

      Mama smiled.

      Da glanced at Emma. “Now, Em… I trust you’ll be respectful and dress properly at least while we’re in the city.”

      Emma sulked down at her bare feet. ‘Properly’ meant shoes. Probably hose as well. And awful, heavy, pinchy dresses like Ambril adored. “You could take Ambril and tell them she’s me.”

      He laughed. Even Emma couldn’t tell if she’d really meant that as more than a joke.

      “I’m not unaware of how much you detest such things, Em, but my family is from a different world. I would like my mother to at least see you once before she’s off to Varuthan. She hasn’t yet laid eyes on any of her grandchildren.”

      A tiny bit of guilt gnawed on Emma’s gut. “What about the rat? I need to stay home so I can feed him.”

      “I think Nan will tend to him.” Da glanced sideways at the old one. “I’ve a sneaking suspicion she’ll be here.”

      “The man is observant. Perhaps why they made him captain of the Watch.” Nan winked.

      If Nan gets to stay home, why can’t I? She jabbed her toes at the floor, biting her lip in thought. Kimber loved going to Ambril’s house and playing. A trip to Calebrin might be fun for her, thieves aside. Tam hadn’t stopped bouncing since the word ‘Calebrin’ left Da’s mouth. Emma looked down at her remaining hunk of bread and decided not to argue. She hadn’t even met her other grandmother yet, or anyone at all from Da’s side of the family. It’s only a few days. He won’t make me dress up in the coach.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Perched atop a box in Mr. Norrington’s tailor shop, Emma stared at herself, surrounded on three sides by full-length mirrors. The fancy shoes squeezed her feet like the hands of a troll frustrated it had failed to kill Princess Isabelle. White leggings sent phantom ‘insect tickles’ up and down her legs. Not that anyone could’ve seen either shoes or leggings—a huge dark blue dress hung well past her feet, almost hiding the wooden crate on which she stood. A reedy thin man with an enormous beaklike nose hovered beside her fussing with said dress, only an inch or so taller due to her elevated pedestal. She scratched at her chest, hating the way the fabric squeezed her and made it hard to breathe.

      “Please stand still,” muttered the tailor’s assistant.

      She put her arms straight down and glared at herself in the mirror. How can Ambril stand these gowns every day?

      In a matching space to her right, Kimber balanced atop a similar crate, wearing a white-and-pink dress complete with a huge satin bow at the back. Her little sister appeared thrilled with getting a new outfit, and adored the attentions of a middle-aged woman who had to weigh three times as much as the skinny man constantly sticking pins in Emma’s side. Unlike the silent, irritated statue trying to draw as much blood as possible from her, the assistant helping Kimber grinned and prattled on about this and that in a continuous flow of meaningless chatter.

      Emma jumped when a pin jabbed her in the back, near her left armpit. “Ow! Must you keep sticking me!”

      “If you’d stand still—”

      “I was standing still!”

      “Child, you keep flinching.”

      Emma snarled. “I’m flinching because you keep jabbing me with pins!”

      Kimber’s giggling lessened. She looked over at Emma with concern.

      When Da made eye contact via the mirror, Emma gave him her best pleading stare.

      He walked over and put a hand on her shoulder, covered in a bloom of puffy satin. “The more you fidget, the longer it takes.”

      Emma stared at him. “Why must I wear this? It’s so uncomfortable! I can’t breathe. My feet hurt, and it feels like I’ve got ants all over me.”

      Da stifled a chuckle. “It will be more comfortable after they are done with the alterations.”

      “I’as nae ’ad shoes e’er in me life ’afore.” Kimber pulled her dress up a little to show off a gleaming pair of white shoes. “I’as like ’em. Eys pretty!”

      Emma stuck out her tongue at no one in particular. “They make me feel apart from Linganthas. They’re too tight. I’m only going to outgrow them soon. You shouldn’t waste money on them.”

      “You’ll only need to put up with it for a few days.” Da squeezed her shoulder. “Please.”

      She hung her head, staring down the length of deep blue fabric. Her father hadn’t seen his family in a long time. He didn’t mean to be cruel, and throwing a fit over being made to dress ‘nice’ for a few days did seem selfish. She spoke in a tiny voice. “Yes, Da.”

      He patted her on the back. “That’s my Em.”

      A pin nipped her in the back at the waist.

      “Ow!” Emma jumped, flailing her arms in an effort not to fall off the box. “You did that on purpose!”

      Mr. Norrington hurried over and pulled the man aside.

      Emma caught something about ‘slow down and stop rushing’ from the muttering. Kimber had resumed chatting with the woman helping her, all smiles. Behind her in another mirrored nook, Mama twisted side to side to check the fit of her dress, a larger version of what the man had been trying to attach to Emma with pins. After the mumbling ended, Mr. Norrington gave Emma a brief apologetic look before returning to Mama’s side and fiddling with her sleeve.

      “Hold your arms up, please,” said the skinny man, still sounding bored.

      Emma obliged, scowling at her reflection while he tugged at her dress. At least he worked with a softer touch, pulling at the fabric before sliding pins into it, which spared her skin. I want to go home.

      “All right then.” The man undid the laces down Emma’s back and pulled the dress off up over her head, leaving her standing on her box in a thin white slip, plus leggings and shoes.

      Emma stepped down.

      “Wait, young miss… there’s three other gowns,” said the man.

      Hands clenched to fists, Emma bit back the urge to yell. In anger’s wake came the urge to cry at the frustration and discomfort, but that too, she pushed aside. This wedding meant a lot to Da, and she couldn’t ruin it. With a resigned sigh, she climbed back onto the box and rotated to face the mirrors again.
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      After changing back into the dress Nan had made, Emma escaped the tailor’s shop, running barefoot into the street. Late afternoon sun painted the sky over Widowswood forest dark orange, and sent long, pink furrows of cloud stretching north and south. Kimber missed her fancy clothes, but didn’t want to get them dirty, so she, too, had put her plain white dress back on. The girls ran home, sometimes holding hands, sometimes weaving around people.

      Nan and Mama had filled the house with the wonderful fragrance of baking ham and potatoes. Emma brushed aside a moment of guilt that they’d eat an animal she could’ve spoken with, but wolves didn’t hesitate eating rabbits.

      “You look excited.” Mama smiled. “Did you have fun?”

      “Aye!” cheered Kimber.

      Emma walked up to Mama and pulled her dress up, exposing most of her left side. “That man stuck me full of pins. I’ve got to be covered in blood.”

      “I don’t see any blood.” Mama looked her over, then tickled her ribs.

      Giggling, Emma dropped the dress and wrapped her arms around Mama.

      Da bumped the door open and walked in, burdened with cloth-wrapped packages.

      Nan raised an eyebrow. “Did you leave anything for others or did you buy Norrington out?”

      “Three dresses and a pair of shoes each.” Da looked at Emma. “I shall hope that nothing unfortunate befalls Emma’s nice clothing before we leave, or she’ll have to attend the wedding with nothing.”

      Emma folded her arms. “I’d rather.”

      Da blinked in shock.

      Nan made a noise somewhere between a chuckle and a chicken clucking. “Your mother would’ve done it, too. She was worse than Tam. Couldn’t keep a stitch of clothing on her at that age. Course, we lived way off in the forest then, away from people.”

      “Mother…” Mama stared.

      “Was a time I thought she had Aori blood in her.” Nan waved her hand about. “Always runnin’ about the woods like a nymph.”

      Mama sighed.

      “What’s Aori?” asked Emma.

      Nan used a set of tongs to pull a grill covered in potatoes out of the large hearth, her face cast in shadow from the firelight. “A clan of Astari elves who live deep in the woods. Most of them follow druidic traditions. They’re quite friendly, but not too fond of outsiders. Tend to run and hide.”

      Da cleared his throat. “Stop giving her ideas. No one in this family will be playing the part of wood nymphs in Calebrin.” He pointed at Tam, who’d already taken his seat at the dinner table. “Including you.”

      The boy laughed.

      Emma stared at the floor. Given a choice between suffering that stifling finery for several days or pulling a Tam and attending the wedding without a bit of clothing on, she didn’t know what to do. On one hand, she’d be much more comfortable, but she’d get in a lot of trouble. The idea of Mama as a girl leaping from a bath and running around outside got her fighting laughter. Emma wondered if Nan had chased her around the way Mama scrambled to catch Tam whenever he did that. They lived off in the woods then… Nan probably let her.

      Only a few days. Emma hurried to gather forks and knives for dinner. They’d be leaving first thing after morning meal tomorrow, which made her wish bedtime took forever to arrive. Going to bed meant the day had ended, and she’d have to leave home for a while. She set the table while Mama cut the ham and Nan gave everyone a potato. Da went out back to fill a ewer with water from the pump. Emma took her seat, opposite Mama, next to Kimber, on Da’s end of the table.

      I’m being selfish. For most of her life, Kimber had worn a tatter of a dress and would’ve been thrilled at merely having more than one thing to wear. Da could afford to buy them nice clothes, yet Emma turned her nose up at them. She ate in silence, keeping her head down. After dinner, Da headed for the door to discuss the upcoming week with Guard Arnir, who’d serve as temporary captain until they returned.

      Emma ran to catch him by the door. “Da?”

      He smiled down at her. “Yes?”

      She took a deep breath, held it, and let it out her nose. “Thank you for the fancy dresses.”

      “You’re welcome, Emma.” He patted her on the head and pulled her into a quick hug before crossing the porch.

      “Da?”

      He paused with one foot on a step, and peered back at her. “What is it?”

      “Do I have to wear them right away?” She flashed a cheesy smile.
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      The lack of bad dreams made the night go by too fast. Between Nan staying home and leaving Widowswood forest behind, Emma approached the day with the enthusiasm one usually reserved for funerals. Out of habit, she hurried into the dress Nan made after hopping out of bed and decided to keep it on until Da or Mama complained. Kimber put on a plain white dress but also her leggings and new shoes. Tam followed Emma’s lead and slipped into his usual cotton tunic and breeches, ignoring socks and the grey velvet shoes Da got him.

      A coach with two horses stopped out front in the midst of the morning meal. After everyone finished eating, Mama ushered the kids outside while Da helped the driver load a few trunks on a shelf at the rear. Kimber strutted like a princess, adoring every moment of getting to ride in a coach. The short metal ladder under the door made getting in somewhat easier, but she still needed a boost.

      Emma climbed in next, finding the ladder uncomfortably cold to her feet. Burgundy cloth covered the walls along with fancy gold accents and a hook for an interior lantern. Two padded bench seats faced each other. A curtained window opposite the door had been opened halfway, allowing a gentle breeze. Emma flopped beside Kimber, who’d taken the rear-facing seat. Mama lifted Tam in, skipping the metal steps entirely. He sat at her right, bouncing enough to make the entire coach wobble.

      “I’as nae been inna coach ’afore.” Kimber touched the wall, running her hand up and down the shiny fabric. “Fancy.”

      Tam shrugged. “Knights should have warhorses.”

      “You need to be a little bigger for a warhorse.” Emma poked him in the side.

      Da and the coachman grunted, heaving one of the trunks in place. The coach rocked forward with a loud slam.

      “That’s the last of it,” said Da.

      “Aye, good that,” The coachman wheezed, winded. “G’won in then, sir. Kind of ya ta help. Couple o’ buckles and we’ll be underway.”

      Da and Mama climbed in and took the other bench.

      Emma smoothed her hands down her dress. She slid her feet back and forth on the polished wood floor, hoping neither Da nor Mama noticed she ‘forgot’ to dress up.

      Brass buckles clattered for a little while at the back of the wagon while the coachman secured their trunks. He walked by the door side, pausing long enough to check it had been closed all the way, and climbed up to the driver’s bench.

      At a “Hyah!” from behind and above, the coach lurched forward.

      Soon, the thuds of horse hooves on dirt became the clicking of cobblestones. Emma shied away from the windows, not wanting to watch her home sliding away. Kimber stood with her face against the glass, smiling and waving at anyone who looked. Tam held his hands like he grasped his wooden sword. For him, going to Calebrin meant getting his weapon back.

      It didn’t take the coach long to clear the town center and head out along a road leading north. Calebrin city stood a good ways east of the village of Norlach, beside the Anthe River, near where the Sparkling Run forked away and ran to the south. The ride would take them north for a fair distance, then follow the road easterly to a great bridge.

      Da fixed Emma with a disappointed stare.

      “Two days you said?” asked Mama.

      “Aye.” Da nodded.

      Mama stretched a leg out and touched her soft, cloth shoe to Emma’s toes. Emma scooted her foot to the side. Mama stepped on her toes again. Emma grinned.

      “Well, ’tis no reason to make Em miserable until we’re around your family,” said Mama.

      Da rolled his eyes. “They shouldn’t have issue with her.”

      Mama winked. “I meant those fancy dresses and”—she feigned a look of horror—“shoes.”

      Emma grinned.

      “But if you’re expecting your family to make her miserable as well, I’m not surprised.”

      Da sighed. “I realize our mothers have not seen eye to eye on a great many things, but I will not stand idly by and allow them, blood or not, to insult my family.”

      “Are they really going to dislike us?” Emma fidgeted her hands in her lap. She hadn’t even thought about the possibility of Da’s relatives not liking her. Being away from home for days while stuck in uncomfortable things would be bad enough, but if the people treated her poorly, she’d hate it all the more.

      “I don’t expect Jamie would have sent the invitation if she expected… difficulties.” Da leaned forward to take Emma’s hand. “I am sure they will be completely charmed to meet you.”

      Emma managed a weak smile. Tam, they’d adore. At his age, everything he did wound up being cute… eventually. Some things less so in the moment, but they struck her as funny afterward. Kimber, she worried about as well. The girl looked adorable in her new clothes, but if they found out she’d come from poverty… And Emma, well… She didn’t consider herself cute. Always serious, like a smaller Mama, only one who had a habit of running off and being foolish.

      Nan had even cursed Da’s mother for saying mean things about Mama being a druid. If they found out Emma also had the favor of nature spirits, would being a little girl protect her from their opinion or would they look down at her like the dirty thing they thought Mama to be?

      “Liam, you know full well your sister has your mother in the palm of her hand. What was she, about twelve the last time we visited? I don’t imagine things have changed.”

      “Jamie is the youngest… by a good margin. Mother was quite grateful to the gods for having her.”

      Mama examined her fingernails. “I’ll bet she threatened to call the wedding off if you weren’t invited.”

      “You don’t… We shouldn’t… Jamie…” Da’s cheeks reddened. “We don’t…” He let out a long, heavy sigh. “You’re probably right.”

      Emma leaned her head back against the cushioned wall. She wanted to go home and stay with Nan, stay near her forest, but she’d at least give Da’s family a chance. As much as her grandmother disliked them, it seemed unlikely her father would bring them all if he expected problems. A sigh leaked out of Emma’s nose. I’ll tolerate it. She’d spent quite a few afternoons at Ambril’s house. Between watching the girl with her parents, and playing ‘royal court’ with the dolls, she figured she’d be able to keep Da happy.

      Just like playing pretend.
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      Mama had packed them a light lunch of bread and smoked fish, which they ate on the way. Aside from a few stops for comfort along the way, the coach traveled for all the remaining daylight to about an hour past sundown, when they came to a stop at a roadside inn. Dinner, it seemed, would be fresh, hot, and not cooked by anyone Emma knew.

      Despite living near Eoghn’s Inn her entire life, Emma had never before eaten food purchased as a finished meal. The family had shared meals with friends, and once at the Moss home. Emma figured it similar to that, only instead of kindness, celebration, or thanks, money changed hands.

      The coachman pulled up by the porch. Da pushed the door open and jumped to the ground. He turned, helped Mama out, and reached back in to grab Tam. Emma crept to the door, toes curled over the edge, hands gripping the door on either side. She looked around at a huge-loaf shaped building of dark wood. The ground floor had lots of windows made of smaller square glass panes. Three fireplaces filled the room with flickering light, though only a handful of people occupied tables. Smaller, single-pane windows lined the second story, all dark.

      Da grasped Emma under the armpits and lifted her out. He swung her around and set her on the porch, next to Tam before plucking Kimber from the coach. Mama pushed the door closed, and the coachman pulled around back, hopefully to tend to the poor horses who had been walking all day except for brief rest stops.

      Inside, the thick smell of baking meats blanketed the room along with a strong hint of wood smoke. A sleepy woman older than Da, but not quite enough to be his mother, welcomed them. Her dress had puffy white shoulders, a green velvet vest, and a light brown skirt that hung to the floor. Five green ribbons decorated the length of her braid, which swayed behind her as she walked them to a table at a midpoint between two of the hearths.

      Emma glanced around at tables, chairs, a bar, and seven other people seated at tables either drinking or eating. Three men dressed in nicer clothing, likely merchants, shared a table, too busy with their meals to talk. A boy sat at the bar, with a small charcoal-colored cloak, tall boots, and a traveler’s backpack leaning on his stool. He looked about nine or so, and crouched over a bowl of stew next to a mug of ale. Near their table, a tired man struggled to cut a piece of steak. All the way to the right, a man and woman in their twenties sat in a corner seat gazing into each other’s eyes over half-finished plates.

      Emma stared at the boy with ale while Da pulled her along by the hand to their table. She sat, not taking her gaze off him until he glanced their way at the sound of Mama and Da moving their chairs out. The ‘boy’ had a small scar on his left cheek and pointed ears. His face didn’t seem as childish as his size implied, with features part way between the Astari skald she’d met and a human.

      “Tha’as a Kirlin’,” whispered Kimber. “Donnae call ’im a boy. ’E’ll git mad.”

      Emma spun her head to face Kimber. “A Kirling?”

      She nodded.

      The woman who led them to the table rattled off a list of food. Emma asked for chicken. Tam got excited at hearing ‘shepherd’s pie’ until he learned it did not involve sweets. He settled for chicken as well. Kimber asked for ham. Mama got the stew, and Da a venison steak.

      “Stew?” Da smiled. “What would your mother say?”

      “If you have perfect all the time, you forget what perfect is.” Mama winked.

      Emma and Kimber huddled together, watching the Kirling slurp down ale from a huge mug.

      “Those two in the corner haven’t been married a whole month yet,” said Da, in a low voice.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Mama, eyebrow raised.

      He sipped from his cup of wine, and winked at her. “The way they are staring at each other.”

      Mama leaned closer to him. “You still look at me that way, and it’s been far longer than a month.”

      “I know that no other man on this world possesses such blissful fortune as to have your heart be theirs, so the man must clearly have been recently wed.”

      Mama’s cheeks pinked. She took his hand and gazed into his eyes.

      Tam made a quiet gurgling sound.

      When the Kirling slid from his stool at the bar, Emma looked away, bumping heads with Kimber. They ducked down until the small man walked by, heading for a hallway that led deeper into the building from the midpoint of the room.

      The same woman who guided them to the table, plus another much younger one, perhaps Hannah’s age, brought out their food soon after. Emma dug in to her plate of baked chicken, making silly faces at Kimber who tried to eat like a ‘proper lady.’ Tam devoured his drumstick in six bites and spent a moment more chewing on the bone. Possessed by a flicker of sudden deviousness, he peered back over his shoulder, set the bone on the edge of the table, and swatted it hard.

      End over end, the chicken bone sailed across the room. It landed with a plorp in a bowl of soup at the table where the three well-dressed merchant types sat, splashing barley and mushrooms on one man’s tunic.

      Emma and Kimber cracked up giggling. Tam ignored that he had done that, acting as though nothing happened.

      “Tam!” said Emma, trying not to laugh, “That was rude! Why did you do that!”

      He grinned.

      At the eruption of laughter, Da glanced up with a raised eyebrow, and the man with soup on his clothes stared at them. He made eye contact with Emma for a second before staring at Kimber, and seemed to grow angrier. His reddening face made the girl laugh harder.

      The man sprang from his chair and came storming across the room, pointing at Kimber. “Foul-mannered little imp! Look what you’ve done!”

      Da stood.

      Tam twisted around in his chair, and climbed up to stand on it. “She didn’t do it. I did. Don’t yell at her. Only a knave or a cur would shout at a little girl.”

      The man babbled, red in his cheeks darkening to purple. He seemed about to grab Tam by a fistful of his tunic, but instead shifted his gaze to Da. “Your son threw a bone into my soup.”

      Da looked at the boy. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. Thought it would be funny to make it fly. I wasn’t trying to hit his food.”

      “Apologies.” Da handed him a few silver coins. “It won’t happen again.”

      The man grumbled and walked back to his table. The other two merchants snickered at him, which enraged him more. One grinned in the kids’ direction.

      “It was humorous.” Mama leaned her elbow on the table, chin on her hand. “And I’m sure he won’t do that again.”

      Tam shook his head. “No, Mama.” He glanced at his plate. “Only had one drumstick.”

      Kimber offered him her drumstick bone, but before Tam could grab it or Da could scold her, she pulled it back and giggled.

      Da rubbed his forehead, muttering, “Please don’t let him do anything of the sort at the wedding.”

      Tam sat back down and put on his most innocent face.

      After dinner, Da led them into the same hallway the Kirling had gone down earlier. A stairwell at the halfway point went up to the second floor. At the end, a door opened out a fenced-in yard by a modest stable house, with a dirt trail heading into the grass where four privy buildings had been constructed well away from the inn.

      “If any of you have to go in the middle of the night, wake one of us,” said Da. “You three’ll have your own room. They’re on the small side here. I don’t want you leaving the room except to cross the hall to our door.”

      “Yes, Da,” chorused the children.

      They made use of the privy and headed upstairs to a hallway lined on both sides with small dark wooden doors, each bearing a tiny metal number. A strange sweet smell filled the air, likely from years of food cooking downstairs mixing with burning lamp oil. Da opened the room marked nine on it, and handed Emma a black iron key.

      “We’re right across from you.” He pointed at the door marked with a twelve. “Once you’re inside, put the key in the lock and secure it from the inside.”

      Emma nodded. She wondered why they hadn’t gotten one room and shared a bed like they used to… until she walked in. The simple room had a bed so small that Da would fill it by himself. Near a window too minuscule for even Tam to fit through stood a tiny table with a single chair. A wood ewer of water and a bowl sat in a patch of moonlight on the table. One brass lantern dangled from a peg on the right side wall, opposite the bed. It hadn’t been lit, nor did there appear to be any obvious way to do so.

      Mama handed Emma a bundle, which held nightdresses for her and Kimber. Hugs, kisses, and goodnights exchanged, she waited for her siblings to step into the room and locked the door as Da instructed, making the area much darker. Between the glow of the hallway lamps shining on the polished wood beneath the door, and the moon at the window, they had enough light to change and find the bed. Tam peeled off his tunic and breeches, crawling under the covers in his smallclothes.

      Emma wound up in the middle of the hard mattress, with Tam on her left nearest the edge and Kimber mushed into the wall. We can barely fit… She pictured Mama having to sleep on top of Da, or maybe he took the floor and gave her the bed. Or maybe they’d roll on their sides.

      A warped square of blue moonlight hovered on the wall past where her feet tented the blanket. Unease at being away from home plus the discomfort of the bed and the worry of Da’s family not liking her kept her from sleeping. She swished her feet side to side. Kimber attempted to chatter about the flying chicken bone and how funny it had been, but even with Emma happy to talk and giggle, the redhead faded fast and fell asleep within fifteen minutes. Jealousy at how easily the girl could pass out lasted only a little while before becoming pity. Having to live with her horrible father, the months she’d spent calling an alley outside a prison home while waiting for his release, she’d had to learn to sleep like that—or she’d never have slept.

      She slid a protective arm around Kimber, grateful all over again that she’d wound up in the family, and a little bit unsettled with herself for no longer being horrified that Mama had poisoned Old Man Drinn. The man didn’t seem to have any love for his daughter. He’d made her beg for money so he could drink. He’d risked her life by stuffing her in windows of houses he wanted to rob so she could let him in. Emma didn’t know what the law would’ve done to someone her age in that situation, but she doubted it pleasant.

      No, Mama had done the best thing possible for her.

      One minute passed into the next. Not even the soft, steady puff of Kimber’s breath on the side of her head helped her relax. Tam’s left leg and arm dangled off the bed. His mouth hung wide open, but he didn’t snore. The more Emma tried to make herself sleep, the more awake she became.

      I hate this. Going on trips should be fun. Do I hate dressing up that much or am I afraid of Da’s mama? Nan hadn’t spared any kind words for Da’s side of the family, and she’d even used a Druid’s Curse on his mama. The only other time—at least as far as she knew—Nan had used that magic gave Alan a donkey’s head for what he’d done to Emma. Though angry Nan had thrown lightning at the thieves who’d kidnapped her. Maybe the Druid’s Curse had been a less-furious way to exact a degree of revenge. She hadn’t killed Alan because of his being a boy, and she didn’t kill Da’s mother because merely saying mean things about Mama didn’t deserve that.

      Emma sighed. I should ask Nan if any of the spirits can help me sleep.

      She lay in silence for a while, eyes closed, trying not to think about anything but how happy she’d be when the wedding ended and she could go home.

      “Don’t go,” said a whispery female voice.

      Emma’s eyes snapped open. Her breath appeared before her eyes as fog, the room flooded with a sudden, strong chill.

      The walls shimmered under the glow of a whitish-grey light, glimmering in pulsing waves from the glowing apparition of a young woman by the door. Every muscle in Emma’s body locked, refusing to move. She stared at the specter, less than ten feet away from her. This close, the woman had a faint hint of familiarity in her features, like someone Emma had seen once long ago and never again. Her clothing appeared to be a nightdress of no small elaborateness, with a frilled collar and lacy sleeves. Bare feet protruded from the hem. The spirit stood on the floor rather than floated as she’d done in the forgotten graveyard near Norlach.

      “Don’t go,” said the ghost, louder.

      Emma shivered. Where? What? Her jaw wouldn’t open to let out words. Inch by inch, she squirmed deeper under the blanket, pulling it up to her eyes.

      The spirit raised one arm as if asking Emma to take her hand, but vanished a second later.

      After a long few minutes, Emma stopped staring at the spot where the ghost had been, and relaxed herself into the uncomfortable mattress. The unusual coldness in the air faded. Fear over ghosts, harpies and skeletons crashed into a desperate need to be safe in her own bed. She wanted to run to her parents and make them protect her from the ghost, make them take her home, but if so much as one toe touched the wooden floor, she expected the ghost would reappear and grab her. If she ran away, the haunt would take one or both of her younger siblings.

      Her inability to settle on one emotion boiled over into crying. Hot tears crept down the sides of her head, dribbling over her ears to the pillow.

      Trapped under the blanket by fear, she closed her eyes and wept, coughing and sniffling, attempting to be as quiet as possible so she didn’t wake her siblings.
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      Knocking startled Emma awake.

      The sun had come out, and her head had gone foggy.

      “Morning,” said Mama.

      “Mmn.” Emma moaned.

      Tam rolled away, fell off the bed, and hit the floor with a thump. He bounced upright, grabbed the key from the table, and opened the door. Mama breezed in, ruffling his hair. She set a bundle on the table and nudged Emma.

      “Time to wake, Em.”

      She begrudgingly pushed herself up to sit, squinting at the doorway. Did the ghost haunt me last night, or did I have a bad dream?

      “We’ll be arriving in Calebrin later today, so your father is asking that you dress nice to meet his family.”

      Emma grumbled and wiped her eyes. She looked up at Mama, preparing to complain, but stopped at the sight of her mother in a fancy forest-green dress with matching shoes. Mama avoided shoes almost as much as Emma, though whenever she headed into the woods with purpose, she always wore her boots. The shock of seeing her mother dressed up kept her from whining. Whether she’d really seen a ghost and cried herself to sleep or merely dreamed it, she felt ashamed of herself for acting like a baby.

      Without a word, Emma got up, pulled off her nightdress, and tolerated Mama helping her into the leggings, slip, fancy blue satin dress, and pinchy white shoes. Her mother spent a little while fussing with Emma’s hair before adding a ribbon. Emma grimaced from the shoe strap pressing in on the top of her foot.

      “Be thankful you’re only ten. No one will expect you to wear gloves.” Mama winked.

      “Ambril’s got some soft shoes… why couldn’t I have that kind?”

      “Norrington’s doesn’t sell those in your size. We’d have had to go to Calebrin to get them. I’ll talk to your father. I think he’d be shocked enough to see you in shoes at all, much less care if they’re leather or silk.”

      She grinned.

      “You look like a princess.” Mama winked and whispered, “I dislike this elaborate mess as well. I much prefer to be comfortable, but sometimes we have to sacrifice comfort for tradition.”

      Emma frowned at herself. She hated every thread touching her body at that moment, but for Da, she’d put up with it. She waited patiently while Mama tried to wake Kimber, but gave up and decided to dress the girl in the white-and-pink dress while she slept. She woke when the process had mostly finished, stood, and raised her arms like at the tailor’s shop, likely confused in her half-awake state. Mama added some ribbons to her hair, and proceeded to wrestle Tam into a small version of a man’s suit, with knee-length pants and white stockings. He didn’t seem to mind, and amused himself at all the noise his hard shoes made on the floor.

      “All right… we’ll be eating here before we continue. Try not to spill anything on your nice clothing.” Mama gestured at the door.

      Emma bowed her head at the thought of walking downstairs all dolled up. It would’ve embarrassed her less to go down there straight out of the bathtub.

      “Why are you blushing?” asked Mama.

      “I don’t want people to think I’m rich.” Emma fidgeted. “Rich people are mean.”

      Mama kissed her on the head. “No, Em. Wealth doesn’t make someone into a nasty person. They’d have had to be bad before they found wealth, but money can make an already mean person worse. All you need to do is be who you are.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma smiled. All right. I guess the dress isn’t so bad, but I hate these hard shoes.

      Da waited out in the hall, wearing a suit similar to Tam’s, only of dark blue instead of green. While he gasped at the sight of Emma in an expensive outfit, she barely recognized him without his armor or plain tunic. The broadsword hanging from his belt remained the only bit of him aside from his face she found familiar. For an instant, he seemed about to weep, but grinned broadly. Da took a knee with his arms outstretched. Emma hurried into an embrace, her dress rustling.

      “Emma, you look beautiful.” He kissed her atop the head. “Far prettier than I ever could have imagined.”

      She sighed, trying not to dwell on her discomfort or irritation, though hating the rigid shoes and itchy clothing did take her mind away from the possibility that a ghost had visited her in the night. By the time the hug ended, she smiled. Emma pulled out the sides of her dress and rendered a curtsey as Ambril had done when pretending to be royalty.

      Da reached out to ruffle her hair, but hesitated, and patted her instead. “Methinks you mock me, princess.” He winked.

      Emma stuck out her tongue.

      Tam emerged from the room, clomping.

      “And here’s our little knight. Quite dapper.”

      “Indeed,” said Mama, behind him.

      Tam puffed up his chest.

      Kimber glided into the hall, grinning from ear to ear at her frilly outfit. Emma couldn’t help but smile. No one looking at her would ever suspect she’d been a street urchin. “Morning, Da.”

      “You are adorable.” After giving Kimber a hug, he stood and offered his arms. “Might I have the pleasure of you fine ladies accompanying me to breakfast?”

      Mama patted Emma on the back with a smile she took as a ‘thank you for making Da happy.’

      Kimber reached up and put her hand on his arm, still beaming. Emma took his other arm, and they proceeded down the stairs to the dining hall.

      After a pleasant breakfast of raisin bread, sweet muffins, and fruit—nothing more dangerous to clothing than crumbs—they returned to the coach. Emma again sat in the middle of the rear-facing seat with Kimber on her left and Tam at her right.

      Within an hour of sitting in the swaying, bouncy carriage, Emma wanted to take her shoes off, and possibly the dress as well. Despite it being Eiramis, the last month of autumn, the air had become stuffy. She stared at herself, hoping Linganthas’ apparently permanent gift of the Druid’s Step wouldn’t go away if she spent too much time in a big city or wearing shoes and not touching the ground. Tam chattered with Da about his a new wooden sword. Assurance that he would definitely have one satisfied him to a point, but he became frustrated at not being told exactly when they’d buy it. Kimber talked to herself, pretending to have faeries with her on the way to some fancy social event.

      Each passing moment shifted Emma’s thoughts more toward the spirit. She couldn’t figure out if she’d dreamed it last night, or if she had cried herself to sleep for real. With Mama hurrying them out of bed to get ready, she hadn’t been able to mention it then. Mama would’ve been able to feel it in the room.

      “Em?” asked Mama. “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Da shifted, a hint of disappointment in his eye.

      “A ghost appeared in our room last night. The same one I saw in Norlach. She reached for me and kept saying ‘don’t go.’”

      Da bowed his head. “It seems she’s getting creative in trying not to attend the wedding.”

      Don’t go… to the wedding? Emma blinked. Did the ghost mean ‘Don’t go to Calebrin?’

      “You know, we could have left them with my mother,” said Mama.

      He let out a sad sigh. “My mother deserves to see her grandchildren at least once, and Jamie is keen on meeting them as well.”

      Mama put on a coy smile. “Your mother is welcome to visit us whenever she chooses, unless our home isn’t fancy enough.”

      Da frowned.

      “Ae ghost?” said Kimber, a bit past a whisper. “Inna room wif us?”

      Tam stared at her.

      “I… think so.” Emma swung her feet back and forth. “It didn’t wake you up. Maybe I dreamed it. I don’t know why a ghost from Norlach would follow me.”

      “The village is on the river,” said Mama. “Some people believe that water is a natural pathway for spirits.”

      Da leaned forward, put a finger under Emma’s chin, and lifted her head so she looked him in the eye. He put on a reassuring smile and winked. “My mother may have said a few things that upset Nan, but you are still her granddaughter and she is going to adore you.” He glanced at Kimber and Tam. “All three of you.”

      “I think I’ve seen her before… the ghost.” Emma picked at her fingernails. “I don’t know where, but she seemed familiar.”

      “Em…” Da squeezed her shoulder. “I think you’re scared because this is a big trip for you, and you had a bad dream. It’s only your fear talking to you.”

      She looked up, urgency in her voice. “But, Da… I saw it in Norlach before you ever told me about the wedding, and she said ‘don’t go’ then as well.”

      “It did,” said Tam. “I saw it. Em said it wanted us ta stay wif it.”

      He pursed his lips in thought, tapping a finger on Emma’s shoulder. “The spirit may well have been attempting to trick you in that little graveyard. But last night, you had a bad dream and perhaps you wanted ‘don’t go’ to mean this trip.”

      Emma nodded, deciding not to argue. She still didn’t know for sure if the spirit had been in the wayside inn room with them. It hadn’t appeared as scary there as it did in the graveyard, more imploring than hungry for children’s souls. Eyes closed, Emma tried to picture the little cemetery outside Norlach without the sense of being lost in the woods. If she hadn’t been lost, and there hadn’t been moving skeletons, would the spirit still have been as frightening?

      If she wanted to warn me, why did she make the skeletons get up? Emma shivered at the thought of being close to moving bones. Wait… there was only one skeleton for real. Lots of skeletons happened in my dream. Princess Isabelle had jumped on one, breaking it apart with her bare hands. That story took on a whole new light now that she’d seen one for real. Isabelle is braver than most of the Watch. She smiled. Da wouldn’t be afraid of skeletons.

      “You’re right, Da. If the ghost wanted to help, it wouldn’t have made the skeleton come after me.”

      “Skeleton?”

      Emma explained.

      Anger welled up in Mama’s eyes, but didn’t feel directed at Emma. “It is possible the spirit and the other fiend only happened upon each other by chance. The ghost might not have sent it. A place like that, a graveyard, would’ve given the spirit strength. That skeleton may well have been there already. Perhaps she did come looking for you.”

      “You believe that some unknown spirit decided to come out of nowhere and give Emma a message?” Da raised an eyebrow at Mama. “Why?”

      Mama stared at Emma for a long, silent moment. “It could have been a trick. It might even be a warning… but something that vague, there’s no way to tell. Don’t go what? Home? Back to Norlach? To Calebrin? Into Widowswood two years from now?”

      “Well then.” Da chuckled. “I suppose it’s rather inconsiderate of the spirit to provide such little information.”

      Mama smiled at him, but seemed on edge.

      For the next few hours, Emma couldn’t get comfortable. The coach bounced and swayed on the road, sometimes bumping her into Kimber or Tam, once almost tossing all three children to the floor. Tam adored the ride, and kept yelling to the coachman to go faster so it bounced more. Much to Emma’s relief, the man didn’t listen to the boy. As the day passed into afternoon and early evening, it grew more and more difficult to fight the urge to beg Da to allow her to put her favorite dress back on.

      “In sight of Calebrin, sir,” said the coachman.

      Tam and Kimber jumped to their feet and stuck their heads against the glass windows on opposite sides. Emma sulked at her lap. Mama looked over with an expression of sympathy, like she didn’t much care for this trip either.

      “Wow,” said Tam. “It’s bigger than a dragon.”

      “Aye.” Kimber backed away from the window and curled up on the seat, turning to hide her face from anyone who might peer in.

      Emma put an arm around her.

      “Those Shadows’ Eyes won’t bother with you,” said Da. “First of all, they wouldn’t even recognize you dressed properly. Second”—he patted his sword—“any man who lays a hand on you will lose it. And third, they’ve got no coin to gain from you, so they have no reason to try.”

      Kimber looked up, almost smiling.

      The coach followed a turn in the road, putting the waning sun on the left side and filling the interior with near-blinding glare. Hooves clopped upon the surface of a great stone bridge across the Anthe River, a few miles west of Calebrin City. To the right, a vast expanse of white and brown buildings nestled within a stone wall in the general shape of an oval. The entirety of Widowswood Village would fit inside it many times over.

      Emma fidgeted at the sight. “Mama, do the spirits even hear us in a place like that?”

      “Of course they do.” Mama sounded calm, confident, and soothing. “It is sometimes more difficult for them if we are inside, far away from nature, but they always listen.”

      She closed her eyes and concentrated on apologies to Linganthas for going away from Widowswood forest. I’m only ten, and I have to do what my parents say. I don’t want to go. Please forgive me.

      Soon after the sharp clicks of horseshoes on stone changed to soft thumps of dirt, the coach veered to the right, on the last stretch of road leading to the gates. Tam kept his face to the window, his gaze going up… and up… and up.

      “Wow,” whispered Tam.

      Minutes later, they slowed to a stop in the shadow of an enormous wall, easily three times as tall as her home. Men in gleaming chain mail armor, some with dark burgundy tabards, walked back and forth on top. All wore swords on their belts and carried crossbows.

      “Pleasant evening to ya,” said the coachman.

      A thirtyish man, also in pristine chain mail armor, poked his head up to the window, looking at everyone inside. At the sight of the family, he relaxed, smiled at Da, and gestured at other men who pulled the gate open.

      “Pardon the stop, Mr. Dalen. There’s been some strange goings-on around the city at night. I’d keep the wife and little’uns inside when the sun goes down.”

      “What sort of goings on?” asked Da.

      The soldier shifted about with a pained expression. He leaned in and lowered his voice. “People’ve seen things skulking about. Shadowy things. Had a tavern wench from the Brass Pot say she caught sight of a thing wit’ glowin’ eyes.”

      “Indeed.” Da smirked. “Has this woman maintained her story once the wine wore off?”

      “Hard ta say.” The man shrugged. “We couldn’t find her again to ask. Poor girl’s vanished entirely.”

      Da raised an eyebrow. Emma shivered. Tam stared at the man’s armor with adoration.

      “Right, well. I’ll keep an eye on them.” Da shook hands with him.

      The soldier took a step back, closed the door, and waved. A series of loud clicks came from the driver, and the coach rolled forward yet again, horse hooves clomping on cobbles. A strange crushing presence closed in on Emma as they passed under the gate and into a short tunnel with stone walls. She stared at her hands, feeling an almost physical sense of being removed from nature when surrounded by such a massive place where humans had imposed themselves over the world instead of blending with it.

      Da leaned back in his seat, resting his chin on his hand while gazing out at the city he’d grown up in. The flatness of his eyebrows gave away his mind worked hard on some thought.

      Close-packed buildings lined both sides of the street, many made of stone, others wood, almost all at least two-stories high. This close to the gate, all appeared to be shops of one kind or another, where the owner lived upstairs. Her expectation of Calebrin proved close to correct: it did feel like the center of Widowswood Town stretched huge.

      The scent of perfume came and went, as did manure, wood smoke, roasting meats, and the occasional moment of nothing. Their progress slowed to a walking pace as the driver navigated streets flooded with people ranging from rag-clad beggars to wealthy-looking merchants, as well as a traveler or two in armor.

      She shrank away from the tall buildings and crowds, feeling like a mouse that had gone through the wrong door and wound up in a room full of cats. Kimber continued leaning against her, no longer trying to conceal her face. Tam stood by the window on his side, ogling everything with wide-eyed wonder.

      Trickling water on the left came from a large fountain in the middle of a round courtyard. A handful of skalds played instruments, seated far enough away from each other so their music didn’t interfere. Each had a small crowd of spectators, and a hat receiving coins. Merchant carts stood here and there, though she couldn’t tell what they sold from her brief glimpse before the coach carried them out the other side.

      Emma looked up from her lap to Mama, who didn’t seem at all bothered by the place. She had an expression somewhere between boredom and the sort of look one puts on when about to perform a task forced upon them. If being in such a large city, with rock-paved streets between her and earth, didn’t affect her magic that much or at all, what, then, had she felt?

      I’m being childish. She straightened in her seat. A giant city and uncomfortable clothes didn’t make her less of a druid. Mama’s not scared.

      “What manner of dark deeds do you expect are going on?” asked Mama.

      Da shifted his weight, lowering his hand from his chin. “Likely the usual. Thieves, cutpurses, barristers, courtiers groveling to the Earl in hopes of favor.”

      “Liam.” Mama chuckled. “Honestly? Barristers crawling the shadows?”

      “I trust thieves more than barristers.” Da smiled at Mama. “At least the thieves don’t try to pretend they’re anything but.”

      “Is ae bar’ster gonnae bite us?” asked Kimber.

      Emma grinned, not quite calm enough to laugh.

      “No, dear.” Da chuckled. “They stand in front of magistrates and make arguments. They’re men, not creatures… though I’ve seen a few that might run from priests.”

      The coach took a left turn onto a street wide enough to be split by a line of decorative trees. Leaves of brown, gold, and rust swirled around the cobblestones, gathering against the walls of large houses.

      “Ahh,” said Da. “Almost there.”

      Emma leaned closer to Kimber to peer out the window. Houses grew bigger and bigger the farther down the street they drove. They soon rode past large walled-in front yards, spaces of green grass surrounding mansions. The coach lurched to the side, swinging around a small circle at the end of the street before passing a wrought-iron gate. A cobblestoned path wound among thick oak trees, ascending a mild hill to a four-story manor house with a great deal of open land around it.

      “This is Da’s house?” Emma blinked. The place made Ambril’s fancy home look tiny.

      “Well, it belongs to my mother, but yes… this is where I spent my childhood.”

      Kimber, mouth wide open, stared at Emma. “You’as rich…”

      “No. I’m not. I didn’t know.” She looked at the house in shock. Is that why Ambril’s parents let me be her friend? Do they know?

      “I wouldn’t call us wealthy. We are comfortable.” Mama smiled. “Your father could have been rich.”

      “But I chose your mother.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Come, children. It’s time to meet your grandmother.”
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      Emma climbed out of the coach, irritated and sore at sitting all day in a small box. She longed to escape the heavy dress, the clingy leggings, and free her toes from the cramped shoes. At least a brisk, cool wind kept a steady flow along the little courtyard by the front of the house. In the height of summer, this atrocious outfit would have been intolerable.

      Three steps of dark polished rosewood led up to the biggest porch Emma had ever seen. White columns at the front edge supported a roof over an area decorated with chairs and small tables. A bench-swing hung at the far left end. She looked from one side to the other, thinking it would take her an entire day to sweep a porch of that size.

      Light oozed from curtained windows on either side of a pair of white double doors with gold knobs. A sour-faced older man in a black suit opened one and stepped out. He regarded Da with a look of mild disdain, ignored Mama, and gave the children the sort of sneer one often reserved for finding rats in the kitchen.

      Emma narrowed her eyes, deciding already not to like him.

      He snapped his fingers and folded his hands behind his back. Three younger men in similar attire, though white pants, hurried out the door and gathered the trunks, one each, and carried them inside.

      “I can…” Da took a step after them as if intending to help, but the butler stepped in his path.

      “Liam,” said the butler. “Your mother is waiting in the study. Leave the work to the staff.”

      Kimber sidled up to Emma’s side, whispering, “I’as donnae like him.”

      “Nor I.”

      “Yeah,” whispered Tam on her other side. “He looks mean.”

      “This way,” said the butler.

      He turned on his heel with a sharp twist, and marched inside.

      Da took Mama’s hand and walked after him. Emma held hands with her siblings, and followed. A teen girl in a simple grey dress startled them by pushing the door closed behind them. Emma whirled with a gasp. The girl offered a pleasant smile before walking off through an archway into a room with a massive table surrounded by at least thirty chairs and a crystal chandelier that scattered glimmers of light across the walls in the great dining hall.

      Emma stared at the dancing lights as long as they remained in sight while continuing to walk. They headed down a long hallway with dark red carpeting woven with a decorative pattern of swirls in pale cream color. The butler grasped the knobs of a smaller set of double doors, entering the room while pushing them open to the sides.

      “Mrs. Dalen, your son has arrived,” called the butler.

      “Her son and his family,” said Da, an annoyed tone in his voice.

      Emma walked into a rectangular room decorated mostly in blue, with thick tapestries flanking three floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over a field of grass and trees behind the house, as well as a stone-walled area, likely a garden. Tall-backed chairs lined the walls, leaving most of the middle wide open. A cold hearth sat opposite the entrance on the far end, and another smaller door on the right wall remained closed.

      A woman with silvery-grey hair pulled back in a bun perched in a large chair near the fireplace. Her shimmery dress, darker blue than Emma’s, covered everything but her face and hands. She wore a sapphire the size of an olive on a necklace of silver chain that caught the weakening sunlight and seemed to glow. Wrinkles worsened her stern expression and made Emma’s stomach tighten with worry.

      Her expression of impatience or annoyance broke to a warm smile at the sight of Da.

      At her right stood a man in his later twenties with short, chestnut brown hair. His suit, dark burgundy—almost black—had a frilled collar so tight his head appeared ready to pop clean off. Emma edged away from him, not liking the way he looked at any of them. He regarded Da with an air of amused superiority despite being younger.

      A tiny feeling deep in her chest spun in circles. She couldn’t decide between wanting to thump him or run away. Mama also gave him a chilly stare.

      To Grandmother’s left, a dainty young woman sat on a smaller chair, hands demurely folded on her knees. Her dress, a touch less confining than the old woman’s, had an eggshell coloration, with silver accents here and there. It bared her shoulders, which hid under a cascade of raven-black hair that reached her waist. Dark green eyes glimmered with happiness as she took in the approaching family. Only she made eye contact with the children, offering Emma, Tam, and Kimber a genuine smile and wave each.

      “Mother…” said Da. “You’ve met my wife already, so I won’t belabor that any more than need be. Beth, this is my younger brother, Brant, and my sister Jamie.”

      Brant barely looked at Mama and made an odd sort of hand motion, likely a half-hearted wave of greeting.

      Jamie leaned forward, smiling. “Oh, Liam, I now see why you’ve chosen to live so far away. She is beautiful.”

      Grandmother’s lip twitched. She refused to look at Mama.

      “Thank you, Jamie.” Mama bowed her head toward the young woman.

      Emma glanced back and forth between them. Da said his sister’s eighteen. She looks almost the same age as Mama, but she’s past seventy… is that why the old lady doesn’t like her?

      “I’d like you to meet your grandchildren. This is my eldest, Emma. She’s ten.”

      When Da twisted back and extended an arm, Emma stepped forward. She stopped two paces from Grandmother’s chair, and curtseyed. “Mafindwel.”

      The younger man scoffed.

      Emma looked up at him, tilting her head.

      Grandmother regarded her with curiosity, but little warmth. “Greetings child.”

      “Emma, what a pretty name!” Jamie beamed at her. “She’s adorable. Looks so like her mother.”

      Brant frowned. “Indeed.”

      “Liam, humor me?” asked Jamie. “On what day was she born?”

      Da tapped his finger on his thumb for a second of thought. “The twelfth, Cariamis, Rhiansday.”

      Jamie clapped lightly and her smile grew. “I knew it! Rhiannon’s day. ’Tis a good omen. I bet she’s a nurturer.”

      Mama smiled. “She is. Quite.”

      “Must you plague them with that star-seer nonsense,” muttered Brant.

      Emma kept staring at the carpet so she didn’t say something impolite.

      “This is my son, Tam,” said Da. “He’s six. Born on the twenty-eighth, Léasmis, Satyr’s day.”

      The boy marched up to stand beside Emma. He ignored Brant and gave the old one a quizzical stare before grinning at Jamie.

      Grandmother smiled at him. “Well, isn’t he precious. Looks almost like you at that age.”

      “A summer baby,” said Jamie. “He has too much energy, and a heart like a lion.”

      Tam puffed his chest up.

      “Come, let this old woman have a look at you.” Grandmother reached out.

      Tam tolerated a moment of patting and poking before blurting. “Why didn’t you ask Emma closer?”

      “It’s all right, Tam. I rather resemble Mama, and they don’t like each other.”

      Mama put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.

      “This is my younger daughter, Kimber. She’s eight.”

      The redhead bounced up to stand on Emma’s left. She aimed an oversized smile at all three of Da’s family.

      Jamie appeared ready to melt. “She’s so cute.”

      “Who’s the mother, Liam?” asked Brant, a wicked smile curling half his mouth.

      Da glared at him.

      “Hit a nerve did I?” Brant tsked.

      Grandmother beckoned Kimber closer. She put a finger under the girl’s chin, lifted her head about as if appraising a horse for sale, and brushed a hand over her hair a few times. “This is your child, Liam?”

      “Yes,” said Da.

      Kimber grinned up at him.

      “Not by birth,” said Grandmother.

      “She is!” said Tam. “Em did the magic an’ made her family. She’s my sister.”

      Emma fidgeted, hoping she didn’t have to wind up explaining how she’d used the glowing light specks of the Wildkin Whisper to make Kimber feel better.

      Brant found this amusing, and covered his mouth to stop from laughing.

      “Well, you look healthy. That woman’s corruption hasn’t taken full hold of you yet,” said Grandmother.

      “It’s not too late to return home, brother.” Brant smiled.

      Mama scowled. “For someone who places a high degree of importance on manners, you, my good lady, appear to lack them.”

      “Oh, my.” Brant put a hand to his chest, staring at Mama.

      “Please stop,” said Jamie. “You’re wrong about her, Mother. I must insist that for the duration of the wedding you at least pretend to be civil. She is Liam’s wife, which makes her part of the family”—Brant glared—“and I’ll not let your pettiness ruin my special day.”

      Grandmother glanced sideways at her before sighing and shifting her eyes to focus on Mama. “Very well, but I expect civility in return.”

      Mama took a breath. Emma braced for the explosion, but her mother held back.

      Jamie bounced to her feet. The sudden motion caused her dress to bob up revealing soft pastel-blue cloth shoes. She scurried over to the children. “Why don’t you three come with me, and I’ll show you around the house?”

      “That’s what servants are for, Jamie,” said Brant.

      Ignoring him, Jamie grinned at Emma, offering her hand.

      She hesitated, but when neither Mama nor Da objected, she smiled back and took the teen’s hand. Jamie grasped Kimber’s hand while Emma snagged Tam, tugging him along while looking back over her shoulder. The way the adults stood in tense silence made her understand why Nan hadn’t come with them.

      Someone would’ve been struck by lightning already.

      Jamie glided along with a stride almost skipping, opened the door at the side of the room, and led the children into a hallway where she pointed out a few other sitting rooms and a gallery. They wandered from there to a larger corridor that led back to the front doors, and from there to the huge dining hall Emma had seen before. Kimber gazed around in awe at the specks of light the chandelier cast upon the walls and ceiling. She seemed afraid to touch anything, and clung to Emma with both hands. The hut she’d lived in with Old Man Drinn could’ve fit in the dining hall three times.

      Tam patted and poked everything he came near, which Jamie didn’t seem to mind. She rambled about the parties that her mother used to have, inviting all her friends over, and how dreadfully boring such events had been for her when she’d been their age. Emma smiled. They went out the other side of the dining hall to a huge sitting room.

      “And after every great feast, they’d all wind up in here, holding their bellies and moaning,” said Jamie.

      Emma frowned at all the fancy chairs, lounges, and little pedestals people used to rest their feet. Jamie led them out the other side past a sliding set of double doors, crossed a hallway, and entered a ballroom. Emma froze after taking a single step from the click of her shoe striking the polished wooden floor seeming louder than a dropped brick. Kimber stopped to stare at her reflection on the floor.

      “Hi!” yelled Tam. His voice echoed, causing him to shout random things and laugh at the sounds.

      A great number of thin, high-backed armless chairs lined both sides of the room, along with long tables covered in white cloths. More tall windows looked out over the garden and field behind the house, though it had become nearly dark.

      “This is a ballroom, where sometimes people dance, but it’s not been used in some time. We’ll be spending much of the afternoon and evening of the wedding day in here. I hope you enjoy it.” Jamie paused, crouching down to eye level with Emma. “Don’t let my mother make you sad. She’s usually pleasant, but with Liam so far away and my father’s death, she’s become grumpy.”

      “It’s not my fault he married Mama, but she’s angry with me too,” said Emma.

      “Why is your brother a butt?” asked Tam.

      Jamie laughed. “Oh, Brant fancies himself all important now since he’s considered the eldest son of the house ever since Liam moved out. He thinks he’s taken more station despite being the younger brother, but mother has not disowned Liam.”

      “What’s disowned?” asked Emma.

      “Oh…” Jamie sighed, staring up at the ceiling. “Sometimes parents who have a lot of money will try to make their adult children do what they want them to do by cutting them off from that money. Disowning is like kicking them out of the house and telling them they’re not part of the family anymore.”

      “That’s awful.” Emma fidgeted.

      “Well…” Jamie bounced back to her feet. “Don’t pay any attention to Brant. He shouldn’t bother you. He’s not terribly fond of children anyway… or anyone else for that matter.” She looked off to the side, sad.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Emma.

      “Oh… Brant wasn’t always so preoccupied with status. He changed as he grew older. I miss the person he used to be.”

      “Sorry.” Emma squeezed her hand, thinking back to what Mama said about money not making people mean, only making already-mean people worse.

      “Come on then,” said Jamie, smiling.

      She led them out of the ballroom to a library, two galleries full of paintings, small statues, and a suit of old plate armor. After pointing out the hallway to the kitchens and servants’ bedrooms, she brought them past it onto a back porch enclosed with panes of glass set in a metal frame, like a greenhouse. Ivy crept up the walls of the manor behind them, and a few determined runners tried to extend out along the glass ceiling. White splats decorated most of the panes above them, presents from local birds. At the center, a bronze fountain, corroded to green in more places than not, depicted an ugly fish perched upon a wave. It spat water into the basin, where a number of tiny real fish glided about.

      Emma drew in a deep breath, savoring the smell of plants.

      “I like to come out here when it rains,” said Jamie, “and stare up into the sky.”

      Emma leaned over the crusty edge of the fountain to watch the fish, holding her hair back so it didn’t drape into the water. “I like going out in the rain if it’s not too cold. Sometimes we even go swimming when it rains. I love the way it makes the air smell.”

      Jamie smiled. “Oh, that sounds lovely.”

      “The water’s never too cold for Tam.” Emma poked him in the side. “He’d swim in the middle of winter if Mama’d allow it.”

      The boy nodded.

      After a little while of wandering among the greenery, they headed back inside, down a long corridor, which connected back to the dining hall. Jamie brought them to a larger hallway, directly away from the front door, which connected to a massive foyer open all the way to the fourth-story roof. A great staircase started on the left, rising in a gentle curve to the second floor. Matching curved stairwells seemed to float in the open space, connecting the second floor to the third, and the third to the fourth.

      In the middle of the foyer, a giant chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting off enough light to fill the space.

      Emma grew dizzy looking up at it all.

      “I’as nae wan’ tae ’ave tae light alla ’em candles.” Kimber whistled.

      “Or replace them,” said Emma.

      Jamie grinned. “Oh, tis not as hard as you may think.” She walked over to the wall at the back of the foyer, opposite where they entered from, and pulled open a tiny door to reveal a spindle of chain with a series of long handles sticking out of each end like spokes. “It can be lowered by two strong men. Servants attend to the candles when it’s down near the floor, then they raise it to the top again.”

      Emma nodded before gazing back up at the chandelier. Knowing it could come down made her afraid to stand anywhere near underneath it.

      “You’ll be sleeping on the second floor. Come, I’ll show you the bedrooms.”

      Jamie pulled her dress up to her shins and ascended the sweeping staircase.

      Emma followed, gliding her hand along a polished banister thicker than Da’s arm while gazing around at the walls and ceiling. A straight stairway would’ve been shorter, but steep. By the time she reached the second floor landing, and its grey carpet, she wanted to sit down and rest from all the walking.

      A white-walled corridor went in three directions from where the stairs met the top. Jamie pointed to the right. “The guest bedrooms are that way, but I’d like to show you more first.”

      She led them to the left, stopping first at a room decorated in dark wooden colors. A few mounted animal heads hung from the walls. Emma didn’t look at them, managing to hold back her annoyance that people could be so cruel. Tam started asking about who killed them all, but Jamie didn’t seem too interested in talking about her father. In a remarkable turn of events, the boy appeared to notice her discomfort and stopped pushing for answers.

      A few doors away from the trophy room, they went into a music room containing a harpsichord, two standing harps, and a few mandolins in racks along with a flute or six. Jamie walked over and sat by the harpsichord. She played a few notes, which soon built into a complex piece of music.

      “When I was a little girl, I used to hate being made to learn how to play… but as I got older, I didn’t mind as much.”

      Emma sat on a nearby chair, listening. The notes filled the room with a bright, cheery melody that didn’t at all fit Grandmother’s presence, or even the general mood of the house. Kimber danced around in circles. Tam sat beside Emma, fidgeting but content not to cause trouble. When the harpsichord stopped, Kimber wandered over to one of the harps and plucked at random strings.

      Eventually, Jamie collected the children and brought them down the hall past another few sitting rooms, another library, and a room filled with various little statues and trinkets. She explained the ‘baubles room’ held all of the little things her mother acquired but didn’t consider worth enough money to put somewhere safe. Grandmother liked these things because she could show them off, and didn’t have to keep them locked in a vault.

      From there, they entered yet another sitting room, decorated in soft blue with white wainscoting.

      Emma scratched at her stomach, wondering how much longer she’d have to wait before food. “Is dinner soon?”

      “Shouldn’t be much longer.” Jamie looked at the window, noting the darkness. “Seems a bit later than usual. Perhaps we should head to the dining hall.”

      Tam glanced at Emma and whispered, “I didn’t hear any lightning yet.”

      Emma stifled a giggle.

      Kimber’s eyes flared as if to say ‘yeah, Mama’s goin tae zap someone!’

      “Come on. We have a few days. You don’t need to see all the house and grounds right now.” Jamie smiled, and glided toward the door.

      Emma started after her, but hesitated when she caught sight of a life-sized painting over the fireplace, depicting a woman only a little older-looking than Mama standing before a stone wall covered in blue-green ivy. She wore a strange formal dress with puffy shoulders, a narrow waist, and a bell-like shape from the hips down. Aside from having the color of a living person, Emma had no doubt she stared at the ghost. She skidded to a stop.

      “Jamie?”

      “Yes, Emma?” Da’s little sister spun fast, making her hair float about.

      “Who is that?” Emma pointed at the painting.

      Tam looked at it, tilted his head, and shrugged. He started to turn away, but did a double take, and stared. “That’s…”

      “Oh… that’s my great grandmother Celia,” said Jamie. “My grandmother’s mother. I don’t know much about her, except that she fell ill during the winter and died quite young. Not yet twenty-five if I remember correctly. My grandmother was five or six at the time.”

      Emma couldn’t stop staring at the painting’s eyes. Even there, as an image put on canvas by a brush, the woman’s gaze had a haunting, sad quality that set the hairs on the back of Emma’s neck on end. The room around her faded from her thoughts. Only the painting existed.

      Don’t go whispered in the back of her mind, spoken in the ghost’s voice. Don’t go.

      “Emma?” asked Jamie. “Come on, hon. It’s time to eat.”

      She startled and looked to the left. Da’s sister stood in the hallway with Kimber and Tam. They’d somehow gone from right beside her to the hall almost twenty feet away in an instant. Emma twisted to stare at the painting again, unable to shake the sense that the woman watched her, and afraid to turn her back on the room.

      “Coming…” After a few steps backward, Emma whirled around and sprinted out of the room before anything could grab her from behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE WEEPING GHOST

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner turned out to be more uncomfortable than Emma’s shoes.

      From the moment Jamie brought the children into a smaller dining room on the ground floor, one used by the family when no guests visited, a tense silence gripped the air. Grandmother sat at the head of the table facing the door in, with Brant on her left and Da standing by a chair at her right. She insisted he sit next to her, while Mama had been relegated to the opposite end of the table near places set for Emma and Kimber.

      A chair to Brant’s left waited for Jamie, and Grandmother wished Tam to sit at his father’s side. Content to be twelve seats away from the nasty old woman, Emma sat at the last place on the left. The heavy chair of black wood and thick raspberry-colored cushions didn’t move when she tugged at it, so she slithered into place without pulling it out.

      Grandmother glared at her for some unknown breach of etiquette.

      “What did you expect?” whispered Brant.

      Da muttered something to his mother Emma didn’t quite catch before marching around the table to sit by Mama’s side. This turned Grandmother’s face almost the same shade as the cushions. Tam plopped down beside Da, and Kimber sat to Emma’s left. Jamie swooped in and sat in the chair their mother intended for Da, trying to keep the tone light.

      No one spoke or made a sound for some time until a few women in grey dresses and two men in black uniforms brought in small bowls of soup. As soon as the bowl landed in front of Emma, she picked up a spoon and took a mouthful.

      Grandmother cleared her throat. “In this house, we wait until we have properly thanked Karranas for this feast.” She gave Da a scolding stare. “I see you’ve been lax in raising your children, Liam.”

      Emma stared at the spoon hovering over the—probably tomato—soup. “The gods didn’t give us this soup, your kitchen workers did.” She ate another spoonful.

      Kimber covered her mouth with both hands to hold back a laugh.

      Mama’s eyes bulged. She attempted to look angry, but couldn’t hide wanting to laugh.

      Grandmother gasped.

      “Besides.” Emma swished the spoon around the bowl. “If you’re going to thank one of the gods, it should be Baragen. He’s the one they call ‘Harvest Lord,’ is he not? I haven’t a clue what Karranas governs, but it’s not turnips… or tomatoes.”

      Da leaned forward. “Em, please be polite.”

      Brant gasped at Da as though Emma had lit the curtains on fire.

      “Kar’nas is ae god o’ laws,” whispered Kimber. “Me bad ol’ man dinnae like him a’tall.”

      “It’s all right, Mother,” said Jamie. “They’ve their own pantheon they pay respect to. The gods will not hold their beliefs against you.”

      Grandmother harrumphed but said little else. Emma continued eating her soup while Brant muttered some oath thanking Karranas for keeping them safe and secure, and allowing them this bounty. Once he finished, everyone else started on their soup. The room hung in deadly silence save for the clinking of spoons on bowls.

      At least until Tam slurped the last of his soup.

      Grandmother thought this cute, though Brant sneered.

      Emma scowled at her empty bowl. I’m not jealous. She obviously likes him more. I can’t be jealous if I don’t care what she thinks.

      Servants returned and replaced the bowls with plates of salad. After that, baked turkey and mashed potatoes with boiled spinach. Tam made a face at the spinach, and didn’t touch it more than the first tentative taste. Emma ate without looking up, ignoring Brant’s continuous mutterings to Grandmother about her poor posture, lack of table manners, lack of respect, and so forth.

      Mama glared at him every so often, finally whispering to Da, “Are you certain you’re related to him?”

      He coughed on his wine, sputtered, and dabbed his lip with a napkin.

      “I say Liam, have you bothered teaching your little ones how to use silverware? Or do you even have such things out in Wanderwood or wherever it is you’re living now?” Brant’s smile made Emma want to thump him.

      Jamie gasped. “They’re doing fine, Brant. By Karranas’ gavel, they’re little yet. And well behaved. They have been quiet, none have run circles around the table, nor has any food gone flying to where it isn’t supposed to be.”

      Da chuckled. Grandmother glared at Jamie with a ‘stop it’ face. Brant’s cheeks reddened.

      Emma looked at Da, shifted her eyes to Brant, and back to her father. “What?”

      “When my brother was Tam’s age,” whispered Da, “Father hosted an important man and his family for dinner. Lord Margate, I believe… quite close to the Earl. In the middle of the meal, Brant decided his pearled onions would look better on Lord Margate’s face, and threw them across the table. He then proceeded to run rings about the room to escape punishment.”

      Brant sneered into his wine goblet and took a large gulp.

      Mama covered her mouth with a napkin.

      Tam looked at his mashed potatoes and stared at Brant, gazed at the potatoes again and narrowed his eyes at Brant. Da put a hand on his shoulder, and the boy flashed an ‘I’m kidding’ smile.

      The rest of the meal passed in uncomfortable silence.

      While the servants cleared the plates and everyone prepared to leave, Grandmother beckoned to Tam.

      “Come and sit with me a while, boy.” She smiled, for the first time since Emma had been here, seeming warm. She glanced to Jamie. “Why don’t you take the girls to the library or something?”

      “As if they could read,” muttered Brant.

      Tam walked over to her, stopping a few paces away. “Why don’t you want Em an’ Kimber to sit wif you? I don’t like you pa’tendin’ they not here. It’s mean.” He turned on his heel and hurried over to Emma. “I go to library wif ‘em.”

      Emma smiled, any trace of jealousy she had gone.

      “Oh all right. All of you then,” said Grandmother.

      They spent a while in the sitting room, Kimber and Emma sharing a wingback chair while Tam perched on a sofa next to Grandmother, who peppered him with question after question. She asked after his favorite food, what he liked to do for fun, favorite animal, and so on. Mama and Da sat together on a purple cushioned bench, having a murmured conversation that, judging by their faces, consisted of Da apologizing. Jamie plopped on the floor by the girls, having a similar conversation with them about what they liked. Brant didn’t bother joining them.

      Emma wanted to ask Jamie, who seemed like a nice enough person, why she insisted on dragging them to Calebrin when the rest of the family so clearly didn’t want them there, but she held her tongue.

      The almost-hour dragged on, seeming as though it would never end. Eventually, Jamie and two servants, a man and a woman, walked with them upstairs to show everyone to their guest rooms at the end of the second floor hallway. Da and Mama followed them to the last room on the right. Another maid opened the door opposite theirs, smiling at Kimber and Emma.

      Emma stepped into a large chamber with a small fireplace, dark carpeting, and two four-posted beds on either side of a wardrobe cabinet. Thick, burgundy curtains covered most of the far wall. The maid slipped past her and lit two oil lamps, one on a small table by the door, the other on a nightstand at the window side of the more distant bed. A commode, essentially a wooden chair with a space for a chamber pot, sat in the corner to the left of the door, behind a folding privacy screen.

      “I’ll give you a moment to dress for bed, and return in a little while to douse the flame,” said the maid.

      Tam started to follow them in, but the manservant grabbed his shoulder, making him yelp.

      “Your room is over here, master Dalen.”

      Emma whirled. “Don’t grab him like that!”

      The man regarded her with disdain and continued to drag Tam across the hallway.

      Emma stormed after them. “Let him go!”

      Da rushed into the hall, followed by Mama. “What’s going on? Em, why are you shouting?”

      She pointed. “He’s hauling Tam around like a goat on a farm.”

      The man looked at Da. “The boy tried to go into their room.”

      “That does not require you to drag him about like a pickpocket. The boy’s six.” Da rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Things are a bit different here. It’s considered improper to mix boys and girls in the same bedchamber, even at their age.”

      “Why?” asked Emma. “That’s silly.”

      “Oh, your mother would have loved our old bed,” said Mama.

      Da gazed at the ceiling. “Indeed. It’s not what you are used to, but we are guests here. The polite thing to do is to abide my mother’s wishes.”

      “The polite thing to do is not treat your granddaughters like stray dogs you’d rather not have around,” muttered Emma.

      The maid beside her gasped.

      Emma spun, flaring her dress, and stormed in to the bedroom. The trunk that they’d brought from home with the children’s clothes had been left against the wall to the right of the windows. Eager to make herself comfortable, she flung the lid open. Tam’s things had been taken, likely put in a wardrobe or some such thing in his room already by the servant staff.

      With great glee, she kicked off her shoes. The maid undid the back of her dress and helped her remove it. Emma flung off her leggings and the silk slip she had on underneath it. She stood there for a few seconds with nothing on, basking in the ability to breathe while the maid unlaced Kimber’s dress.

      It didn’t take long for a mild bite in the air to make Emma shiver and reach into the trunk. She wriggled into her nightdress, which felt like wearing a cloud compared to what she’d been stuck in all day. She climbed over the footboard of the bed nearest the windows, crawled up to the head end, and peeled down the covers.

      Squealing about the cold air, Kimber hurried into her nightdress and bounced up beside her. The maid gave them an odd look, but shrugged without comment. Emma settled into the softest bed she’d ever touched. Her head sank into the pillow, her body melted into the padding. All the discomfort of the day melted straight out of her, leaving her arms and legs as heavy as lead weights. Despite the chill in the air, the generous blankets pulled up to her chin kept her cozy. Kimber snuggled against her side.

      The maid tucked them in and blew out the lantern between the beds. “Good night, girls.”

      “Good night,” said Emma.

      Kimber yawned. “Night.”

      When the maid put out the lamp by the exit and shut the door, the room became pitch black. Emma held her hand out over her face, inches away, but couldn’t see it. Something unsettling lurked in the dark, a distant, gnawing feeling of wrongness. She thought about getting out of bed and trying to part the curtains to let some moonlight in, but couldn’t bring herself to abandon the soft warmth.

      “Is dark,” whispered Kimber.

      “Yes. Like a cloudy night.”

      “You’as scared o’ the dark?” whispered Kimber.

      “No. I’m worried about what might be hiding in it.”

      Kimber poked her in the side, giggling.

      She thought about telling Kimber something didn’t feel right, but didn’t want to scare her. The odd unease in the air might only be her homesickness growing stronger.

      “Da’s brother is nae nice.”

      “I don’t like him either.” Emma frowned. “Being mean makes him happy.”

      “Aye. ‘Fink he’as goin’ tae leave us ’lone?”

      “I hope so.”

      Kimber nestled tighter against Emma’s side. “He’as starin’ at Mama an’ you bad like.”

      “He thinks we’re demons or something.” Emma sighed. “Da’s mama doesn’t understand the spirits. She thinks we’re bad because we don’t follow their gods.”

      “Aye,” said Kimber.

      “We only have to be here for a few days, and we’ll never see him again.”

      “At’d be nice.” Kimber yawned. “Ey ’ave ae beaut’ful ’ouse, but em people’s nae beaut’ful.” She yawned again. “’Kay, Da’s li’l sis is nice.”

      “Yes. I like her.”

      Kimber mumbled something quite far away from being a word, already asleep.

      I am jealous. She smiled, closing her eyes—not that it mattered. How can she fall asleep so fast?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Emma blinked awake. Grogginess told her she’d fallen asleep and not even noticed. The room remained too dark to see anything, but the air on her face had become a little colder. She slid a hand up, out from under the bedding, and wiped at her eyes.

      What woke me up?

      Kimber, curled up beside her, sounded as though she remained asleep. The girl didn’t react at all to a light nudge.

      A soft, weeping rose in the silence, coming from the left and in front. Emma stared at the spot, which she assumed to be near the windows, in the corner by the trunk of clothes. She scooted a few inches down, sliding the covers up to her eyes.

      The crying became louder, with a hollow, glassy quality that made her bones shiver.

      Emma kept staring at the point from which a woman’s soft sobs came from. Her toes curled in fear, her arms trembled, and she barely breathed, wondering if one of the maids had snuck into their room. She considered asking Mythandriel for light, but that would require making noise.

      After a minute or so of constant weeping, a soft blue-white glow appeared in the corner. The ball of translucent energy hovered over the floor at about the height a woman’s head would be were she sitting on the rug. It bobbed, mimicking the motion of someone crying.

      Transfixed, Emma stared. The room became somewhat colder, and eventually, the fist-sized globe expanded into the shape of a ghostly woman sitting on the floor in the corner. Her presence illuminated the room enough to make out the shapes of furniture and curtains, but not the distant wall or the door to the hallway.

      “H-hello?” whispered Emma.

      The spirit fell quiet. Seconds later, she turned her head and made eye contact.

      Emma gulped, clutching the blankets tight.

      Without a word, the ghost floated to her feet and walked past the foot of the bed, her glow sliding along the wall at her side on the way to the door. Still weeping, she disappeared through the wood, leaving the room dark once more.

      Emma scrambled out from under the covers, heedless of the cold. She hurried toward where the door had been, but bumped her knee on a post of the unoccupied bed and fell sprawled on the rug.

      “Ow,” she muttered, while crawling along, keeping a hand on the bed to find her way.

      Her outstretched left hand touched the wall soon after. She stood, and patted the velvet-patterned wallpaper until she located the doorknob. Once she opened it, moonlight from the hall flooded the bedroom. Weeping continued from the right.

      Emma leaned out and peeked. The spirit had only gone a short distance away, floating into the distance. She stepped out and followed the ghost down the hall to the stairwell, where the spectral woman descended the long, sweeping curve to the first floor. Keeping close to the wall away from the wide-open foyer, Emma crept after her. The spirit glided into a corridor on the right. Celia didn’t seem to be trying to flee from Emma, nor did she wait for her.

      Is she leading me or only wandering?

      The ghost passed several doors on both sides before disappearing around a corner where the hallway bent to the right. Emma hurried up to the bend, half-hiding behind the wall to peer down the next stretch. Crying still, the spirit drifted for at least fifty feet before swinging to the left and plunging into a closed door.

      Emma darted around the corner, jogging after her.

      A few steps past about halfway, a door at her left popped open.

      “What are you doing roaming the halls at this hour?” said Brant in a raised voice.

      Emma skidded to a halt and screamed. She flung herself against the wall away from him, wide-eyed and gasping for air.

      Da’s younger brother opened the door only enough to squeeze between it and the jamb, and pushed it closed behind him. He remained in his dark, almost black, suit, as he had been dressed during the day. “Well? Have nothing to say for yourself?”

      Once the shock of being snuck up on wore off, Emma raised her right arm, pointing down the hall. “I saw a ghost.”

      Brant sighed. “Of course you did.” He stepped toward her with a quick stride, and grabbed her left ear. “I don’t know what your father puts up with, but in this house, we do not abide liars.”

      “Ow!” yelled Emma. “Let go of me!”

      He pulled her by the ear down the hall. Emma shrieked and pushed at him, but the more she struggled, the tighter he squeezed her ear between his thumb and knuckle. For an instant, she considered asking Uruleth for strength and thumping him, but that might get her in real trouble. Gasping and whimpering, Emma walked on tiptoe as Brant dragged her to the foyer and all the way up the stairs by his claw like grip.

      At the top, he turned to the right, jerking her head hard enough to make her stumble forward.

      “Ow!” screamed Emma, grabbing at his hand. “Stop! Let go of me!” Tears came unbidden from the pain.

      The door to her parents’ room swung open and Mama stepped out.

      “Mama! Help!” wailed Emma. She pushed at Brant’s side.

      “Take your hand off my daughter this instant,” said Mama, storming toward him, glaring.

      He chuckled. “I found this roaming about in the middle of the night. Quite poorly behaved.”

      “I’m going to give you the span of one more breath to take your hand from my daughter if you fancy keeping both of your ears attached.”

      Emma writhed, twisting up on her toes to lessen the pull at her ear. “Mama…”

      “Hmph.” Brant let go with a shove.

      “Ow,” whined Emma, stumbling to her knees and clutching her ear in both hands. She scooted forward and leaned against Mama.

      Da emerged from the bedroom, holding a lamp and looking halfway between exhausted and furious. “What is going on?”

      “Typical sort of threat I’d expect from one of your lot. See to it that your offspring behave themselves when they’re in my house.”

      Emma sniffled.

      Brant whirled about and strolled off.

      “Em?” asked Mama.

      She cradled her ear, wincing, for a while longer before raising her head to look up. “The same ghost appeared in my room. She was crying, not scary anymore… I followed her downstairs.”

      “That’s all?” asked Da. “You were merely walking around?”

      Emma nodded. “Yes, Da. The ghost went down the steps, and around a corner and a couple hallways. She disappeared through a door, but I didn’t go in.” She stood back up and explained Brant scaring the hell out of her and dragging her back up here by the ear.

      “I’ll talk to him in the morning,” said Da. “He always took a perverse delight in catching Jamie misbehaving. Never missed a chance to run to our parents.”

      “Not you?” Mama raised an eyebrow. “Or do you expect me to believe you never misbehaved.”

      Da smiled. “I was six years older than him. He didn’t have the courage to make me angry. Jamie came along a little late. My parents didn’t expect her. Ten years between her and Brant.”

      Emma turned her head so Mama could see her left ear. “Is it bleeding?”

      “No, Em. A little red, but that’s all. Go on back to bed.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      She plodded into her guest room and over to the bed in which Kimber remained, asleep and unaware anything had happened. Mama walked in behind her with the lamp. Emma crawled up and over Kimber, sliding back into place and pulling the covers up. Mama sat on the edge of the bed, holding the lamp, giving her a comforting smile. The soft warmth surrounding her made her feel a little better.

      “I don’t like it here. Can we go home? Jamie is nice, but her mother and that man hate us.”

      “’Tis only for a few days.” Mama leaned over and rubbed Emma’s head. “Our being here means a lot to your father, but if that brother of his thinks he can drag you around by the ear…” She scowled.

      “Few days?” whisper-whined Emma. “Tomorrow’s the fifteenth, Dragonsday… The wedding’s not for another week. I don’t want to stay here for a whole week. They don’t like us, and I don’t think this house even likes us. It feels strange here.”

      Mama tucked at the bedding around Emma. “Nor do I… but sometimes we need to do things we don’t like because they make the people we love happy.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma looked down.

      “I dare say if that man lays a hand on you again, you might get your wish.” Mama stood. “And that is not me suggesting you provoke him. Try to stay out of his way.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “Goodnight, Em.” Mama leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. She kissed Kimber as well, not that the girl noticed.

      With a heavy sigh, Emma settled into the bedding. Her left ear still burned, so she twisted her head toward Kimber to keep it away from the pillow.

      If Nan was here, Brant would have a donkey’s head right now. She grinned, and drifted off to sleep.
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      Emma awoke to muted shouting. The curtains along the wall at her left kept the room quite dim, though couldn’t stop the sunlight all the way, painting the room in a burgundy glow. Emma sat up, yawned, and wiped the crumbs from her eyes. Kimber perched on the chamber pot in the corner of the room, eyes still closed.

      “Mornin’, Em,” muttered Kimber.

      “What’s all that yelling?” Emma scooted to the window side of the bed and slid down to her feet.

      “Donnae know.” Kimber yawned behind her.

      Emma padded over to the middle of three windows and hunted for the seam in the curtains. She stuck her hands in and pulled them apart, finding a second layer of plain beige under the heavy burgundy drapes—no wonder they had blocked all the moonlight. Strong sun hit her in the face, and she squinted at the elaborate glass panes held by a grid of black iron. The barrier made her miss home, where the windows had no glass to stop the breeze. Chill seeped into her forehead as she leaned against the window to peer straight down. The shouting came from close to the wall.

      Da and Brant exchanged heated words while kitchen workers walked back and forth around them, carrying provisions in from a wagon. Much to Emma’s delight, Brant appeared afraid of Da. She bit her lip, expecting Da to hit him any second, but Grandmother rushed out and put herself between them.

      Kimber leaned up alongside her. “Wha’as the yellin’ ’bout?”

      “Da an’ Brant are having a row. I can’t understand them from up here, but I thought they were going to fight. The old woman stopped them.”

      “Wha’ they’ fightin’ ’bout?” Kimber turned to keep facing Emma as she trudged to the chamber pot.

      Emma told her what happened last night, the story ending around the same time she got done with the pot.

      “He’s a butt!” said Kimber, a hair shy of shouting.

      “Yes.”

      Kimber’s anger faded to a timid expression. “I’as ’fraid o’ him tae.”

      “Mama won’t let him hurt us.” Emma opened the trunk and frowned at the contents, but put on her slip as well as a cream-colored dress with a knee-length hem that puffed out a bit like a doll’s dress.

      “Hope nae.” Kimber threw her nightdress into the trunk, pulled on a pair of leggings, her slip, and a rose-pink cotton dress before stepping into her shoes and crouching to fix the buckles.

      Emma headed for the door.

      “Em?” Kimber hurried up behind her. “Ye nae wearin’ nuffin’ on yer legs.”

      “I know. If they’re going to make me stay here a week, I’d like to be comfortable.”

      “You’as git in trouble.” Kimber bit her lip.

      Emma considered the idea, but didn’t much care. At worst, Mama would haul her upstairs and use guilt on her. Tam met them in the hallway, wandering in circles, dolled up in his little suit.

      “Mama sent me ta get yas. You sleep too late.” Tam grinned for a second before giving her a grim look. “What happened las’ night?”

      Once again, Emma recounted the tale of the weeping ghost… and Brant pinching her ear.

      “He’s a coward.” Tam folded his arms. “Only a coward picks on small girls.”

      Emma leaned close to him. “I’m still bigger than you.”

      “You are.” Tam poked her in the belly. “But he’s a man.”

      She sighed, took her siblings each by the hand, and walked with them down the hall to the stairs. Kimber’s grip tightened for the scary trip to the first floor, relaxing when they neared the bottom. Emma remembered the way to the smaller dining hall and went to the right, along a corridor to a left offshoot, and four doors later, took a right turn.

      Da, Mama, Jamie, Grandmother, and Brant already sat at the table. Brant and Jamie remained in the same seats as before, near Grandmother, though Mama and Da had moved closer to that end, with Da right next to Jamie and Mama beside him on the same side, leaving the chair next to Brant open.

      Grandmother’s tired expression hardened when the children walked in. “Emma. Where are your shoes? Your leggings? Why are you half-dressed?”

      Emma kept walking toward her parents. “It is comfortable.”

      “She’s adorable,” said Jamie.

      “What do you expect, Mother? Liam’s raised her like a fenling.”

      Mama shot him a dark look.

      “Go and finish getting dressed before you eat.” Grandmother made a shooing motion at the door.

      “I’ll take her up after breakfast,” said Mama.

      Grandmother turned her dour frown on Mama. “If she expects to sit at my table, she will compose herself with propriety. She can watch us eat until she conducts herself properly.”

      Mama made a soft chicken-clucking noise, which flushed Grandmother’s face bright red with anger.

      “Liam, control your woman,” said Brant. “She’s as uncultured as your daughter.”

      Da leapt to his feet, flinging his chair over backward with a heavy thud. “Hold your tongue if you’d care to keep it. Seems you need it since you continue to suckle at Mother’s teat. Dare you speak ill of my wife and daughter right in front of me while you still live under our mother’s roof like a babe afraid of the world?”

      Grandmother gasped.

      Mama’s cheeks also reddened in fury, but she kept her gaze down.

      Overcome by guilt at causing the argument, Emma ran in tears from the dining room. She raced down the hall, back up the stairs, and bawled the whole length of the corridor to the bedroom she’d spent the past night in. After slamming the door, she darted into the corner by the windows and hid behind the drapes, curling into a ball and sobbing.

      After a few minutes of crying, the cold glass at her left eventually make her look up and out at the backfield. Given the mansion sat inside the city wall, they had a surprising amount of property.

      I hate it here. Da’s family is so cruel. I wish we’d never come.

      Da, Brant, Grandmother, and Jamie’s shouting whirled in the hallway like a pack of angry cats having it out in an alley. The yelling occurred too far away to make out much more than raised voices, likely from downstairs.

      Emma bowed her head onto her knees and cried, hiding in the space between the heavy drapes and the window. If she’d only done as Da asked and put on the itchy leggings and uncomfortable shoes, she wouldn’t have caused the argument. What if she’d ruined Jamie’s wedding?

      The yelling tapered off after a short while. Emma didn’t move, crying herself out to silence in a few minutes, then simply staring down her legs at her feet, hating everything about this stupid giant house. Guilt started a fistfight with her anger at Brant. Grandmother had been annoying and strict, but Da’s brother said needlessly mean things.

      The house remained quiet for some time, long enough, she imagined, for breakfast to finish. Thinking about everyone still eating without her brought a second round of tears. She’d about sniffled off to silence again when the door to the bedroom creaked open a few inches.

      If I keep still, perhaps they won’t see me. She glanced out the window, looking down on the walled-in garden. The side facing away from the house connected to a hedge maze that had a square reflecting pool at its center. Pale, misty fog hung over the field beyond, concealing the grass behind a shifting mass of whiteness.

      “Emma?” asked Mama.

      She wiped her face. “I’m here.”

      A few seconds passed. Mama pulled the curtain aside and sat on the floor beside her, holding a plate with three thick pieces of toast spread with red jam. “I’ve brought you something to eat.”

      “I don’t want that awful woman’s food.” She scratched idly at the top of her foot. “I don’t want to be in this house. I don’t want to be in this city. I want to go home.”

      Mama brushed a hand down Emma’s hair. Kimber and Tam crept in, crossed the room, and sat nearby. Kimber stared at the floor.

      “They hate us, Mama.” Emma wiped at her eyes again. “They don’t want us here. Why did we even come here?”

      “Oh, Em…” Mama held the plate of toast in her lap. “What happened a moment ago is not your fault. These… tensions have been going on for years.” She prodded her with the plate.

      “I don’t want that woman’s food. I’m not good enough for her.” Emma hugged her knees tighter to her chest and stared out the window. The smell of strawberry jam reminded her she hadn’t eaten, but she refused to cave in.

      “Your father is close to Jamie, and he wanted to be here to make her happy.”

      Well then he can stay for the wedding. Emma opened her mouth, but Mama didn’t deserve to be snapped at. She kept staring at the backfield, watching a groundskeeper walk across the fog with a large scythe balanced over his shoulder.

      “That woman rather doesn’t like me,” said Mama. “You’re still her granddaughter. She is used to things being a certain way, and in her world, there are manners and customs and things we’re not used to.”

      “I don’t want to be in her world. She can have it.” Emma lowered her voice to a pitiful near-whisper. “Please, can we go home?”

      “I’as sorry.” Kimber sniffled.

      Emma’s eyes had become puffy from crying. She wiped tears from her cheeks again, and glanced at her sister. “What for? You didn’t do anything.”

      “I’as ate an’ you nae there.”

      “Da made us,” whispered Tam. “I didn’t want to unless Grandma let you eat, but Da and his brother were shouting.”

      “It’s all right.” Emma unfolded her arms and patted Kimber on the knee. “I’m not upset with you.”

      Kimber managed a sheepish smile.

      Mama prodded her with the plate again.

      “I don’t want that woman’s food. She’s probably angry that you stole three pieces of bread to feed the little fenling.”

      Mama shot a brief scowl at the door before her expression softened and she brushed Emma’s hair with her hand. “You plan to simply stop eating then?”

      “Until we’re home.” Emma scowled at her weak reflection on the window. She looked a mess: red puffy eyes, a sour face, and wild hair.

      “All right. Than I shall as well.” Mama set the plate on the rug. “But by the day of the wedding, we will be rather weak.”

      Emma looked up at her, her gut squeezing from worry. “No, Mama. You’ll get sick.”

      “Oh, I think the old bat will change her mind and let you eat before we lose the ability to stand.” Mama examined her fingernails.

      Feeling foolish, Emma picked up the plate and nibbled on the toast. Kimber smiled.

      Tam let out a sigh of relief.

      Mama gathered Emma’s hair out of her face and rubbed her back while she chewed.

      “Mama?” asked Tam. “What’s a fenling?”

      “They’re forest-dwelling creatures part way between goblins and wild dogs. They’re furry, but they walk on two legs. Big ones aren’t quite even as tall as you.” Mama poked Tam on the nose. “They dig tunnels and live underground, so they’re usually quite dirty. Fenlings are afraid of people and aren’t much of a threat.”

      Emma scowled. “He called us grubby, hairy, dog-people?” She started on her second piece of toast.

      “I almost threw beans at him, but Da stopped me.” Tam ground his shoe into the carpet.

      “Nothing that man says makes any difference. He is a small man with a small mind, and the only way he has to feel big and important is to make other people sound worthless.” She resumed combing Emma’s hair with her fingers. “Your father’s mother expected him to join the gentry of the city, perhaps even the court in Andor. He might have become an officer in the military as well, or a magistrate here in Calebrin… if he hadn’t met me and decided to move off to Widowswood.”

      “Is that why Grandmother hates you?” Emma took a huge bite of her jammed toast.

      “Part of it. Perhaps if he had ‘tamed me,’ and I decided to live in Calebrin, dress like a ‘proper wife’ and all, she would not have minded me quite as much, since her precious little son would’ve still been by her side. I doubt she ever would have been warm to ‘that peasant girl,’ no matter what I did.”

      Kimber hugged Mama. “You’as nae peasant, but maybe nice tae have alla nice ’fings.”

      “I know why Mama didn’t go.” Emma caught a sparkle in her mother’s eyes. She, too, had felt the energy in Widowswood, the way the forest reached out and embraced them. Mama, Nan, and Emma were a part of it, no different from the largest tree or tiniest weed. “We are the forest.”

      Mama nodded. “I could no more bear to leave Widowswood forever than be without your father. When he realized that, he gave up the power he might’ve had here for love, and didn’t once worry his mother would cut him off from the family wealth. And she has never forgiven me for it.”

      Emma licked jam from her fingertips before picking up the last piece of toast. The thick bread had almost filled her after two. “Mama, is our magic weaker in such a big city? I feel far away from everything alive. I don’t like it here. Something is wrong.”

      “I feel it too, Emma, but it’s not the city. It’s true some of our magic doesn’t work quite right inside a big house like this, or a castle, but it doesn’t become weaker for us being in a city.”

      “Nan pulls lightning outta the sky,” said Tam. “It would hit the roof.”

      Mama chuckled. “That it would. I feel something here as well, Em. This is a big city with many people. Wars have been fought on this land, and dark energies collect in places like this where a certain element gathers.”

      “Which element?” asked Emma. “Fire?”

      Kimber shook her head. “She sayin’ bout thieves. Lot o’ ’em in Calebrin. Donnae able walk ’free blocks not ’avin anyone’s hand in yer bits.”

      Mama let out a sigh. “Big cities always draw those who seek to harm and take advantage of others. All that cruelty and greed attracts dark energy the way Tam’s clothes attract dirt.”

      The boy laughed, as did Kimber.

      Emma grinned.

      “Finish your food Em. I think we shall spend the day in the garden.” Mama winked.

      “Mmm!” Emma chomped down the last of her toast and jumped to her feet, bouncing with delight.
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      Most of a day spent with Mama out in the garden took Emma’s mind off the unpleasantness of being around such stuffy people. She managed to sneak through lunch by putting her shoes on without hose, as she intended to go right back outside after. Neither Grandmother nor Brant noticed, as her paleness could pass for white leggings at a brief enough glance. The same trick worked for dinner as well. For both meals, she’d kept her head down, not looked anyone in the eye, and made no sound other than soft whispers of thanks to the servants bringing and collecting her plates.

      Mealtimes had been tense. Though she didn’t dare glance over, it had been obvious Da and Brant remained a mere sneeze away from a brawl. Alas, Emma’s shortcut hadn’t escaped Da’s notice, and he bade her to ‘dress properly’ for the next day.

      On the seventeenth, two days after Emma had run from the breakfast table, she trailed along behind the family as they walked into the city. Her halfhearted gait scuffed her shoes on cobblestones. Kimber held her right hand, Tam her left. The boy had scurried away when Grandmother asked him to walk beside her. The look of disappointment on the old woman’s face almost made Emma feel sorry for her, but she smiled inwardly at Tam’s show of loyalty.

      Though cloudy, the sky offered plenty of sunlight, but Emma didn’t look around at anything. Mama’s dress, a pale rose-colored blur, hovered at the upper edge of her vision, enough to keep pace and follow. Kimber twisted about, taking in the sights of the wealthier part of the city she’d never been allowed to visit before when she’d been here. Of course, she didn’t remember much of the place at all, having fled with her father three years ago when she’d been five. Since Da hadn’t arrested Old Man Drinn, Emma figured he’d gotten on the bad side of the thieves’ guild and ran from them instead of the law.

      “I do hope that girl of yours behaves herself,” said Brant, somewhere up ahead. “I imagine she’s never been?” No one responded. A few seconds later, he chuckled. “Or do you expect her to yowl along like a stray cat?”

      “That is quite enough, Brant,” said Grandmother.

      He snickered.

      Mama’s blur drifted to the right. Emma, still staring at the cobblestones, turned to follow without looking up. A swinging wooden gate slapped into her and knocked her on her seat. Brant lapsed into laughter, which he rather poorly attempted to keep quiet. Mama pulled the flapping door open and rushed to her side, as Tam and Kimber pulled her upright.

      “I wasn’t watching,” said Emma, her cheeks burning with embarrassment.

      “Are you all right?” Mama swatted dirt from her dress and checked her face over for bruises.

      Emma nodded.

      Brant started to mumble something about doors being too advanced a concept, but Da grabbed a fistful of his shirt and pulled him nose to nose. Once again, Grandmother pushed the men apart. Jamie spent a moment fuming at Brant before calming herself.

      The gate led to an outdoor auditorium where half-circle rows of seats faced a stage. On the way down the slanted walkway to where Grandmother wished to go, a few middle-aged men and women in similar fancy attire paused for brief chats. Most recognized Da, and inquired after Mama and the children. Brant kept trying to change the conversation to Jamie’s wedding whenever anyone commented how pretty or adorable Emma or Kimber were, though he didn’t interfere when they doted on Tam. All of Grandmother’s friends remarked on how much like Liam he looked. Emma continued staring at the ground.

      Soon, they took their seats. Jamie abruptly decided to position herself nearer Emma. Da shifted a seat to the left, next to his mother, with Mama, Tam, Kimber and Emma in that order. Jamie settled to her right before taking her hand and rambling on about the musicians who would be providing the music for the play, telling the children how much she fancied their work, and that a few had even played for the queen.

      The crowd overwhelmed Emma, at least three times the number of people that had shown up for the Feast of Zaravex, and other than her family, not a single one she recognized. At least having Jamie, cheerful and chatty, beside her gave her an outlet. She asked about the harpsichord, and if it had been difficult to learn.

      “I suppose it seems that way, but Mother insisted on it from when I was about six. I had a skilled teacher, so it didn’t feel difficult, though I had little patience for it then. More than a few times I practiced with tears streaming out of my eyes because I didn’t want to and was forced.” Jamie smiled. “It’s all right. I’m glad my parents didn’t let me stop. ’Tis a nice skill to have.”

      “What will they be playing?” Emma glanced at an area in front of the stage, where a cluster of people sat by instruments.

      “Music that goes along with the theater production,” said Jamie.

      A low, lilting flute started, bringing the din of the crowd to a halt.

      “Oh. What sort of story is it?” asked Emma.

      People nearby twisted around to stare at her. She glanced back at them, confused.

      “Apologies,” whispered Brant. “A wild one my dear brother is trying to civilize. She doesn’t know any better.”

      Emma’s eyes burned with shame. She shrank into her seat, wishing to become invisible. Any inkling of interest she might have had in the play died. Jamie shot her brother a nasty glare before putting an arm around Emma. The music built up, and a distant man orated about his walk in the woods and happening upon two men dueling with sabers.

      Head down to hide her likely bright red face, Emma didn’t pay much attention to the people on stage. Everyone around her likely thought her some foundling instead of Da’s actual daughter. Why am I ashamed? I don’t care what they think of me. Jamie patted her hand and whispered in an effort to be comforting, but Emma had lost any desire to be there. Aside from the initial pantomimed swordfight, the rest of it dragged on in a dreadfully boring progression. Most of the adults chuckled or laughed every so often, Grandmother among them, but none of it made any sense. Jamie, more interested in the music, hummed along with some pieces and swayed side to side with others.

      Kimber slumped against Emma an hour in, head back, mouth agape. Tam kept fidgeting, and at one point pulled something out of his nose that he flicked across three rows onto a man’s sleeve. Emma covered her mouth to hide the giggle. Brant prodded Grandmother with his elbow and gestured at Kimber. Emma ignored him and let her sister sleep against her side.

      Eventually most of the actors lay on the stage pretending to be dead, though Emma hadn’t been watching enough to figure out why. Two had red scarves fluttering from their chests to depict bleeding wounds, though the others had to have been poisoned or something. She couldn’t care less.

      They left the theater some three hours after arriving, and much to Emma’s dismay, didn’t head back to the house. Jamie hovered by the children, pointing out houses, statues, and such, while commenting about well-known people who lived there, had lived there, or had notable things happen to them.

      Brant muttered something to Grandmother about ‘Liam’s choice of wife’ and ‘how much nicer it would’ve been if he had a proper family.’ He scowled again at Emma and mumbled about ‘shaving a fenling and putting it in a dress.’

      Da grabbed his shoulder and swung him around. “Sorry, Brant, I didn’t quite catch that.”

      “Oh, I was merely ruminating on what things would be like for you if you did not choose to raise your children like peasants.”

      Da drew his fist back, but Grandmother stepped between them while Mama clamped onto his arm. Brant gave him such a smug little smile, Emma almost asked Uruleth for strength so she could pound him herself. They resumed walking, and soon entered a square. The open area held a huge, but shallow fountain with a carved stone flower at its center, spouting water straight up. It felt larger than the town square of Widowswood, though she had a feeling Calebrin had many such ‘small’ marketplaces. The actual city center had to be colossal.

      At a beige blur darting in the corner of her eye, she swiveled. A stray dog trotted along sniffing around, nipping at dropped scraps of treats—mostly pretzels, though he found a few pieces of abandoned sausage-on-a-stick. Numerous cart merchants sold such snacks here and there around the plaza.

      “Strixian, please grant me the Wildkin Whisper,” muttered Emma. As the little dancing light orbs swirled about her chest, she took a knee and fished a small bit of pemmican from the pouch Mama had given her before they left the house that morning. “Hello there.”

      The dog, a retriever, bounded over and sat before her. “Hi! You seem sad.”

      She offered him the cured beef. “I’ll be all right. I don’t like having to be around mean people.”

      “I don’t like mean people either.” The dog took the meat with a gentle nip.

      Emma skritched the sides of his head, smiling.

      “Must be a kinship.” Brant snickered.

      Grandmother gasped. “Get away from that filthy creature this instant.”

      “Mother,” said Brant with a snide smile, “I don’t think the dog can understand you.”

      Da pounced on Brant, dragging him up on tiptoe by a two-fisted grip of his lapels.

      “Liam!” Mama pulled on his arm.

      “Emma Dalen,” said Grandmother. “Leave that creature be.”

      “I’m sorry,” whispered Emma to the dog. “That woman is mean. I don’t think you’re dirty. I need to go.”

      The dog glanced toward them. “The smaller man is not a nice person. He smells wrong.”

      Emma stood. “It would be quite tragic if you peed on his leg, wouldn’t it?”

      “Quite,” said the dog.

      “You’ll need to ensure she washes before meal time… touching such filthy creatures.” Grandmother glowered at Da. “Have you done nothing to instill proper—”

      “He’s not filthy!” shouted Emma. “He’s got no one to take care of him.”

      Brant and Grandmother stared at her.

      “So insolent,” muttered Brant.

      “This was a bad idea,” muttered Mama.

      Da bowed his head, pulling her into an embrace. “That is not the brother I remember.”

      Mama frowned. “Some men cannot handle wealth.”

      “How dare you raise your voice to me,” stammered Grandmother once she recovered enough to speak.

      Emma stared defiance back at her. “My grandmother can knock a mountain troll senseless with lightning. What would you do, bore one to death? Or would you refuse to fight it until it put on shoes?”

      Kimber cackled. Even Mama had to turn away to hide laughter.

      Da swooped in and looked down at her. “Emma… please.”

      “Belloch’s nethers!” shouted Brant, staring down at his soaking wet pant leg. He pointed at Emma. “You made it do that!”

      The golden retriever scurried away, snickering to himself.

      Emma folded her arms with a ‘so what if I did’ face.

      “That’s enough, Brant.” Jamie stormed over to him. “You cannot blame that little girl for your every bit of misfortune. My wedding is coming in days, and you will not ruin it.”

      “Go and make yourself presentable.” Grandmother pushed at Brant. “We’ll be waiting right here for his return. I hope you are proud of yourself for delaying our meal.”

      Emma shifted her weight to one leg, put on a blasé expression, and pulled some of the grapes Mama had given her from her pouch, popping one in her mouth, making sure that the nasty old woman saw her snacking. Tam sat on the rim of the fountain, took out his grapes, and munched.

      Grandmother’s anger reddened her face. She shifted toward Da, likely to scream, but after a look toward Jamie, she changed her mind and wandered a few paces off, rambling to herself. Jamie approached her and they got into a conversation of harsh muttering. Emma caught enough to understand Da’s mother felt certain she had asked the dog to soil Brant, as ‘those people’ did that sort of thing.

      “After the way he’s been to her?” said Jamie, a bit too loud, “I’d have asked it to unburden its bowels on his shoe.”

      Emma choked on a grape, laughing at the unexpected remark. Da swatted her on the back, launching the fruit to the road.

      Jamie balled her hands into fists. “If you don’t insist he leave her be… there will be changes.”

      Grandmother raised her hands in a placating gesture.

      “Emma?” Mama sat on the fountain beside her. “Did you ask that dog to… do what he did?”

      Still chewing on a grape, she shrugged one shoulder. “I said it would be tragic if he did. I didn’t ask him to. He didn’t like Brant either.”

      Mama looked up at Da. “Your daughter’s likely to become a barrister. Technicalities.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Da fidgeted about. He seemed eager to get into a brawl.

      “She planted the idea without actually asking him to do it.” Mama sighed. “Please don’t antagonize them. This is difficult enough already.”

      Emma bowed her head, refusing to let herself cry from anger. “I’m sorry, Mama. But he’s been so mean to us. I haven’t even done anything.”

      “I’ll talk to him.” Da’s fist creaked.

      “Talk?” asked Mama, one eyebrow raised.

      “Yes, talk. The boy used to respect me. I suppose it’s like dogs after all. Alpha goes away for too long the little one thinks they’re king of the hill.” He set his hands on his hips, head bowed. “I… I’m sorry for subjecting you to this.”

      “You subjected yourself to it,” said Grandmother. “Getting involved with weed witches.”

      “Mother.” Da almost glared at her, but held himself back. “Whatever enmity you have for my wife, it is not fair to share that with your grandchildren. I have spent too long trying, and failing, to live in two different worlds.” He put an arm around Mama. “My choice is made. What is yours?”

      “There is nothing wrong with magic,” said Jamie. “It all depends on how a person uses it.”

      Grandmother made a series of faces, starting to speak but stopping herself several times. Finally, she let out a long sigh. “You know the problems… But all right. For Jamie’s sake, I will overlook your wife’s nature and your lax parenting.”

      “Lax?” Da’s hands slipped off his hips. He tilted his head.

      Whatever expression sat upon his face made Grandmother take a step back. “In terms of manners. None of them know how to comport themselves in society.”

      “It has no relevance to the life they lead at home. Your world is not their world, nor, dare I suggest, it ever will be.” He glanced back at Emma. “Em, please apologize for raising your voice to my mother.” He looked at Grandmother. “Mother, I would much appreciate it if you were to apologize to Emma for the way you’ve been toward her. Can we all start this over?”

      Emma pushed herself up to stand, eyeing Grandmother.

      The old one narrowed her eyes.

      We’re like a pair of wizards about to duel.

      “Mother, please,” whispered Jamie.

      Grandmother sighed. “Very well. Emma, I have been too demanding of you, disregarding the common manner in which you have thus far been raised. However, at least try to present yourself respectably within my house.”

      Emma clasped her hands in front of herself. “I’m sorry for raising my voice.”

      “There, now.” Da smiled before leaning toward Mama. “I’d ask her to bury the axe with you, but I lack the powers of Anfael.”

      Grandmother frowned.

      “Who is that?” Emma blinked.

      Da chuckled. “One of the gods. The great mediator. He could probably arrange for Mother and Nan to have tea and laugh like old friends.”

      Tam busied himself with trailing his fingertips in the fountain. Emma sat again on the edge, finished off a few more grapes, and stared at the cobblestones between her shoes. Da hovered close, one arm around Mama.

      “Da,” said Emma in a quiet voice. “If I have to wear shoes, can I get some soft ones like Jamie has? These are so uncomfortable.”

      “Princess shoes.” Kimber beamed.

      “You’re not used to them is all, but I suppose. Those soft ones aren’t meant for going outside, though. Especially in bad weather.”

      Emma grinned. “I don’t mind. If it rains, I can take them off.”

      He went to ruffle her hair, but switched to a head pat, not to dishevel her too much.

      Brant returned some time later, anger still in his eyes. A hint of lavender oil followed in the air behind him. That he’d been so horrified he’d bathed in the middle of the day made Emma’s smile wider. She kept her head down so as not to provoke him by gloating.

      Grandmother led them to an upscale tavern, where all the chairs had plush velvet cushions. Recesses in the walls had patches of green velvet as well, around sconces holding twin lanterns. Everyone in the place appeared wealthy, or at least dressed the part.

      A red-haired woman a little older than Da approached, smiled, and showed them to a table. A younger woman brought cups of water for Emma, Tam, and Kimber, and made a round among the adults asking after drinks. She left a menu on the table, which got passed from Grandmother to Da, to Brant, to Jamie.

      Emma spent much of the time between their arrival and the woman bringing food to the table keeping her eye on Tam so he didn’t fling anything across the room again. She doubted the people in this place would brush off the mischief of a small boy as graciously as the man in the wayside inn had. She also didn’t understand why people went somewhere else and paid for food when they could eat at home, though she didn’t bother asking.

      The serving girl gave all three children plates with sliced turkey, a portion of mashed potatoes, and a pile of green beans. Da’s plate smelled of fish. Emma didn’t bother looking over at the rest of the table, and ate in polite silence. Brant, too, kept his mutterings to a minimum, commenting to Grandmother only about the food and drink, which he seemed to find rather good. Emma didn’t know how to react to something positive coming out of that man.

      Jamie suggested the children might enjoy a boat ride along the canals, especially where they traversed the park. With Kimber and Tam both perking up at the idea, Emma figured it would happen regardless of how she felt. Not wanting to dampen her siblings’ fun, she smiled, feigning interest. Grandmother and Brant would go with Da to deal with something regarding the wedding, while Mama and Jamie accompanied the kids to the boats.

      Eventually, they finished their late lunch. It struck Emma as odd no one paid in coin, beside Brant handing a few to the server, certainly not enough for all the food in a place like this. She didn’t care enough to ask, but kept looking back over her shoulder as they walked to the door, waiting to get in trouble.

      On the way down the porch steps, something tightened around her ankle, pulling to the right and making her left foot catch at the back of her right leg. Emma yelped and spilled forward. A spongy force shoved at her shoulder, sending her flipping over the railing. She fell flat on her back in a long trough of water for horses to drink from. Sputtering, she sat up, too shocked to do much but stare at the sky.

      Brant laughed. “I suppose she missed being filthy. See, Liam, how she rewards you for spending so much coin on proper garments?”

      “Da…” Emma pulled her legs under herself and stood, drenched, in the trough. “I didn’t jump in on purpose. Something grabbed my leg.”

      Grandmother looked at her with a disappointed sigh.

      “I swear.” Emma hung her head. “Something tripped me and pushed me in the back. I didn’t want to ruin the dress you bought me.”

      Da slid his hands under her arms and lifted her out of the water, setting her on the street to drip.

      “Really, I didn’t,” muttered Emma, unsure if anyone believed her.

      “Are you hurt?” Mama stooped to look her over.

      “No. Only wet.” The white dress, studded with little pink flowers, clung to her like a second skin. Its formerly puffy skirt collected in a scrunched up mass around her legs. “I’m sorry.”

      Mama took her hand. “Perhaps we can go to the boats another day then.”

      “Aww.” Kimber looked down.

      “We can go on the boat.” Emma shrugged with a squish. “I’m already wet, so if I fall in, it won’t make a difference.”

      A gust of wind came by, chilling her teeth to chattering. Emma folded her arms, shivering.

      “Nonsense,” said Grandmother. “She’ll catch her death.”

      Brant gave her an ‘aww too bad’ face.

      Mama regarded the old woman with an odd, almost respectful stare.

      They walked down the street, heading for the manor house. Every step squished and forced water up out of her shoes. A minute or so later, another breeze sent a shiver down her spine. Da started to remove his suit coat, but a sudden swirl of faint energy wisped around Emma’s head. It spiraled outward and down, causing a cascade of water to fling from her hair and clothing. For an instant, the magical corkscrew created the silhouette of a pine tree in water droplets around her before falling in a ring to the ground.

      Emma looked down at herself, pulling at her dress, which had become dry. She wiggled her toes in her shoes and they didn’t squish. Astounded, she spun and stared up at Mama… who appeared confused as well.

      Brant scowled at Mama. Grandmother quirked an eyebrow, looked away, and shook her head in an ‘I don’t want to know’ manner.

      “Oh, how fortunate.” Jamie bounced up to them. “Shall we proceed to the boats?”

      Kimber cheered.

      “Did you do that?” whispered Emma to her mother.

      “I’ve no idea what happened.” Mama glanced around.

      Da, as well, appeared baffled. Unable to explain what had happened to dry Emma so fast, as well as clean the dirt from her dress, and with her no longer drenched and miserable, he heeded Grandmother and went off with her and Brant to discuss wedding details at the Rhiannon temple. Emma looked around for anything unusual, but found nothing out of place other than the ring of wet ground at her feet.

      Jamie bounced on her toes a short distance away, grinning. She seemed excited to take the kids on a boat ride. After one last confused stare at Mama, Emma stepped over the wet cobblestones and grasped Mama’s hand. A boat ride around a park didn’t seem like such a bad idea after all, especially with Brant elsewhere.
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      Soft weeping nudged Emma awake. She couldn’t remember when lying there in the overwhelming softness, tired from running around the park had become sleep. She groaned and rolled onto her side, one arm over Kimber, snuggling into the bedding. Minutes passed with the distant weeping clawing at her thoughts, refusing to let her drift off again. Emma closed her eyes and tried to ignore it, but in the otherwise silent house, the gloomy ghost may as well have been soldiers crashing swords.

      What do you want? Stupid spirit…

      Emma sighed, not interested in getting in trouble again, and tried to go back to sleep.

      Click.

      The door to her bedroom glided open with a long, low creak.

      She rolled away from Kimber, flat on her back, and twisted her head. All around her, a room of complete blackness, except a stretched patch of moonlight leaking in from the hallway. She curled up on her right side, staring at the open door. Kimber mumbled in her sleep and cuddled against her back.

      Still, the crying continued, somewhere down the hall, louder for the open door.

      I’m never going to sleep with that noise.

      Grumbling, Emma slid from the bed into the chilly air and padded to the doorway. She stuck her head out into the hall. A small table stood at the dead end to the left with a single vase upon it. Her parents slept in the room across the hall, the door closed. To the right, the great house beckoned with a long, shadowy corridor and the dark shapes of chairs, tables and doors. No ghosts.

      Emma backed up and pushed her bedroom door shut. Again in total darkness, she turned about and crept forward, arms out to feel for the bed. Six steps later, the door clicked and opened again. She jumped and whirled around, shivering from the scare. In seconds, fear became annoyance.

      “Let me sleep,” said Emma, not wanting to disturb anyone alive. “Please.”

      The weeping continued.

      She grabbed two fistfuls of her hair. “Argh… what do you want?!”

      After a long sigh at her feet, she padded out into the hallway. Fists clenched, she attempted a silent version of storming after the source of the bothersome noise. Eleven doors away from her room, a hallway branched to the right, the sound of weeping louder within. Following, she advanced past a series of closed doors, a few doubles, and came to a stop some thirty paces later at an engraved pair of wooden double doors with handles carved in the shape of dragons. Their wings pressed flush to the wood, mouths open to spit tiny decorative flames.

      The weeping sounded as though it came from behind them.

      Emma grasped the handle and pulled, surprised when the door opened rather than being locked. The room beyond held glass cases and tables with books, candles, boxes, and other strange objects: eggs, crystals, a wand or two, polished orbs of semiprecious stone, jars with mysterious blobs, tiny statues, and so forth. Two bear heads hung on the back wall between heavy curtains, frozen in mid-roar.

      Glowing white-blue, the young woman’s ghost appeared near the windows, sobbing into her hands. Emma edged into the room, avoiding a narrow wooden table holding a white vase covered with a pattern in decorative silver. She looked around, careful not to touch or bump anything as she approached the spirit.

      “What do you want? Why do you keep waking me up?”

      The floating woman rotated to face her and lowered her hands from her eyes. “It is not safe for you here. You must flee.”

      “Not safe? Why?” Emma blinked. “What do you mean? You should tell my mother this… I’m only a child. They won’t listen to me.”

      The spirit’s gaze lifted to stare over Emma’s head. With a gasp, she vanished.

      Emma slouched with relief and annoyance. “Well, at least the crying’s stopped.”

      “What are you doing in here?” shouted Brant.

      She let out a tiny scream and spun around. Heart pounding, Emma put a hand to her chest and tried to remember how to breathe.

      Brant stepped in, standing by the table bearing the vase. He folded his arms and frowned.

      “The spirit woke me… I tried to go back to sleep, but she wouldn’t leave me alone.”

      “You know what I think?” He raised an eyebrow. “I think you’re either trying to steal, or you’re so annoyed at being away from your little peasant hovel and woodland filth that you’ve come here to break something precious to anger my mother. If she throws you out, your father would be forced to take you home. My brother is too lenient. It’s about time you learned some manners.”

      Emma backed up. “No… I only followed the ghost to make her stop crying so I can sleep.”

      “You are free with lies and in sore need of discipline.” With a fake gasp and look of shock, Brant tipped the miniature vase off the table. It shattered, sending bits and pieces skittering over the hardwood. “Now see what you’ve done, little brat?”

      Emma clenched and released her hands, stepping back again. She wanted to thump him, blind him, or trip him, but doubted a root would reach this room, and if she attacked him, he’d make up any story he wanted.

      Brant walked closer, smiling.

      “Don’t. Mama told you not to touch me.”

      Brant lunged.

      Emma screamed and darted to run around him, but he caught her, pulling her around over his leg. Her thin nightdress did little to mute the pain of his hand swatting her on the backside.

      “Insolent little whelp.” Brant spanked her twice more. “You’ll learn discipline.”

      “Da! Mama!” shouted Emma between shrieks. She struggled to get away, squirming as his hand kept coming down on her rear end, each slap hurting more than the one before it. Pain and humiliation boiled over, and she burst into tears, screaming.

      Heavy thuds in the corridor picked up speed.

      Brant hit her for the twelfth time at the same instant Da appeared in the doorway. Emma reached for him, screaming and kicking.

      “Caught your little—”

      Da rushed in, driving his fist into Brant’s jaw without so much as a growl, knocking him clear off his feet. Emma slid from his grip, landing flat on her front. Brant twisted over in midair, crashing face down a short distance away. She whined in pain, trying to cradle her bum.

      “What’s all the—?” Mama stalled in the doorway, jaw open.

      “You may be my brother,” said Da, his voice as calm as dinner conversation, “but if you ever lay a hand on my daughter again, I swear by Belloch I will cut it off.”

      Brant moaned, making no effort to pick himself up.

      Da took a knee nearby and Emma scrambled into his arms. She clung, sniveling and coughing, her face burning hot from blushing. Da stood, lifting and holding her tight until she quieted.

      Brant pushed himself over, sitting up. “Perhaps if you were not so indulgent, your child wouldn’t be in need of such punishment.”

      “I didn’t break that…” Emma stared at the smashed vase. “He broke it so he could say I did it.”

      Brant scoffed and pulled himself upright by grabbing one of the tables, jostling it enough to knock over a candle that rolled to the floor with a clunk.

      Emma stared into Da’s eyes, pleading. “I really didn’t do it.”

      Da pulled her head close, kissed her temple, and whispered at her ear. “I believe you.” He set her on her feet near Mama, who grasped Emma’s shoulders while staring death at Brant. Emma bit her lip, squirming from the burn in her rear end.

      “I see you haven’t changed at all, have you?” Da walked up to Brant. “You’re still an awful liar.”

      Brant’s sneering smile faltered.

      Da slugged his younger brother in the stomach, making him double over, then drilled him face-first into the floor with a downward crossing punch to the cheek. “You have no right to touch my child. If you weren’t my brother…”

      Mama tugged at Emma, leading her out into the hall. In silence, they walked to the end, hooked a left, and made their way back to Emma’s room. Standing in a patch of moonlight, Mama pulled up the back of Emma’s nightdress for a few seconds. Emma gritted her teeth at Mama brushing her fingers over her skin. Even the touch of her nightdress falling back down hurt.

      “Only some redness.”

      Emma’s face continued to burn as much as her backside, but despite being mortified at suffering a spanking, she managed not to cry any more. “I hate it here.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      The occasional sniffle aside, Emma recounted the tale of the ghost, trying to ignore it, and Brant coming out of nowhere.

      Mama smoothed a hand over Emma’s hair and hugged her. “I think that spirit came to wake us. We heard you scream and came running.”

      “I want to go home, Mama. I don’t care about the wedding. I’m not safe here.”

      “Em… ghosts are sometimes hard to understand. They exist in a different world and sometimes they do things that don’t make any sense to us. Everything a spirit says should be taken with a grain of salt.”

      “What?” Emma scrunched up her nose.

      “It means to think it over. Ask questions. Doubt. Be open to the possibly they tell the truth, but don’t rush to believe them only because they’re a ghost. Death doesn’t force people to be honest.”

      Raised voices came from Da and Brant, though too far away to make out words.

      “Mama, ‘you must flee’ is not confusing at all.” She looked down. “I know you think I’m making it up. I never wanted to come here, but I’m not fibbing. I promise it’s true.”

      “We’ll have—” Mama turned at the soft thumps of someone running.

      Jamie, in a blue satin nightgown, ran down the hall from beyond the rightward offshoot where her father continued arguing. A darker blue cloak billowed out behind her like a phantom, riding the wind. She hurried over and latched on to Mama. “I’m so sorry for what my fool brother has done. Please forgive me… I never should have insisted Liam attend my wedding. This is all my doing.”

      “It is not your fault, child.” Mama patted the teen’s hand. “That brother of yours has a particular cruel streak that I think Liam intends to hammer out of him. I wasn’t inclined to stop him this time.”

      Jamie shivered with guilt. “I can’t believe he hit Emma.” She let go of Mama and pulled Emma into a squeezy hug. “Please forgive me, Em. I never meant for this to happen.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Emma looked up at Mama. “What if the ghost is trying to get me in trouble? Maybe it’s mad at Brant and trying to get Da to hurt him?”

      Mama glanced down the hall. “Now that is exactly what I mean by taking it with a grain of salt. She may look innocent, but we don’t know what her motives are.”

      “Pardon the intrusion,” said Jamie, “but I have only ever heard good things about Celia. Married young, big heart, always gave money to unfortunates. Humble. I think she may have even been born in a village before marrying into society.”

      Da walked into view at the offshoot. He looked unhurt, but still angry. “Forgive me for the unpleasantness, Jamie. He crossed a line I could not simply disregard.”

      Jamie nodded. “I understand. Were I in your position, I would’ve done the same or worse. I hope Patryk and I are blessed with children someday… if Brant ever dares…” She sighed. “After you went off to live in Widowswood, he amused himself by tormenting me. Any little thing he could do to get me in trouble with Mother…” She gave Emma an apologetic look. “Now he’s doing the same to her.”

      Da brushed at his knuckles. “I am hopeful that will not continue.”

      The chamber pot lid in Tam’s room clattered.

      “Go on to bed, Em.” Mama kissed her atop the head.

      Da hugged her. She bowed her head and trudged into the room. As soon as she crawled up into bed, he closed the door, leaving her again in total darkness. Emma envied Kimber’s ability to stay asleep, and cuddled up to her.
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      Emma buried her face in the pillow, fighting the urge to cry. She rubbed her rear end, the stinging made her blush all over again. Between shame, anger, and her fear at the ghost’s warning, she doubted any more sleep would find her tonight. Watching Da hit Brant had made her feel a little better. Twice, he’d been knocked to the floor with Mama and Emma watching. As embarrassing as it had been to be spanked to the point of tears at her age, she hoped Brant’s humiliation had been worse. He hated Mama even more than Grandmother did, and to have her watch him lay there moaning…

      She sniffled, considering crossing the hall to crawl in bed with her parents. Maybe there she could feel safe enough to sleep. In the stillness, their voices murmured from behind two closed doors. They didn’t sound like they argued, but Da’s tone gave off a sense of plea. He likely tried to talk Mama into staying for the wedding.

      “Wha’as ’a matter?” whispered Kimber.

      Emma pushed herself onto her left side, facing her sister. Almost touching noses, Emma stared into the darkness, unable to see Kimber’s eyes. She’d rather no one ever found out about what had happened, but figured her sister would hear eventually. Better to get it over with.

      “Em?” whispered Kimber. “You’as ’kay?”

      “No.” Emma’s lip quivered, but she kept her emotion mostly out of her voice as she explained everything.

      “He’as mean.” Kimber scooted closer and hugged her.

      “I want to go home. I hate this place, and I’m scared.”

      Kimber released the hug and settled into the bed. “You’as ’fink he’as goin tae ’urt you again?”

      “I don’t know. The ghost… umm, Celia said I’m not safe here. What if she knows something is going to happen?”

      Kimber remained quiet for a little while, likely thinking. “Tha’as bad.”

      “I’m not sure Mama believes me. I’m not making it up.”

      “I’as do. You’as nae fibbin’.”

      “Nan didn’t come with us. Why?”

      “’Cause, Nan would’a already put the lightnin’ on Brant.”

      Emma grinned. Fleeting happiness faded fast, leaving her shivering from worry. “What if he wants to get me back? What if the ghost is right about something else? Something feels wrong in this house.”

      “I s’pose. I nae feel et.” Kimber stretched. “But I nae druid.”

      “Let’s go home,” said Emma.

      “Nae. It dark an’ cold. Bed’s warm.” Kimber clung. “Cozy.”

      “I’m afraid to sleep here. What if he sneaks into our room?”

      Kimber poked her in the side. “Why’as you say ’at? Now I cannae sleep.”

      “Nan’s home. Da can stay for the wedding and we’ll be happy.”

      “We’as git in trouble,” whispered Kimber.

      Emma slid out of bed. “I’d rather be in trouble than dead.” She raised her hands. “Mythandriel, please lend me your light.”

      A glimmering orb of white-green energy appeared, a little faerie-shaped silhouette in dark green at its center. Emma squinted from the sudden change in brightness. Once her eyes adjusted, she hurried to the trunk and changed from her nightdress into her beloved blue one. Putting it on felt like a hug from Nan. She eyed the curtains at a howl of wind, and debated putting up with shoes. If she’d brought her winter boots, she’d have put them on without a second thought. The fancy shoes wouldn’t do that much for warmth, pinched, and would make noise on cobblestones, so she decided to leave them off.

      “Em, you’as gon’ git in trouble. Stay.” Kimber sat up in bed, rubbing crumbs from her eyes. “Nae safe out there.”

      “It’s not safe in here for me either.” She looked at her sister. “I don’t think it wants to hurt anyone but me. Go back to sleep. I’ll see you when you get home.”

      Kimber scrambled out of bed and ran over. “Nae…” She grabbed Emma’s arm. “Donnae go.”

      “I have to. I don’t want to die.” Emma shivered. “I think it’s charmed Da. The way Brant’s been to us, and he still won’t take us home. That ghost woke me up for a reason, and told me to flee.”

      Kimber pulled her nightdress off and reached into the trunk. “Den I goin’ wif’ yas.” She pulled her simple white dress out and pulled it on over her head before fluffing her hair out of it. She glanced at her shoes. “Tae much noise. ’Ow you goin’ tae git past ’a servants?”

      “We’re not going to walk downstairs.” Emma headed to the curtains, the folds awash with stretching shadows as her light orb drew closer. She pulled the curtains aside and stepped up to the window, gazing out at a small balcony “Here.”

      “You’as nutters.” Kimber pulled at her. “We’as goin’ tae get ’urt.”

      Emma examined the window until she found a small handle that opened a section of six panes. She pushed it open and set one foot on a narrow sill outside. Frigid stone chilled her toes and a rush of cold air blew up under her dress. She peered down. We’re only on the second floor. I can lower us with a root. Her grip on the windowpanes tightened. Then we’ll only have to follow the river to Norlach, and follow the forest edge home.

      “How we goin’ tae git home?” Kimber’s chattering teeth chopped up her words.

      Emma shivered as well. The wind chilled her enough, but hearing her sister sound cold made it worse. “Walk along the river and turn south at the forest.”

      “Oh.”

      Darn. Emma backed into the room. “Took a coach two days. Didn’t it?”

      Kimber nodded.

      “Maybe I’ll ask a horse to bring us home.”

      “Wha if he nae know ’ow ta git there?”

      An increasing sense of being dumb overpowered her fear. “I suppose I’ll keep asking until I find a horse who knows the way… and we’ve got no coin or food.”

      “Aye.”

      She closed the window and pulled the drapes together. “I’m being stupid. Mama and Da would be so scared for us. Running away in the middle of the night… and that guard at the gate said strange things are crawling around. That one woman disappeared.”

      Kimber clamped on to her. “Ae f’got ’bout that.”

      Emma frowned at the curtains, watching the shadows from her Mythandriel orb cavort about with the tiny light’s motion. Walking home on her own had seemed like a possible, even smart, idea… but after thinking about it, Calebrin at night frightened her more than staying in this house. Never mind what would be a week’s trip on foot, assuming nothing along the way tried to hurt them. Worst of all, Mama and Da would be scared out of their wits.

      “I’m sorry for almost doing something stupid and getting you hurt.” Emma hugged Kimber, patting her on the back a few times.

      “You’as nae goin’ tae do et.” Kimber winked. “Ae know.”

      Emma changed back into her nightdress, as did Kimber. After the blast of chilly wind from the open window, she decided to use the chamber pot so nature didn’t wake her up again before sunrise. Soon, she crawled under the warm blankets of the cozy bed, shoulder to shoulder with Kimber, and released the magic light.

      “I’as glad ye nae do somefin’ foolish,” whispered Kimber.

      Emma snuggled closer. “No… that would’ve been stupid.”
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      Emma’s eyes fluttered open to find her room suffused with burgundy-tinted sunlight. Kimber’s face hid behind a thick tangle of red hair, her mouth agape. Still on edge from the previous night, Emma didn’t bother trying to close her eyes again. She lifted the covers, perched seated on the edge of the thick bed for a few seconds, and slipped down to stand.

      She walked out of the channel between the two beds and approached the commode in the corner between the unused bed and the inner wall. At least the bedroom door opened inward, affording a bit of privacy should anyone be rude enough to barge in. Sighing at herself for last night’s folly, she reached down and lifted the lid.

      A black oblong mass sat in the middle of what the girls had left in the pot the previous night. Emma froze, not remembering having done anything but pee since the servants had cleaned it. The thing appeared much too large for that anyway, and far too black.

      “What is that?”

      Eight hairy legs stretched out from the mass. A spider bigger than Da’s hand tilted itself up at her with a noticeable hiss, chelicerae raised. The fangs on the ends of its mouthparts gleamed silver, and had to be more than an inch long.

      An instant before it tried to spring at her face, Emma slammed the lid and let off the loudest scream her lungs could produce. Clicking and skittering echoed out of the chamber pot, making the lid bounce. She put a foot on it next to her hand, still screaming, though her cries changed from startlement to disgust. The critter scrabbled and sloshed, banging itself into the lid. Emma shifted from pushing down with her hands to using her weight to keep it closed as she climbed up to stand on the lid. Feet together, she balanced while waving her arms, terrified that only a half-inch thick slab of wood separated her from a spider strong enough to wobble the rickety chair.

      Her door flew open. Da and Mama ran in, clad in their nightclothes.

      “It’s trying to kill me!” yelled Emma.

      Da appeared amused for an instant until he seemed to notice the clattering in the pot beneath Emma’s feet. His expression shifted to confusion. “What is?”

      “A big black spider.” She shivered.

      With a clank, the creature struck the side of the pot, shaking the entire commode.

      “By Belloch…”

      Kimber sat up, eyes half-open. “Wha’as alla screamin’?”

      Da rushed over and put his hand on the lid. Emma jumped down and ran to Mama while Da moved around to stand behind the commode.

      “Don’t let it out!” yelled Emma. “It’s sitting in filth!”

      “Liam, that doesn’t feel like an ordinary spider.” Mama pushed Emma around behind her.

      Da looked down at the jumping toilet. “I rather got that impression by it knocking the pot about. What do you suggest?”

      “Em, take your sister and go out into the hall. Close the door.” Mama pried Emma’s fingers out of her nightgown.

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma shivered.

      Kimber trudged over. Emma took her hand and pulled her out into the hall before closing the door. At least with the sun up, the house had taken on a degree of warmth. She pulled the door shut and pressed her ear against it to listen.

      “When you see the glow, pull the lid up,” said Mama.

      “Right,” replied Da.

      Tam! Emma spun on her heel and rushed into her brother’s room. The boy remained asleep. She crept up to the pot in his room. Leaning back, she lifted the lid enough to check for another spider. A loud crackling snap from across the hall made her yelp and drop the lid, but she’d gotten enough of a peek to relax. No spider lay in wait for her little brother.

      “Under the bed,” yelled Da.

      Another sharp magical crackle came from her room.

      Emma backed out into the hall and pulled Tam’s door shut.

      “Bloody thing’s fast,” muttered Mama.

      Br-zap!

      “Hah!” called Da. “You got the blighter.”

      Emma breathed a sigh of relief. The instant her lungs emptied, a spike of fear hit her in the chest. If I’d been half-awake, I’d have sat down without even looking. She grabbed her backside and whimpered from the imagined pain of a spider bite.

      Her door opened. Da emerged with his brows high and eyes wide. “I feel sorry for the servants who’ll be cleaning that mess.”

      Emma ran to him. “I want to go home. Right now. I don’t like it here. Someone’s trying to kill me!”

      “There’s only four days left ’til the wedding.” Da set his hands on her shoulders with a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll be home soon. I know you’re not fond of this place, but sometimes we need to do things we don’t like because of obligation.”

      Emma lowered her gaze to the floor, gripping the carpet with her toes. “But these people hate us, Da. They hate Mama, and they don’t like me at all. Why can’t I go home and stay with Nan?”

      “Jamie doesn’t seem to mind us.” Mama rubbed Emma’s back.

      Kimber nodded. “Da’s bother’s been ae turd tae ’er too.”

      “I think he put that spider in our pot.” She stared pleadingly up at Da. “If I didn’t look before I sat, it would’a bit me on the bum.”

      “Never saw a spider that big in the house before, but bugs wander about.” Da glanced at the door to her room, doubt clear on his face.

      Mama shook her head. “I’ve never known a spider to crawl into a chamber pot and close the lid. Nor are ones that size so aggressive to people. Usually, they’ve got to be quite a bit bigger before they stop being afraid of us. Like emerald creepers.”

      “It wasn’t a normal spider.” Emma shifted her begging eyes to Mama. “It was too strong. It shook the whole pot.”

      “Fair point.” Da scratched at the back of his neck. “Any idea what that thing was?”

      “Barely got a look at it.” Mama folded her arms. “And I don’t like my instinct on this.”

      “Which is?” Da raised an eyebrow.

      Mama glanced at the girls with unease, but sighed. “It almost felt netherworldly. Did you see how it splattered?”

      “Well, you did shoot it with one of those spells of yours. That’d end a goblin, would it not? On a wee spider, I’d expect naught more than a smear to remain.”

      “Netherworld… that’s undead.” Emma shivered. “The spider was dead?”

      “I don’t think so, but it felt unclean.” Mama scowled at the wall. “Not everything in the netherworld is dead. Some creatures live there.”

      “Aye right.” Kimber nodded. “Unclean. Et sittin’ in pee.”

      Da chuckled.

      “The ghost?” asked Emma. “Maybe the ghost knew? She warned me to flee.”

      “Well there you have it.” Da smiled. “The spider’s gone, so you should be safe now.”

      Emma opened her mouth to protest, but hesitated, noting Da hadn’t disregarded the spirit. “You believe me? That there’s a ghost?”

      “Yes, Emma. I’ve seen her too, but not for many years. I grew up in this house remember. As I recall, I was about thirteen when I last thought I saw her.”

      “Jamie said her name is Celia. Grandmother’s grandmother.”

      Kimber raised both eyebrows. “Tha’as old.”

      “Spirits have their ways. Likely trying to amuse herself by scaring the living.” Da crouched and took Emma’s hand in both of his. “Do you think you can try to get on for a few more days? Jamie has been nothing but nice to us, and it is her special day.”

      She looked down. “I’m scared, Da.”

      “It’ll be all right.” He lifted her chin with one finger, and smiled. “Keep your distance from my brother so I don’t need to knock his teeth in.”

      “Yes, Da. I didn’t break that vase.”

      “I know.” He squeezed her shoulder and stood. “I’ll not let him convince my mother anything of the sort.”

      Emma exhaled with relief.

      “I’m going to spend the day with them,” said Mama. “Unless your sister has planned for us to do something, I think we shall be in the garden for most of it.”

      Emma grinned, bouncing on her toes.

      “Go on and get dressed,” said Mama. “And don’t touch any part of that spider.”

      Kimber shivered. “Is still in ’ere?”

      “A stain on the rug,” said Da. “It can’t hurt you. I’ll ask the servants to attend it straight away.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma pushed the door open and hugged the right wall on the way to the trunk. A black splat mark smeared with grey stained the rug near the foot end of the bed they hadn’t used, more like someone had spilled paint than stepped on a giant spider.

      I’m going to be frightened of chamber pots for a time, I think.

      Grumbling, Emma changed from her nightdress into the fancy dark blue satin dress, plus slip, plus hose, and even put on her shoes. They bothered her less after a couple of days of being forced to wear them, but she’d still rather not. Alas, if it would make Da happy—and certainly keep Grandmother from starting an argument—another couple of days couldn’t be too bad.

      Kimber (with a little help from Emma) put on a white dress over a long, pink crinoline slip. At her insistence, Emma tied a pink bow in Kimber’s hair as well.

      “You look like one of those dolls that’s too nice to play with and sits on a shelf.”

      Kimber giggled and curtseyed.

      They left the bedroom to find Tam waiting in the hall. A few minutes later, Mama and Da emerged, dressed, from their room, and they proceeded down the hall toward the stairs. Brant’s voice came from the rightward corridor, filling Emma with a mixture of anger, fear, and curiosity.

      “I… don’t understand.”

      “This vase?” asked Grandmother, sounding irritated. “You’re saying she smashed this vase that I am holding right in front of you.”

      “It was broken last night.” Brant stammered. “I… ask Liam, he saw it.”

      “Oh, I’m quite sure I will get an earful from him. Jamie already explained the disgraceful way you behaved last night. She may look an awful lot like that woman, but Emma is still a child. Leave her out of it.”

      “All right… all right.”

      Da glanced at the hallway, one eyebrow up. “What do you suppose happened there?”

      “I’ve no idea.” Mama’s confused expression had genuine innocence. “Perhaps the ghost mended the vase.”

      “They can do that?” asked Emma.

      “’Tis more the stuff of wizards’ magic. Ghosts are rather adept at breaking things.” Mama started down. “Oh, I dislike this stairwell. Every time, I feel like I’m about to go flying and break my neck.”

      Emma scooted to the right, nearest the wall. “Yes. And these shoes make the steps slippery.”

      Da took Mama’s arm. “I’ve never known anyone ever to fall down these stairs. But I suppose we’ve always been on guard when taking them. Jamie used to cling to the railing with both hands when she was Tam’s size.”

      Emma couldn’t help but think about the ghost’s warning as she descended the steep, curving staircase. She decided to follow little Jamie’s lead and kept a double grip on the banister.
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      Rhiansday the nineteenth passed in a rather pleasant hurry.

      Jamie had decided to accompany Mama, Kimber, and Emma in the garden where they’d spent the daylight hours, even taking lunch outdoors, while leaving Grandmother, Brant, and Da to attend to wedding preparations.

      One Mr. Patryk Ainsley arrived soon after the mid-day meal, a youngish man who appeared older than Mama, but looked like a boy compared to Da. His light-brown hair had been cut neat and short, and his suit gave him a moneyed quality, though he shared his wife-to-be’s pleasant disposition and spent some time amusing the children with some simple coin tricks before he and Jamie departed for town to spend the afternoon. Emma decided she liked him.

      Before bed, one of the women house servants took Emma and Kimber to a bath room, where they washed in a most unusual way. Rather than soaking in a tub, they sat on stone benches with soap and cloths, only pouring water by the bowl to rinse themselves while their hair remained dry. A drain in the floor took the water off somewhere out of sight. The woman hovered nearby, handing them soap, washcloths, perfumed oils, and towels as needed. She seemed pleasant enough, so Emma decided not to complain that she much preferred to soak in a tub like back home. Being wet and soapy while seated on a bench made for a chilly, uncomfortable experience—and a lot of slipping around.

      Soon, they’d dried, put on their nightdresses, and headed back to their borrowed bedroom.

      Emma pulled Kimber back when she headed for the chamber pot in their bedroom. “Wait.”

      She crept up on it, hand raised in preparation to call a whipthorn, and eased the lid up with her foot. The pot inside had been cleaned and held no icky spiders or anything else. Emma relaxed. Once they relieved themselves, they crawled into bed. The servant left the lanterns glowing while she attended to the pot, carrying the metal insert away and returning some time later with it cleaned. She bid the girls good night, put out the lanterns, and pulled the door closed as she slipped out.

      Emma swished her feet side to side under the covers, adoring freedom from the pinchy shoes. The day had been quite warm for Eiramis, the eleventh month of the year, and the sky remained clear. Night had again brought a chill, the wind rattling the glass panes out of sight behind curtains.

      Kimber chattered about the tragic lack of faeries in the garden here, and guessed they felt about the big city about the same as Emma, and avoided it. Emma murmured in response, but her thoughts kept going back to the spider. Mama hadn’t been able to tell what kind of creature it had been, or if its bite would’ve been deadly. Poison or no, the very idea of having a spider attacking from below like that made her skin crawl.

      I shouldn’t have been so scared. Would it have talked to me if I tried?

      Using the Wildkin Whisper at that moment hadn’t even occurred to her between the shock and disgust of finding a huge spider in the chamber pot. It had been far too strong for a creature of its size, which suggested magic had been involved. Mama thought netherworld, which brought to mind Nan’s story about the necromancer. Her mind ran off with the rumors of people disappearing in town.

      There’s a necromancer in Calebrin! Her heart raced. Maybe Brant didn’t have anything to do with the spider. Nan says necromancers and druids hate each other. Life and death. He… or she knows Mama and I are here, and they don’t like it!

      Kimber pinched Emma’s backside. “Spider bite.”

      Emma yelped. “Stop that.” She broke into giggles.

      Tickling ensued, despite neither of them able to see their hand an inch in front of their faces.

      Eventually, they collapsed, out of breath and laughing. Kimber fell asleep in a few minutes, though Emma continued to lie there awake. Could that be what Celia’s ghost tried to warn Emma about? A necromancer in the city, grabbing people at night for horrible magical purposes?

      She resolved to ask Mama about it in the morning, and closed her eyes.

      Silence lasted for a short while, before the distant trill of spectral weeping came from the hallway.

      Emma sighed. Irritation faded to concern. “Maybe she needs help.”

      If Brant comes after me tonight, I’ll thump him.

      She lifted Kimber’s arm and slipped out of bed before feeling her way blind to the door, obvious due to a strip of dim light glowing from underneath it. Cautious steps brought her to the wall without hurting herself, and she fumbled for the handle. Emma stuck her head out, gazing down the length of a hallway awash in blue tint from the moon glaring in the window at her left.

      Celia hung in midair by the stairs, her gaze focused on Emma with a pitying expression. She rotated to the side and glided out of sight. Emma hurried after, slowing to a careful one-step-at-a-time pace while making her way down the terrifying staircase. Smooth, polished wood passed chilly under her feet, but she felt in less danger of slipping than with her expensive, hard shoes.

      The ghost hovered at the bottom floor near an alcove leading from the foyer deeper into the house. As soon as Emma looked at her, she buried her face in her hands and glided off, weeping. She wants me to follow her… or she’s trying to avoid me.

      Emma padded after her, as quiet as a floating ghost. Quieter, in fact, as she didn’t fill the halls with weeping. Celia disappeared into the wall near a rightward corner and a wide round-topped window overlooking the backfield. Lingering smells from dinner in the air brought back her mild sense of satisfaction at having Brant glare miserably at her while they ate, but he hadn’t dared to say a word. Mama had refused to even consider mending the bruise Da had left on the man’s face, but he’d gone to one of the huge temples in the city center, where the priests, according to Mama, would even heal fire demons if they donated enough coin.

      Near the bend, the floor changed from carpeted hardwood to stonework. Flat stones of varying size and color led around the corner to a thick, wooden door about twenty feet later. Four large windows along the left offered a clear view of the grounds behind the house, as well as a separate small building near the garden she assumed held the groundskeepers’ tools.

      Spectral weeping continued from behind the heavy door.

      Emma grasped a black iron ring where a knob should be, and leaned back to pull with both hands. Her feet slid over the smooth stone, but the door didn’t budge. She pushed on the door to no greater effect. Annoyed, Emma stared at the ring. It hung from the end of a square metal rod, which stuck out of a slot. She pulled it upward, and the door made a click. Again, she tugged back. The door wobbled. Grunting, she struggled to haul it open, and that time it moved. She blinked in astonishment upon discover the wood to be six inches thick. When enough of a gap existed between the door and the wall, she shimmied through.

      A dark kitchen greeted her with empty counters, pots and pans hanging from hooks on the white brick wall, two large tables, and one crying ghost at the far corner by another, smaller door. Two hearths held cauldrons big enough for her to bathe in, one covered by a lid, the other empty. She hurried across the kitchen, unconcerned with the soft patter of her feet on the stone, but before she could reach her, Celia darted out the door.

      The servant’s entrance opened with much less effort, and Emma stepped outside. An empty wagon stood a few feet away, its rear end aimed at the kitchen. The dirt lot it had been parked in tapered to a road that wound off to the right past the house to the cul-de-sac on which the manor resided. A flash of glowing white-blue light caught her eye to the left, where Celia glided past a tool shed and around the outer wall of the garden.

      Emma ran toward her, the clap of her feet on the walkway stones so loud against the stillness of the night she expected half the city to wake up. Once she crossed from the covered porch along the back of the house to grass, she flew noiseless as a wraith into the yard. Celia disappeared again before Emma reached the corner, opposite a tangle of bright red firesnap vines. Emma gave them a wide berth, remembering Nan teaching her about them. She chased Celia around the wall, but stopped short in horrified awe at the sight waiting for her.

      A coop had been built against the garden wall in the narrow space between it and the stacked-stone fence following the property line. Thin metal bars formed ten discrete pens in which about a dozen miserable looking foxes lay curled up. Five tiny kits suckled at their mother in a cage too small for the adult fox to stand in. Her heart broke, and she forgot all about the gliding ghost.

      “Strixian, please grant me the Wildkin Whisper.”

      The foxes perked up at the tiny dancing lights.

      “Oh, you poor, poor creatures.” Emma knelt by the cages.

      “No… go away,” said one of the foxes, a male. “Leave us be.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you. Why are you here in cages?” Emma stuck her fingers in the bars.

      After a few seconds of exchanging glances, the foxes seemed to relax. Most stood and sniffed at her.

      “We are to be hunted,” said the female with kits. “The humans release us one at a time, and set their hounds upon us.” She bowed her head. “We will run and they will chase us. It always ends in our death.”

      “We’re all going to die,” said another male fox, barely able to lift his head.

      The kits erupted in noises the spell translated as crying.

      Emma gasped in horror. “No. I’m going to let you out. Can you find your way out of the city?” She frowned at the locks on each small door.

      “What is a city?” asked the mama fox.

      “This place, with all the stone and the walls. Where all the humans build their dens.”

      The foxes came to life with hope.

      Even the glum one who expected to die bounced to his feet. “I remember being caught in a box that closed, and brought here. I know a way out.”

      “As do I,” said a younger female. She nuzzled up to the bars, trying to lick at Emma’s hand. “Please, can you free us?”

      Determination swelled in Emma’s heart. “Yes. Back away from the doors.”

      Emma stood. The foxes cowered against the inner walls of the pens.

      “Linganthas, please lend me your help.” Emma pictured a mass of roots threading up from the ground, twining among the metal, and tearing it apart.

      Sprouts emerged in a writhing mass, shooting like darts into the cage doors. Roots snaked between the metal gridding, twisting and tangling before pulling taut. Emma poured desire onto her sorrow for these poor creatures. As cruel as the trapper had been, this was worse. Her connection to the spell made the roots feel like her fingers grabbing hold and tearing. She thrust her arms down.

      With a loud squeal of stressed metal, the growth she’d summoned tore the doors loose with enough force to warp and bend the cages. As soon as the metal groaned, the tool shed erupted with barking and howling dogs. Some snippets of bark translated to “someone out there” or “hey, someone’s breaking something!”

      Foxes leapt to freedom as soon as they could fit. One by one, they coiled around her legs, soft fur brushing her skin, and scurried away, their ears back at the sounds of barking hounds.

      The mama fox stood up and licked her cheek. She dropped back to all fours and gazed up at Emma. “There is darkness here. I smell death in this place. You should flee with us.”

      “I can’t… I’m only a kit. I can’t leave my mama.”

      The fox bowed her head. “I shall ask He-Who-Ever-Runs to watch over you.”

      She took a knee and pet the fox. “Thank you. Go now, before the dogs wake someone.”

      All fourteen foxes gathered in a cluster, gave her grateful stares, and sprinted off in a mostly single-file line for the far end of the backfield where a tall fence and a line of trees separated the property from the next city street.

      Emma didn’t want to be caught near the cages. She ran to the garden and ducked inside. Bad enough Brant blamed her for things she didn’t do. How cruel would he be if she really did break something? She came to a stop near the tiny garden lake and sat on one of the stone benches where she’d had lunch the day before. As soon as the dogs quiet down, I’ll go back to bed.

      She sat a while, sweeping her feet around in the dewy grass and smiling.

      Again the weeping started.

      “What do you want?” asked Emma without looking.

      When her question brought no reaction other than continued ghostly tears, she raised her head and twisted to the left.

      Celia hovered by the entrance to the hedge maze, her otherworldly glow shimmering on the leaves.

      “She wants me to see something…” Sighing, Emma stood and walked over. “Can’t you just tell me?”

      Celia glided into the hedgerow.

      “Suppose not.”

      Emma remembered looking down on the maze from the second story, and thought of the reflecting pool in the middle. She hurried to the end, where the path turned left and right. On a whim, she went left. That led to another fork, where she took a right. Stark moonlight surrounded her with shadows, and the wavering hiss of wind jostling the leaves. After six more random turns, Emma looked behind herself and couldn’t remember which way she’d come from. Realizing she’d gotten herself lost, she spent a moment shivering while fear got the better of her.

      It’s a maze. It’s supposed to be fun. There’s nothing scary here but shadows.

      Once she calmed herself, Emma walked on, gazing up at the tops of the ten-foot hedges on either side. Too thick to see past, the growth hemmed her in and made her feel as trapped as stone walls. She ran from turn to turn, panic growing. The fifth time she rushed around a corner to a dead end, she bit her forearm to keep from screaming in frustration. If she hadn’t been trying to follow some stupid ghost, and didn’t really care if she found the middle, she’d probably be there already.

      I can’t even get out now. I’ll still be stuck in here when the wedding happens.

      Weeping a bit to the left and behind her got her grumbling.

      “Why are you doing this?” called Emma, a little loud. “Is there something here I need to see or are you playing with me?”

      She scowled when no reply came.

      No matter which way she turned, the huge green hedge walls towered over her. She couldn’t tell which way led to the house, even as the crow flies. Her only idea of direction came from the weeping.

      “I’m being dumb again.” She grumbled. “The walls are bushes.”

      Emma stared down at her toes. Assuming that Linganthas had granted her a permanent Druid’s Step, and also that coming to the city hadn’t angered him enough to take it away, she might be able to walk straight through the hedges.

      She faced the weeping, took a breath, and stuck her arms into the wall. Creaks and pops came from the wood as the plant bent, heeding her desire to pass. Grinning, Emma muttered thanks to Linganthas and climbed past the hole that had opened up for her. It closed as soon as she stepped on the grass beyond, not even a single thorn nipping her cotton nightdress.

      Bolstered with confidence, she plowed a straight line across the maze, ignoring the walls and following a few bits of path where they lined up with where she wanted to go. In minutes, she climbed out of a hole into a straight passage that led to the square central clearing where Celia’s ghost knelt on the ground at the edge of the reflecting pool.

      Her feet soaked to the ankle from dew, Emma crept up behind the spirit, stopping three paces away. She waited a moment, but the ghost didn’t disappear again. “Hello? Celia? Why are you always crying?”

      The young woman lifted her head from her hands and stared up at her with a sorrowful expression. “You must stay away from the black box.”

      Emma took a step closer. “Black box? What box? What do you mean?”

      Celia lowered her head. A second later, she faded away, leaving the hedge maze darker.

      “Ghosts are annoying,” mumbled Emma.

      She shook her head and turned around to go back to bed. A huge man with shaggy grey hair stood behind her, having come close enough to grab her without making a sound. Emma leapt back and screamed, barely managing not to fall on her seat.

      The man cringed. “Oy, keep it down, luv. Donnae make sae much racket inna night. What’re you’as doin’ out ’ere this hour an’way?”

      Her head spun. She grabbed her chest to keep her heart from bursting out. “Y-you scared me.”

      “Saw someone movin’ about in ’a maze. T’ought ya ’ad a lamp or somethin’. Come on, wee lass. You ought not be outside.”

      She stared at him for a few seconds. He did seem familiar. Certain she’d seen him attending to the grounds before, and sensing no sense of malice from him, she approached.

      “Ach. ’Least if you’re goin tae run ’bout inna night ’is time ’year, wear ae bit more an’ at.”

      Emma nodded and let the man take her by the hand. “You talk like my sister.”

      “Oy?”

      “Well… she’s my sister now, but she had a different mama an’ da.”

      “Ach.” He nodded. “She prob’ly from a’ east part o’ Cal’brin. Grew up ’ere m’self. Nae ae nice part o’ ’a city, that. Lot ae poor people. Lot ae thieves.” He winked at her. “Me ain’ no thief.”

      Emma grinned. “Kimber says that, too.”

      The man chuckled.

      He led her into the maze, finding his way to the exit so easily they may as well have followed a straight road. Two lamps glowed on either side of the door, and a small cluster of servants stood on the covered walkway around the kitchen entrance peering into the dark. The groundskeeper walked Emma across the field, into the house, and down a hall to the foyer at the bottom of the stairs.

      Mama, Da, Grandmother, Jamie, and Brant had gathered there, in varying degrees of worry and annoyance.

      “Found ’er,” said the groundskeeper. He released Emma’s hand and offered a bow to Grandmother. “Inna hedge maze.”

      Mama swooned into Da. “Em, you worried me to death. Kimber thought you might’ve tried to walk all the way home.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama.” Emma hurried over to her parents.

      “Couldn’t go two days without rolling in the dirt, eh?” Brant scowled. “Raise her among peasants, you get a peasant. Uncultured little whelp. If the pens weren’t smashed, I’d say she belongs out there with her little foxes.”

      Da’s jaw tightened, though he didn’t look at Brant.

      Grandmother didn’t react to his taunt. “Explain yourself, girl.”

      Jamie sent an apologetic look toward Da before smiling at Emma, relief clear on her face.

      “Celia’s ghost wanted me to follow her. She wouldn’t stop until the pond in the maze. I thought she needed help, and I couldn’t sleep with her crying so loud.”

      “Hmm. That ghost business again.” Grandmother quirked an eyebrow at Da. “You used to see her too.”

      “Nonsense,” muttered Brant. “Another lie to hide the damage she caused.”

      “Like that vase?” asked Jamie with a taunting smile. “Oh, I forgot. You made that up. It wasn’t even broken.”

      Brant’s face reddened. “The huntsman’s pens are demolished. They’ll have to be entirely replaced.”

      “You cannot blame Emma for everything that breaks.” Da glared at his brother.

      “I say, sirs,” added a manservant, “the pens appeared as though someone ran a wagon over them. How do you suspect a small child managed that?”

      “Look at the guilt all over her face.” Brant pointed at her. “It’s obvious.”

      Grandmother’s eyebrows flared. “That’s about enough—”

      “I did it,” said Emma.

      The adults all fell silent. Brant’s eyebrow twitched in shock. The manservant gawked.

      “W-what?” asked Grandmother.

      Emma reached up and grasped Mama’s hand, where it draped over her chest. “There are cages between the wall and the garden where someone had locked up foxes. They were miserable and sad, knowing they were to be killed by dogs. One had five kits. I couldn’t leave them there to suffer. It’s too cruel. Whoever put them there should be ashamed of themselves. So, yes… I did break the cages to set them free.”

      Jamie put a hand to her mouth, covering a smile. Tears gathered in her eyes.

      Brant faced Da. “Five bronze coins per fox. And who’s to pay for that then, for her ruining our hunt?”

      Mama squeezed her. Emma leaned her head back to peer up at her mother, who appeared pleased with her. Da didn’t look happy, but whether his ire went toward his brother or his daughter, she couldn’t tell.

      “That’s not hunting. It’s cruelty. A real hunter wouldn’t need a pack of dogs to catch a fox that’s been locked up in a cage for weeks. You don’t want to hunt. You like being mean to little things who can’t defend themselves.” Emma glared at him. “Chasing foxes with dogs… you’re not a man at all, you’re an oversized boy with a cruel heart.”

      Brant, growling, took a step toward her, but Da got in his way. The men locked stares.

      Grandmother raised her hands. “That is quite enough already. Everyone, please. It is far too late for such emotion. All of you, back to bed. The girl is found safe. No reason any of us need to deprive ourselves of more rest.”

      Da remained in front of Emma as Brant walked by muttering something about false ghost stories.

      Jamie hurried over and hugged Emma. “I’m glad you’re safe. You gave us all a scare. I never cared for those hunts either. I let all the foxes go, too, when I was seven.”

      Emma grinned.

      “Of course, I had to use a key… and father paddled me for it.” Jamie sighed. “Brant made sure everyone knew who did it.”

      Da put an arm around Jamie. “It’s not your fault, you know.”

      “Oh, Father? No… I realize that now.”

      Emma stared up at them in confusion.

      She hugged Da. “I’m sorry Brant’s being such a wretch. Thank you for restraining yourself the other night.”

      “Come, come. Off to bed,” muttered Grandmother. “And see that she cleans up before getting mud all over the linens.”

      Jamie offered Mama an apologetic smile before gliding up the stairs.

      Da took Emma’s hand. “My father went to Varuthan only a few months after Jamie let the foxes out. Brant tried to make her believe she’d made him so angry he dropped dead.”

      Emma gasped. “That’s awful!”

      They walked up the stairs.

      “I’m sorry,” said Mama. “From what you’ve told me of him, he sounded a pleasant man.”

      “He was strict, but fair, and he adored Jamie.” Da let out a sad chuckle as they reached the top of the stairs and turned right toward the bedrooms. “If paddling her had anything at all to do with his death, it would’ve been sorrow. As I recall, he didn’t even hit her with much force.”

      Emma squeezed his hand, smiling. Da didn’t like paddling her either. He’d only done it once, and looked so miserable after. That, more than the pain in her bum, made her not want to disappoint him again. When they reached the doors to their bedrooms, Emma looked up. “Da, Mama?”

      “Yes?” asked Mama.

      Da glanced at her.

      She confessed to thinking about walking home, but deciding against it for being stupid, and because it would’ve worried them too much.

      Mama pulled her into a hug. “I’m glad you’re finally learning to think things through.”

      “You did the right thing. However, if that spirit wakes you again… don’t go traipsing of after it. Wake your mother.”

      “Me?” asked Mama with a sly grin. “Why not both of us?”

      “Ghosts…” He waved his hand about, acting disinterested, though he kept smiling. “What do I know about ghosts?”

      “Celia told me to stay away from the black box. What does that mean?”

      Da scratched his jaw. “Likely, there’s a black box somewhere, and you ought to avoid it.”

      Mama slapped him on the arm with the back of her hand. “Helpful.”

      He chuckled.

      “You don’t intend to go hunting high and low for this thing, do you Em?” Mama gave her a stern stare.

      Emma shook her head. “No. Celia told me to stay away from it. Why would I go looking for it?”

      Mama hugged her hard enough to squeeze a gurgle out of her.

      “The last time we told you to stay away from thieves, you went looking for them.” Da winked.

      Emma bowed her head. Again, she pictured Mama collapsing after a lightning bolt hit her in the chest, smoke leaking from her mouth and nose.

      “Liam…” Mama patted her back. “She’s quite well sorry for that.”

      She sniffled. “It’s okay. Da is right. I won’t do anything like that again.”

      Kimber appeared in the doorway, one eye closed, one half-open. “I’as ’aveta pee. Kin ya please check fer spiders? I donnae wan’ tae ’ave me bum bit.”

      Mama stifled a chuckle. “Wait here, Em. I’ll help you clean up in a moment.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma stared down at her feet, but found them spotless. “Mama!”

      Her parents jumped and spun to face her.

      “What?” asked Da.

      She wiggled her toes before pulling her nightdress up to expose her knees. “All the mud is gone.”

      Da blinked. “I am without the ability to explain anything that is going on in this house as of late.”

      “Maybe one of the servants is a former thieves’ guild master, and wiped her down without being caught?” Mama laughed.

      “Please!” Kimber bounced, squirming.

      Emma trailed off to the bed while Mama and Da stalked the chamber pot with all the caution due a ferocious troll. Their hunt proved uneventful. Mama stood in the door, offering them enough moonlight to see by until Kimber returned to the bed. Though the house, and some of the people in it scared her, Emma found the cozy bed reassuring.
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      Emma settled into her seat at the table. She’d worn a dress of dark green satin, pale green hose, and an emerald ribbon that Mama had woven into her hair. The girl that had stared back at her from the mirror in the bedroom was the sort of child Ambril’s mother would’ve adored having over for a play date. She barely recognized herself. She didn’t look to the left, at Grandmother’s end of the table, but the hate in the air from Brant stabbed her in the side of the head like something physical.

      The hose itched, her shoes squeezed her feet, though she accepted they bothered her more because she hated them so much. Wearing a crinoline plus leggings plus the dress felt like a troll had grabbed her and squeezed all the air from her insides. Every breath took work. Again, Emma wondered how much of her discomfort came from deciding to hate fancy clothes rather than the fancy clothes themselves. She’d decided to tolerate being dolled up to spite Brant. The shocked look on Da’s face made her giggle as well.

      Servants brought in plates of baked beans, fried mushrooms, eggs, sausages, and small bread rolls.

      Brant leaned over to the man setting the tray of sausage on the table. “Would you be a good man and set a place on the floor over there for the little fenling pup?”

      Emma snapped her head up to stare at him. Ambril would’ve blanched in embarrassment at such a comment, and probably burst into tears. Then again, Emma didn’t care at all about status. She narrowed her eyes at him. If Ylithir ever gives me the ability to turn into a wolf, I will bite you!

      The servant froze. He managed to hide his appalled expression after two seconds.

      “Brant,” said Da, in a calm tone, “it is only out of respect for my mother and sister that I am not introducing your face to the table on formal terms, repeatedly, and with great vigor. If you continue to insult my daughter, you shall soon find yourself on a first-name basis with the temple priests.”

      He gasped. “You’re threatening me?”

      “Quite so.” Da speared a sausage with his fork, transferring it to his plate. “In the years of my absence, you’ve developed manners to sicken a Niltharien.”

      “Liam,” whispered Jamie. “The dark elves routinely kill each other, even their own family members, to gain power.”

      “Indeed they do, but they are polite about it.” Da winked at Emma.

      Brant grumbled.

      Grandmother made a shooing wave at the servant along with a hard-eyed look that told him to ignore Brant’s order. He bowed at her and walked out. Minutes passed in silence before Jamie risked mentioning that she and Patryk had selected a baker, a fellow by the name of Thelwyn, to provide the cake for the wedding.

      The remainder of the morning meal passed in somber silence. A few snippets of whisper in the hallway reached Emma’s hears. Servants passing on the story of Da threatening to bash Brant’s head into the table. Most seemed to think it a necessary event, and missed having Liam around to ‘control the bastard.’

      Emma grinned to herself.

      Jamie swooped in to gather the children as everyone stood to leave after the meal. She made it halfway to the door before pausing at Grandmother clearing her throat.

      “My dear, don’t you have wedding things to attend to?”

      “The wedding’s in three days, Mother. The planning is done. All I’ve left to do is be nervous about it. Oh yes, and the final fitting for our gowns, but that is already scheduled. Rather than rattle around the house fussing over every tiny detail, I’m going to distract myself by reading to your grandchildren.”

      Grandmother muttered something before turning to Da. “Liam, would you accompany me into town shortly? It’s so nice having my son home again.”

      Da glared at Brant until he walked out. “All right, Mother.”

      Jamie gathered Emma, Kimber, and Tam and ushered them across the house to the conservatory at the back corner after stopping to retrieve a book from one of the library rooms. Even if it didn’t truly count as being outside, Emma adored the room like a small garden park under a glass roof, with ivy on the walls, flowers and plants everywhere, and a small fountain in the middle. The children perched on a bench, sitting on either side of Da’s sister.

      Emma swung her feet back and forth, still annoyed at being in Calebrin, but content to spend time with Da’s sister. She reminded her a lot of Da, without the itch to solve problems with fist or sword. They both had the same sense of warmth and compassion, and neither possessed the obsession with wealth and status as did his mother or brother.

      “What sort of story would you like to hear?” asked Jamie. “Something with faeries?”

      “Yay!” Kimber raised both hands.

      “Bleh,” said Tam. “Dragons!”

      “Hmm.” Jamie tapped a finger at her chin. “How about a story with a faerie and a dragon?”

      Both Tam and Kimber stared at her in awe.

      She glanced at Emma.

      “Okay. Whatever they like.”

      “Aww.” Jamie teased a finger at the ribbon in Emma’s hair. “You look lovely today. I know you don’t like it much though.” She winked. “Some of those gowns are difficult to breathe in.”

      “Yes.” Emma fidgeted. “I didn’t want him to call me a peasant, but he still did.”

      “Don’t tell my mother, but I don’t much like Brant either.” Jamie opened the book in her lap, leafing pages to the left in no particular hurry. “He’s ten years older. I think he resented no longer being the youngest. My whole life, I’ve grown up being teased. He’d sometimes break things and tell our mother that I did it. I cannot count the number of paddlings I’ve received over that.” She sighed. “I had to beg Mrs. Heathgrove, the head housekeeper, to lock me in my room every day for a week and not tell anyone she had until Brant decided to pull another smash. Mrs. Heathgrove swore to my mother that I couldn’t possibly have gotten out as she had the only key. Brant couldn’t lie his way out of that, but he didn’t even get in trouble… Mother merely told him to stop doing it.”

      Emma gasped.

      Jamie winked. “I could’ve broken anything I wanted after that and she likely would’ve thought Brant did it, but I didn’t. He stopped, and focused instead on watching me constantly, and running off to scream at Mother whenever he thought I’d misbehaved. He’d leave rats and spiders in my shoes, frogs in my bed…”

      “Why is he so mean?” asked Emma.

      She ceased turning pages, stopping on an ink drawing of a dragon flying over a countryside. The whimsical style made the dragon seem more cute than frightening, and the title ‘Robert the Dragon’ below suggested a story for children.

      “Brant has always tried to be mother’s favorite. He tormented me out of jealousy, perhaps why he’s taken such a dislike to you as well. He detests children or anything fun.”

      “Why’s he leave me an’ Kimber be?” Tam frowned. “Why’s he only pickin’ on Em?”

      Emma fidgeted. Grandmother adores Tam, and he’s not jealous of Kimber because she’s adopted. Or maybe it’s because I look so much like Mama.

      Jamie sighed. “Because she’s strong, and not afraid of him. He doesn’t like that. And he probably remembers when Liam brought Emma here as a little baby. Grandmother doted over you.”

      Emma blinked. “I’ve never been here before.”

      “You have, Em… but you weren’t even a year old yet. They let me hold you even though I was only seven or eight at the time.”

      “’Fink he’as leaf her ’lone if she’as scared of ’im?” asked Kimber.

      “No.” She chuckled. “That’s what I did. Or at least used to do. Just cried and cried and begged him to stop being mean. It didn’t work.”

      “He doesn’t bother you now.” Emma itched at her leg, aching to go home where she didn’t have to dress up like a doll. “How’d you make him stop?”

      “My fiancée had the same kind of talk with him that your father did.” Jamie tapped her fist to Emma’s jaw. “He still thinks I’m not ‘proper’ enough. He’s set in his ways like our father was, though cruel.”

      Emma scratched at her other leg. The clingy hose did their best to itch like an army of ants crawling under her dress. “I’m sorry your father died. I hope it was peaceful.”

      “I’m not sure…” Jamie looked down at the book, her voice softened with sadness. “One of the servants found him on the floor in his study. I was seven at the time. No one knows what happened to him.”

      “I’m sorry.” Emma patted her hand.

      “’Fink he’as found tha black box ’at Celia said ’bout?” Kimber looked back and forth from Emma to Jamie.

      “What black box?” asked Tam.

      Jamie tilted her head. “I’ve never heard of a ‘black box.’”

      “The ghost told me to stay away from it.” Emma recounted her meeting with the spirit out in the maze.

      A thump came from the door to the conservatory.

      All four of them whirled to stare.

      “Who’s there?” called Jamie.

      Soft, rapid footsteps retreated without a word.

      Emma swallowed. Brant spying on us hoping to get us in trouble.

      “Probably one of the servants coming to clean the conservatory, but didn’t want to disturb us.”

      Kimber and Tam relaxed.

      “Do you think the ghost is trying to tell me someone’s going to die?” asked Emma.

      “I… it’s difficult to figure out what spirits are trying to say.” Jamie picked at the corner of the book with a fingernail. “I’m hardly one to ask about such things. I’m no priestess, and I’m certainly not a necromancer.”

      “You’re too pretty to be a neck-a-monster,” said Tam.

      “Aww.” Jamie hugged him. “Thank you. Now… let’s see. There once was a dragon named Robert.”

      Tam scrunched up his face. “Robert? That’s too plain for a dragon’s name.”

      “Well.” Jamie grinned. “This dragon happened to like having a plain name. He lived on top of his own little mountain. A village stood in the shadow of the mountain, which he called ‘Robert’s Mountain,’ but the villagers had another name for it he couldn’t bother to remember… something with ‘peak’ in it. Anyway, the villagers feared Robert, even though he considered himself a nice dragon. Once a year, they tried to offer him young women as sacrifices, but he’d always pluck them loose and send them home. You see, Robert didn’t have a taste for eating people… except for one foolish knight with a rather long, nasty sword.”

      Kimber giggled.

      “The villagers mistook Robert’s kindness for there something being wrong with the maidens they tried to sacrifice, so they kept bringing younger and prettier girls, yet Robert always sent them home. One day, Robert awoke from his sleep to find a tiny woman in a jar hanging from the tree that the villagers usually tied their sacrifices to.”

      “Ae faerie!” cheered Kimber.

      Jamie told the story of Robert the dragon and Trina the faerie going off on an adventure to protect the village from an army of creatures (Robert had become rather fond of the village, despite their foolishness) coming from the nearby forest.

      Emma grinned at the happiness in Jamie’s voice. The young, pretty woman with a cheery presence couldn’t really do scary stories half as well as Nan, but a cute tale like this matched her personality perfectly. For the rest of the morning, and well into the afternoon, Emma forgot all about being miserable in Calebrin City.
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      During lunch, Grandmother reminded Jamie that her friends would be arriving soon and she would need to attend them at the dressmaker’s shop. Emma kept her head down while munching on slices of cured meat and picking at greens. As the meal came to an end, Grandmother’s flurry of wedding-related worry wound up sending the adults off in various directions, leaving Emma to watch over Kimber and Tam with the simple order of “stay out of trouble.”

      This, of course, got a snide chuckle from Brant, but he said little else.

      Emma left the small dining room, wandering the hall. I wonder if there are any more paintings of Celia around? She poked her head into each doorway they passed, sometimes deciding to enter and explore sitting rooms or studies. Tam became obsessed with the idea of secret passageways and kept fussing with walls wherever he thought one might be.

      “Don’t touch anything,” said Emma. “You-know-who will get us in trouble, even if we didn’t do anything.”

      “Aww. The house is huge.” He held his arms out to the sides and spun around. “There has to be secret doors here.”

      “You’as lookin’ fer ae black box?”

      Emma shook her head. “No. Paintings. I don’t want to see any black box.”

      “Paintings?” asked Tam.

      “Of Celia. The ghost. She’s trying to tell me something, and I don’t understand.”

      Kimber’s eyebrows slid together. “She’as say nae touch ’e black box. An we’as ought’a go ’way. Tis nae ’ard tae unnerstand.”

      Emma led them out of the sitting room, down the hall two doors, and into another room with dark brown décor, several chairs, and a writing desk. A thick wooden smell hung in the air, making her certain the only people to set foot in here within a hundred years had been servants with dusters. Bookshelves lined the walls, but none of the spines had titles, only dates. “Mama said that ghosts sometimes can’t say what they really mean.”

      “I’as donnae know.” Kimber looked around. “Sound easy tae me.”

      Finding only paintings of landscapes among the shelves, Emma walked out. They spent the next hour or so, exploring libraries, trophy rooms, sitting rooms, and one or two that had no furniture at all.

      “Wow,” said Tam, his voice echoing in the lemon-yellow space. “It’s empty.”

      “You’as know yer ’ouse is tae big when you ’ave empty rooms ’at nae one goes tae fer weeks.” Kimber nodded.

      Emma didn’t care for feeling like a rich girl. She couldn’t be happy in a place like this where all everyone cared about is getting the most expensive possible dresses and discussing who looked prettier than who. Worse, being so far away from Widowswood. With each room she searched, still careful not to lay so much as a finger on anything but doorknobs, she felt more and more like an ordinary girl who’d snuck into an aristocrat’s home and didn’t belong there. She had dressed the part, but every bit of her insides rejected it.

      In another study, dim due to three of the four sets of dark red curtains being closed, they found a painting of a man Emma assumed to be her grandfather. He resembled Da to a great degree, only with greying hair, less broad shoulders, and an air of pomposity that Da lacked. The man looked quite proud of being rich, and likely eager to tell everyone else how not-rich they were.

      At least, that’s what she read in his facial expression. Jamie said he was nice, so maybe he put on a face for the painter?

      Her wandering led them to a small corridor toward the west end of the house, where the little vases on tables and the frames of paintings on the walls greyed with dust. Before she could think too much about why the servants wouldn’t clean here, Kimber squeezed her hand tighter. At that instant, she noticed an odd feeling in the air, colder than the rest of the house.

      Though Emma and Kimber slowed, Tam kept going until his handhold with Emma tugged him back. He looked at her with a tilted head.

      “Something’s wrong here,” said Emma, a little louder than whispering.

      Emma looked from painting to painting, mostly landscapes of forests and lakes. Some hadn’t been cleaned in so long the dust turned them into winter scenes. Kimber reached up to poke the dust on a vase, but thought better of it and lowered her arm. Two dark brown doors on the left side had as much dust on their knobs as everything else. A single door on the right appeared more recently used, the knob clean. Up ahead, the corridor dead-ended at another door of dark-stained wood with a shiny silver handle. Despite being far away, at least twice the length of her guest bedroom, a strong sense of warning radiated from it.

      “In there.” Emma pointed at the door. “We shouldn’t go in there.”

      “I’as scared. Is creepy.”

      “Maybe the ghost lives here?” asked Tam.

      She crept up to the door on the right side, at about the midpoint of the hall. No odd feelings came from it, so she grasped the knob, but found it locked. “Maybe when the ghost said ‘don’t go,’ she was talking about coming here… not trying to make us stay in the graveyard.”

      Tam shrugged.

      Staring at the ‘bad door,’ Emma crept closer

      “Donnae go in ’ere.” Kimber put a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m not going to the end. I don’t like the way it feels.” Emma pointed at the more distant of the two rooms on the left, and caught herself shivering.

      Tam scooted over to the indicated door and grabbed the knob. It rattled. “Locked.”

      “We shoul’d nae be ’ere,” whispered Kimber.

      Emma stopped.

      “Correct,” said Brant, behind them.

      Emma jumped and whirled around, managing not to scream. She clutched Kimber (who did scream) instead of grabbing her own chest, and stared at Da’s younger brother, who stood at the door on the right, trapping them in the dead end, or at least forcing them to come within arm’s reach to leave. Tam grabbed at his belt, where his wooden sword wasn’t.

      “What are you up to this time?” Brant folded his arms. “Hoping to find more poor wittle animals?”

      “We’re only looking around. If we’re not supposed to be here, we’ll leave.” Emma took a step toward him.

      “Looking around…” Brant narrowed his eyes. “You expect me to believe that like the others all believe your little ghost story?”

      “Da remembers the ghost too. It’s not a story.”

      Brant chuckled. “Yes, Mother rather found the tale amusing when he made it up as well. Always the hero, that one.” He frowned at Kimber. “Likely thinks plucking a beggar off the street and wrapping her in silk makes her civilized. No matter what, she’ll always be a charity case. A worthless little peasant.”

      Kimber’s eyes reddened. She looked down.

      “How dare you!” Emma leaned at him, no longer caring how much trouble she’d get into for thumping him. “She’s my sister. You take that back.”

      “That ragamuffin is no more part of your family than those foxes you stole. The beasts are likely closer. Certainly more mannered.”

      Kimber seemed ready to cry, but glared at him, shivering with her hands balled in fists.

      “Hold your tongue, knave,” said Tam, trying to sound commanding as possible with his high-pitched voice.

      Brant laughed at him. “You even sound like Liam. How precious.”

      Emma growled. “You should be ashamed of yourself, the way you treated Jamie. You think your etiquette and social rules are so important, but you don’t even follow them. Those foxes have more manners than you. What kind of lowborn cur has to fluff himself up by insulting small girls?”

      “You foul little churl.” Brant stomped over, raising his hand to slap her. “I’ll not be talked to in such a manner by a whelp. You are in dire need of being taught your rightful place.”

      “Does Da have to teach your jaw how to stay attached to your face?” She narrowed her eyes. “Again?”

      Brant hesitated, sneering. His arm twitched.

      Emma didn’t flinch. “Unlike you, Da doesn’t lie. Slap me, and he’ll cut your hand right off.”

      Kimber scowled. “Ae priest kin put ’et back. Da’d do ’et tae.”

      He backed up a step, lowering his arm into a point down the hallway. “Get out of here. Your father will hear of your insolence.”

      “Oh, please tell him.” After a long staredown, Emma stormed past him.

      Kimber scooted after, flinching as if expecting to be hit, and breaking into a run once out of Brant’s reach.

      Tam marched along, and muttered, “Butt,” while passing Brant.

      A sudden surging feeling of darkness behind her launched Emma up to a run. She didn’t dare look back, sprinting from hallway to hallway, the loud clomping echo of her shoes chasing her close behind. She recognized where she was after a few turns, and kept going at a jog to the conservatory. There, she could remember Jamie’s story, a happy memory along with the presence of plants and flowers would calm her.

      Kimber and Tam scrambled in after her, and the three of them fell seated on the same bench by the fountain, where the storybook remained.

      “Ooh!” Emma fumed. “I hate him so much.” She turned and grabbed Kimber in a fierce hug. “Don’t listen to him. None of those things he said are true. You’re my sister, and I won’t let anyone say you’re not part of our family.” Not even the humiliation of being spanked compared to her anger over what he’d said to Kimber.

      When the girl began to weep, Emma gave serious thought to testing whipthorn spells on people. Well, not that Brant counted as people. A troll then, one without the ability to regrow arms or legs, or get better after a sword stuck them in the head.

      Emma rocked her while patting her on the back until she quieted. Tam held Kimber’s hand, muttering all manner of things he’d do to Brant if he’d been bigger.

      “I’m gonna tell Da what he said.” Tam nodded.

      “I wish I could turn into a raven like Nan. I wanna fly home and forget this place.” Emma sniffled, worked up to tears out of pure anger over that man making Kimber cry.

      “Aye,” whispered Kimber. “I cannae wait tae leave, but Jamie nice.”

      They sat in silence for a while, Emma’s thoughts wandering around the scary feeling in that hallway, Brant, the ghost, the strange warning given in the middle of the night by a reflecting pool, the foxes…

      Emma sat up straight. “I have an idea.” She jumped to her feet and headed for the door that led from the conservatory to the backfield.

      Kimber and Tam followed. She pushed it open with a loud metal screech that made her shoulders scrunch up.

      “Eee,” said Kimber. “Toil n’ proud.”

      “What?” asked Emma. “Is that more thief talk?”

      Kimber grinned. “Aye. Needs tae be oil’d ’cause et be loud. Door nae open’d in long time.”

      “Be quiet,” whispered Emma.

      She crept down the wall, following the covered walkway along the back of the house. When they reached the kitchen door, she gave her siblings a ‘wait here’ gesture, and ducked inside. A handful of women in pale grey dresses and aprons worked on preparing the dinner meal. Most of the food would feed the servants, as they outnumbered the family by a fair margin. None paid much attention to Emma wandering among them, aside from the occasional smile.

      When none watched her, Emma swiped a small table knife and tucked it in her sleeve out of sight. She pretended to be curious about the kitchen and walked the rest of the way along the outline of the room before heading back out the door.

      She beckoned Tam and Kimber to follow and headed toward the corner where the fox cages had been.

      “What we doin’?” asked Kimber.

      “I’m misbehaving,” said Emma.

      Kimber clapped her hands to her cheeks and overacted a gasp of shock.

      Emma smirked.

      “We goin’ to get in trouble?” asked Tam.

      “You won’t. I might,” said Emma, “but if I do, it will be worth it.”

      Emma paused at the corner of the garden wall and peered around, grinning at the fox cages remaining empty and warped. She looked left and right to make sure no one watched them, and hurried over to the mass of firesnap vines clinging to the wall.

      “Donnae touch!” whisper-yelled Kimber. “Is bad!”

      “I know.” She grasped the bright-red vine, about as thick as Da’s thumb. “Linganthas, please grant me your protection.”

      After a moment’s concentration on her want to keep the dangerous sap away from her skin, Emma cut the vine a few inches above and below her hand. She tried to project a magical desire to keep the sap within the fragment contained so it didn’t spray all over. Much to her pleasant surprise, it worked. Milky white liquid wavered at both tips, but didn’t drip out. She dropped the knife and put her other hand on the lower bit of firesnap.

      “Linganthas, please help this plant grow whole once more.”

      “Wow,” whispered Kimber.

      Green energy seeped out of Emma’s hand, coiling like a serpent down the length of firesnap still clinging to the wall. The severed vine grew taller while its other half extended downward until the pieces joined.

      “Nice o’ yas tae fix et.” Kimber smiled.

      “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, and the plant is helping me.” Emma cradled the ten-inch section she’d cut out, carrying it like a piece of delicate glass.

      Kimber drew in a sharp breath and covered her mouth. Her eyes went wide as saucers.

      “Yes.” Emma nodded. “This is for Brant.”

      Tam gawked at her. “That’s mean!”

      “So is Brant… and this won’t really hurt him, not like being punched in the head can hurt someone.”

      Kimber picked up the knife. “Shoul’ nae leave it ’ere n’ be found.”

      Emma hurried back to the house. She and Tam waited while Kimber snuck back into the kitchen to put the knife back. Once she returned, Emma slipped in the conservatory door, her siblings following close. She stuck her head out into the hall, and finding it empty, ran forward. Seconds later, approaching footsteps made her duck into a sitting room to hide. Kimber and Tam collided with each other from the sudden change of direction, but made it in before a pair of servants went by.

      After the man and woman passed, Emma waited a few seconds and peeked. With the hallway again clear, she rushed out and headed left, jogging to the small dining room where the family always took their meals.

      Emma peered in the door and wanted to say a nasty word. A teenage servant girl worked a cloth over the table. She settled for muttering, “Drat!”

      “Ae help.” Kimber winked. “Wait ’ere.”

      Emma nodded.

      The redhead darted off and hooked a left at the end of the hall. Emma tapped her foot, watching the servant clean the table. She seemed nice, humming to herself, smiling while she worked. Before long, the clomping of Kimber’s shoes echoed from the other entrance to the dining room. Kimber blurred by the open door. A sudden clattering thump made the cleaning girl startle and look back.

      Kimber wailed like a child with a skinned knee.

      As soon as the teen hurried out to see what had happened, Emma ran into the dining room, heading for the chair Brant always sat in. While Kimber cried and carried on about her hurt knee, Emma urged the firesnap oil out of the fragment, saturating the plush cushion in the wear-mark created by Brant’s backside. She smeared it around with the vine, working the oil well into the padding.

      “Oh, you poor dear. Are you all right?” asked the servant girl out in the hall.

      Kimber kept crying. For a second, Emma wondered if she’d really hurt herself or if her despicable father had forced her to be a distraction for other, nastier, things. Emma shook the vine, but no more oil came forth. She tucked it behind her back and stepped out into the hall. The teen crouched by where her sister had faked taking a spill, looking her over and appearing worried at being unable to get the child to stop crying. As soon as Kimber saw Emma, she dialed back the tears and rubbed her knee, sniffling.

      “What happened?” asked the servant girl.

      “I’as trip onna rug.”

      “Kimber, Mama told us not to run in the house,” said Emma.

      She stretched her leg, rubbed her knee, and let the teen pull her standing. “I’as sorry. Fought I’as saw ae ghost.”

      At the mention of ‘ghost,’ the teen shivered.

      “You’ve seen her too?” asked Emma.

      “Aye.” The girl nodded. “Walks around some nights, always crying. I stay under my blankets.”

      Emma sidestepped, keeping her back away from the teen to hide the vine.

      “Fank you for helpin’ mae.” Kimber hugged the teen. “You’as nice.”

      “You’re sure you’re all right?” The girl pulled up on Kimber’s dress enough to examine her knee. “Must not be too bad.”

      Kimber clasped her hands behind her back and looked down. “I’as ’fraid o’ pain. Always cry tae much.”

      “Oh, you’re adorable.” The servant girl gave her a quick hug and returned to her task of table cleaning.

      “You’re smart,” said Tam.

      Kimber pointed at the dining room and pinched her lips. Emma led them back to the conservatory and buried the fragment of firesnap vine in one of the giant flowerpots. Clapping soil from her hands, she turned to grin at her siblings.

      “I’as ’elped.” Kimber bounced.

      “I won’t tell them if I get in trouble. It was my idea.”

      Kimber shrugged. “You’as did ’et ’cause wot ’e said ’bout mae. I donnae mind. Nae lie.”

      Tam folded his arms. “I’ll get in trouble too.”

      “But you didn’t do anything,” said Emma.

      “I did.” He nodded. “I didn’t tell on you two.”

      All three of them cracked up giggling.

      “There you are!” said Mama.

      Emma jumped, almost fainting from fright. She went rigid as a board and shifted around to stare at her mother.

      “Jamie is waiting for us at the tailor’s.” Mama hurried over and seized Emma and Kimber’s hands. “We’re late.”

      Emma reached a shaking hand out and grasped Tam’s. She didn’t catch us! A long, slow sigh of relief leaked out of her nose. “Yes, Mama.”
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      Once again perched on a raised platform, Emma suffered the attentions of a tailor’s assistant. The woman appeared about halfway between Mama and Nan for age, and kept smiling and complimenting the girls for being pretty/adorable/cute. Of course, the laced-up dress in peach-colored silk squeezed her middle to the point she expected to faint at any second. Far frillier than any of the ones Da got her from Norrington’s, it pinched her in the armpits and chafed at the back of her neck. She could almost hear Ambril squealing with glee at the sight of her.

      At least the tailor’s assistant asked her to take her rigid shoes off to try on several pairs of soft silk slippers with little embroidered flowers on the front that matched the trail of tiny silk flowers running up the dress from hem to her waist. If she had to wear shoes, at least those didn’t hurt.

      Kimber stood on another box, close enough to hold hands, but didn’t. She wore an identical dress save for it being a little smaller, fidgeting as the assistant cinched up the laces in back. Da and Mama sat on a padded bench a short distance behind them.

      Jamie glided over and walked around the girls, smiling.

      “What do you think, miss?” asked the assistant.

      “They look beautiful, but the color’s a little strong. The bridesmaids’ dresses are closer to white.”

      “Hmm.” The assistant tapped a finger to her lip. “Next Dragonsday is it? The twenty-second?”

      “Yes.” Jamie nodded.

      “Today’s Varsday, miss. Only one full day before. I’m afraid it might be a bit of a task to alter different dresses to fit by then if we were to start over.”

      “Oh, don’t fret about it then.” Jamie smiled. “It’s not that important.”

      Another worker, a girl about fifteen, approached with a bunch of floral crowns, silk flowers in various colors and styles. She set the first one on Emma’s head.

      She glared into the worker’s dark red dress. I feel ridiculous.

      Kimber let off a faint squeal of delight, which coaxed a grin from Emma.

      Okay, maybe it’s not so bad.

      “What do you think, girls?” asked Jamie.

      “I think I can’t breathe.” Emma scratched at her chest. “It’s so tight.”

      The older assistant blinked. “There’s nothin’ to ya girl. How can it be tight?”

      Emma twisted to look Jamie in the eye. “I’d rather do what Da suggested and wear nothing at all to the wedding.”

      Mama laughed. The two tailor’s assistants gasped. Jamie blinked in a flutter before glancing at Da.

      “Absolutely not,” said Da. “That was not a suggestion, merely frustration talking.”

      Emma raised her left arm and tapped where the sleeve met the dress. “It’s pinching here. Every time I move, it rubs on the back of my neck, and”—she patted her chest—“it’s too tight.”

      “Aye.” Kimber squirmed. “Es squeezin’ me too.”

      They went through a number of floral crowns before Jamie fell in love with a design and gushed over the girls. Emma had no opinion whatsoever about which crown to wear, so said nothing. The older of the tailor’s assistants undid the gowns and pulled them off, leaving the girls standing there in crinolines while she hurried off to make adjustments.

      Jamie drifted out of the back section of the tailor’s shop, an extravagant place easily four times as big as Mr. Norrington’s. In the time she’d been standing there for the fitting, conversations had drifted over, people discussing clothes on the other side of the shelves surrounding her. They spoke in terms of four gold coins or more per garment. Mama had sputtered at that, thinking it ridiculous to spend even two silvers for a single item of clothing, much less forty.

      Emma flapped her crinoline to cool off. Hopefully, the wedding would happen outside so she wouldn’t melt. She closed her eyes and daydreamed about home, running barefoot across the meadow in the dress Nan had made her. Murmuring from the front of the store, a waiting area full of chairs, grew to full-throated shouting between Jamie and her mother.

      “You are being utterly unreasonable,” shouted Jamie. “It’s my wedding.”

      “And I am still your mother who is paying for the bulk of it. There’s no need for them to be flower girls. Let them sit somewhere and be quiet. It’s quite obvious the older one doesn’t even want to be here. They’ll make a disaster of everything.”

      Da’s fist creaked closed. Mama put a hand on his arm.

      Jamie roared back, “You’re just like Brant. They’re only children. You cannot hold them responsible for Liam’s choices. If… if you’re going to be like that, I’ll insist Patryk move the wedding to Andor and the two of you can stay here and be quiet.”

      “Jamie!” Grandmother stammered. “Have you forgotten yourself? Those common—”

      “They’re Liam’s daughters,” shrieked Jamie. “If they’re common, so is he!”

      Da moved to stand, but Mama shook her head.

      Grandmother yelled something unintelligible, coughed, and kept shouting, “That woman—”

      “That woman what? Practices magic? So what!”

      “She doesn’t ‘practice magic,’ Jamie, she cavorts with unclean spirits!”

      Emma fumed, looking around for something to break.

      “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” shouted Jamie, “But I don’t want to hear another word of it.”

      “Fine, missy, but those girls will ruin your ceremony. They’re barely civilized enough to walk on two legs.”

      “Mother!” Jamie gasped. “What’s gotten into you? Recant that this instant!”

      Snarling, Emma jumped down from her perch and stormed across the store to the front, earning several startled gasps. She ducked through a gap where two folding barricades offered the rest of the shop privacy from the waiting area and glared at her grandmother.

      “The spirits are not unclean! They’re life! They’re strength! They’re loyalty and respect for your pack. You don’t know anything!” Rage tears rolled down Emma’s face. “You let your son speak ill of my whole family. Brant called Kimber a peasant! Now, you insult our spirits!? Ylithir is part of me, and he is not unclean!” Such anger welled up inside that she couldn’t help but growl, only the noise that came out of her sounded more like Greyfang than anything a ten-year-old girl could make.

      Grandmother and Jamie leaned back. The old woman turned pale as a ghost.

      Mama ran up behind Emma and wrapped her arms around. “Em, you’re in your underthings… you shouldn’t be out in public.”

      Her mother’s touch calmed the unnatural fury. She peeled her glare away from Grandmother and looked at Mama. “It’s longer and heavier than the dress Nan made me.”

      “But it’s… not made to be seen. It’s… difficult to explain.”

      Da brushed past them and whisked over to his mother. He appeared furious, but only murmured at her, too low to hear. Emma couldn’t tell if whatever growl had come out of her rattled the old woman into meekness, or if it had been what Da said, but Grandmother backed up and took a seat, continuing in a quiet conversation of half-whispers with her father.

      Jamie followed Emma and Mama back to where Kimber still perched on her box, being measured. Emma climbed up again, and the woman double-checked the measurements around her chest, neck, and arms.

      “Should not be long now, Miss.” The assistant bowed to Jamie. “Mr. Lewys is quite sorry for the error.”

      Jamie’s face remained red from the row she’d had with her mother, but she smiled. “’Tis quite all right. My friend Valeena had all her gowns made here, and the one I wore was exquisite. I knew right then when my time came, I’d have my wedding dress made here.”

      The woman smiled. “You are too kind.”

      Mama paced back and forth, glancing at Emma every so often.

      “I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” She looked down. “I don’t know what happened. I got so angry… I’m tired of them talking ill of us.”

      “Oh, Em…” Mama had to look up a little to make eye contact due to the pedestal. She embraced Emma, rocking slightly side to side. “I think Ylithir sent a message of his own.”

      A flood of pride washed over her, and she hugged her mother tight.

      Not long after, the tailor’s assistants returned with the dresses. Emma held her arms up, allowing the woman to pull the garment over her head and adjust it. The sleeves no longer bit her armpits and the neck had been rolled down enough not to rub on her skin. She took and held a big breath to make her chest bigger while the woman worked the laces.

      Jamie edged around to where a curtain met the shelving on either side of the mirror in front of Emma. An older woman, well into her sixties, grey hair still showing a few traces of brown, leaned her head and one arm in long enough to hand her a book. They exchanged a few whispered words, and the old one ducked out of sight.

      Emma turned her head as the young woman walked by, staring at the thick tome bound in sapphire-colored leather with metallic silver gilding.

      “Rare stories.” Jamie winked. “For later.”
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      Emma flopped on her borrowed bed, sliding her arms and legs back and forth across the comforter. She wore nothing but her favorite dress, the one Nan made, no crinoline, no crown, no leggings, no shoes. She practically shook with worry and anticipation over suppertime. In less than two full hours, her little surprise for Brant would take effect. A tiny bit of guilt picked at her brain, but she pushed it aside with a wicked smile. Perhaps a bit of Ylithir had surfaced with that inspiration. The wolf spirit did have a reputation for being sneaky and cunning… and always protecting his pack.

      While she enjoyed freedom from ‘proper attire,’ even if it meant being stuck hiding in her room, Kimber explored the bedroom. Da had taken Tam into the city to another shop to have the final fitting made on whatever outfit the boy had to wear for the wedding. Emma wondered how much money had been spent on clothing everyone would wind up wearing once.

      A scream of surprise broke the silence.

      Emma sat up fast, her gaze drawn to motion where a bit of wall between two wardrobe cabinets past the foot of the bed swung closed like a door. “Kimber?”

      A muted cry of “Help!” came from behind the wall, along with the rapid soft thumping of tiny fists.

      Emma bolted off the bed and ran to the spot, hands pressed flat to the red and gold wallpaper. She felt around the velvet flowers. “What did you touch?”

      “I don’t know!” Kimber grunted. “I see a latch, but I can’t reach it.”

      “Tap the wall under it,” said Emma.

      Thumping sounded like it came from the left.

      She looked around, and spotted some grit on one of the wardrobe shelves, likely where Kimber had stepped. Emma placed her foot on the same scuff, and pulled herself up, feeling around the wall.

      Her sister kept banging on the other side, yelling, “Hurry up!”

      One spot of wall gave when she pressed on it, sinking in like a cushion. Something inside clicked, and the ‘door’ swung inward, swatting Kimber over backward. Emma lost her balance and spilled into a painful somersault that whacked her elbow on the floor. She stopped on her side, curled up and cradling her arm, which tingled so much it hurt all the way down to her fingertips. A rapid intake of breath filled her mouth with dust, and set her coughing and choking.

      Kimber grunted and flung herself upright, but crashed into the secret door a second after it shut. “No!”

      “Ow.” Emma pulled her knees under herself and got up, shaking her arm. “Sorry.”

      She’d landed in a narrow hallway with dark walls of wooden slats, white stuff oozing between them like the icing from cakes, only hard to the touch. A faint bit of sunlight came in from a tiny octagonal window overhead at the left, the outer wall of the house. It allowed enough light for her to see the passage ended about where the wall of the bedroom would be, a dead end except for a rickety stairway going down.

      “We’re trapped!” Kimber slapped the wall with both hands a few times.

      “It’s only a door. We can open it. Where’s that latch?” She walked up behind Kimber.

      The redhead stood on tiptoe, pointing at a metal device bolted to the wall overhead. Emma walked up to it and stood on her toes, but her fingertips stopped a few inches short.

      “Get on my back.” Emma squatted, bracing herself against the wall.

      Kimber climbed up to sit on her shoulders. When Emma stood back up, Kimber reached the lever easily and gave it a push, which made the hidden door pop open two inches and slam again.

      “Got tae catch et,” said Kimber. “Again.”

      She hit the lever, and Emma grabbed the door.

      “Yay!” Kimber set her hands on Emma’s shoulders, and leapt off to the ground. “We’as free!”

      An echo of voices came from the stairwell as Emma pulled the hidden door all the way open.

      “Wha’as at?” Kimber twisted to look.

      Emma narrowed her eyes. “Sounds like Brant. Wanna go listen?”

      “Aye.” Kimber nodded, grinning.

      “Now that we know how to open it, don’t be scared.” Emma let the door close.

      “Nae scared,” whispered Kimber.

      “Mythandriel, please lend me your light,” whispered Emma.

      The white fireball appeared, and for an instant, the little faerie-shaped bit inside appeared to wave at her. She mentally guided the light to hover a little behind them, and walked to the stairs. At the bottom, Kimber grasped her shoulder. Emma glanced in both directions. Their room sat all the way at one end of the house, so she didn’t think the left would go far, and headed to the right, following the voices.

      She crept down a narrow secret tunnel inside the walls on the first floor, staring at the ground to look out for anything painful or dangerous. Numerous broken bits of wood, old nails, crumbled plaster, and even some glass fragments littered the passage. The Druid’s Step wouldn’t work inside a house, and for the first time in her life, she wanted shoes. With one hand gliding over a dusty stone wall covered in cobwebs, Emma gingerly advanced to a four-way intersection. She paused to listen, and decided to bear to the right again as the voices sounded louder in that direction. Here and there, light leaked in from seams, suggesting more hidden doors.

      “Wow, Tam was right,” whispered Emma. “There’s secret doors everywhere.”

      Kimber squeezed her shoulder.

      “What?”

      “One fer yes, two fer nae. Bein’ quiet,” whispered Kimber.

      “Oh.”

      A few hidden doors later, the voices of Brant and Grandmother sounded close. Emma glanced up at the mechanism to open it—obvious from inside the concealed passage—but she dare not touch it. The door offered no way to see inside, the seams covered by wallpaper. Opening it at all would give them away. Instead, she pressed her ear to the wood. Kimber crouched, also putting her head to the door below Emma’s.

      “… it’s disgraceful. I won’t let it continue, Mother. I will fix the family if it’s the last thing I do. It is what Father would want. No, it is what he would insist on. I’ll deliver the poison to that vile creature tonight. Then, Liam will have little reason not to come home where he belongs.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. Mama! No!

      Kimber sucked in air.

      “What of the children?” asked Grandmother.

      Brant sighed. “Tam and the girl didn’t ask to exist. I cannot truly blame them for being… though they both have a rather long way to go before they’re ready to be part of civilized society. Of course, they are young. We’d have enough time to train them properly. There’s no need to harm them, but the other one is not of our blood.”

      Kimber trembled.

      Emma gripped her sister’s hand, squeezing.

      Grandmother gasped. “Surely, you wouldn’t… she’s a child.”

      “No, no, no,” muttered Grant. “Of course not. Unlike your granddaughter, she’s rather well behaved. Remarkable considering where she came from. I merely mean to send that one away. An orphanage where she belongs. Let some peasant family take in one of their own.”

      Kimber sniffled, trembling harder.

      Emma eyed the latch, half-tempted to call on Uruleth and thump Brant until he stopped moving.

      Grandmother made an indecisive noise, part grunt, part whine. “I… don’t know. Poisoning the woman is a touch extreme. Don’t forget about her mother. That one will skin you alive if you’re the least bit careless and fail to cover your tracks.”

      Brant chuckled. “You’re afraid of a little old woman?”

      “Yes,” said Grandmother, no hesitation whatsoever. “You’d be wise to be as well. They call her the Witch of Widowswood. She’s… supposedly been around for centuries.”

      Emma grinned. Hearing Da’s mother afraid of Nan sent warm tingles dancing in her belly. Nan would kill you for even talking about poisoning Mama.

      “You don’t seriously believe that nonsense, do you?” asked Brant. “The woman’s your age, perhaps a few years younger.”

      “Nevertheless… I wish to attempt to talk some sense into Liam first. Before you kill anyone.”

      “As you wish, Mother.”

      The footfalls of an old woman’s shoes crossed the room, passing close the girls. Emma tensed, paralyzed with the momentary fear that they’d be discovered, but Grandmother kept going. A door squeaked open and thumped closed.

      “Foolish,” muttered Brant. “The old bat’s too trusting.”

      Her heart raced; she backed away from the secret door, lightheaded. Kimber buried her face in her hands, sobbing in silence. Emma grabbed her by the arm and pulled her standing before hurrying down the passage to the four-way intersection and going left. A short distance past the turn, she felt safe enough that Brant wouldn’t hear them.

      “Kimber.” Emma clamped her arms around her, squeezing for all she had. “Don’t listen to him. He’s an awful, awful person. You are family. And no matter what he says, you will always be my sister.”

      Kimber buried her face in the crook of Emma’s neck, continuing to weep in near-silence. Emma patted her on the back, rubbing her hand up and down.

      “We have to tell Mama.” She released the hug and leaned back.

      Kimber’s expression broke her heart all over again. “Aye. ’E’s goin’ tae try an’ take our family ’part.” She wiped her eyes, tears leaving grey dust-smudges on her cheeks. “I’as nae really yer blood.”

      “He doesn’t know the magic I did.” Emma grasped the sides of Kimber’s head and stared into her eyes. “Blood is only one way to become family, but it’s not the best. Look at Da and Brant. They’re blood, but they hate each other.”

      Kimber’s eyebrows went up. The pure sorrow radiating from her expression faded. “You’as right. We’as ought’a git Mama.”

      Emma grabbed her hand and dragged her down the passage. “Yes, and we must hurry!”
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      Trying to aim for the front of the house, Emma backtracked to the intersection and went left. After a short run, she stopped at the first latch-type mechanism she spotted. Kimber climbed up on her back again and reached for the lever. Emma got ready to grab the wall that popped in, but the instant the lever clicked, the floor under her gave way like a trapdoor.

      Emma screamed and fell a short distance before her backside met a steep wooden staircase. Kimber floated up during the fall enough that her dress came down over Emma’s face when her sister landed once more on top of her. A hard-soled shoe heel struck Emma in the hip. Stairs scraped over her back as she bounced down, blinded by Kimber’s dress. Surrounded by pain, she barely noticed tumbling out onto a stone floor. Kimber spilled forward, sliding on her front.

      A soft click came from behind them.

      Not wanting to move, possibly ever again, Emma lay there stunned, afraid to try sitting up lest the pain in her arms and legs become worse. Even breathing hurt.

      “Ow,” said Kimber.

      Emma stared up at a filthy wooden ceiling. Her magical light ball orbited her head, illuminating walls of old stone bricks covered in moss as well as a wine rack full of bottles. Once the initial shock of sliding butt-first down stairs so steep they should’ve been called a ladder wore off, she remembered Brant’s plan to poison Mama, and the pain didn’t seem so bad anymore.

      “We’as lost.” Kimber picked herself up, brushing dust off her arms.

      “We’re in the basement,” said Emma.

      “Oh. I’as been inna basement once. Bad Papa toss me inna window ’e could nae fit in. We’as got tae find stairs. Prolly tae a kitchen.”

      Emma forced herself to her feet, shivering from the chilly stone floor, and looked around. The square chamber had only one passageway out, a wide tunnel with a curved roof. A coating of dark grey silt on the floor had become thick enough to cushion her steps. If not for her magical light, there wouldn’t have been any way to see at all. A few of the wooden columns holding up the ceiling had lanterns hanging from hooks, but none gave off light. Only one even looked to have oil at all. So much dust covered everything, she wondered if anyone had been down here for a hundred years.

      “I hope this isn’t a secret basement,” whispered Emma.

      Kimber ran to the wall at the end of the clean smear they made on the floor. She checked around the bricks for a little while before becoming frustrated. “I’as donnae see a way tae open it. Might be ’scape… cannae open dis side tae stop thieves. Only fer gettin’ way from bad stuff inna house.”

      “That’s good… If it’s an escape door, it means we’re not trapped in a secret cellar.” Emma waved for her to follow. “Come on.”

      She hurried down the tunnel, ducking cobwebs. Kimber squealed at the occasional (normal sized) spider or other bug that strayed too close. Emma walked for about two minutes to until the hallway met another chamber with stone columns and an assortment of barrels and wooden crates stacked in piles, some against the wall, others freestanding. Four passageways led out from here, one at the middle of each wall, including the one they entered from. Emma assumed this chamber was the center of the basement. She stared up at the ceiling, wondering if it lined up with the middle of the house.

      “Which way?” asked Kimber.

      “I’m not sure.” Emma crept into the room, staring into the darkness of each possible path, though her magical light only let her see a short distance, revealing plain tunnel walls.

      Having lost any sense of how the house related to her current surroundings, Emma decided to go straight ahead. Kimber clutched her hand, hovering close. They made their way down the corridor, the only sound the soft scuff, scuff, scuff of Kimber dragging her feet. The glow from her floating light reached perhaps twenty feet ahead, corridor emerging from pure darkness up ahead.

      A wooden door appeared out of the murk after a few minutes, its knob rotted to the point Emma expected it to come off in her hand. She touched the door with her fingertips, and pushed. It swung inward with a long drawn out creeeeaaaak.

      Crates and boxes of various sizes stood in piles in a room that appeared to have no other way out. Emma stepped in only far enough to glance around at the walls, confirming it as a dead end.

      “It’s a storage room.”

      A hollow clattering, like a stack of wooden bowls falling to the stone floor came from the right.

      Kimber jumped and grabbed her. “Wha’as at?”

      “Probably a rat knocking something over. Let’s go back.”

      The rattling happened again, continuing like Tam tapping two bowls together to make horse galloping noises. Emma twisted to the side, staring at direction of the approaching sound.

      Three dusty human skulls came rolling out of the shadows, bouncing in circles around her feet.

      “Hello,” said one.

      “Hello,” repeated the second in a sing-song voice.

      “Hello!” cried the last.

      Moving… bones…

      Emma stared at them for all of two seconds before she shrieked and took off running, dragging Kimber (who hadn’t made a sound) by the wrist. She flew down the tunnel to the room with four exits, and veered right, sprinting so hard her bare feet made more noise than Kimber’s shoes.

      They ran into the unending darkness, the hallway easily ten times the length of the passage to the storage room. Emma slowed to a stop, gasping for air. No clattering pursued them, so she allowed herself a moment to breathe. Kimber stared at her, somehow paler than usual. Cobwebs matted all over her sister’s hair. Emma fussed at her, peeling the gossamer strands away. After a brief rest, she resumed going forward at a fast walk. A few minutes later, she slowed to a stop when the glow of her floating light revealed a wall at the end of the hallway with an ornate black door. Dark lichen, mold, or some other sort of growth stained the bricks on either side of it. The air carried a smell like wet earth and rotting meat. Emma, shivering, edged closer, raising her hand toward the knob.

      Instead of a knob, a polished silver skull the size of a man’s fist, stared back at her. She cringed away, both hands tucked under her chin, and whimpered like a scared little child for a few seconds before catching herself being too scared of a piece of metal. She figured the door radiated unnatural fear. Kimber didn’t seem to notice it, and clung to her from behind.

      “Wha’as wrong?”

      “T-this door… It’s like the one upstairs. Bad.”

      Footsteps shuffled around behind it, slow and dragging along with faint, feeble grunts. She pictured a weary old man with a bad leg struggling to move.

      “S-someone’s in there.” Emma backed up another few steps. “We shouldn’t be here.”

      A deep voice, too loud to be human and tinged with a creak of age, filled the air. “Hmm… what’s that? Innocence. Yes… I feel innocence.”

      Emma’s heart fluttered at the sense something looked at her straight through a closed door. She retreated, biting back the urge to scream, and ran like the Banderwigh and its giant axe chased her all over again. She zoomed down the tunnel, the Mythandriel light zigzagging behind her, its glow wobbling side to side on the walls. Tiny spiders stretched into great shadows, two of which made Kimber yell when they moved. When she reached the chamber with stone columns, she darted straight across—left led to skulls, right led to the dead end room they’d landed in—and headed down the last passageway.

      A brief sprint brought them to another chamber, long and rectangular. Wine racks stood against the walls on either side, about a quarter full of dusty bottles. Piles of old lumber collected dust and cobwebs in the corner. The far wall had a door-sized opening with an arched roof that contained a spiral stone staircase. She hurried to the stairs, too terrified to look back in case that presence had come out from behind the door.

      The spiral twisted around twice, coming to an abrupt end at a flat wall of grey bricks. Emma drew in a breath to scream, but let it out as a long gasp upon spotting another hidden door mechanism. Fortunately, this one, she could reach. She pushed the latch and the brickwork door creaked forward into another cellar room where many crates and burlap sacks lay piled up against the wall at the opposite end. The wine racks here had a few empty cubbies, and only a handful of bottles showed any noticeable dust. Her heart leapt with relief at the sight of a normal stairway against the far wall. Provisions arranged on shelves and hanging ropes still smelled of cured meat, salt, and garlic, further offering hope that this part of the cellar saw routine use.

      Emma hurried away from the concealed door behind her, a lantern on a chain sliding upward as it closed. She pulled Kimber along and ascended the steps. The door at the top led into the kitchen. She raced past the servants, who yelped in surprise, evidently not recognizing her, and hurried out into the manor house hallway, leaving a trail of black footprints.

      “Child,” said a man in a stern tone. “What do you think you’re doing in here?”

      Emma whirled to face one of the butlers storming over to her. “Where is my Mama?”

      “How should I know? Most certainly not in here. Now go on. Get out of here before I summon the town guard.” He faced Kimber. “Young miss, why are you dragging strange street urchins into the house?”

      “I’m Emma,” shouted Emma. “Liam’s daughter.”

      He gasped at her. “You’re filthy… why are you dressed like a peasant?”

      “Where is my Mama? I don’t have time! She’s in danger.”

      “They’re in the second sitting room off the foyer.” He pointed.

      Emma ran, her weary legs protesting, to the end of the hall. She clung to the corner not to fall over while turning, and skidded to a halt in the doorway to one of the sitting rooms. Grandmother perched in a wingback chair at the far corner. Tam, looking annoyed, draped himself over an ottoman close to the old woman. Jamie occupied a wide plush sofa at the right side of the room between two unfamiliar girls around her age, chatting happily. Mama sat on a small cushioned chair by a round, wooden table, with Da beside her. Brant leaned against the mantel, a smug grin on his face.

      Mama raised a goblet to her lips.

      “No!” shouted Emma.

      She flung her arm forward. Linganthas, help me! A thin thornvine streaked forth, tipped with glowing green magic, and wrapped about the goblet. She jerked her arm back, tearing the cup from her mother’s hands and spilling wine all over the floor.

      Everyone stared at her in horror.

      “Mama, it’s poisoned!” shouted Emma.

      Shock left her parents open-mouthed. Brant raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I’as ’eard it tae. Et true!” said Kimber.

      Grandmother cleared her throat, one hand patting her chest. “What’s happened to the two of you? Have you climbed down the chimneys? Why are you so filthy? You look like a beggar urchin. L-Liam… take your daughter to bathe immediately!”

      “We were in the walls. There’s secret passages. Kimber fell in by accident…” She explained what they’d overheard. “Brant’s gonna poison you so Da has to live here again, and they’re gonna send Kimber away to an orphanage.”

      Mama and Da glanced at each other. A thin trickle of blood ran down Mama’s finger, likely from a thorn.

      Jamie burst into tears.

      Grandmother’s face went red. “You two go to your room this instant, and don’t come out until dinner! Stop trying to cause trouble!”

      “I’m not causing trouble. I heard him say he’s going to poison her!” Emma pointed at Brant.

      He laughed, gesturing at her with his cup. “Listen to her… she’s clearly disturbed.” He sauntered over, shaking his head at Da. “I don’t deny my contempt for your common-born wife, but ’tis a bit of a leap to go from expecting her to know her place and wanting to harm her, is it not?” He scoffed, picking up the goblet Emma knocked away from her mother and drinking the small amount of wine remaining in it. “There’s no poison in this cup. The child is not getting her way and wants attention.”

      “Not getting her way?” Da stood, staring Brant down with death in his eyes. “Exactly how is it she’s not getting what she wants?”

      “Well, for one thing, we’re insisting she act civilized, but I see she’s already decided to abandon that, wearing her rags and running about barefoot like a street scamp. For another, she’s been begging you to go back to your little woodland hovel from the moment you arrived.”

      Mama rose to her feet and locked stares with Brant. “I’m not so sure. You’ve got the reek of ill company about you. Something dark clings to your bones.”

      “Hmph.” Brant eyed Mama with a distinct note of worry. He walked away, heading for the door. “If I were you, Liam, I’d take her and go home before the little churl does something truly drastic.”

      “Churl? How dare you!” Da stormed after him

      Mama caught his arm. “It’s what he wants.”

      “Then he shall have it,” said Da.

      “Stop it!” shouted Jamie, at Brant. “Why must you ruin every happy moment I ever try to have? And you’re using an innocent girl to do it! Leave her alone, or so help me… I’ll…”

      Brant stopped at the door. “You’ll what? Cry more?”

      Jamie’s tears stopped in an instant. She glared at him, working her jaw side to side while flexing the fingers of her right hand. A glint of something dire lurked in her eyes. Emma edged backward, sensing an odd charge in the air. The young woman’s raven hair fluffed ever so slightly. She glanced at Grandmother and turned away, her expression that of a child deciding not to do something they’d get in a heap of trouble for.

      “Hah. I thought not.” Brant threw his nose in the air and sauntered out.

      Mama gathered Emma and Kimber. “It’s almost time to eat… the two of you are in no condition to touch food.”

      Da hugged the three of them for a long moment before approaching his sister with a comforting arm around her back. Mama escorted the girls off to bathe. In the seconds before she walked past the arch into the hall, Emma stared back at Grandmother, catching a guilty expression on the old woman’s face. The instant the old one made eye contact, Emma hardened her stare. Grandmother looked away first.

      Brant may not have poisoned that goblet, but he would do something soon.

      Emma squeezed Mama’s hand. Everyone thinks I’m lying.
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      Emma sat beside Kimber on a smooth marble bench, the pair of them wearing only a layer of soap. She worked a washcloth over her body as fast as she could without sliding off and landing hard on her bum. Mama stood guard by the door while the girls bathed themselves. Evidently, rich people’s idea of cleanliness involved a constant battle between soapy backsides and slippery benches. Every time Emma moved, she almost wound up on the floor.

      Undressing moments ago had revealed a mess of splinters stuck in her legs and back, likely from falling down the concealed stairwell, as well as a host of bruises. Mama had plucked them out and mended her skin with a little help from Uruleth, then spent a little while checking them both for injuries.

      “I’m sorry for nicking you with the thorn, Mama. I thought he poisoned your wine.” Emma pulled one leg up, hooking her heel on the bench, and scrubbed her foot. Basement silt had stained her sole ink black and outlined her toenails.

      Mama wiped a bit of dried blood from her finger. “You did what you did because you were frightened and trying to protect me. I’m not angry with you.”

      Emma slouched with relief, and switched feet.

      “Wash your hair too. You’re both covered in dust,” said Mama.

      “Can’t we have a normal bath? I hate this bench.” Emma grumbled and scooted back for the thousandth time.

      “But we’as ’ave tae eat soon… Gran’ma git mad wif us fer ’avin wet ’air.” Kimber looked up.

      Mama winked. “Andreth will help.”

      Emma dipped the cloth in the bucket of water, thinking whoever decided rich people ought to bathe like this instead of with a tub was an idiot. She only disliked one part of taking baths: the freezing air when climbing out of the tub. The bench-and-washcloth style of bathing offered that teeth-rattling chill the entire time. Shivering, she rinsed soap from her legs and cleaned her arms from the elbows down, where most of the basement grime had collected. Her dress had shielded much of her middle from dirt.

      After they washed their hair, Mama poured warm water by the bowl over them both, rinsing away soap. Foaming trails streaked with black basement grime swirled into a hole in the floor.

      “Where’s the water go?” asked Emma, scraping her foot at the smooth stone to push suds to the drain.

      Mama shrugged. “Probably to the ground outside. Or… this is Calebrin. There’s a sewer.”

      “What’s a sewer?” asked Emma.

      “Tunnels unner ’a city,” muttered Kimber. “Full’a poop and t’eeves.”

      The girls stood there dripping for a moment.

      “All right.” Mama backed up a few steps. “Turn toward me and hold your arms up. When the breeze starts, lean into it so you don’t fall.”

      Emma did as instructed.

      “Andreth, Storm Caller, send your warming breath.”

      Mama raised her arms and a strong blast of wind flew out from behind her, whipping the girls’ hair about. A fierce gale like a summer hurricane pushed the girls backward in a standing slide. Kimber laughed with glee, waving her arms to keep her balance. Water swept from the floor, evaporating to dry stone. A moment or three later when it stopped, Emma’s hair remained only damp, her body dry.

      “There,” said Mama. “Hurry on and get dressed. That old bat will surely cluck about our being late.”

      Giggling at the reminder of Nan’s curse, Emma hurried across the room to the dry bench and begrudgingly donned her leggings and crinoline slip. “I’m not lying. I heard them…”

      “I don’t think you’re lying.” Mama walked up and brushed a hand down Emma’s hair. “There is something quite wrong here. Perhaps that spirit you keep seeing is making you hear what it wants you to hear to scare you.”

      Emma stepped into a dress of dark violet satin and turned her back so Mama could do the laces. “Celia is nice. I don’t think she would trick me. And there’s something else in the basement.” She described the creature that somehow saw her past a closed door.

      “Aye.” Kimber had her dress half on, leaning sideways so her hair dangled off her back. Dense red curls took longer to dry than Emma’ straight locks. “I’as ’ear it too.”

      Emma combed at her sister’s hair with her fingers, trying to help it dry. “You said Brant felt dark? What do you mean?”

      “It’s not easy to explain.” Mama tugged on a lace. “I’ve only seen one necromancer, quite some time ago. That man had a shroud of darkness around him, much stronger than Brant.”

      Kimber twisted to look up at her sideways. “Ae nae see dark on ’im.”

      “It’s not dark you can see.” Mama smiled. “It’s a feeling. And Brant isn’t even close, only similar. He’s like you’ve walked past someone who’s stepped on a horse dropping and you catch a whiff, compared to tripping and landing face-first in it.”

      “Eww!” said Kimber.

      Emma giggled.

      “It may be from living in a house where a ghost resides for so long. The entire place feels off to me. Not everything dead, like ghosts, is evil… but their nature is at odds with our magic.” Mama tided Emma’s dress and fussed with her hair before doing the same for Kimber. “I bet you feel it too.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma stepped into her shoes. “Do you think that’s why I don’t like it here?”

      Mama put an arm around both girls. “That would make sense, but I’m inclined to agree with you. Brant is a bull’s backside.”

      “Aye. I donnae like ’im.” Kimber shook her head.

      The ghost isn’t trying to trick me. Brant wants to poison Mama. “Be careful, Mama. I think he’s trying to hurt us.”

      “I will, Em. Two more days, and he’ll never bother you again.”

      Kimber stared up at Mama with a look of horrified awe.

      “Oh, pff.” Mama ruffled her hair. “No… I mean we’ll be going home.”
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      Emma took a seat at the table in the fifth chair away from Grandmother’s end, staring at the empty chair Brant always sat in. Jamie sat closest to the old woman, with Da, Tam, and Kimber between her and Emma. Mama on Emma’s right, in the last chair on their side of the table.

      Unable to peel her stare away from the unoccupied chair, Emma fidgeted, worried that he might have discovered her revenge waiting for him. Grandmother kept her imperious stare on the table in front of her, not looking at anyone. Kimber shot Emma a look before ‘pointing’ at the empty spot with her eyes. Tam bounced in his seat, grinning.

      A few awkward moments passed with no one talking, the only sound coming from the occasional squeak of a side door when one of the manservants peered in and retreated. Eventually, Brant strolled in, rounded the corner, and took his seat.

      “Pardon my lateness. I had a matter that demanded my attention.” Brant fired off a snide smile at Jamie before sending a decidedly unhappy sneer Emma’s way.

      “Let us hope it was not assisting the cook with his seasonings,” said Da.

      Brant gasped. “Do not tell me you are taking her fanciful tales to heart?”

      “Brother, I have spent the better part of the last ten years sniffing out thieves and liars. My daughter, as anyone does, has her shortcomings, but she has not once lied to me. I cannot say the same for you.”

      “Well…” Brant shifted in his chair, his arrogant confidence cracking. “That only tells me you’ve not been good enough to catch her at it. Like Jamie at that age. Make the eyes at Father and he’d believe everything she said.”

      “That’s because I wasn’t the one lying.” Jamie scowled.

      The manservant peeked in again, saw Brant at the table, and entered. Others followed, bringing small bowls of soup to each person. A brown-haired girl of about fourteen in a grey dress refilled everyone’s water glass. Her grim expression changed only when pouring for Emma, Kimber, and Tam, as Emma always said “Thank you,” unlike Brant or Grandmother who ignored the servants.

      Emma picked up her spoon, trying desperately not to smile at the droplets of sweat building up on Brant’s forehead. She also refused to look at Kimber, knowing the sight of her sister grinning would make her laugh.

      “Of course you weren’t.” Brant rolled his eyes and squirmed.

      Mama mumbled, “Mythandriel, bestow your cleansing touch.” She gazed at each soup bowl in turn, though nothing visible occurred. She nodded to Emma before taking up a spoon herself.

      “Are you all right?” asked Grandmother, eyeing Brant.

      He trembled, his face pouring with sweat and quite red. “I… I…” He shuddered. “There’s…”

      With a wild yowl, Brant leapt to his feet and raked his hands at his rear end, scratching the backs of his legs like a dog afflicted with ten thousand fleas. He wailed louder still, a cry of anguish amid the frustration. His knees wobbled, almost dumping him to the floor, but he managed to keep his balance and waddled, screaming, toward the door.

      “Brant?” asked Mama. “Perhaps I can offer some assistance.”

      He let out a cry of “Yeaargh!” and raced out of the dining hall, his screams fading into the distance, along with a few crashes, and one shriek from a servant girl.

      Emma kept her head down, shaking from her effort not to laugh.

      “Excuse me.” Jamie hurried out.

      Grandmother’s presence receded. The thinly veiled hostility she so often radiated at Mama had run out the door with Brant. Spoons clinked on soup bowls. Eventually, the servants brought plates of ham, glazed carrots, and mashed potatoes. Kimber snickered. Emma started to giggle, but bit her lip.

      “That did not appear humorous,” said Da.

      Emma coughed and put on a serious face. “Yes, Da.”

      “I should hope the temple here has tincture of liferoot and emerald moss,” said Mama.

      Mama knows… Emma looked up at her, expecting to be forbidden from using magic for a whole month. Her mother’s expression appeared neutral, somewhat questioning. Emma nodded, barely moving her head.

      Mama smiled and directed her attention back to her plate. “Nothing to worry about, Mrs. Dalen. He’ll be quite all right.”

      It took a lot of effort for Emma not to grin from ear to ear.

      Jamie hurried back in and took her seat at the corner nearest Grandmother. Winded, her voice had a whispery quality. “Willem and Tarl are carrying Brant to the temple.”

      “What’s happened to him?” asked Grandmother.

      “I’ve no idea.” Jamie drank half her cup of water in one go. “He kept screaming. His hands are red and covered in blisters as well.”

      Tam leaned forward to grimace at Emma.

      The rest of the meal passed in tense silence. Emma sat tall, savoring her sense of victory. He started it. Granted, her revenge to his rear end had hurt quite a lot more than what he’d done to hers, but he’d also tried to get her in trouble for breaking a vase she hadn’t even touched. Not to mention the chamber pot spider. She had no proof, but who else would’ve done that? And, of course, he wanted to send Kimber away and kill Mama. He deserved worse than a burning, itchy bum.

      Once the servants carted the last of the empty plates off, Grandmother stood. “I think I shall take to bed early this eve.”

      “That is a lovely idea.” Mama gathered Emma, Kimber and Tam. “Go and get ready for bed. Stay in your rooms. I’ll be up in a moment.” She eyed Brant’s chair.

      “Yes, Mama,” said Emma. Happy not to be in trouble for the firesnap oil, she didn’t even think to protest an early bedtime.

      Emma led the way out of the dining room, down the hall, and to the stairwell. As much as she disliked the way this house felt, the borrowed bedroom did offer a small degree of sanctuary. The sooner she went to bed, the sooner morning would arrive, and the sooner she could go home.

      She clung to the railing on the long, sweeping staircase, staring down at her shoes with each step of the long climb. Kimber, sharing her fear, held on to the banister with both hands. Tam followed them in the middle of the carpeted strip, fearless.

      A shadow moved ahead. Emma snapped her head up and locked eyes with an enraged Brant, a few feet away from the top of the stairwell in the second floor hall.

      She yelped in surprise and leaned back.

      “Stay away from Em!” Tam ran up the last four steps to the landing, and grabbed for his missing wooden sword.

      Brant narrowed his eyes, glaring at Emma with a look of pure malice.

      “Da!” shouted Emma “Ma—”

      An invisible force crashed into Emma’s chest, knocking her over backward. She screamed, scrambling to grab on to the railing, the stairs, or anything. Her head banged on a wooden step, her knee thumped into the railing. Ceiling and floor traded places over and over again as she fell, tumbling and shrieking, the length of the stairs. A loud snap came from somewhere nearby. She spilled out onto the ground floor landing, hurting everywhere, dizzy, and gazing across the carpet at her left arm, which didn’t look right. About halfway between her wrist and her elbow, the arm bent.

      It’s broken…

      Pain shot up into her shoulder. In too much agony to move, she lay there and screamed. Somewhere, Kimber wailed and Tam’s angry shouting rang out.

      Mama and Da came flying down the hall from the dining room.

      “Em!” shouted Mama.

      “What have you done!” roared Da. He looked down at Emma, the first time she had ever seen fear on his face.

      She gasped and sniffled, still unable to move due to pain.

      “Mythandriel, send forth your healing touch.” Mama took a knee, placing one hand one Emma’s shoulder, the other on her broken arm.

      “Brant…” Da stormed up the stairs. “You had best pray to whatever god you revere that I stop while you can still be mended.”

      Energy swept across Emma’s body, chasing away the pain and sore spots. Her left arm wobbled like a dead fish, pushed about by the swirling magical light. It straightened with a muted crack, and feeling returned to her hand. She sat up into a clingy hug, and cried on Mama’s shoulder.

      “Something pushed me,” whispered Emma. “I didn’t see what touched me… he was too far away, but I know he did it.”

      Tam scowled at his lack of a sword and made a fist. Brant glowered at him, and he came running back down the stairs to hide behind Da.

      “The girl is throwing a tantrum. She saw me coming and flung herself down the stairs to make a scene.” Brant gestured at Kimber and Tam. “Ask them. I have not moved. From four feet away, how exactly do you think I pushed her?”

      Da stared at him for a second more before looking at Kimber.

      “He’as nae close tae push Em, but ae know ’e did et some’ow.” She jabbed a finger at him, pointing. “’E ’appy she ’urt, an’ it nae right.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Da rushed Brant, fist raised. The thump of a punch preceded the crash of bodies against the wall. The fight started too far from the stairs on the second floor for Emma to see. The floor shook with stomping feet and bodies hitting the wall, grunts and growls filled the air. Kimber let off a brief eep, and darted down a few steps.

      Jamie ran out from an archway and flung herself to her knees alongside Mama, pawing at Emma. “Is she all right?”

      “It’s not your fault.” Emma smiled at Jamie.

      “Yes. She’s fine.” Mama stared death up the stairs as the men staggered once more into view. Da caught Brant with a left cross that sent him spinning out of sight, a second later, the slam of him striking the wall echoed in the foyer.

      Tam, safe a short distance down the stairway from the fight, punched at air. “Get him, Da!”

      “Stop this at once,” roared Grandmother. She stormed in from the left side of the upstairs hall and grabbed Da’s arm.

      Emma took a few deep breaths and got her tears under control, rubbing the middle of her forearm where the break had been.

      “By Belloch’s beard, what is wrong with you?” Da gestured behind himself at the stairs. “You could have broken her neck.”

      Brant stumbled into view, wiping blood from his lip on the back of his hand. He looked ready to laugh.

      Da whirled on his mother, glaring. “It is quite clear we are not wanted here.”

      Jamie burst into sobs, sputtering out apologizes to Emma, Mama, and Da.

      “Liam.” Grandmother grabbed his hand. “Your sister’s wedding is the day after tomorrow. Please reconsider. I’ll even turn a blind eye to her running about half dressed.”

      “Let them go,” muttered Brant. “The little fenling pines for her woodland den.”

      Jamie’s crying distorted her voice. “Brant! Stop it. Leave her alone. Say another thing like that and you’ll not be attending the ceremony.”

      “Oh, you mean I’d have a day back to myself without being obligated elsewhere?” He raised an eyebrow. “That is supposed to be a threat, is it not?”

      “Brant!” said Grandmother. “Go to your room.”

      He laughed. “Mother, you can’t send me to my room. I’m nearly thirty.”

      “Then act like it! Why are you picking fights with small children!” Grandmother pointed at the left hall and stomped.

      Da looked down the stairs at where Emma, Mama, and Jamie clustered. “We’ll consider. This goes well beyond giving her a swat on the backside. One more snide comment out of him and he’s going down these stairs on his chin.”

      Grumbling, Brant stormed off down the hallway.

      Jamie hiked up her dress and bounded up the stairs, wrapping her arms around Da and showering him with apologies before letting go and staring downcast. “I never imagined he could be so petty and cruel. Please forgive me for asking you to attend. I suppose I understand why you’ve only returned for short visits all these years. Perhaps my life would have been brighter had you been here.”

      Da looked down. “Jamie, I—”

      She smiled. “It’s all right, Liam. I don’t blame you for anything that’s happened. Don’t be guilty for me. ’Tis an idle wondering is all. You followed your heart, and my happiness was not your burden. With Patryk, I’ve come to understand how you felt.”

      Emma stood, brushing at dust smudges on her leggings. Mama took her hand and they walked upstairs, collecting Kimber and Tam on the way. Da picked Emma up and hugged her tight for a few seconds before carrying her down the rightward hall to their guest rooms. Jamie sighed, and drifted quiet as a ghost down the opposite corridor.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” said Mama. “There’s necromantic energy about. I can feel it.”

      “That ghost, do you think?” asked Da.

      Mama gazed around while they walked. “I don’t believe so. Celia isn’t malicious. She doesn’t radiate the same kind of energy.”

      “The monster in the basement,” said Emma.

      “What?” Da pushed open the door to the girls’ room, carrying her inside before setting her seated on the edge of the bed. “Monster?”

      Kimber scrambled up to sit beside her and grabbed on in a hug. “You’as fell down ’ae stairs. I’as scared you’as git hurt.”

      “I did.” Emma held up her left arm, still ringed with bruise where the bone had snapped. “It broke.”

      Da paced back and forth, looking relieved, furious, and worried in equal measure. “What monster?”

      With one arm around Tam, one around Kimber, Emma explained what happened when they’d gone past the secret door. Da’s cheeks paled a touch.

      “Perhaps Em is right.” Mama brushed a few strands of hair away from Emma’s face. “We ought to go. You can stay for Jamie’s wedding if you want, but I am taking the children home tomorrow first light.”

      Da cupped Emma’s cheek, tracing his thumb beneath her eye. “No, you’re right. We’ll go home.”

      Mama embraced Da, and they kissed.
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      Scowling at the canopy over the four-poster bed, Emma lay wide awake and fuming. No accusation had come from Brant about the firesnap vine oil, which surprised her. I really did something bad, and he didn’t blame me for it. Even more surprising, Mama hadn’t scolded her over it—even appeared amused by it.

      The fall down the stairs replayed in her mind. Each time she relived her arm breaking, she shivered with worry that it could’ve been worse like Da said. She reached a hand out from beneath the covers and rubbed the side of her neck. Twice, that man had tried to kill her. Well, the spider may or may not have been deadly. And it could’ve bitten Kimber if luck had been different. The idea that he almost hurt her little sister infuriated her more than being shoved down the stairs. After the Banderwigh chasing her around Widowswood with an axe as big as her chest, she found a dangerous staircase less than terrifying.

      Her sister lay on her back, having fallen asleep despite trying to stay up and talk about the city. Emma had feared Calebrin would be so removed from nature her magic would stop working, but in truth, she loathed Da’s family far more than any city—and her magic still worked.

      Kimber mumbled nonsense words in her sleep.

      She’s probably dreaming about telling Nan what Brant did. Emma studied the pattern of brocade roses in the bed’s canopy. I’m not going to sleep tonight.

      Whispering came from the direction of the door. Emma glanced into the total darkness of her borrowed bedroom. Kimber’s mumbling gained speed, seeming to match the raspy voice out in the hall.

      “Celia? Is that you?” asked Emma. She listened for a few seconds, certain her sister and the hallway voice spoke the same words, but couldn’t understand them. She sat up and cradled her hands in front of herself. “Mythandriel, please lend me your light.”

      The small sphere of white energy appeared. Its tiny faerie-shaped core of dark emerald light waved its arms up and down frantically before pointing at the door. Emma let it glide up to float behind her. Kimber lay peaceful, still mumbling in her sleep.

      Is the ghost giving her a bad dream?

      Emma slid out from under the covers and hurried to the door, the light following, long shadows stretching across the wall from the empty bed’s posts. The voice sounded as though someone crouched right outside her room. She grabbed the knob and hauled the door open.

      And stared at an empty hallway, with no whispering voice.

      “Celia?” asked Emma.

      A circle of shimmery white light appeared by the top of the stairs. It grew upward into the bell-shaped skirt of a gown, and continued until the form of a young woman hovered a few inches off the carpet. Celia rotated to face Emma, tilted forward, and glided in silence toward her.

      Eep! Emma leaned away, her back pressed to the doorjamb. The ghost’s expression carried no threat or malice, so she steeled herself and didn’t run or scream. She lifted her head, keeping eye contact with the sad spirit as she glided to a halt nearby. Cold fell off the transparent woman in waves, numbing Emma’s toes.

      “Run, child,” said Celia, in a hollow, echoing voice that sounded far away. “My husband is angry. He fears you and your mother.”

      “Your husband… is he another ghost?” asked Emma. “Did he push me down the stairs?”

      Celia bowed her head. “Tavas thinks you are a threat. He will hurt you. Please, child, you must flee.”

      Emma shivered. The cloud of thick, icy air surrounding the ghost came up to her shins. “They don’t believe me. Will you tell my Mama?”

      “I—” Celia raised her arm, pointing. “Child, beware!”

      “Wha?” Emma whirled.

      Kimber walked past the corner of the empty bed, a vacant expression on her face. Mythandriel’s light gleamed from the edge of a long knife the girl held up over her head. Both of her eyes had faded from their usual bright green to solid milky white.

      “Linganthas, send me your aid!” said Emma, raising her arms, picturing roots wrapping about her little sister to hold her still.

      Nothing happened.

      Kimber twitched as she got closer. For an instant, a look of determination appeared on her face. She lowered the knife. “Donnae wanna… no…”

      I’m in a big house… the roots can’t get here! She twisted around to ask Celia what to do, but the spirit had disappeared. Shadows welled up out of the floor in the dead end, rising into a mass of vaporous threads in the shape of a hooded cloak.

      “Mama!” screamed Emma, before racing into her room.

      She ducked around Kimber, who thrust the knife at her in a halfhearted lunge. The door rattled on its hinges an instant before slamming itself.

      “Mama! Da!” shouted Emma.

      Kimber grunted and turned to face her, bringing the knife up with a jerky motion. Her nightdress had soaked to her skin with sweat. “Emmmm.” She stumbled like a zombie, swinging high for the throat.

      “No!” Emma jumped back, the blade passing in front of her face with a hiss. She looks like that man the wizard controlled. “It’s a spell! Kimber, fight it!”

      The redhead snarled and staggered after her, chasing Emma around the corner of their bed. Emma leapt onto the mattress, avoiding another stab that stuck the knife into the curtains. She scrambled over the bed, jumped down on the other side, and darted to the door.

      “Mama! Da!” she shouted, grabbing the knob in both hands—and finding it frozen. Her skin burned from the cold. She jumped back with a scream, waving her arms about. “Help!”

      A soft grunt from behind warned her. Emma dove to the left, avoiding the knife Kimber jammed into the door. The girl tugged at it, unable to free it from the wood. She turned her head to stare at Emma. One second, she looked angry, the next, terrified, back and forth.

      “He’s making you want to hurt me. Don’t listen to him!” Emma backed away.

      Kimber kept tugging at the knife, never taking her eyes off Emma.

      I can’t hurt her… roots can’t reach.

      “Em!” shouted Da.

      Heavy banging rattled the door.

      “Kimber’s under a spell,” shouted Emma. “She has a knife.”

      “Belloch’s bulging belly!” yelled Da. “The knob’s colder than ice!”

      The cellar! There’s dirt down there!

      Emma dove across the unused bed. She ran into a leap onto the wardrobe shelf, climbing up to push the soft part of the wall that opened the secret passage. The knife popped out of the door the second time Da crashed into it, trying without success to break it down. Kimber windmilled her arms to keep from falling over when the blade came loose. She spun and charged at Emma with a murderous cry. No trace of Kimber remained in her all-white eyes.

      The hidden door swung inward. Emma jumped in and held it long enough for her sister to make it inside. She leapt back from another swipe that nicked her nightdress over her stomach. Kimber advanced into the concealed passageway, knocked into a stumble by the door as it swung closed.

      Her light ball flying above her head, Emma ran as best she could in the narrow space between the walls to the stairs. She hurried down to the ground floor, waiting for Kimber to appear at the top. The redhead growled and snarled, stabbing the knife at nothing while ambling from step to step. Emma sent the light ball out in front, guiding it near the floor. The girls’ footprints in the dust led her back to the trapdoor in the ground. Emma reached up and put a finger on the mechanism bolted to the wall, careful not to stand on the part that opened. She waited, staring at the dark corridor beyond the reach of her floating light.

      A strip of gleaming metal appeared first, seeming to float in the blackness. Kimber’s all-white eyes faded into view next. In the darkened passage, they emitted a noticeable glow. Once the girl stepped into full view of the light, Emma pushed the button.

      The section of floor beside her collapsed downward. She dropped onto the steep wooden staircase, so narrow even her small feet barely fit on each step. Without a railing, she braced a hand on the wall for balance, emitting an uneasy whine as she hurried downward.

      Icy stone floor at the bottom drew an involuntary gasp, but she didn’t hesitate, darting forward into the first room of the hidden basement. She spun around to face the little stairwell, holding the door open. The quiet thump, thump, thump of Kimber letting her weight fall on each step set the hairs on Emma’s arm standing.

      “I’m right here. Come get me,” said Emma. “Uruleth give me strength.”

      Dim green energy gathered around her and sank into her body.

      “Nmm. Donnae wan’tae ’urt…” Kimber snarled.

      Kimber’s pale feet came into view on the stairs, the rest of her following at an unhurried pace. Dirt smudged her nightdress. The knife in her shaking fist gleamed in the light cast by the Mythandriel orb. When her head sank below the level of the hole in the ceiling and they made eye contact, Kimber charged.

      Emma caught Kimber’s arm in both hands, stalling the blade. They pressed chest to chest, Kimber up on tiptoe trying to overpower her, but whatever dark magic had taken her didn’t bestow strength. Emma twisted, pulling her sister’s arm down to the side. Kimber grunted, her expression pleading, the noises coming out of her terrifying, and not quite human. After forcing the knife away, Emma shifted her grip to the girl’s wrist.

      “Ngh! Die!” rasped Kimber, though her expression begged for help.

      “I don’t want to. Leave my sister alone! Get out!” Emma shook Kimber’s arm, trying to make her lose the knife, but the girl’s grip held.

      Kimber kept struggling to stab her, despite being nowhere near strong enough. Not once did she bite, step on Emma’s toes, pull hair, or do anything but try to stick the blade into her. Emma thought back to the horrible wizard who almost killed Mama, and the man he’d made stack stones. The magic gave her one command… use the knife.

      “I’m sorry, Kimber.”

      Her sister grunted as they stumbled around, wrestling on their feet. Emma dragged her across the cellar by a two-handed grip of her right wrist. Kimber squirmed and snarled, her feet skidding over the stone, futilely trying to stop. Emma hauled her toward a stack of wooden crates, and rammed the knife into one with all the strength Uruleth had loaned her. She took a step back to catch her breath while Kimber struggled to pull the weapon out. Two inches of steel had burrowed into the wood. With any luck, an ordinary eight-year-old couldn’t possibly pull it free.

      “Linganthas, please send me your aid!”

      Emma concentrated on roots springing from the earth and wrapping around her little sister. Green energy shimmered at her fingertips. One of the stone tiles behind the redhead bumped upward with a scrape, a small bit of root sticking out from beneath it. Another appeared in a second, followed by a third and fourth. Kimber didn’t react to the floor behind her coming alive, continuing to tug at the knife with a two-handed grip.

      Grunting with effort, Emma pushed her arms forward, calling on her magic. The faint glimmer around her fingers intensified, as did the nearby orb of Mythandriel light.

      A mass of roots sprang upward, flipping tiles aside, spraying dirt into the air. Vines coiled around Kimber from neck to ankles, binding her arms to her sides and pulling her to the floor in a squirming cocoon. Emma took care not to squeeze her too hard, only enough to keep her still.

      Flat on her back, Kimber wriggled. The eerie aggression on her face gave way to a look of relief. Despite the squirming and growling, she tried to smile. Emma took a knee and brushed curly red hair away from a porcelain face.

      She shivered with rage. “I’m going to tell Mama and Da, and he’s going to lop Brant’s head right off. I know he did this.”

      Hollow rattling echoed in the hallway that connected to the large room at the center of the basement tunnels. So focused on getting to a place where she could use root magic, she’d forgotten entirely about the strange creature behind the door. Emma grabbed two fistfuls of vines by Kimber’s shoulders and dragged her toward the stairs.

      Three skulls came bouncing out of the darkness, rolling straight at her. Emma shimmied backward until her butt hit a slab of solid stone. She twisted to look up behind her. The hidden door had closed. It doesn’t open from this side! The clatter of bone drew ever nearer. Emma swallowed hard, and stepped in front of Kimber.

      Princess Isabelle killed skeletons. I can handle three loose heads!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE THREE SKULLS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Emma debated between kicking the skulls away or trying to whipthorn one. They rolled in close, doing circles around her feet, hollow bone clattering. Kimber continued emitting regular grunts and groans, still fighting the dozens of vines wrapping her. In the back of Emma’s head, her link to the root magic created the sensation of having another hand clutching a squirming doll.

      “Greetings, girl,” said a disembodied man’s voice.

      “Greetings indeed.” A different voice came from the bouncing skulls.

      “Greetings to you,” said a third man, faint and echoey, like Celia’s voice had been.

      She stared at them, fear and disgust pushing her up on tiptoe.

      The skulls rolled around and around, sometimes running over her feet. After a few seconds, one stopped short in front of her. The other two crashed into it before bouncing away and spinning about to face her. All three clustered together, inches from her toes.

      “W-what are you?” asked Emma.

      “Dead,” said the leftmost, by most measure quite an average skull.

      “Quite dead,” said the middle skull, narrower, and with a few missing teeth on its lower jaw.

      “Indubitably deceased,” sang the third, a squatter, rounder skull, with overlarge eye sockets.

      “Well, of course. You’re just heads. There’s no rest of you.” Emma squirmed.

      The rightmost skull wobbled side to side. “We mean you no harm.”

      “No harm,” said the middle.

      “Friendly even,” said the leftmost.

      She put a hand to her chest in an effort to calm herself. “Forgive me, but you look rather scary. Do you know what happened to my sister? Can you help?”

      “Alas,” said all three, one after the next.

      “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “Used to be a Mr. Dorsten,” said the leftmost. “Now merely Dorsten.”

      “Merril,” said the middle skull. One of his teeth popped out. The errant tooth sat still for a second before flinging up from the floor and clicking back into place.

      “Chawney. Forgot me first name ages ago.” The thick, rounded skull spun around once. It’s too-big eye sockets almost projected whimsy.

      “I’m Emma. Why are you here?”

      “Here right now?” asked Dorsten.

      “Or here in this house?” asked Chawney.

      Merril pivoted to look at his fellows before facing Emma. “Or do you mean ‘here’ in the more elaborate sense of ‘why is anyone here?’”

      “Sod it,” said Dorsten.

      “Not what she meant at all.” Chawney rotated side to side, shaking his… well head.

      Merril tilted forward, staring at the floor. “Aye right. Sorry.”

      “Hurry up, please.” Emma crouched and pulled Kimber up to sit. The girl’s expression remained a strange mix of ‘thank you’ and ‘die.’ “I need to take her to Mama.”

      “You have to get out,” said Dorsten.

      “Out,” added Chawney.

      Merril nodded. “Yes, out.”

      “I’m trying.” Emma stomped.

      “Your great, great, great grandfather killed us many years ago and bound our souls to these bones,” said Dorsten.

      “To servitude,” said Merril.

      Chawney moaned. “Eternal servitude.”

      “That’s the same thing Celia’s told me. I have to get out. I’m trying to do just that.” She pulled Kimber up to stand. “Can you help me? My sister’s been charmed.”

      “Celia… Tragic,” said Merril.

      “Oh, she was so pretty.” Chawney sighed.

      Dorsten cleared his (non) throat. “Celia was his wife. She became quite horrified when she found out he studied the magic of death.”

      “Quite horrified.” Chawney shifted side to side while making a tsk tsk noise.

      “He is a necromancer,” whispered Merril.

      Emma put an arm around Kimber, keeping her steady despite her wriggling. “Yes, I gathered.”

      “Poor Celia wanted to leave, but she opened the wrong box,” said Dorsten.

      “Yes, yes, wrong box.” Merril sighed out half his teeth.

      Chawney sniffled. “Not her jewelry.”

      Merril’s teeth leapt back into his jaw.

      Emma froze. “The black box?”

      “Instead of her jewelry, she gazed upon…” Dorsten shivered. “Well, the poor woman dropped dead on the spot.”

      “Tavas thinks you are a threat,” said Merril.

      “Quite.” Chawney attempted to nod. His jawbone fell off and he had to hop a few times to get back on top of it.

      “What’s a Tavas?” Emma started walking to the hallway out, pulling Kimber along. I’d best get her out of here before Uruleth’s gift fades.

      “Your great, great, great grandfather.” Dorsten tumbled along at her left.

      “Thinks you’re a threat,” added Merril from behind her.

      Chawney rolled over her feet again. “He’s afraid of your mother.”

      “Hold on, Kimber,” said Emma. “Mama will break the magic.”

      “No,” said Dorsten.

      Merril bounced around in front of her, spinning. “Druid magic will not work.”

      “Child is charmed with arcane magic,” said Chawney. A spider crawled out of his nose, making him shudder and sneeze twice.

      “I say, lad, don’t sneeze on the poor girl’s feet.” Dorsten shook his head.

      “Ach, easy for you to say.” Chawney sneezed twice more. “You’ve not got a family o’ spiders livin inside ya.”

      Dorsten rolled by again. “You’d need a wizard or a necromancer to break it.”

      “Wizard,” said Merril.

      “Or a necromancer,” called Chawney from behind.

      The word made Emma remember Nan’s story, Isabelle’s arrow piercing the spellbook and setting off a magical disaster. That necromancer had skeletons with swords. She stopped halfway down the corridor, shaking. The graveyard! Celia didn’t bring that skeleton… she made me see it, trying to warn me. She was telling me ‘don’t go’ meaning this house!

      “N-necromancer?” asked Emma in a small voice.

      “Yes,” said Dorsten.

      “Your father’s great grandfather is a necromancer.” Merril wobbled to a stop at her right, leaning against her foot.

      “Why’d you say her father’s great grandfather instead of her great, great, great grandfather?” asked Chawney.

      Merril and Dorsten sighed in unison.

      “Shouldn’t he be dead by now?” asked Emma.

      “He is.” Merril nodded.

      “But he isn’t.” Chawney spun about like a top.

      “He is dead but he remains here,” said Dorsten.

      Emma shivered. “We want to leave. Why is he still trying to hurt us?”

      “You’re a druid.” Dorsten shook himself side to side.

      “So is your moth—” Chawney’s jaw became stuck. He bounced up and down, cracking it back in place. “Mother.”

      “The forces of life and death have been enemies for as long as either have existed,” said Merril.

      “Please let Kimber go. Break the spell.” Emma put a hand on her sister’s head to look her in the eyes, which remained pure white. “She’s being forced to kill me.”

      “We cannot,” said Dorsten.

      Chawney rolled upside down and spun himself like a top. “We didn’t do it.”

      “We can offer help. Follow.” Merril tumbled off into the dark, heading for the bad door.

      “Wait!” said Emma a little less than a shout. “I need to put my sister somewhere safe.”

      Her strength still empowered by Uruleth, she carried Kimber into the central room and headed down the rightward hall to the area with the abandoned provisions, wine racks, and way out. Near the stairs leading to the upper basement, she set Kimber on the floor and commanded more roots to grow out of the mortar between the bricks. The thinner growth coiled around the squirming girl, securing her to the wall.

      “I’ll be back as fast as I can.” Emma couldn’t find a hand to grasp under the roots, so she patted her on the head.

      Kimber grunted and squirmed, thoroughly trapped and immobile.

      The disembodied voices of the skulls carried out of the dark behind her, making her shiver.

      “Hurry,” said Dorsten.

      “There is not time,” said Merril.

      “Follow us quick!” yelled Chawney.

      Emma stared into Kimber’s milk-white eyes. “Please be safe here…” She sprang to her feet and ran toward the sound of the bouncing skulls, Mythandriel’s light orb shooting after her like a falling star.
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      The skulls led Emma across the middle room of the basement-below-the-basement and down the corridor toward the scary door. Dorsten rolled on ahead while Chawney and Merril orbited her. Thick air, heavy with the scent of mildew filled the long tunnel. Already cold, the addition of wet to the floor squishing under her feet made the hairs on her arms stand on end.

      Mythandriel’s light glided without a sound above and to her left, the little faerie shape inside peering around as if terrified. Her magic cast a glow over an area about the size of her bedroom at home. Beyond its radiance, a wall of dark nothingness. Despite her fear, Emma walked fast, eager to return to Kimber before the monster found her.

      When the black door faded into view at the edge of her light, she stopped, shaking, waiting for that awful voice to scratch the air.

      The skulls gathered around her feet.

      “You must hurry,” said Dorsten.

      “Indeed.” Merril rolled backward to the base of the door, staring up at the knob.

      Chawney nodded his jaw off, leaving it behind as he bounced off to the left. “He is not here now.”

      Merril shuddered. “He’s gone out into the city to feed.”

      Emma shivered at the thought of what ‘going to feed’ had to mean. The city guards had spoken of people missing. The idea that she’d been staying in the same house as the monster responsible for that almost made her throw up. She leaned one foot out and gingerly kicked the jawbone toward Chawney.

      “Much obliged.” The roundish skull hopped back onto his mandible, and shifted it side to side.

      “What if you’re trying to trick me?” She looked back and forth among them. “You’re obviously, umm, undead.”

      Merril sighed his teeth out in a spray. “Not all undead are malicious, child. Consider Celia.”

      “Some of us are merely ‘living impaired,’ and do not wish to harm the living.” Dorsten’s jaw twitched. He sighed. “I suppose I can no longer smile.”

      “I’d rather like to harm these infernal spiders,” said Chawney. “The constant scratching is maddening.”

      A tiny black shadow drifted across his face and disappeared into his eye socket.

      She stared at the foreboding door. “What must I do?”

      “What you need is in here,” said Merril.

      Emma crept up to the door and grasped the silver skull knob. The metal numbed her fingers right away, making her recoil back as if burned. “It’s cold!” After rubbing her hands together for warmth, she lifted her nightdress and used it to grab and turn the door handle.

      The skulls rolled into the door in an effort to help, but didn’t move it. She gripped the edge and pulled it aside, peering around it into a short hallway of ink-black stone connecting to an octagonal chamber lined with shelves around the outer walls. In the center of the room stood a flat, wooden table holding an uncountable number of gouges, cobwebs, and dust. Bloodstains covered most of it, and they didn’t appear to be old. Emma looked away from a cluster of bowls on one end next to a knife, having no interest in seeing what they contained. Instead of shelves, a writing desk littered with scrolls, papers, and quills sat against the far wall opposite the entrance. Two other doors led out of the room, one at the left, the other in the angled section to the right of the desk.

      A strong sense of unease washed over her with the frigid air. Whatever dwelled in here had left the stain of its presence upon the stone itself. Emma wrapped her arms around herself, shivering from the chill her nightdress did little to hold back. I don’t think this kind of cold cares about clothes.

      Emma looked around at the shelves stocked with potions, crucibles, jars of herbs and other components, and a few ghastly things: eyeballs, a hand, ears, body parts of non-human creatures she couldn’t identify. “Eww.” She cringed, turning, but stopped statue still when a shiny, black box caught her eye. Something about it called to her, fascinating her as much as it terrified.

      The ornate jewelry-box sat upon the third shelf, about chest level with her, surrounded by books and bottles. Where engraved silver didn’t cover, shiny lacquer held the reflection of the room almost as well as a proper mirror. It gave off a strong sense of badness that worsened her shivers. Celia said to stay away from ‘the black box.’ That has to be the one she warned me about!

      She looked at the other shelves, not wanting to take even one step closer to that one. A non-moving skull, polished and perfectly clean, sat on a silver plate beside a set of bowls filled with glowing white vapor. Scraps of jet-black leather hung from another shelf beneath potion bottles. Curious, Emma prodded the material with her finger, but found it ethereal, barely solid. Touching it sent a squirm riding up her arm into her back, a pronounced disgust overwhelmed her and she jumped back, wiping her finger on her chest.

      “Wraith shroud,” said Dorsten.

      “Eep!” Emma jumped, staring at him. “Don’t do that!”

      “Pardon?” Dorsten tilted to the side.

      “Sneak up on me.” She exhaled, taking a few breaths to calm herself. “What am I looking for?”

      “One of those bottles contains an anti-magic elixir that should break the spell,” said Merril.

      “Which one?” asked Emma, feeling hopeless. She hadn’t yet learned enough numbers to count all the bottles.

      Chawney bounced over and circled her. “The one what makes your hand tingle when ya touch it.”

      “So I’ve got to touch them all.” She sighed. “Very well.”

      Emma grabbed a warm bottle, then a cold one, then a few that didn’t feel like much of anything. The next contained a thick, black ooze. She hesitated. I should be thorough. Cringing, she grabbed it, and jerked her hand back, paralyzed with the same disgusted feeling she’d gotten from the wraith tatter.

      “Definitely not that.” She shuddered.

      Emma worked her way around the room, touching potion bottles. Most gave her no odd sensations beyond the cool presence of glass on her hand. Some chilled, two caused pain, but none tingled. Against her deepest gut instinct, she approached the cabinet holding the black box and stood on tiptoe to reach the uppermost shelf. She grabbed the first potion, sensing no tingle.

      Creak.

      She grabbed the next potion, which chilled her fingers again, but didn’t hurt.

      Hollow rolling skulls rattled behind her, fading distant.

      Emma turned to look back. “Where are they go—?”

      A hunched-over figure stood behind her, staring at her with wide, beady eyes over a beak-like nose. He appeared beyond ancient, too old to be alive. No hair remained anywhere on his head, the skin covered in dark splotches. His grey skin had weathered to the point it resembled stone, drawn tight to his bones. One gnarled hand clutched a black walking stick. His lips creaked into a sinister grin, releasing a trickle of dark liquid that oozed from between the teeth of his lower jaw. A rip on his neck exposed the bones within, dry and dusty, and quite far from living.

      “Innocent. And… something more. Oh, yes. You have many years for me to take.”

      Emma’s gaze shot to the door out, but she’d have to run closer to the thing to reach it. The door to the right of the desk hung open, torchlight flickering in the space beyond. Great, great grandfather Tavas? How is he still here?! She drew Mythandriel’s light close to her chest, and concentrated on her desire for protection.

      “Bah!” The ancient one recoiled, shielding his face with both arms. Vaporous black energy seeped out of him, swirled about, and sank back inside his body. “Druid!”

      “Get away from me!” shouted Emma. “You cast a spell on my sister. Take it back!”

      The ghoulish old man snarled, baring yellowed teeth lined with black. “Druid!” He held his left hand up and chanted, “Korz il’nathrak, var’en.” Inky shadows gathered in his open palm.

      Emma’s gaze darted around for a place to hide, but the middle of the room held nothing but the table. The box is deadly… She glanced over her shoulder at it as an icy sharp sensation pressed into her heart. Doom approached from behind, and death waited in front of her.

      “Arven uur.” The old one reached toward her with the hand he’d enchanted with a growing mass of shadows, intent on grabbing her.

      She recoiled from the overwhelming feeling of ick emanating from the spell. Desperate, she threw herself at the middle shelf and grabbed the box. The old man loomed over her, his ensorcelled hand seconds away from her neck. Emma clamped her eyes closed, dropped to her knees, and flung the lid up, careful to stay huddled beneath it so she couldn’t possibly look inside.

      A great roar burst into the air overhead. Dark power saturated everything. Scratches from rain of thousands of icy needles spread over her back. She tucked herself tight against the shelf, trembling and screaming, so gripped with terror she couldn’t even think.

      The old man wailed in agony. A thunderous crack and arcane fizzle scorched the air, leaving the taste of metal in Emma’s mouth. Cold air fell on her, as heavy as a liquid, smelling of damp earth and rot. Fabric dragged over her feet. Staggering footsteps shuffled off to the side.

      At the soft clack of a wooden lid falling closed, the overwhelming fear faded as abruptly as it had started. Emma scrambled into a crawl, eyes still closed, heading for where she hoped the door would be.

      Hoarse, gargling screams grew louder, the old man’s voice melting into a goopy fluttering. After crawling headfirst into a wooden post, Emma opened her eyes and scampered under the table without looking back, continuing to the other side. Once out from under it, she jumped to her feet and sprinted to the door.

      Out in the hallway, she risked a peek over her shoulder into the octagonal room.

      Tavas slumped over the writing desk, pale white smoke billowing out from every seam and gap in his tattered robe. His body melted, flesh and bones dripping to the ground like a black candle in an oven. In seconds, only a steaming puddle of tar remained of him.

      Emma let out a squeal of disgust and burst into a hard run for where she’d left her sister. At failing to find the potion to cure Kimber, tears streamed out of the corners of her eyes. Her sister’s voice yelled Git Mama! in her mind. Vision blurred by crying, Emma raced across the darkened cellar. When she found Kimber unhurt and still squirming at the roots, Emma’s heart leapt with joy. She slid to a stop on her knees nearby and collapsed, trembling, over the girl. Kimber’s eyes remained milk white and she still stared at Emma with a mixture of malice and pleading.

      “I’m sorry,” wailed Emma, clinging to her. She had to find Mama, but she couldn’t leave her sister alone and helpless. Unable to bring herself to let go, she shouted for her parents a few times and collapsed into sobs, her head upon her sister’s chest. “I won’t give up.”

      “Die,” muttered Kimber, her tiny voice laced with a bit of growl.
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      Emma clung to Kimber and cried for a minute or two before her panic lessened enough to think. She sat back on her heels and wiped her face, shivering at the cold. The darkness to the right held only silence. Had she destroyed the necromancer? Was Tavas even a necromancer, or had he become more of a creature than a man?

      “Grr,” said Kimber. “Kill. Stab. Die.”

      “You’re right.” Emma reached to pat her on the head, but jerked her hand back from a bite. “I’ve gotta get Mama.”

      A scrape of stone beside her made Emma jump and let out a clipped scream.

      Jamie, in a long, white nightgown, emerged from the alcove holding the stairs up to the primary basement. “Emma! There you are.” She blinked at Kimber cocooned in roots. “What’s happened?”

      “The monster…” She jumped to her feet and grabbed Jamie’s hand. “He put magic on Kimber!” Emma rushed a retelling of the ghost appearing, Kimber trying to stab her, and what had happened moments before in the room of shelves.

      “Oh, you poor dear.” Jamie hugged her. “Give me a moment.”

      Emma took a step back. “We’ve gotta get Mama.”

      Jamie winked at her. The older girl’s confidence stalled Emma’s shivering. “I’m going to tell you a secret.”

      “There’s no time for secrets!” Emma bounced on her toes. “We have to get help.”

      Jamie took a knee by Kimber and raised her hand over the girl’s face. “This is help.” She stretched her fingers wide and muttered, “Ano mar dor vrakkun, inar orun keth.”

      A smear of white light leapt from Jamie’s hand into Kimber’s face. An arcane charge in the air fluffed Emma’s hair. Kimber ceased squirming. Her eyes fluttered, and the deep emerald green of her irises faded in to replace the milky nothingness.

      Kimber lifted her head and glanced at herself. She squirmed, emitted an annoyed grunt, and stared up at Emma. “Why you’as tied me up wif vines?”

      “You broke the magic!” Emma jumped into Jamie, hugging her tight enough to make the teen groan. She pounced on Kimber, squeezing her, root bundle and all, and rocking side to side. “You’re okay! You’re back!”

      “I’as not okay. I’as cannae move.” Kimber wriggled. “Lemme out.”

      “Sorry!” Emma released her hug and perched up on her knees, holding her hands out over Kimber. “Linganthas, please aid me.”

      The roots cocooning her sister came alive once more, unwinding and receding back into the gaps between bricks.

      Kimber sat up, frowning at all the red lines on her arms and legs from where the vines had squeezed. “Why you’as do ’at?”

      “Bad magic was makin’ you do bad stuff. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I donnae like it here.” Kimber leapt into a hug, shivering. “Gnomes!”

      “Yes.” Emma rubbed her sister’s back. “We’re going home.”

      “Gnomes?” asked Jamie.

      “Secret words,” said Emma. “Gnome means home, but gnomes means to go home.”

      Kimber laughed. “You’as ’member.”

      Still clinging to her sister, Emma looked up at Jamie. “I found Tavas.” She pointed down the hall and explained everything.

      Jamie gasped.

      “He was trying to kill me an’ Mama ’cause we’re druids. And he said something about taking ‘many years’ from me.” It finally hit Emma that she’d watched Jamie cast magic. “You’re a wi—”

      “A wedding is such a happy occasion,” called Brant, descending the spiral stairs in a slow, prancing gait, pausing on each step. “All the more sad when tragedy strikes.”

      Jamie surged to her feet, putting herself between him and the girls. “Not now, Brant. After what you did, you stay away from them.”

      “A blushing bride”—Brant glided away from the last step, grinning at Jamie—“and her poor, innocent flower girls found dead barely a day before the wedding.” He shook his head. “So sad.”

      Emma pulled Kimber to her feet and backed up. He’s different. The glint in his eyes promised blood. She let go of her sister with one hand, hesitating only at the fear of getting in trouble for tossing a whipthorn at a person… much less Da’s brother.

      “Our poor mother will be devastated.” Brant drew a wicked dagger from his belt with a long, thin blade on a decorative hilt of black metal. A rose made of ruby chips adorned the pommel.

      Jamie leaned back, her right hand held out to her side, fingers splayed. “Get away from them!”

      Brant gazed at his knife, tilting it back and forth. The edge caught the Mythandriel light and flashed a gleam. “I think I shall kill you first. It has been so long since I’ve listened to the terrified cries of small girls seeing blood for the first time.”

      “Zoradze pal’or!” shouted Jamie. A streak of shimmering amethyst light flew from her hand and struck Brant in the chest, sweeping him off his feet and throwing him a few paces before he landed, sliding, on his back, purple-pink sparks dancing over his shoulders.

      “You’re charmed, too,” said Jamie. “I should’ve known. You’ve always been cruel, but you’ve been far worse lately.”

      Still on his back, he laughed. His voice deepened and changed, thicker, fuller—not Brant.

      Emma gasped. “It’s him!” She pointed. “It’s Tavas!”

      “All the years I have spent suffusing myself into this body, I never even considered using the Heart of Baon.” Brant picked himself up and dusted his sleeves off. “I should thank you, child, for destroying that old walking corpse. I wasted too much time trying to figure out how to complete my transference. And to think, the answer had been so simple all along.”

      Jamie pointed at him. “Whoever you are, I won’t let you harm these children.”

      “I’m almost tempted to allow the fenling to remain alive as thanks, but she’s a druid, and you know how they are. Spread like rabbits.” He reached for the knife.

      “Ilendri novo!” shouted Jaime. The blade leapt from the ground, flying end over end into her hand.

      Brant/Tavas laughed. “I see this young man is not the only liar in the family. An apprentice’s fetch spell is but a parlor trick. Allow me to show you real magic.” He advanced toward her, an evil gleam dancing in his eyes. “Alas, the wedding is canceled. I do think I’ll keep the little boy around… Tam is it? I’ll need to replace this fool in a few years.”

      “No!” shouted Emma. Rage flowed down her arm, and a thick, thorny vine smashed out of the wall beside Brant, whipping a bright red line across his chest.

      “Gah!” He staggered to the side and rushed at her.

      Jamie raised her arm. “Pyrinth—”

      He plowed into her shoulder first, knocking the young woman against the wall, ruining her spell. She crashed into the stones, bounced away, and landed flat on her chest.

      Emma grabbed Kimber and threw her to the side, shouting, “Run! Get Mama and Da!”

      “Please do. It would save me the trouble of having to chase them down.” Brant stalked after Emma, who ran in a circle. “You really ought to have been a little less mature. If you’d have thrown a tantrum as I had hoped and begged them to take you out of this awful place, none of this would be necessary.”

      Emma flung a whipthorn at his head. He somewhat ducked, suffering a slice over his left ear. The tangle of thin, woody roots clattered against the stone behind him. She darted to the right, but he lunged, grabbing a fistful of her hair and swinging her around by it before letting go. Emma shrieked in pain and stumbled face-first into the wall. She whirled around to face him as he swooped in with the dagger.

      “Run!” shouted Jamie, jumping between them. The dagger pierced her in the shoulder above her left breast.

      He yanked the knife out, raising it to stab her again, but a board rose up behind him and cracked him in the head. Emma gawked at Kimber in horror. She drew the hunk of old wood back to swing again.

      “Whelp,” muttered Tavas. He whirled at the redhead. She ducked the knife going for her face and scampered backward, dropping the board for speed.

      “Mythandriel aid me!” yelled Emma. Her floating light ball zipped into Tavas’ face and exploded with a brilliant flare of light.

      He shrieked, raising his left arm over his eyes.

      “Kimber, go get Da and Mama!” shouted Emma.

      Kimber leapt back from the man’s blind knife swing, nodded at Emma, and darted into the spiral stairwell.

      “Emma, get away from him,” muttered Jamie before shouting, “Zoradze pal’or!”

      A purple arcane bolt flew from her hand and caught Tavas in the side, knocking him to his knees. Smoke peeled from his coat where the magic had struck. Tiny snaps of amethyst-hued lightning came out of his mouth. Emma beckoned a vine up from the earth, directing it to coil around his neck, squeezing. Blood streamed from where thorns pierced his skin.

      “Careful,” he wheezed. “Don’t damage this body too much or I’ll need to take the boy’s sooner.”

      Emma snarled.

      Tavas grabbed the root ensnaring his neck. It blackened where his fingers clenched, the decay spreading up and down. The coil around his throat melted to ash flakes, and the rot raced down the root into the ground, destroying it. He stood. “Enough games.”

      Brant/Tavas leaned his head back, his eyes awash with bright violet light. Matching energy glowed around both hands. He raised his arms, palms up. Streaks of pale white vapor flew from his fingertips, zooming off behind him into the darkness one after the next.

      Scraping and scratching rose up from the back end of the large chamber. A metallic clatter followed, swords dragging over stone.

      “Emma, get to your parents.” Jamie struggled to stand, clamping her right hand over the wound in her shoulder. She’d paled and broken out in a sweat. Her left arm didn’t seem to have any strength left in it.

      The necromancer grabbed at the air. Jamie lurched forward as if invisible hands had grabbed her about the neck. He shook her side to side before throwing her hard into the wall. She bounced away, losing her grip on the knife and screaming in pain from her shoulder wound. The black-handled blade slid across the floor toward him.

      Emma tried to step on it, but couldn’t move fast enough.

      Tavas picked up the blade and stormed toward Emma, swiping at her.

      She let out a brief, high-pitched scream and dove away. He spun and thrust the dagger at her again, forcing her into a diving somersault to avoid the sharp point. Fortunately, her short nightdress didn’t get in the way of running like the ‘nice’ gowns did. Emma scooted around behind a crate, staring over it at his evil grin.

      “Pyrintha Morvuus vol duria,” wheezed Jaime. A long stream of bright orange flames shot off into the cellar, illuminating a group of skeletons. The firebolt engulfed the ribcage and skull of one. Its arms went slack, and it fell to its knees before collapsing into loose bones.

      Emma blinked at the image of multiple skeletons lingering in her eyes from the flash of orange light. Tavas leapt over the crate, swinging the dagger at her throat. She backpedaled with a yelp of surprise and darted to the left, but he seized her by the left arm in a painful grip.

      Her feet slid over the wet stone, unable to resist him dragging her close. “What shall I tell your parents were your last words, whelp?” Tavas drew his arm back, the point of his dagger aimed for her heart.

      Jamie threw another firebolt into the darkness, and more bones clattered to the floor. She swooned to the side, close to fainting.

      “Uruleth, give me strength!” Emma growled and drove her foot up between his legs as hard as she could.

      The top of her foot struck his groin with a slap like two giant steaks swung together.

      Tavas wheezed, his face reddening. He wilted to his knees, but his grip on her right arm only tightened. Emma growled and punched him in the nose with a left hook. His head rocked back, a spray of blood flying from his nostrils. Still, his fingers gouged into her forearm like an iron claw.

      A wall of skeletons wandered into the light, ghostly hissing emanating from their hollow mouths. Long strands of cobweb trailed their rusty, ancient swords. Tavas gulped for air, still barely able to move after Emma’s kick.

      The phantom growl of a large cat echoed out of the stairwell.

      Emma smiled, narrowing her eyes. “You’re in trouble now. Mama’s here.”
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      The army of skeletons ambled closer, converging on Emma. She twisted and pulled at her arm, grabbing Tavas’ thumb with her free hand. Mama, shrouded in the ghostly silhouette of a great cat, flew out of the stairwell, still in her nightgown. Jamie mumbled something, tilted back against the wall, and slid down to sit on the floor, head lolled to one side. Blood covered the front of her white dress.

      “Get off me!” Emma raised her hand to Tavas’ face. “Linganthas, send your wrath!”

      The whipthorn caught him full on, wrapping around his head and squeezing.

      He released his grip on her arm and fell over backward, abandoning his dagger as well to grab for the cords tightening around his skull, crushing inch-long thorns into skin and bone. Another root came out of nowhere and wrapped around Emma’s middle, dragging her sideways to Mama mere seconds before three skeletons swung their swords at where she’d been standing.

      Tavas rolled back and forth on the ground, groaning and struggling with the vines around his head.

      “Mythandriel, send forth your life energy.” Mama gathered the green-white light in her hand while taking three quick steps to Jamie. She pressed the glowing ball into the girl’s wound, and whirled about to face the skeletons.

      Emma backed up toward the stairs.

      “And your wrath, great lady,” said Mama. A fiery beam of energy with a deep green core flew from her outstretched right hand. It hit a skeleton in the chest, coating it with pure white flames. Bones crumbled in seconds. Tavas grabbed a crate to pull himself upright, his clothing torn, face covered in blood and small holes. He tossed the limp remains of the whipthorn aside and glared at Emma.

      “For that, your death is going to be slow. I’ll use your skin to bind my next grimoire, and trap your soul inside so you can scream for all eternity.”

      Jamie muttered under her breath, hurling another orange firebolt into the crowd of bones.

      “Emma!” Da’s shout echoed from the stairwell.

      “Here,” yelled Emma. She glared right back at Tavas, and threw another whipthorn.

      The old necromancer in the young body pulled a skeleton in front of himself as a shield. Thorn vines wrapped around its neck and chest, breaking a few ribs, but otherwise having little effect beyond causing the skeleton to notice her. It raised a longsword and stalked closer, a dry voiceless hiss emanating from it.

      Da ran into view, in his night tunic but carrying his broadsword. The instant he laid eyes on Brant, he went from worried to furious. He leaned forward, walking into the fray with perfect calm.

      Tavas/Brant glared at him, but backed off. More and more skeletons swarmed out of the shadows, forming a bone wall between him and everyone else. Da roared and rushed at them, a single stroke of his broadsword smashing the skeleton going for Emma on the way. He plowed into the advancing line of undead warriors like a storm. Bright, shining steel crashed against dull, rusted blades. The force of her father’s attacks knocked the skeletons around like scarecrows, even when they managed to block. When they didn’t, his blade sent scraps of shattered bones flying.

      “You bring skeletons into our very home, Brant? Try to murder my daughter? You are no longer my brother.” Da’s blade cleaved a skeleton in half from neck to pelvis. “No prison shall suffer your disgrace, and your name shall be stricken from our line.” He took another skeleton’s head off and kicked the rest of it aside on his way to what had been Brant.”

      “Da,” shouted Emma. “It’s not Brant anymore! The necromancer stole him.”

      “All the more reason not to hesitate,” said Da. “If my brother is already dead.”

      More skeletons filled in, a moving, clattering, slashing wall in front of Tavas. He sneered at Da. “You’ll not be so confident in a moment. My minions do not tire.”

      Mama hurled more beams of white-green energy, each one destroying two or three skeletons at a time. Scattered bits of Mythandriel’s fire clung to loose bones on the ground. Between her magic and Da’s blade, in seconds, twenty became six. Wide eyed, Tavas bolted for the distant black door.

      “Ilendri novor!” Jamie reached forward as if to grab something, and yanked her arm back.

      Tavas ran in place for a second before sliding past the wall of skeletons, knocking two over as the magic pulled him to Jamie. Emma stared in awe, remembering when the wizard had used the same magic on her.

      Da’s sister’s a wizard!

      Snarling, Tavas spun and thrust at her. Jamie sprang to the side. The blade missed her by inches, sparking on stone. Mama held her arm out to the side, calling a thick, straight root up from where a stone tile burst into pieces. With a shimmer of green light, the root hardened into a staff.

      Tavas slashed sideways. Jamie raised her hands to defend her face, screaming as he sliced across her forearm. She ducked another swing and started to hastily chant a spell, but Mama grabbed her by the shoulder and hauled her away. Crunching and clattering continued in the dark along with the intermittent ring of large swords clashing.

      “Wretched weedmage…” Tavas stabbed at Mama.

      She turned his attack with ease, maneuvering in a spin that plowed her staff into the side of his head, sending him stumbling. Mama pressed him, forcing him to leap away from a high swing before she rushed in and rammed the end of the staff into his gut. Tavas let off a loud oof, stumbling to the side while muttering. He ducked another swing, and thrust his arm at her.

      Pale white energy appeared all over Mama’s body, expanding into the air, seeping away from her. She heaved a gasping groan and staggered, looking weakened.

      “Mama!” shouted Emma

      Tavas charged at Mama, but she caught him off guard by springing into a blur, bashing one end of her staff up into his arm. The hit broke his wrist and threw the dagger into the air. She pivoted and drove the other end into his chest. He let out a bark like a kicked goose and staggered to the side, falling draped over a crate.

      Emma ran over to Jamie, grabbing her sliced arm. The cut ran from her wrist all the way to the elbow, but appeared shallow. “Uruleth, grant me your gift of life.” Glowing emerald light washed into the wound, closing it from an open wound to a thin red line.

      “Look out!” Jamie dragged Emma behind her. “Aenor Va’al!” A flash of light accompanied a sharp bang that rattled the air. A pile of smoking bones clattered on stone.

      Emma peered around her at the smoking remains of a skeleton, charred black along its front.

      “Brant!” shouted Da.

      Mama spun her staff around, about to strike again, but Tavas sprinted away, cradling his broken arm.

      “Linganthas, aid me,” said Emma.

      At her desire, a mass of roots burst up from the floor in front of him, tangling his legs and tripping him flat. She focused, the roots becoming as her arms, calling more and more, tangling and wrapping the wailing necromancer. He barked a harsh half-word, and some of the roots withered. Emma cringed as a blast of freezing cold came back over her connection to the roots. The chill clawed at her heart and left her right arm numb.

      Mama whispered to Linganthas. Another vine broke out of the wall and coiled around Brant’s head, squeezing into his mouth so he couldn’t speak. Emma crept to the side, glaring at him, her magic adding to the roots until she’d fused him to the wall, unable to move. Unlike when she restrained Kimber, she didn’t particularly care if these had thorns or not. Mama called some thicker vines, leaving him barely able to breathe, much less move.

      “I hate skeletons.” Da strolled over, pointing his sword at Brant. “I might’ve been able to forgive you for playing with such creatures, but you tried to take my daughter’s life.”

      “Liam, wait a moment.” Jamie hurried over. “He’s not himself.”

      Da glanced at her for a few seconds before shifting his stare to Emma. “Hon?”

      “The old man took him over.” Emma crept among bone pieces, careful not to step on any while scurrying over. She grasped his left hand with both of hers, clinging to his arm. “I think it was the old man trying to kill me. He said he’s been trying to take Brant for a long time.” She explained what had happened with opening the box.

      “If this is a two-hundred-year-old necromancer, I’d have expected something a bit nastier than skeletons.” Da glanced into the dark, a hint of worry in his eyes.

      “He’s been a ghost,” said Mama. “Gradually possessing Brant over the past few years. He probably couldn’t use the full extent of his power until the ritual had finished… and he hasn’t had any time to work a full summoning since Emma accidentally helped. Those skeletons weren’t the results of a true summoning… they’d have collapsed as soon as the magic ran its course.”

      Jamie wiped blood from her arm. “I wonder if we expose him to the Heart of Baon again… if it would destroy the old man and spare Brant?”

      “Opening that would be a bad idea.” Mama hurried over and hugged Emma into Da. “You don’t think a sword will finish him?”

      “No…” Jamie sighed. “I’m trying to save my brother, not kill him.”

      Mama leaned on her improvised quarterstaff. “Baon is a fallen priest of Varuthan who turned on his god and became something akin to a demigod himself. Even the God of Death considers Baon an enemy. Do you think an artifact named after him would do anything positive?”

      “What is this thing?” asked Da.

      Jamie shrugged.

      “I don’t know anything other than what Emma described it doing and what that man called it, but after that, I don’t trust it at all.” Mama looked at Da. “You should leave the matter to one of the temples in the city. They’ll likely want to destroy it if possible.”

      “Don’t look at it,” said Emma. “That’s how Celia died… just from looking at it.”

      Tavas screamed gurgles around the root in his mouth, writhing as if they burned him. His eyes flared with rage at Mama.

      “Wither,” said a female voice, a distant ghostly echo. Celia faded in by the corridor archway, her pale blue luminescence shimmering on the walls. “Death will take him as it took me. You cannot save him with the darkness.” She stared mournfully at Jamie and Da. “I am heartbroken at what my husband has done to his great, great, great grandson. It should not shock me, for he placed the Heart of Baon in my jewelry case, knowing I meant to leave him.”

      Mama nodded to Celia. “We shouldn’t even go near something so dark. It won’t help.”

      “Sorry,” said Emma, head down. “I was scared… I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Let me have a look at you.” Mama held a hand in front of Emma’s face for a few seconds before pressing it over her heart. She exhaled a sigh of relief. “I don’t feel any dark presence on you.”

      “I agree with Celia. That rather hurt,” said a ghostly Brant, appearing beside Jamie.

      Emma started to scowl at him, but the spirit’s eyes held no malice. He looks so different… almost sad.

      “I’ve an idea…” Jamie ran off, ducking around Celia and disappearing into the darkness. The clap of her bare feet on the stone continued into the distance.

      Tavas struggled and twisted, emitting a strangled scream of pain. No matter how he attempted to move, he couldn’t cease touching the roots that burned him.

      “Mama? Is he hurting?” asked Emma.

      “Linganthas’ energy fills those roots. To a creature of death, they are like hot irons. I… think Brant is already dead, with a dark spirit inside his bones.”

      “It did rather hurt,” said ghost-Brant. “I apologize for being such a menace to you, Emma. My mind suffered the shadows of this creature’s influence.” He looked to Da. “Even so far back as to torment Jamie as a child. I cannot even remember my last clear thought. I had to have been your son’s age when the corruption began.”

      Da squeezed and relaxed his grip on the broadsword. “What of father?”

      “He eventually discovered the influence and prepared to bring me to the temple of Eoim. Tavas became frightened and… I do not remember much but standing over him as he choked on some manner of poison.”

      “The disappearances as of late?” asked Da.

      Emma shivered.

      “He did not use my hand for that. Tavas mostly occupied his remains, and roamed the streets of Calebrin at night. Under his influence, the poor wretches would enter the sewer to a connecting passage here. He consumed their energy to increase his power, part of his efforts to claim my body.” Ghost-Brant gestured at the bones. “The skeletons are the aftereffect.”

      Mama shivered. “This house never did feel right. Even Emma sensed it.”

      Tavas’ wailing took on a pleading tone, the constant burning perhaps pushing his rage aside.

      “Perhaps it would be kinder to end this,” said Mama.

      Jamie’s footfalls approached, along with a soft glow. She ran out of the corridor holding a lantern in her left hand, the other balled in a fist. “I knew it! I figured he’d have had one.”

      Emma tugged on Mama’s arm. “Where’s Kimber?”

      “In a bedroom with Tam. One of the servants is watching after them.” Mama patted her on the head before looking at Jamie’s hand. “What is that?”

      Da’s sister opened her fist to reveal a pale peach-colored crystal. “It’s a soul-entrapment gem.”

      Tavas howled, thrashing side to side.

      “Well, he’s afraid of it.” Da raised an eyebrow. “Is what you’re about to do something Emma shouldn’t witness?”

      “I’m not sure I want to witness it,” said Ghost-Brant. “Oh, Jamie… I hope you can forgive me for tormenting you all those years… that old wretch enjoyed spreading misery.”

      Jamie bowed her head. “I don’t know if this will work, but it’s better to at least try and fail than simply kill your body.” She set the gem on the ground by Tavas’ root-wrapped form. “Everyone step back. He needs to be the closest person to it. Mrs. Dalen, would you be so kind as to use your strongest healing magic at the same instant I invoke?”

      “All right. And it’s quite fine if you wish to call me Beth.” Mama ushered Emma back a ways before returning to stand by Jamie and Da.

      Emma crouched behind a crate, peering around it at the scene.

      Dorsten, Merril, and Chawney came rolling out from the corridor leading to the storage room and collected around Emma’s feet. She tried to ignore moving skulls touching her leg.

      Jamie raised her hands. “Zor—”

      A blast of black vapor burst forth from the bundle of roots, flowing into Jamie’s mouth. Her eyes bulged. She grabbed her throat and fell to her knees, choking. Tavas’ disembodied laughter echoed over the basement. Mama thrust her left hand forward. A faint wash of white flames broke the shadow stream for only an instant before it reformed.

      “L-Liam,” choked Jamie. “D-do it. Please…” She twisted her head to look up at Mama. Her skin faded to grey; her cheeks sank in and became drawn. Black lines spread outward from her mouth, growing like veins over her face. “Please…”

      Da stepped forward, poised to ram his broadsword into Brant’s chest, but hesitated.

      “That isn’t me anymore,” said Brant. “I’ve been evicted. Do it before he kills Jaime too!”

      Muttering something inaudible, Da plunged his weapon into the root-mummified body. The shadow stream siphoning the life from Jamie cut off in an instant. She fell limp to the side, choking and wheezing.

      A faint shimmer of light peeled away from the body, drawn toward the gem in a whirlpool of glimmering amber threads. They sank into the crystal, which lit up and glowed.

      “Mythandriel, I beckon unto the Emerald Fire.” Pale green flames lit along Mama’s arms with a loud, roaring rush. Rather than give off heat, they radiated comfort and a sense of serenity. “I touch the life primal, in all things.” The energy built into a bolt, rocketing into the opening left behind when Da yanked his blade free. When the energy faded to darkness, she sank to her knees, exhausted.

      Ghost-Brant blurred into nothingness.

      Da stooped to pull Jamie up into a seated position. Already, her face had regained its color. “Are you hurt?”

      “C-cold…” She clutched her arms across her chest and shivered.

      Mama bent forward, her face hidden behind long, black hair. She breathed in and out a few times before leaning back and letting off a final huff of exhaustion. “You interrupted whatever he was doing… she should be all right in a moment.”

      “Are you?” asked Da.

      Emma jumped out from her hiding place and ran to them, accidentally kicking Chawney off his jawbone.

      “Oh, bother,” moaned Chawney as he tumbled across the basement.

      “Tired and sore.” Mama put a hand under Jamie’s chin and lifted her head to get a better look at her face. “We probably feel about the same.”

      Jamie chuckled.

      “What did he do to you, Mama?” asked Emma. “That vapor?”

      “Tried to hurt me, but I’m tougher than I look. Wizards burn their enemies. Necromancers drain the life right out of them. No worse than a punch from a mountain troll.” She winked.

      Emma squirmed. “A punch from a mountain troll doesn’t sound nice, either.”

      “Pardon me,” said a muffled Brant. “These roots are quite a bit uncomfortable and tight. Would anyone mind loosening them a touch? Perhaps even dispensing with them entirely?”

      Emma tilted her head, confused at the almost whimsy in the voice. “That doesn’t even sound like Brant.”

      “It does.” Da’s face brightened with a smile. “It sounds a lot like him.”

      She concentrated on releasing her magic, and the thinner vines un-grew, sinking into the ground.

      A weary, pale, and disheveled Brant rolled out onto the floor, but made no effort to stand. “Oh, thank you. That’s much better.” He closed his eyes. “I think I’ll rest a bit now.”
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      Emma huddled in the middle of a blanket bundle with Kimber and Tam on either side, sharing a cushioned chair in Grandmother’s favorite study. She scooted her feet back and forth inside the cozy woolen shroud, trying to rub feeling back into her toes. Tam threw off heat like an enchanted firestone, and clung to her in his effort to help. Kimber still shivered, though she hadn’t spent as much time in the basement.

      A big lantern sat on a low table in front of Grandmother’s corner chair. The old one pulled a black shawl tight around her shoulders over her nightclothes. Da paced about in the middle of the room while Mama reclined on a sofa against the wall on the right. Jamie sat on a divan beneath the windows to the left, having changed into a clean but plain cream-colored dress. Blood no longer saturated her clothes, though traces remained around her fingernails. She stared at the floor, one hand under her ink-black hair, absentmindedly rubbing her shoulder. The young woman hadn’t looked anyone in the eye since arriving in the study, her expression somber and worried.

      Why does she think she’s going to get in trouble? Emma tried to smile at her, but Jamie didn’t notice.

      Brant lay flat on the second divan along the left wall, not having moved since Da set him there. He continued breathing, which considering the broadsword-sized hole in his coat and shirt, represented quite the achievement.

      Emma peered over Tam’s head at Mama, still worried about what the necromancer’s attack might have done. Her mother appeared tired, but also relieved. Everyone in the room radiated discontent at being awake in the middle of the night, wanting to go back to sleep but unable to.

      “It is not easy for me to say this…” Grandmother sighed, gaze fixed on the lantern burning a few feet in front of her. “I suppose I can be prideful.”

      Mama’s eyebrows went up as she muttered, “And mountains weigh a few pounds.”

      Grinning, Emma clapped a hand over her mouth to stop from giggling.

      The old one didn’t react, though whether she heard it and ignored it, or missed it, her expression gave no indication. “Beth, I owe you an apology.” She lifted her gaze to make eye contact with Mama. “The reason our family has been so suspicious of you is what happened with my great grandfather. A proclivity to arcane magic runs in the family. It appears to have skipped over Liam and Brant.” She eyed Jamie. “Though some get it in droves.”

      Jamie stared harder at the rug. Her eyes ringed red, but her face remained stoic.

      “We have always been concerned any exposure to magic would result in what happened with Tavas—a pull to necromancy.” Grandmother looked down again. “I feared you would bring my son to that path, and I never concerned myself to discover more about the type of forces you control.”

      Mama sat up, no longer draping herself over the back of the couch. “We do not control our magic, we work with the spirits. We ask.”

      “Ahh, yes, well. It’s quite clear I do not understand.” Grandmother fidgeted with her hands, kneading her lap blanket.

      Jamie’s expression of imminent punishment faded to one of hope. “Mother, Tavas chose that. The ability to tap arcane magic does not have a pull in one direction or the other. Those who pursue the magic of the dead, or of demons, do so of their own will… often seeking what they perceive as a shorter road to greater power.”

      “You… are…” Grandmother looked at Jamie as if afraid of her. “Studying magic?”

      “Yes, mother.” Jamie straightened herself, in seconds going from scolded child to proud young woman. “I shall no longer hide it.”

      Da whirled around to stare at his sister. “What?!”

      Jamie smiled at him. “Yes, Liam… I’ve been learning since her age.” She gestured at Emma. “Mrs. Carroll has been tutoring me in secret for years.”

      “Niamh?” muttered Grandmother. “She’s a wizard?”

      Jamie nodded.

      “Is it bad to be a wizard?” asked Emma, staring at Mama. “Da says they’re not all bad, but the last one I met wasn’t very nice.”

      “No, it isn’t bad. Not merely for existing. Like any power, the good or bad of it comes from the person using it.” Jamie held up her hand and summoned two tiny flames in the shape of ballerinas. The glimmering figures danced and cavorted around, ducking between her fingers doing pirouettes. “Magic can be used for fun, to protect those you love, to make life easier… and also to do harm.” The tiny sprites winked out and she lowered her arm to her lap.

      “Why’as you ’ide it?” asked Kimber.

      “Because Mother would have dropped dead if she found out,” said Da.

      Jamie bowed forward, wiping her face with both hands. She chuckled, shook her head, and nodded toward the corner chair. “That is what I feared.”

      Grandmother kept staring at her.

      “It is not bad to be a wizard,” said Jamie. “I am not now, nor will I ever study necromancy. It is far, far too ghastly… and I already know the gate to which that road leads.”

      “Sorry,” wheezed Brant, not bothering to get up. “Past couple of years ’ave been a bit blurry. I’ve got flashes and bits. Mostly of me being a right crud to Jamie… and Emma. Apologies for that, to both of you.” He grunted, struggling to move his arm enough to rub his back end. “That firesnap was a right bit of nasty, but I suppose I deserved it. Or at least the rotty old crump who’d borrowed my skin did.”

      Emma squinted at him, still not quite ready to trust.

      Brant lifted his head, managing a weak smile at her.

      “I’ll see,” said Emma. “As long as you don’t try to kill my mother again.”

      “’Gain?” asked Kimber. “He’as nae try killin’ Mama. He’as try killin you’as twice.”

      More than twice. “I’m not sure it was him. But I’m not sure it wasn’t yet.”

      “There is still the matter of your being rather blasé about the idea of my being poisoned.” Mama stared at Grandmother. “Or are you going to claim the conversation my daughter overheard never happened?”

      Brant let his head flop back on the divan. “That was not me. I’ve not been myself for a long time.”

      “I still believed you had charmed Liam,” said Grandmother. “I wanted my son back… and I could not think of anything other than you meant to devour him.”

      Da eased himself to sit next to Mama. “Perhaps a similar influence affected my mother?”

      “Perhaps.” Mama leaned against Da.

      “I remember it starting small.” Brant scratched at his head. “Things that once made me happy as a boy became boring. I was angry all the time, envious, petty… it had to be Tavas’ jealousy at watching the living from the other side.”

      Celia walked out of the mantel, smiling and no longer radiating infectious sorrow. Her spectral shimmer danced on the walls as she moved across the room. She paused by the sofa, offering a grateful smile to Mama and Da before gliding to Jamie and bowing her head. A soft, ghostly whisper murmured from her.

      “Do not blame yourself,” said Jamie.

      Again smiling, Celia floated up to Emma and traced an icy hand over her cheek. “I am glad you are safe, child. Forgive me for my brief warnings… For years, he has chased me around this house. I could not show myself for long.”

      Emma pulled her siblings tight for warmth. “Thank you for trying to help me.”

      Celia wandered to the side, glided around the room once more, and disappeared into the wall.

      “She certainly seems in better spirits,” said Da.

      Mama elbowed him in the side. “Liam, that was awful.”

      “What?” He looked at her. “Oh… oh, right.”

      “So…” Jamie laced her fingers together. “What do we do now?”

      Grandmother grunted and wobbled to her feet. “It’s so late in the night, it’s already the twenty-first. I suggest we sleep.”

      “A wonderful idea. I shall get started forthwith,” said Brant, not moving.

      “What of the mess downstairs?” Da stood and offered a hand to Mama.

      Jamie cringed as if touching something disgusting. “I think with Beth’s help, the two of us will be able to dispose of anything dangerous or dark… except that box.”

      “There is a temple of Serrah in the north part of the city. They will know what to do,” said Grandmother.

      Emma tilted her head.

      Grandmother smiled. “Her followers dedicate themselves to destroying undead and demons.” She made shooing motions at everyone. “On you go then, off to bed. None of you are old enough to be up this late.”

      Emma looked to her right. Tam had already passed out on her shoulder. Kimber wobbled, not far from sleep. Da plucked the boy from the blanket and handed him to Mama before picking the girls up together, still wrapped in wool. Emma rested her head on his left shoulder. As soon as Kimber’s cheek touched his other shoulder, she fell asleep. The hallways passed in a blur, and Emma had a brief moment of awareness that she’d been put in bed before sleep finally decided to be friends.
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      Emma stood inside a tent, dressed in a frilly peach-colored dress with puffy shoulders and a line of silk flowers trailing from her waist to the hem. She peered down at her soft, silk slippers, each with a matching silk flower at the front, raising and lower her toes. They didn’t hurt like the hard shoes, so as much as she would’ve rather gone barefoot, she tolerated them. After all, the weather had become chilly.

      Nearly an hour spent suffering the attentions of a friendly heavyset woman who fiddled around with her hair had been strange. She couldn’t call it pleasant, but if she had the choice, she’d not do it again. Her straight, black hair, usually down to her backside, had been woven up into a decorative arrangement with tiny white flowers and a spiral braid. She couldn’t remember the last time her neck hadn’t been covered, and every time a breeze washed over her shoulders, she shivered. It had taken the woman longer to arrange Kimber’s much thicker hair up and decorate it with pink flowers. Behind them, six older girls all about Jamie’s age wore similar dresses and chattered amongst themselves about who would be next. Aside from a brief session of gushing over Emma and Kimber at ‘how cute they were,’ the young women mostly ignored the children.

      “You’as donnae look mad,” whispered Kimber.

      “The house doesn’t feel scary anymore.”

      Emma leaned forward, peering out of the tent flap at the backfield. A small, white awning had been set up, wooden lattice woven with ivy and flowers. Patryk, Jamie’s soon-to-be husband, stood beside it, with a line of young men behind him. Grandmother sat on one of many chairs that had been arranged on the grass, at the front. She alternatively smiled at people and cried into a silk kerchief.

      Even grandmother looks like someone different. She’s not scary anymore either.

      Brant sat beside his mother, having spent most of Satyr’s Day in bed. He could scarcely walk on his own and needed help eating, though Mama seemed hopeful he would recover eventually.

      Emma fidgeted, hating standing still. Kimber muttered to herself, humming the melody from one of Mama’s songs she still mangled the words to. People continued arriving, filling in the seats. Eventually, a woman in a flowing white robe approached the temporary arch. She had long, red hair like Kimber, only straight and darker like the petals of a rose. Sunlight reflected in a gleaming flash from a silver medallion hanging at her chest. Atop her head sat a crown of woven flower stems, with white blooms all the way around.

      Mama hurried in at the back of the tent, leading Tam by one hand. In a last minute rush due mostly to Grandmother’s change of heart, she’d accepted Jamie’s request to join the bridal party, and had spent most of yesterday at the tailor’s shop having a dress fitted.

      She arranged Tam behind the girls and crouched. “If you have to go again, hold it. It’s almost time.”

      Tam nodded and jammed a finger in his nose.

      The younger bridesmaids stared at Mama.

      She stood, giving them a raised eyebrow. “Is something the matter?”

      “Oh no,” said a brown-haired teen. “It’s just that…” She gestured at Emma. “You look so much like your daughter. It’s adorable.”

      “A little version of your dress. It’s like a wizard shrank you,” cooed a blonde girl.

      Emma beamed with pride. Mama smiled.

      “All right all right, I’m going…” Jamie ducked in the back tent flap wearing the sort of overdone gown that made Emma struggle to breathe from merely looking at it. Once inside, she let out a tired huff before smiling. “I suppose it’s about time…”

      The teens in the bridal party swarmed around her, fussing at her dress and chattering. One pulled the veil down over Jamie’s face. Another girl handed Emma and Kimber small baskets full of plucked rose petals.

      “Who killed all these flowers?” asked Emma. “What’s this for?”

      Everyone except Kimber (who looked equally confused) laughed.

      “When we walk out to the front, you’ll be dropping them on the ground little by little. Remember like we practiced yesterday?” asked Mama.

      Emma stared into nowhere. “I don’t think I was awake.”

      “Just toss them about a few at a time.” Mama pinched a couple of petals to demonstrate the size of each throw, and dropped them back in the basket.

      “Yes, Mama.” Emma shifted her weight back and forth, rocking from heel to toe, waiting. An idea crept into her mind that made her smile.

      “All right,” said Jamie. “Emma and Kimber, you two will go out first. If you want to walk next to each other or single-file, that’s okay. Tam, you follow them with the… The rings! Where are the—?”

      Mama held up a small, deep sapphire blue pillow, as well as a jeweler’s box.

      “Oh, Rhiannon bless you.” Jamie hugged Mama. “Tam, it’s important that you don’t drop this. Carry this pillow up and give it to Patryk.”

      “Who’s that?” asked Tam.

      “He’as ’a bloke what looks ’bout tae faint.” Kimber pointed.

      The bridesmaids laughed.

      “The first man in that line,” said Mama.

      Tam nodded and accepted the pillow with rings on it.

      A few minutes later, a small group of musicians began to play. Everyone, except Brant who lacked the strength to, stood and twisted around to stare at the tent.

      Jamie shivered, making odd noises out her nose.

      “Emma,” whispered Mama. “Go.”

      She looked at Kimber, who grinned.

      Emma stuck her hand in the rose petals and whispered, “Linganthas, please hear me,” as she stepped forward into a clear autumn morning.

      Two bright green vines emerged from the ground on either side of the tent, corkscrewing about. They lengthened as she walked, sprouting all manner of flowers in two rows that formed the edges of a path. Sprouts shot up here and there as tall as her head, laden with giant blooms. People muttered and gasped in awe.

      Kimber tossed her petals as instructed, as did Emma, though next to the growth she’d asked Linganthas for, the petals felt like adding a cup of water to the ocean. The girls marched between the racing growth, past the two groups of people standing by their chairs on either side. She walked slow, pouring magic into the floral display. When she neared Patryk and the priestess of Rhiannon, Emma directed the vines to split to either side, forming a wide circle around the awning that built up into a four-foot-high wall of flowers, causing a collective “Oooh” from the crowd.

      The girls walked dutifully to their position on the left. Tam marched up, a few steps behind them, and stood beside Patryk while holding the pillow. One by one, the other bridesmaids came down the flower path she’d created and formed a line behind Kimber. The music paused once the last bridesmaid had left the tent. After a few seconds, a different, more formal-sounding piece started.

      Da approached the front of the tent and took Jamie’s arm, walking with her up the flower path to the archway.

      Grandmother wept, dabbing at her face with a silk handkerchief.

      Da stopped at the point where the path opened to a circle, muttered something to Jamie that made her smile, and moved to take a seat beside Grandmother. Jamie stepped up beside Patryk.

      “Welcome everyone,” said the red-haired woman. “I am Alannah, a humble priestess in the service of The Matron. Today, we have assembled to recognize the union of Patryk Ainsley and Jamie Dalen, daughter of Mairwen Dalen.”

      Grandmother sniffled.

      Emma squirmed, eager to be able to change out of the too-frilly dress. She still didn’t feel fully awake after staying up so late the other day, and struggled to avoid passing out and falling over in front of everyone. The priestess’ words blurred into a meaningless haze of sound until a sudden upwelling of cheering from the crowd startled her.

      Patryk lifted Jamie’s veil, and they kissed.

      Since everyone else clapped, Emma did too.
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      After the ceremony, the servants brought out trays and trays of food. Easily a hundred people gathered in the manor’s backfield. Emma ditched her shoes, as did Kimber, and spent the better part of the afternoon running around in the grass with a bunch of other children, sons and daughters of those who’d attended the wedding. Many kept asking her to make more flowers, and she obliged them.

      Tam and some of the older boys got into a game of tag while Emma and Kimber wound up sitting in the grass with several local girls. A quiet girl about her age named Gweneth, with curly blonde ringlets and wide green eyes, turned out to be the granddaughter of Niamh Carroll. She too had the gift, and also studied to learn wizard’s magic. The two of them chattered away about druids and wizards. Gweneth seemed jealous that all Emma had to do was ask spirits for things and want it to happen, while she had to memorize exact words and hand gestures to control the power inside her.

      Hours later, Emma almost felt sad about having to leave soon, since she’d made a new friend.

      “Emma?” A boy of about eight ran over to the girls, out of breath. “Which one of you is Emma?”

      “I am.” She looked him up and down. “What is it?”

      “Your brother’s not well.”

      “Tam?” Emma jumped to her feet. “Show me.”

      The boy led her a short distance away to a cluster of trees growing along the garden wall. Tam lay on his back upon the ground, holding his belly and moaning. Pink, blue, and white icing smeared all over his face.

      Emma squatted beside him. He smiled. “Oh… you ate too much cake.”

      He moaned. “It’s good.”

      “How much did you have?”

      “Only three pieces.”

      Emma gasped. “You’ll make yourself sick!”

      He gurgled, patting his belly.

      “You did make yourself sick. Oh…” She felt bad for him but wanted to giggle. “Uruleth give me strength.”

      Once the green light seeped into her arms, she scooped him up and carried him across the field. Many of the adults sat at small, round tables talking and having wine while picking at their plates from the wedding feast. Tam clutched his stomach, moaning as she carried him over to Mama and Da.

      “Too much cake,” said Emma. She set him in Mama’s lap. “Is there a spell to fix that?”

      “Nothing more magical than time passing.” Mama took a napkin and wiped at his face. “He’ll be all right… and hopefully, won’t do that again.”

      Tam shook his head.

      “After that, he’ll likely never want to eat cake again,” said Da.

      The boy gawked at him, as if he’d suggested the most absurd thing in the world.

      Emma laughed.
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      The coach jostled about, rocking Emma back and forth. She stretched, arms over her head, legs out straight, toes spread. With a great sigh of relief, she collapsed back into the cushioned bench. Once again she wore her favorite dress, the one Nan made her, on the way home away from that awful city. Well, perhaps it’s not so awful after all…

      She’d barely slept the previous night at a wayside inn, having stayed up late while talking. Tam had hated sleeping alone in his room at night at the manor house, and had been so overjoyed at being with his sisters, he couldn’t stop yammering. Emma wound up telling him about the spider in the chamber pot, which upset him at not having been there ‘to protect them.’

      Tam didn’t show any sign of being tired. He clung to his shiny new wooden practice sword, barely able to contain himself and not wave it around inside the coach.

      An hour or so before noon on the second day of their trip, the coach pulled to a halt outside their house at the edge of Widowswood. Nan walked out onto the front porch, both white eyebrows climbing. She put on a look of false surprise.

      Emma scrambled out the door as soon as it opened, ran up the short path, bounded over the steps, and flew into her grandmother’s arms. “Nan!”

      “I’m glad to see you as well.” Nan gave her a squeeze.

      Kimber flew in to join the embrace, laughing. Soon after, Tam’s weight crashed into Emma’s back. Nan patted them all, rocking side to side. Being home felt wonderful.

      After a short while stretching her legs, Mama stepped up onto the porch.

      “Ahh, there’s nothing like a long journey to gladden the hearth of home.” Nan winked at Mama. “So you made it back alive. Consider me surprised.”

      “We had an interesting time,” said Mama.

      Nan patted each child on the back before releasing the hug and facing Mama. “Of course you’ll be giving me the details over tea.”

      Mama glided into the house. “We’ll need a full pot. Maybe two.”

      “Be a moment,” called Da.

      He and the driver undid the straps and buckles on the back of the coach and unloaded the trunks. Guard Arnir came trotting up the road, waving a greeting to Da. The man looked happy, and not at all worried, so Emma figured nothing bad had happened while they’d been away.

      She darted inside, nabbing a ginger muffin from the bowl on the table on her way across the main room to the hallway, and her bedroom. Emma dropped to kneel by the rat’s trunk house below their window and broke off a hunk of muffin. The rat, snoozing in his hammock in the shady lower corner, startled awake at her sudden arrival and tumbled out to the floor.

      He seemed annoyed for an instant, until he focused on the ginger muffin piece as big as his head hovering in front of his nose.

      “Apology accepted,” squeaked the rat.

      Emma sat on the floor with one arm draped in the trunk, skritching her friend while they both munched on their treats. The rat’s tale of the past week sounded boring to Emma, but he spoke of sleeping, wandering about, and eating as though he’d had the time of his life.

      “Em!” Tam slid to a halt in the middle of the room, wooden sword proudly perched on his hip. “Wanna go kill goblins?”

      She looked at him, eyebrows up.

      “I’as a scout,” said Kimber, holding up a matching wooden sword.

      Da got her one too? Emma blinked.

      “P’tend goblins,” said Tam, smiling.

      “Oh.” She sighed with relief, and grinned at Kimber. “All right.”

      Emma picked up the rat, set him on her shoulder, and rushed outside with her siblings to play in the meadow behind the house. Despite the start of a winter’s chill in the breeze, Emma adored the feel of grass at her toes. Tam leapt and lunged at goblins (tall weeds) as did Kimber, though she mostly tried to ‘sneak around behind them’ before attacking. Emma ran about pretending to throw whipthorns or ‘heal’ her siblings whenever they pretended to be hurt.

      Their laughter echoed all the way to Widowswood Forest.

      Home at last, tonight she would sleep quite well.
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      If you liked the Emma series so far, check out these two books:
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        The Menagerie of Jenkins Bailey

      

      

      Twelve year old Piper Bailey wouldn’t trade her friends for any amount of money―unfortunately, when her dad inherits a fortune, she doesn’t have a choice.

      She’s happy with her little house in Syracuse and hand-me-down clothes twenty years out of style. The unexpected windfall is a blessing for her family, but it comes with a giant house hours away in the woods. Heartbroken at being so far from her tiny social circle, she tries to talk her parents into staying home, but they drag her off to the forest anyway.

      Piper finds an unexpected friend in a boy who lives in the next house, and the two decide to explore grandpa’s giant mansion. It doesn’t take long for creepy things to start happening. Convinced there’s a malevolent ghost trying to hurt them, she asks her parents for help, but Mom goes from believing Piper is acting out over the unwanted move to being legit crazy.

      A near-fatal attack from the spirit strands the kids in a hidden underground complex packed with supposedly mythical beasts. Thinking the strange zoo cruel, Piper is determined to free the creatures, but not all the captives are friendly.

      Some are downright evil.
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        The Cursed Codex

      

      

      Fantasy roleplayers often get deep into their games, but thirteen-year-old Keith Croft is about to take it to a new level.

      He’s been invisible for seven years, smart but not working hard, athletic enough, but too lazy to excel. His parents are sorta cool, but only two weeks into his eighth-grade year, his friends are all busy with sports or projects and can’t hang out. On the way home one day, he stops at a neighbor’s yard sale and discovers a book for Crypts & Creepers that the lonely old woman says belonged to her granddaughter who disappeared without a trace.

      Days after he convinces his friends to try this bizarre game that doesn’t require electronics, strange noises in his closet wake him. His increasing inability to focus on anything other than a girl who vanished before he was born―and his obsession with her NPC ranger―drives him to dig deeper into the past, searching for what really happened to her.

      By the time Keith realizes the Gamemaster’s Codex holds something darker than rules within its pages, the curse that claimed the soul of a girl in 1987 has its claws in his group as well.

      Keith vows his friends will escape―even if he can’t.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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