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 For all those left behind.

 Humans and goblins alike.


  Chapter 1: Honey Badger vs. Goblins


Tamora used to come to roller derby practice for the sheer joy of pushing herself until every muscle in her body ached. And spending two-and-a-half hours kicking butt, of course.


Since her best friend Andre had vanished two weeks ago, she’d come to escape. The moment she entered the Crystal Lewis Skating Rink, twelve-year-old Tamora Carter and all of her problems disappeared, and she was T-Wrex of the Grand River Honey Badgers.


She was playing as a blocker in tonight’s scrimmage, doing her best to clear a path for her team’s jammer to lap the red team while preventing the red jammer from lapping hers. It was like a loud, chaotic, full-contact race on roller skates.


It was just what she needed.


Tamora’s team was down four points. A peek over her shoulder showed the red jammer closing in.


Sweat dripped from beneath her helmet. She jerked her head to keep it from her eyes, then spread her skates into a partial split. Dazer, a heavyset girl to her left, did the same. Both girls turned their skates inward, cutting their speed and blocking the track, forcing the red team’s jammer to slow down behind them.


“Nice teamwork!” The shout came from their coach, a meaty woman who went by the nickname Vorpal Thorne. Thorne’s voice sliced through the clacking of skate wheels and the grunts of the skaters like a plow through Michigan’s winter slush. She was the fastest skater Tamora had ever seen, and she had the power of a monster truck.


The red jammer put on a burst of speed, aiming to sneak between Tamora and Dazer. Tamora’s leg muscles protested as she stretched to try to stop her, but it was too late. The jammer vaulted over their outspread skates.


It was a risky move, but a good one. Dazer flinched and swerved out of bounds. The red team cheered.


Tamora ground her teeth into her mouth guard and glanced back to check the rest of her team. The white jammer was coming up fast. Tamora raced ahead, ignoring the burning in her legs as she positioned herself to interfere with the red blockers. If they couldn’t stop the red team, they could at least score a few more points of their own.


“T-Wrex, get back here!” shouted one of her teammates.


Tamora hugged the inner curve of the track and kept going. Up ahead, the four red blockers had come together as a human dam. The moment Tamora entered the straightaway, she crouched low and increased her speed. She skated right into the opposing team and landed a hip block on an older white girl who called herself Terror Swift. Swift lost her balance and grabbed Tamora’s jersey.


They both went down. Tamora’s helmet smacked the floor, and her vision flashed. She hunched her body protectively as the other skaters swerved and jumped past.


Thorne’s whistle put an end to the jam. “What the heck was that, Swift?”


Swift spat out her mouth guard. “T-Wrex tripped me!”


Tamora’s lower lip stung. She tasted blood. “You grabbed me, you clumsy—”


“That’s enough, both of you.” Thorne slid to a stop between them, forcing them apart. “Swift, that was a legal block and you know it. You’re lucky you didn’t both end up with broken ankles. Penalty box, now.”


Swift rolled her eyes, but she didn’t argue. Nobody argued with Vorpal Thorne.


“You’re bleeding, Wrex,” said Thorne.


“I know.” Her mouth guard had saved her from losing any teeth, but it hadn’t saved her from a split lip.


She didn’t care about the pain, but the rules were clear. No blood in the rink. With only a few minutes left of practice, Tamora was done for the night.


“You got ahead of your team,” Thorne continued. “You’ve got good moves, but—”


“I know.” Just like that, she was Tamora Carter again. She got to her feet and skated off the track while Vorpal Thorne started everyone else practicing double-knee slides.


Tamora yanked off her helmet and sat on the bench with a handful of other skaters and parents. Her own father worked overnights at the hospital and slept during the day, so he rarely made it to her practices, though he’d never missed an actual bout.


Dad had been reluctant to sign her up for Junior Roller Derby. She’d worn him down by going on about the benefits of exercise. Parents were all about physical activity and getting out of the house, away from phones and tablets and computers and video games. Especially video games. Andre was always getting grief from his parents for all the time he spent gaming.


Thinking of Andre made her throat hurt. She blinked hard, wishing she could keep skating, keep pushing herself until she was too exhausted to think.


The end of practice was when she used to pick up a pair of grape Slushees from the Qwik Stop, then head down to Andre’s house to hang out until Dad made her come home for dinner.


But Andre Stewart was gone, along with Kevin Lord and Elizabeth O’Neil. Three kids taken in a single night, and nobody had any idea what had happened to them. She hated not knowing. Hated that there was nothing she could do.


She took a shaky breath, wiped her face, and grabbed a squeeze bottle of Gatorade from her bag to drink. Her practice jersey and pads went into the bag, and she began swapping out her skate wheels. Dad had gotten her a set of FastSwap wheels for her birthday, letting her alternate between the pink wheel covers she used indoors and the neon green covers for skating around Grand River.


“Hey.” Terror Swift, whose real name was Paige Reed, sneered down at Tamora. “Sorry about that hit. I should’ve known you couldn’t handle it.”


Tamora spotted Paige’s mother watching with her arms folded. She must have sent Paige over to apologize. Tamora licked blood from her swollen lip and turned away. “Whatever.”


“Ask if she needs a ride home,” called Paige’s mom.


Tamora shook her head. “No thank you, Mrs. Reed. I’m fine.”


“That’s what those other children must have thought, the ones who disappeared.” Mrs. Reed came closer. “I don’t know what your father’s thinking, letting you skate around alone when—”


“It’s only a mile or so,” snapped Tamora. “I said I’ll be fine.”


Mrs. Reed drew back, her mouth set in a frown that made her look like a tanned, freckled gargoyle. Paige simply smirked.


Tamora wiped her lip on her sleeve, hunched her shoulders, and tried to watch the last minutes of practice, hoping it would distract her from thoughts of Andre.


It didn’t.


* * *


While everyone else left through the front door to the big lot, Tamora shouldered her bag and rolled down the hall toward the back.


“Dad isn’t letting me skate around alone,” she muttered to herself. In order to let her do that, he’d have to know about it. Dad was under the impression that Tamora would be coming home with a group of friends from practice, an impression Tamora had encouraged by telling him she’d be coming home with a group of friends from practice. Since Dad would be busy getting dinner ready, he’d never know.


She felt bad about lying, but not bad enough to stop. It wasn’t far from the rink to her house, and she’d been skating all over Grand River for years without any trouble.


The back lot was for employees only, which in this case meant Vorpal Thorne. For such a large woman, the coach had a tiny car, a yellow Mini Cooper convertible with black racing stripes. She was parked directly under the flickering, pole-mounted light.


Tamora moved closer. The car’s roof was torn. It had been fine two hours ago when she passed it on her way in. Someone must have broken in during practice. She started to turn back, when voices by the rusted green dumpster across the lot caught her attention. It sounded like a pair of kids arguing.


“Can’t eat that,” said one, a girl. “Too many bugs on it.”


“Can too,” a boy replied. This was followed by a loud yelp. “Bugs stabbed Gulk’s tongue!”


The girl’s laughter echoed through the parking lot.


Tamora skated cautiously toward the dumpster. Nobody should have to dig through the trash and the bugs for food. She had ten bucks in her pocket, more than enough for a few slices of pizza from the concessions. And maybe they’d seen whoever broke into Thorne’s car.


Or they might be the ones who did it. In which case one shout would bring Thorne running. Given how much Thorne loved that car, the kids would be begging to turn themselves in to the police. 


“Hey guys. What are you…?” Tamora’s voice trailed off.


The girl’s skin was the color of blue spruce in springtime. She wore some sort of black raincoat with the sleeves torn off, exposing her bare arms. A yellow fanny pack cinched her waist, making the bottom of the coat flare out like a skirt. Strings of black hair hung to her shoulders. Her nose was wide and flat. Her oversized, yellow-tinged eyes widened at the sight of Tamora.


Her friend peered up from behind her. His skin was a slightly greener shade. He’d used a torn blue tarp to make a kind of toga that crinkled and crunched with his movements. He held a flimsy white bowl with a bit of melted ice cream and fudge in the bottom. A pair of angry bees buzzed on the edge of the bowl.


“Oh, dung.” The girl snatched a broken shard of blue plastic from her fanny pack and waved it at Tamora like a knife.


The boy hurled the bowl at Tamora’s head, which would have worked much better if it hadn’t been Styrofoam. It tumbled through the air and landed on the blacktop between them. The bees buzzed up, circled toward him just long enough to make him flinch, then flew away.


He glared after them. “Stupid stabbing bugs.”


“Take it easy. I’m sorry if I scared you.” Now that Tamora looked more closely, she saw that the raincoat was actually a garbage bag with holes either cut or torn for her head and arms. The girl kept her makeshift weapon pointed at Tamora and snatched a filthy Hello Kitty backpack from beside the dumpster. The backpack bulged with junk, from old pop cans to a stuffed purple elephant to a set of silver CDs or DVDs.


The girl shrugged into the backpack and climbed onto the top of the dumpster.


“Did you take those disks from that car?” Tamora pointed at Thorne’s convertible.


The girl bent over and farted at Tamora hard enough to flutter the back of her trash bag coat.


Tamora’s eyes widened as a stench like port-a-potties on the hottest day of summer wafted over her. She skated backward, waving her arms to ward off the smell. “What are you?”


Both kids were about the same size as Tamora, but she was starting to question whether they were children. She’d thought their weird skin color was makeup, or maybe the effects of a disease, but they didn’t act sick, and the shape of their faces was all wrong. They had thick foreheads, like cavemen. Their chins jutted too far out. Oversized, slightly pointed teeth jabbed upward from their lower jaws.


“Human’s boots have wheels.” The girl pointed her knife. “Mine!”


“I don’t think so,” said Tamora. “Besides, you’d probably fall and break your coccyx.”


“My what?”


“Your butt bone.”


The girl cocked her head. The boy twisted around, as if to check his backside for secret bones.


“What is it you want?” asked Tamora.


“Wheeled boots!” said the girl.


“Also food,” added her companion, looking sadly at the bowl on the ground. “Mostly food.”


The girl licked her lips. Her tongue was a dark blue. “Eat the human?”


“Excuse me?” Before Tamora could say anything more, the girl leaped at her from atop the dumpster, plastic knife raised. Tamora spun out of the way. The girl crashed face-first onto the pavement. Tamora kicked her elbow, which made her yell and drop the knife.


“What’s wrong with you?” demanded Tamora. “I’m trying to help.”


“Humans don’t help goblins.” The boy scooped up a chunk of broken blacktop from the edge of the lot and hurled it at her head.


Tamora ducked. The rock thudded off her helmet. She muttered a quick thank you to her father. Dad was an emergency room nurse, always nagging her and her brother about seat belts and helmets and all that. “Goblins? Like fairy tales and role-playing games?”


The boy laughed and scooped up another rock. “Stupid human. Fairies don’t have tails.”


“Want helmet, too,” said the girl. “Good armor.”


A dog barked a few streets over, and both kids—both goblins—perked up. The girl smiled and rubbed her injured elbow. “Food!”


The other goblin groaned. “Last dog tried to make food of us.”


A trickle of inky blue blood dripped from the girl’s nose. She must have hit the ground hard when she jumped off the dumpster, but it didn’t seem to bother her. “New world! New things to eat!”


“New things to eat us!” the other goblin countered.


“Better than fighting humans.” She snatched a short, rusty metal rod from her backpack. Waving the rod like a sword, she scampered onto the grass beyond the parking lot. Her companion followed.


Tamora’s legs ached from practice, and her jaw throbbed where she’d fallen. It took a moment to piece together what the goblins meant, but when she did, she forgot all about the pain. “Oh, no. You are not going to eat somebody’s pet!”


She skated out of the lot and turned up the road after the goblins. They were running away from Pinecrest Street toward the residential area, tearing through yards and bushes and flowerbeds. Keeping up was easy enough, but she couldn’t skate over grass. All she could do was keep pace and look for a chance to cut them off.


The goblins darted across another street, narrowly avoiding a red pickup that screeched to a halt, horn blazing. The boy screamed and ran faster. The girl hit the front of the truck with her rod before scampering after him. The driver started to get out of his car, but the goblins were already out of reach.


Tamora skated past, ignoring the man’s angry shouts. She turned up a driveway and onto the sidewalk. She’d lost sight of the goblins, but the sound of barking dogs told her where they were going. She pumped faster.


Another block up, she spotted the goblins next to a blue one-story house on the corner, with a fenced-in backyard. A pair of beagles pawed the fence and yapped at the top of their small lungs.


The boy started to climb the fence, while the girl stepped onto the sidewalk and readied her metal club.


You should have stayed on the grass, goblin girl. She probably expected Tamora to slow down. Instead, she bent both knees, dropped her weight, and skated hard. By the time the goblin drew back to swing, Tamora was there. She slammed her shoulder and hip into the goblin’s side. The goblin spun in a circle before toppling backward into the grass. The metal rod landed in the road with a loud clank.


Tamora spread her arms for balance as she slowed, then spun. One goblin down. The other was halfway over the fence. He reached for the dogs, but yanked his hand back with a cry when the beagles nipped at his fingers.


“Hey!” Tamora raced toward him, building up speed before jumping from the sidewalk onto the grass. The instant her skates hit the ground, she started to fall. She turned her momentum into another desperate, uncontrolled jump, driving her head and shoulder into the goblin’s hips.


He shrieked, and they both fell onto the grass. Tamora landed on her back, on her equipment bag, which promised to leave an interesting set of bruises along her spine. She reached for the fence to pull herself up.


The goblins were backing away. “You win,” said the girl. “You eat the dogs.”


“Told you,” the other muttered. “Humans all cursed. Dogs too. And stabbing bugs. Everything cursed.”


They turned and fled toward the woods behind Schoolcraft Street. Tamora wouldn’t make it three feet on the trails in her skates. “That’s what happens when you mess with a derby girl,” she yelled. “Especially a Honey Badger!”


She glared after them until they vanished among the trees. Grimacing, she adjusted her bag and stretched her shoulder. Once she was sure the goblins weren’t coming back, she turned and started home.


First Andre and the other kids disappeared, and then goblins showed up? What the heck was going on?


  Chapter 2: Missing Friends


Tamora spent the whole trip home looking over her shoulder. By the time she rolled up her driveway, her body felt like one giant, throbbing bruise.


She sat on the concrete porch step and took off her skates. Movement in the yard made her jump, but it was just a squirrel. She searched the shadows, then looked up and down the street one last time before heading inside in her socks.


From the smell, Dad was making kimchi scrambled eggs again. He worked long overnight shifts, so supper for Tamora and her older brother Mac was breakfast for Dad. He called it bupper, or sometimes “burper,” which always got a laugh from Mac.


“Is that you, Tam?” Dad’s voice echoed from the kitchen.


“Nope. I’m a goblin. I’m here to eat your pets.”


“Could you start with the pigeon my daughter keeps in her room?”


“Dad!”


“If you’re not interested in pigeon, these eggs will be ready in about five minutes.”


She moved into the living room, where Mac had spread a minefield of Legos over the carpet. She tiptoed to the couch and sat down to see what he was working on. He’d clipped upward-pointing swords and spears onto linked green baseplates, like a farmer’s field of plastic weaponry. A large, partially-constructed yellow woman was stepping from a blue baseplate onto the blades. Scattered red bricks beneath her feet looked like drops of blood.


“What are you building?”


He didn’t answer, of course. Nor did he look up from his work. But after several seconds, he pointed toward the television, which was playing Disney’s The Little Mermaid.


Where most fourteen-year-old boys were into sports and girls and things like that, Mac was obsessed with fairy tales and folk stories. He liked to draw or build characters from whatever story he was fixated on. Tamora remembered him going on about the Hans Christian Anderson version of The Little Mermaid last week, and how the mermaid was cursed to endure pain like knives stabbing her feet with every step she took on land.


Mac chewed absently on a Lego spear as he worked. Appa, the family’s sheepdog, was curled up beside him like a giant furry black-and-white beanbag chair. The dog was so deaf she hadn’t heard Tamora come home.


Like all their pets, Appa was a rescue. Nobody had wanted to adopt a deaf dog with matted fur from the humane society. Nobody but Tamora, who’d homed in on the shaggy beast and refused to budge until Dad signed the adoption papers.


Over on the recliner, an orange cat stretched, then started sneezing so hard he fell out of the chair. He regained his feet and licked snot from his nose, then padded over to the couch as if nothing had happened.


Tamora had found the long-haired Himalayan roaming the streets a year ago. She’d named him Smoosh for his scrunched-in face. With his patchy fur and constantly running nose, Dad had described the pathetic cat as “exactly the kind of animal Tam would bring home.”


Smoosh purred in anticipation as he flopped down on Tamora’s leg. She scratched behind his ears. Within seconds, the pink tip of his tongue was poking from his mouth, and he’d begun to drool.


“Mac, in all the stories you’ve read, do goblins ever steal people? Or…” She swallowed. “Eat them?”


He kept building, pressing bits of what looked like seaweed onto his mermaid, then reached for his iPad. His fingers raced over the screen, and the software’s artificial British-sounding voice said, “There’s the 1986 movie Labyrinth. The goblin king Jareth stole a baby from a girl named Sarah. Maurice Sendak wrote a picture book called Outside Over There. Goblins steal Ida’s little sister and replace her with a changeling, a baby made of ice. The book was based partly on the Lindbergh kidnapping on March 1, 1932, and was one of the inspirations for Labyrinth.”


Mac rarely spoke aloud, finding it easier and less stressful to write or to type. He’d never explained why he chose the UK voice setting for his text-to-speech app, but he’d used it for as long as Tamora could remember. The software showed a split screen. He could type out his words or click common phrases on one side, and the other showed his words in large type for people to read.


“There are lots of stories about goblins and other fairies taking babies and leaving changelings,” he continued, rocking in place as he typed. “People used the stories to explain children who were born different.”


“Do goblins and fairies only take babies?”


“Tam Lin is one of the most famous stories about a grown man being stolen. Not by goblins, but by fairies. It’s more than four hundred years old, and—”


“What about older kids?” Tamora interrupted.


Mac hesitated longer this time. Normally, Tamora didn’t mind waiting for him to organize his thoughts, but tonight it was all she could do to keep from snapping at him.


She knew pushing Mac would only upset him, so she clenched her jaw and kept petting Smoosh, even as his drool-puddle spread.


“Is this about Andre?” Mac finally asked.


“I don’t know. Maybe.” It couldn’t be coincidence, could it? Three people disappeared, and then two goblins showed up, stealing stuff and complaining about humans being cursed?


Except the goblins had run away from her, a twelve-year-old girl. How could they have overpowered Andre, let alone the other two missing kids? Kevin Lord was a football player, and two years older than Tamora. He would’ve torn through the goblins like Appa through a flower bed.


Mac kept building, but Tamora knew he was listening. He was always listening. Where most people could filter out distractions or focus on one voice, Mac heard it all, even if he couldn’t process it. It was the difference between eating dinner one bite at a time and having it all force-fed to you in a single mouthful.


Mac would be starting ninth grade next month. He was large for his age, with black hair and a few spots of acne on his nose and forehead. He usually wore khakis and too-tight polo shirts with the buttons cut off to keep him from chewing them.


“What do you think happened to Andre and the others?” she asked.


He didn’t answer. Either he didn’t have any ideas, or else he found it too upsetting to talk about. Possibly both.


“You didn’t say whether goblins ate people.”


“It depends on the story, but not usually.”


Someone needed to pass that information along to the goblins Tamora had met tonight.


“Burper is served,” Dad called, earning a giggle from Mac.


Tamora lifted Smoosh from her lap and grimaced at the drool spot he’d left behind. Mac kept working. He’d join them as soon as he reached a good stopping point.


The stone-topped island in the middle of the kitchen served as the makeshift table for family meals. The instant Tamora sat down, Dad frowned and asked, “What happened to your lip?”


“I took a spill at practice.”


“Do you want ice?”


She shook her head.


“If I’d known, I would have made something less spicy.”


“Don’t worry about it.”


Dad had been adopted from South Korea as a baby and raised in Tennessee, so his English was perfect save for a slight drawl. He hadn’t started teaching himself Korean or researching the country of his birth until college. He still went by his American name of Scot, but he and Mom had given both children Korean middle names. Soo-jin for Tamora, and Hyun-jin for her brother.


He was right about the spiciness. The eggs diluted it a bit, and Tamora tried to keep from touching her lower lip with her food, but by the third bite, her cut was burning. She took a sip of milk and sucked her lip into her mouth, letting the milk extinguish the worst of the fire.


Mac appeared in the doorway and sniffed warily.


“Don’t worry,” said Dad. “No onions, peppers, or meat, and I kept your eggs separate.”


Mac was the pickiest eater Tamora knew. He couldn’t stand mixing most foods together, or even letting them touch one another, and he’d starve before letting certain foods touch his lips. He sat down beside Tamora, hunched over his plate, and started eating.


Tamora set down her fork and, as casually as she could, asked, “Dad, has anyone come into the hospital lately talking about seeing…monsters?”


“Nothing unusual. We had one lady last month rambling about toilet gremlins. We had to do a 72-hour psych referral so they could get her back on her meds. Why do you ask?”


“No reason,” she said quickly. Tamora wasn’t about to risk being drugged or hospitalized. She could see the worry in his eyes, behind his rectangular, black-framed glasses. Since Andre disappeared, he’d been treating her like fragile china. “Hey, didn’t you say you once had a patient who’d been drinking silver?”


“Colloidal silver, that’s right. She thought it would protect her from cancer. The only effect was that it turned her skin a weird blue-gray color.”


“Did it do anything else?” Tamora asked. “Like mess up her teeth or change her blood?”


“Nothing like that. She looked like an android, but otherwise she was perfectly healthy.” He rubbed the small tuft of beard beneath his lip. He called it a soul patch, but to Tamora, it looked like a short, fat, black caterpillar had hitched a ride on his chin. “Why the sudden interest in life at the hospital?”


“Just something I saw on the internet,” she lied. “A list of crazy emergency room stories.”


Maybe there was some other explanation for the so-called goblins, but deep down, she didn’t believe it. Those teeth, the blue blood…she knew in her gut they were real, just as she knew there had to be a connection to Andre’s disappearance. Whatever was going on, Tamora intended to find out.


* * *


Tamora’s bedroom was in the back corner of the first floor, meaning it was always too cold in the winter and too hot in the summer. It smelled like birdseed and feathers. Her pigeon, Woodstock, cooed from inside his cage as she entered and turned on the light. She’d found the bird during a school trip to the Michigan Historical Library. His wing had been broken, and the poor thing had been hiding behind a garbage can, crying pitifully. She’d used part of her lunch to lure him out.


Her teacher had refused to let her take an injured pigeon onto the bus. Tamora had refused to leave the bird there to die. In the end, Dad ended up driving to the library to pick them up. Tamora got detention, but she’d saved Woodstock’s life.


The vet said he’d never fly again, but he seemed happy here in her room, where an endless supply of food and water magically appeared in his cage every day. He was particularly fond of dried peas.


She cracked open the window to get some air moving through the room, then sat down at the small desk beneath her loft bed and took out her phone. She hesitated a long time, thumbs hovering over the screen, before pulling up the texts Andre had sent her the night he disappeared.


 


Andre: “I’ve been thinking how to celebrate the start of seventh grade. How’d you feel about helping me dump a hundred goldfish in the fountain the night before school starts?”

Andre: “I can’t decide between that and turning crickets loose in the vents.”

Andre: “Hey, when you come by, remind me to show you the expansion pack I found for Dragon’s War IV. It’s got six new epic spells, and an awesome soundtrack. I haven’t been able to get it out of my head.”

Andre: “See you tomorrow after your practice!”

Dad had told her about Andre’s disappearance the next morning. She hadn’t believed him, thinking this had to be another of Andre’s stupid pranks. It wasn’t until Dad turned on the news and she saw the school photos of Andre, Kevin, and Elizabeth all labeled as “Missing” in big red block letters that it sank in. She’d turned it off when they switched to footage of police dogs searching the yard around Andre’s house.


Andre’s humor was one of the things that had drawn them together, back in second grade. That was right after Mom had left. They’d just moved to Grand River from Dearborn.


On the first day of school, she’d found herself in the cafeteria with a Tupperware container full of Dad’s Napa cabbage kimchi while everyone else was scarfing down sandwiches and Lunchables and chips. Her meal of fermented cabbage, radish, and onions stood out like a fart in church.


“What is that?” asked a pale kid with a smear of grape jelly on his T-shirt. He plopped down in the seat across from her. “It looks like seaweed and puke.”


Her cheeks felt hot. She ignored him and jammed her plastic fork into the kimchi.


Several other kids joined the first. A brown-skinned boy with a round face and a gap-toothed grin leaned closer. “What’s it taste like?”


Tamora pushed the Tupperware container across the table. “Try it and find out.”


“Don’t do it, Andre!” said Grape Jelly. “My sister says Chinese food is made from cats.”


“It’s Korean,” Tamora snapped. “And your sister’s an idiot.”


“At least we don’t eat seaweed puke!”


“That’s because you’re scared.” She folded her arms. “Go ahead and take a bite. I dare you.”


Andre grinned. “I’ll do it.”


Before she could warn him, he’d speared an enormous forkful of kimchi and shoved it into his mouth.


He chewed twice, and his triumphant grin disappeared. He opened his mouth and gasped like a fish out of water. He leaned over the table, snatched Tamora’s thermos, and poured cherry Kool-Aid into his mouth.


Tamora and the other kids howled with laughter.


Andre finished drinking, slammed the thermos down, and stared at Tamora with newfound respect. He grabbed a napkin and blew his nose. “Wow! Mike, you gotta try this.”


Grape jelly boy—Mike—shook his head. “No way.”


“Wimp.” Tamora reclaimed her food and took a bite, doing her best to act like it was no big deal, but secretly loving their awestruck expressions.


“We should bring some in for Ms. Herford,” said Andre. “Can you imagine? You can tell her people give food where you come from, and it would be an insult if she doesn’t eat the whole thing.”


“I come from Dearborn,” said Tamora.


“She doesn’t know that.”


They’d been friends ever since. Tamora never managed to convince Dad to let her take a batch of kimchi to their teacher, but Andre found other ways of livening up the second grade, like his chocolate cupcakes that were actually frosted cakes of baked meatloaf.


Tamora pulled a news printout off the bulletin board on the wall beside her desk. She’d memorized the entire article. Three photos were printed in color beneath the headline, State Police Join Search for Missing Children.


Kevin Lord, Andre Stewart, and Elizabeth “Lizzy” O’Neil. Lizzy was the youngest, and would have started fourth grade next month. She was described as a shy girl, and a bit of a bookworm. Kevin was a football player and straight-A student.


She skipped to the part about Andre, who’d last been seen at home wearing a gray Power Rangers T-shirt and black jeans. Because Andre was into video games, the police had spent a lot of time examining the family’s computers, in case he’d gotten mixed up with an online predator.


They’d even questioned Tamora, asking if Andre had been happy at home, if he’d ever talked about running away, if she’d noticed anything unusual about him before he disappeared.


What would the police say if she called to report a pair of goblins who’d assaulted her with scraps of garbage before running off to try to eat beagles? They’d probably lock her up.


She’d have to find the goblins herself. 


She could head out tomorrow morning after Dad got home and went to bed. She’d start at the skating rink to see if the goblins had dropped anything that could help her track them down. Then she could check the woods behind Schoolcraft. Maybe she could figure out where they’d gone when they ran off.


The bedroom door opened, and Dad poked his head in. “I’m leaving for work. Don’t stay up too late.”


“I won’t.”


He stepped inside, and his attention went to the article in Tamora’s hands. His lips and eyes tightened. He squeezed her shoulder. “They’ll find him, Tam.”


She didn’t answer. How could the police find him if they didn’t know what they were dealing with?


A low, wet growl made her jump. Smoosh stood in the doorway, his body arched like a croquet hoop. His tail lashed from side to side.


Woodstock flapped his wings in alarm. He jumped into his water dish and splashed lukewarm water onto the carpet in his own peculiar version of self-defense.


Smoosh ignored the bird. He crept across the room and jumped onto her windowsill to stare at something in the backyard.


“Must be a squirrel or a rabbit.” Dad kissed her on the head. “Love you.”


“Love you too.” As soon as he’d shut the door, she got up to see what Smoosh was so upset about. She’d seen him stalk animals through the window before, including a white-tailed deer who’d wandered up to the fence. This felt different.


Patches of Smoosh’s fur stood up like he’d tried to lick an electrical socket. He was angry, so intent on whatever was out there, that he didn’t notice Tamora getting up. When she touched his back, he jumped and hissed.


She jerked her hand away. “Chill, furball.”


Out back, a hummingbird feeder hung on a pole near her window. A few small pine trees grew along the inside of the fence. Appa’s faded orange doghouse sat near an old swing set neither she nor Mac used anymore.


Someone darted from the trees to hide behind the doghouse. A second figure followed.


Smoosh growled.


Tamora held her breath, her heart pounding. She couldn’t make out their faces in the darkness, but she recognized the long limbs and frantic movements.


She didn’t have to go searching for the goblins. They’d found her.


  Chapter 3: In the Dog House


As soon as Tamora heard Dad’s car pull out of the driveway, she unzipped her equipment bag and began putting on her sweaty pads. She’d considered calling him for help, but she didn’t want to scare the goblins into running away again.


Tamora strapped on her helmet, then yanked open her undersized and overpacked closet. Her old field hockey stick was buried near the back. She dug through winter jackets and sweatshirts to pull it free. The three-foot stick was wood and fiberglass, painted pink, with a tape-wrapped handle at one end a J-shaped hook at the other.


She extended the stick and used the hook to scratch Smoosh’s back. He hissed and batted it away, falling off her windowsill in the process.


“What do you think you’d do if I let you out back?” Tamora asked as he scrambled back up. “Shoot snot-rockets at them?”


She left her bedroom and crept down the hall. Mac had gone back to his Legos, so it was simple enough to sneak past him.


Halfway to the back door, she ducked into the kitchen. She had no idea what goblins liked to eat, aside from small dogs, but if they were desperate enough to dig through the garbage for food, they shouldn’t complain about leftovers. Maybe she could trade food for information.


She grabbed an oversized plastic bag full of leftover pizza and opened the seal. There was room for more, so she added an apple, a handful of dried anchovies, some slices of bologna, a stick of string cheese, and a few cubes of tofu. Who knew what kind of food goblins liked?


At the sliding glass door to the backyard, she opened the vertical blinds and flipped on the outside lights. The yard was completely still, save for a handful of fireflies flickering green as they flew about.


Had the goblins scampered away while she was preparing? Or were they hiding, ready to pounce?


Holding the bag in her teeth and her field hockey stick in one hand, she quietly opened the door and walked onto the deck.


The yard smelled like grass cuttings and clover and old dog poop. Cleaning up after Appa was Tamora’s job, but she hadn’t gotten to it yet this week. It was amazing how much of a mess one sheepdog produced.


A soft breeze nudged the old swings to and fro, just enough to be creepy.


“Hello?” she called softly. “I have food.”


She tightened her grip on her hockey stick and stepped from the deck into the grass. Pine branches rustled by the fence. Tamora raised the bag so they’d see it in the light. “I know you’re hungry. All I want is to talk.”


From inside the doghouse, she heard a thud, followed by a muffled, “Ow!”


One by the pine tree. The other is inside the doghouse, and just bumped his head on the roof from the sound of it. She took another step.


A third shape stood up behind the chain link fence at the back of the yard. Tamora froze. Three goblins?


If the two she’d met earlier had brought reinforcements, who knew how many more goblins were waiting in the darkness?


They’re hiding. That means they’re more afraid of me than I am of them.


A goblin stepped out from behind the pine trees.


So much for hiding…


It was the girl goblin she’d seen at the rink. She wore the same garbage bag and fanny pack, and she now carried an old, slightly bent golf club with a heavy wooden head. She held a plastic garbage can lid in her other hand like a shield.


The goblin at the fence climbed into the yard. Tamora didn’t recognize this one. He was bare-chested and had tied an old pink bath mat around his waist like a skirt. A bit of rope held the mat in place. A heavy sack hung from his shoulder, and he clutched a pair of scissors like a knife.


Tamora used her teeth to pull open the plastic bag. She set it on the deck behind her and pulled out a slice of bologna, which she threw toward the closest goblin. “My name’s Tamora. What’s yours?”


The goblin pounced, slamming the head of her golf club down on the bologna.


“It’s already dead,” Tamora assured her.


“Could be poison.” The goblin’s eyes glowed yellow in the light.


“It’s not. There are some preservatives, but it won’t hurt you.” She grabbed another slice and took a bite. “Go on.”


The goblin picked up the battered bologna and nibbled the edge. “Tastes like meat, but no bones. No blood.”


“What kind of meat?” asked the bare-chested goblin.


“Turkey,” said Tamora. “That’s a type of bird. Dad likes turkey bologna better than the regular kind.”


The first goblin held the bologna to the light. “Very round, skinny bird.”


Three more goblins had appeared beyond the fence. Tamora retreated a step. “You can have more, but first tell me your names.”


They looked at one another. “Pukwuk,” said the girl.


“Ninkup.”


Tamora pointed. “Who’s the one in the doghouse?”


“Gulk,” said Ninkup, with a snort of what sounded like disdain.


Tamora threw the last of the bologna, then grabbed a slice of pizza. “If you put down your weapons and answer a couple of questions, I’ll give you something even better.”


Gulk peeked out of the doghouse. “Human tricks and traps!”


“It’s not!” Tamora leaned her hockey stick against the deck railing. As long as the goblins didn’t get too close, she should have time to snatch it and protect herself if she had to. She bit the point off the pizza and patted her stomach. “Good stuff, and it has pepperoni. That’s pig meat.”


“Tricks and traps,” Gulk repeated. “Humans want to kill all goblins.”


“I don’t want to kill anyone,” she protested.


Gulk crept out and stood. “Prophecy says you do.”


“Well, the prophecy lies.” She inched closer to her hockey stick. “Why did you follow me here?”


“Not supposed to be seen,” said Pukwuk. “Have to kill you. Then you can’t tell anyone.”


Tamora dropped the bag and grabbed her stick with both hands. The fence rattled as other goblins climbed into the yard. They all wore rags and garbage, and their improvised weapons included tree branches, rocks, and in one case, a pink plastic lawn flamingo.


She retreated toward the door, one slow step at a time. “Is that what you did to Andre? Did he see you too?”


No, if Andre had seen anything like this, he would have told her. And Tamora doubted these goblins were capable of abducting people from three different families without leaving any clues.


Pukwuk reached the stairs to the deck. She switched her golf club to her shield hand and poked the bag of leftovers. She grabbed a cube of tofu and brought it to her mouth. Her lips twisted in disgust, and she spat on the grass. “It is poison!”


“It’s not,” Tamora protested. “It’s tofu. Bean curd. We eat it all the time.”


The goblins closed in. Tamora put a hand behind her to grab the door handle. “I tried to be nice.”


Pukwuk sneered and raised her golf club.


Tamora yanked open the door. “Mac, I forgot to put Appa outside after dinner!”


Gulk blinked. “What’s an Appa?”


The frantic scratching of claws over the tile floor in the kitchen made Tamora smile. “I’ll show you.”


She stepped to one side and hoped she’d judged these goblins correctly. Ganging up against a lone human girl was one thing. A hundred-pound dog charging through the back door like a giant, furry wrecking ball, on the other hand…


Appa skidded to a halt on the deck, glared at the closest goblin, and let out a deep-chested WOOF.
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Pukwuk somersaulted backward in her eagerness to escape. Behind her, Gulk squealed and retreated toward the doghouse. The other goblins were all running away and climbing the fence much more quickly than they’d climbed in.


Appa’s tail wagged hard. She probably thought Tamora had brought other kids over to chase and play with.


Another goblin threw a half-eaten piece of bologna in Appa’s face, which distracted the dog long enough for the goblin to throw himself over the fence. Pukwuk scrambled up a tree and jumped from the branches to the ground on the other side of the fence.


That left Gulk, who stood frozen and quaking. Tamora raised her hockey stick and started toward him. Appa finished wolfing down the bologna, looked around, and barked again.


Gulk started to run. He made it two steps before his bare foot came down on a pile of dog poop.


His foot shot out from beneath him. His arms flailed like pinwheels on a windy day. He landed hard on his back.


Appa reached him first. She woofed and sniffed the goblin’s ear. Gulk covered his head. “No eat goblin! No eat goblin!”


Tamora got there a moment later. She pointed her hockey stick at him in what she hoped was a confident and threatening manner. “Let’s try this again, Gulk. I’ll share my food, and I’ll make sure Appa doesn’t eat you. But you’re going to answer some questions.”


* * *


Tamora waited, hockey stick in hand, until she was sure the goblins had no intention of coming back for their friend. By then, Gulk had curled into a quivering ball, squealing every time Appa nudged him with her cold nose.


Tamora moved between them and scratched Appa behind the ears. “Good dog.”


“Evil dog!” Gulk said. “All dogs evil.”


“She was protecting me from you. That’s not evil.”


“Dogs hate goblins.” Gulk shoved the bottom of his tarp toga aside and held up one leg to show her a still-healing bite mark below the knee. “First day here, dog tried to eat Gulk.”


“When I saw you earlier tonight, you tried to eat a dog.”


Gulk sniffed. “Dogs started it. Declared war on goblins.”


“Dogs are not at war with goblins.” Tamora grabbed his wrist and pulled him toward the doghouse. She and Dad had built it almost five years ago, when they first brought Appa home. Well, Dad had done most of the actual building. Tamora had helped with the painting. It had been a week before Halloween, which was why the doghouse ended up a vivid orange, with a black roof and green trim.


After all that work, Appa had taken one look at the doghouse and refused to go near it. Even when Tamora tried to lure her in with treats. Even when it was pouring rain or snow. So the doghouse remained unused, save for when Tamora and Andre played in the backyard, turning it into a secret base or a fort or whatever else their games required.


Tamora had always wondered if the confined space reminded Appa of the pound. Whatever the reason, it was the one place she could put the goblin where he’d be safe from all of Appa’s terrifying sniffing and licking.


Gulk huddled in the back with his knees drawn to his chest. Now that the other goblins had fled, it was hard not to feel sorry for him, all scared and pathetic and stinky. She left him long enough to fetch the bag of leftovers. She tossed a dried anchovy to Appa, then crawled in after the goblin. He was little more than a shadow in the darkness.


“How many more goblins are there?” Tamora tossed three anchovies at his feet. “How do you stay hidden from everyone?”


“Don’t know,” said Gulk, a spectacularly useless answer. He scarfed down the three minnow-sized fish, wiped his mouth on his wrist, and burped loud enough to make the plywood walls vibrate.


“You said something about a prophecy, and about humans wanting to kill goblins.”


He grabbed the tips of his ears and squeezed. It reminded her of how Mac used to bang his head against a wall when he was really upset. “Not just goblins. Three heroes from another world mean death to everyone, except smelly elves.”


“What other world?”


He sighed in exasperation. “This world. Stupid human.”


Tamora’s heart beat so hard it hurt. Three heroes from Earth. That could be Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy. “Where are they, Gulk? What happened to them?”


“Home.” Gulk spat. “Helping smelly elves. Goblins ran away.”


“You came here, to this world, to escape from the humans and the elves,” Tamora said, piecing it together. “And the humans are in your world? How did they get there? How can I get there?”


“Can’t,” said Gulk.


“They got through. You came here. That means I can go and find them. I can bring them back.”


“Not without key.”


Tamora handed him a slice of cold pizza. “What key?”


“Dead King built key for goblins to use. Spent one year making it, after humans arrived. Sent us through to look for—”


“What do you mean he spent a year after the humans arrived?” Tamora interrupted. “Andre and the others disappeared two weeks ago.”


Gulk cowered and dropped the pizza.


Tamora forced herself to speak calmly. The poor thing was terrified, and probably thought she’d feed him to Appa if he said the wrong thing. “Gulk, how long ago did the three humans come to your world?”


He counted on his fingers, muttering to himself. “Four—no, five seasons.”


Just over a year. It felt like he’d rammed a shovel into her chest and scooped out her heart.


Gulk had to be wrong. He had to! What were the odds a different set of three humans had disappeared? She dug her phone from her pocket and pulled up a photo of her and Andre on the last day of sixth grade. They were standing outside the main doors of the school, making exaggerated duck lips at the camera. “This boy here. Is he one of the three heroes?”


Gulk leaned forward to study the phone, then gasped. “You captured King Nobody the 42nd in little box!”


A knot of laughter and relief caught in her throat like a walnut. Nobody42 was one of Andre’s screen names. He’d originally wanted to use Nobody, but that alias was always taken. “It’s only a picture. Is he really calling himself king?”


Gulk tapped the screen with a thick, chipped nail. “That you?”


“Yes.”


“You friends with goblin-killing king?”


Uh oh. “It’s not like that. Andre isn’t—”


“Stupid Gulk!” The goblin twisted his ears again. “Stupid, stupid Gulk! Now human king-friend kill Gulk and all other goblins.”


“I don’t want to kill anyone. I just want my friend back.”


“Humans can’t come back. Not until goblins and pix and slinks and trolls and other monsters all dead. Prophecy says so.” Gulk sniffled. It sounded like he was crying.


“Andre isn’t a killer,” Tamora insisted.


Gulk didn’t answer, but his sad silence chilled her more than any words could have.


  Chapter 4: Ms. Pookie


The chime of Tamora’s cellphone shocked her awake the next morning, tearing her from dreams of chasing angry goblins who smelled like anchovies and dog poop. She groaned and climbed down from bed to grab her phone and read the brief text message.


 


Unknown: Meet me at Cornerside at ten.


It had to be a wrong number. Anyone who knew her would know what she’d do to people who woke her up at seven in the morning during summer vacation.


She smothered a yawn and got dressed. She’d been up late, trying to pry more information from Gulk, but the goblin had clamped up as soon as he realized she was friends with “King Nobody.” Bribing him with more food hadn’t worked. Appa’s sniffing around the entrance to the doghouse just made him curl up tighter. Tamora had spent a long time staring at the ceiling after going to bed last night, thinking of other ways to persuade Gulk to talk.


Dad was working eight-to-eight shifts this week, so he wouldn’t be home for at least another hour. Tamora fed Woodstock and checked his water dish, then walked to the kitchen. The moment she opened the pantry, Smoosh started circling her legs and purring. Tamora suspected he was trying to trip her so she’d drop the cat food bag. She applied Smoosh’s fungal ointment while he ate, then washed her hands and got Appa’s breakfast ready.


In the living room, Mac’s model of Hans Christian Anderson’s Little Mermaid stood frozen in the moment she emerged from water to land. Pointy swords and spears and spikes covered the land.


Appa was snoring on the couch. She wasn’t supposed to sleep there, but she always snuck up after everyone else went to bed. Tamora petted her awake and shooed her into the kitchen to eat.


While the animals crunched their kibble, Tamora grabbed two packets of blueberry Pop Tarts out of the pantry and a can of her brother’s Mountain Dew from the fridge. By the time she finished, Appa had scarfed down her food and was whining to go out. When Tamora opened the back door, the dog bounded straight for the doghouse. A frightened shriek told her Gulk was still there.


That was a relief. She’d warned Gulk that Appa had his scent now, and if he ran away, the dog would be able to hunt him down. It was a flat-out lie, of course. Half the time, Appa couldn’t even find her own toys. But Gulk didn’t know that.


“Don’t worry,” Tamora called. “Stay inside and you’ll be fine.”


Appa sniffed the entrance, woofed once, then wandered to the back corner of the yard to do her business.


Tamora joined the goblin in the doghouse. “How did you sleep?”


The goblin blinked, then lay down in the corner, his body curled into a ball. “Like this.”


“No, I mean—never mind.” She opened one of the Pop Tart packets. “I brought you some breakfast.”


He scowled. “Looks like filthy, tasteless elf bread.”


Tamora simply took a bite. She’d watched Dad argue with Mac about trying new foods when they were younger, and it rarely worked.


Eventually, Gulk leaned closer. “Jam inside bread?”


She held out the second Pop Tart from the package and waited. He broke it open and touched the tip of his tongue to the blueberry filling. His eyes grew round. “You have magic bread!”


“It’s called a Pop Tart.”


Gulk crammed half the Pop Tart into his mouth. Crumbs spilled past his oversized teeth.


“You can have more if you tell me where you and your friends came through to this world.”


“Friends?”


“The other goblins.”


He snorted, spraying crumbs onto her lap. “Goblins don’t have friends.”


“What’s the first thing you saw when you arrived?”


“Can’t say. Secret.”


“Can you tell me why you came here?”


“Learn about humans,” said Gulk. “Supposed to learn how to kill Elf Queen’s human heroes.”


The odd inflection on “supposed to” made Tamora frown. “Is that what you’ve been doing?”


“Goblins came to get away from war. Hide and not die.” He’d finished the other half of his Pop Tart, and looked at her expectantly.


She grabbed the second packet of Pop Tarts. As casually as she could, she said, “And where did you come through?”


“Roots of the palace.”


Was he trying to be unclear, or was that just how goblins talked? “Was there a palace on your world?” Roots could mean he’d been underground at the time. “Did you come through the basement, or a dungeon?”


Gulk clapped both hands over his mouth, then reached up to twist his ears. “Stupid Gulk. Not supposed to tell. Other goblins kill Gulk.”


“I won’t let them,” Tamora promised. “You’re safe here.”


Slowly, Gulk lowered his hands. “You protect Gulk?”


“That’s right.” She offered him another Pop Tart. “What happened after you came through?”


“Dark.” He scowled. “Then red and blue lights, and shouting humans.”


Someone must have called the police. “What happened next?”


“Ran away. Konko fell down. Clumsy Konko.”


She assumed Konko was another goblin, not a goblin term without an English equivalent. That raised another question. “How do you speak our language?”


He sat back and cocked his head. “How you speak Goblin?”


“I’m not—wait, you think I’m speaking your language?”


“Magic,” he said.


Magic to understand all languages, or just English? “Hangukmal hasil jul aseyo?”


Gulk scooched to the back corner. “No spells!”


“It’s not a spell. It’s Korean.” He understood English, but nothing else. “Wait, so if you’d landed in Mexico, you’d speak Spanish, right?”


He stared blankly.


“Or you could have shown up in Texas.” She imagined the goblin speaking with a thick drawl, like a TV cowboy. “Or in Canada. ‘No spells, eh?’”


“Humans crazy,” Gulk muttered.


“Why do you talk like that? ‘Humans crazy’ and ‘you protect Gulk’ and stuff instead of ‘humans are crazy’ or ‘you will protect me’?”


“Humans talk too much. Too many words.”


“I’m just speaking properly.”


“Understand Gulk?” he snapped.


“Yes, I understand you, but—”


“Then Gulk speak fine.” He chomped on his Pop Tart, as if that settled everything. Maybe it did.


“Can you take me to the portal?”


Gulk wiped crumbs from his chin. “Can’t. Not safe.”


“Gulk, I have to see it.”


“Human promised to keep Gulk safe. Portal not safe.”


Tamora gently thumped her head against the wall. “You said last night you needed a key to get through the portal. Do you have a key?”


“No.”


“How did Andre and the others get to your world?”


“Used key.”


She thumped harder. “Where did they get a key?”


“Don’t know.”


Gulk had said the Dead King, whoever that was, made the key to get the goblins through to this world. Could someone here on Earth have made another key to send three humans through the doorway?


Or maybe something had come through to fetch them.


She popped open the can of Mountain Dew, lost in thought. Gulk jumped at the hissing sound.


“It’s a drink.” Tamora took a sip to demonstrate, then handed him the can. “Here.”


He took a deep swallow. His eyes bulged. Gulk sneezed three times in rapid succession, covering Tamora and the walls in misted Mountain Dew. The can dropped and spilled. “Poison!” he croaked.


“It’s not poison.” She snatched up the can. “It’s carbonated. Lots of bubbles.” She started to take another drink to show him, considered what kind of germs the goblin might have left behind, and changed her mind. “My brother loves it.”


“Brother crazy,” he muttered.


“Don’t call him that!”


Gulk flinched like an abandoned pet expecting to be hit.


Tamora unclenched her fists and took a slow breath. Gulk hadn’t meant anything by it. He didn’t even know her brother.


Shoulders hunched, Gulk reached out to take the Pop Tart wrapper from the ground. Without taking his eyes from Tamora, he began licking the inside of the wrapper.


“You and Pukwuk tried to eat those two little dogs last night. Have you eaten other pets?”


Gulk stared at the ground. “Tried. Dogs too mean. Cats too. Sharp claws and teeth. Squirrels too quick. Birds fly away. Hunting hard here. Konko almost caught black and white cat. Smelly, smelly cat. Smelly, smelly Konko.”


“Sounds like a skunk, not a cat.”


“Skunk?”


“Very smelly,” she said. “Gulk, did anyone else—or anything else—come through the portal? Maybe someone who took those three humans to your world?”


He held up the wrapper. “More Pup Tarts first?”


“Pop Tarts. Answer the questions, and I’ll see what we have. Who else is here from your world, aside from goblins?”


He shivered. “Don’t know. Too much magic stink.”


“Magic stink? You mean you can smell magic?”


“Goblins can. Humans can’t.” He smirked. “Tiny, useless noses.”


“Why would my world, my town, smell like magic?”


He hugged himself, crumpling the wrapper in his hand. “Powerful, powerful stink.”


“What kind of stink?”


He peeked up at her, shivering. “Dragon.”


* * *


Gulk was too upset to talk after that, aside from mumbling about how the dragon would eat them all. Even Pop Tarts didn’t help, though he scarfed them down quickly enough. Finally, Tamora retreated to the house to think.


She sat on the living room floor with her back to the couch, petting Smoosh with one hand and Appa with the other. “How can there be a dragon in Grand River?”


Appa didn’t answer. Smoosh simply rolled over so she could scratch beneath his chin.


Maybe Gulk was making it up. Goblins were one thing, but how could anyone hide a dragon? Only she was pretty sure he wasn’t faking his fear.


Why would anyone send a dragon here? Not to help the goblins, or Gulk wouldn’t have practically peed himself just talking about it. Maybe to stop them? From everything she’d seen of the goblins, that was like using a flamethrower to kill a mosquito.


Or maybe not. What did she really know about dragons, anyway? The things she’d seen in movies and read about in books might have nothing to do with real dragons.


The sound of Dad’s car door slamming in the driveway startled her so much she bit back a scream. She extricated herself from Smoosh and Appa and jumped to open the front door. “Can I go to the library?”


His forehead crinkled. “What are you doing awake? Is your brother up? Why are you in such a rush to go to the library?”


“A wrong number on my phone woke me up. Mac’s still sleeping.” I want to look up police reports to see if I can figure out where the goblins came through to our world.  “And the library just got the audiobook of Roller Girl.”


“Are the animals fed?”


“Yes, and I ate breakfast,” she added impatiently, anticipating his next question.


He yawned and waved a hand. “Go ahead.”


“Thanks!” She ducked through the open door and hurried down the driveway. The library was a mile from their house, an easy walk up Eastwood Street and over the river.


The Grand River Library was an old brick building that reminded her of a school, with a big flagpole out front and a row of orange day lilies behind the bike racks. She hurried inside and headed straight for the desk.


“Good morning, short stuff!” A young woman with a huge smile waved from behind the desk. “What can I do for you?”


Tamora was glad Ms. Pookie was working today. The librarian’s real name was Cunningham, but she insisted people call her either Megan or Pookie. She was in her mid-twenties, and her hair this week was platinum blonde over a layer dyed hot pink. Tamora always knew when Ms. Pookie was working alone, because she’d play country music over the PA system. At a respectful volume, of course.


“I need to look at police reports for the past couple of weeks.”


Ms. Pookie didn’t even blink. “Local, statewide, or national?”


Five minutes later, Tamora was sitting at one of the computer desks with copies of the weekly newspaper, the Grand River Review, stacked beside her. Ms. Pookie leaned over Tamora’s shoulder, her fingers racing across the keyboard.


“I’d start with the printed paper,” she said. “The Police Blotter is in the back of the Local News section. I’ve pulled up the Review’s website for you. The police department’s page is on the next tab. If you’re looking for something that’s not publicly available, come get me and I can help you send a Freedom of Information Act request to the police.”


“Thanks.” Tamora grabbed the most recent newspaper and turned to the small column of police news, which listed everything from the theft of an ornamental flag to a man who’d swerved to avoid hitting a possum with his car and took out a stop sign instead. Nothing about blue-skinned goblins popping through a magical portal.


Not that the police would have known what they were seeing. They’d probably reported it as a noise complaint, or maybe a group of teenagers causing trouble. She tried the websites next, but all she found was a complaint about barking dogs and a pair of kids who’d been busted for shoplifting cigarettes.


Another search on the Review’s site brought up several reports of loud noises coming from the sewers down by Walnut Street. Maybe the goblins were hiding underground, but none of them had smelled like sewage.


“School doesn’t start until next month,” Ms. Pookie commented, making Tamora jump. She hadn’t heard the librarian return. “So this probably isn’t homework. Is there anything in particular I can help you find?”


“My friend Andre.”


She didn’t know what made her blurt it out. She clenched her jaw and waited for Ms. Pookie to give her the same empty reassurances Tamora had heard again and again. Would it be “The police are doing everything they can” or “Worrying won’t help your friend”? Or maybe the less common but infinitely more annoying, “Everything happens for a reason.”


Ms. Pookie pursed her lips and leaned over Tamora’s shoulder. Her hair smelled of lilacs and honey. “Andre Stewart, right? He’s one of the poor souls who went missing a couple weeks back.”


“That’s right.” Tamora swallowed, refusing to get choked up in the middle of the library.


The librarian ran her index finger down the computer screen, scanning the entries. She paused briefly at the bullet point about the sewers. “You’re not looking at articles about the abduction. These other incidents, you think there’s a connection the police missed?”


“I don’t know.”


“That’s good. You wouldn’t believe how often knowing gets in the way of learning.”


Tamora bit her lip. Ms. Pookie was taking her seriously so far. No need to blow it by talking about goblins and magic portals. “I heard about…an incident from around the time they disappeared. The police showed up to investigate a complaint about a group of kids. I thought it might be related, but I’m not seeing it mentioned anywhere.”


“If it’s part of an ongoing investigation, they might not have said anything publicly yet.” She tugged at a lock of pink hair, twisting it around her finger as she stared at the screen. “Do you have any other leads?”


“What can you tell me about dragons?” She’d done it again, speaking without thinking. “It’s for my brother,” she said quickly. “You know how he loves that kind of story.”


“Oh, yes. Mac’s great.” She laced her fingers together and stretched her hands. “Is your brother interested in dragons from any particular culture? The Leviathan from Biblical texts? Three-headed Russian dragons? Serpentine water dragons from Korean mythology? Quetzalcoatl, the Aztec feathered serpent? You know, I was thinking of adding a Chinese dragon as my next tattoo.”


“I think just dragons in general,” said Tamora.


Her hazel eyes studied Tamora a moment longer, and then she clapped her hands and spun away. “General dragon info it is. In a lot of the stories, dragons like to hoard treasure. It’s often gold, but I don’t know why they couldn’t collect other things. Baseball cards or stuffed penguins or vintage Star Wars action figures. They’re very possessive of their treasures. 


“They also tend to be proud. If you’re not a mythical warrior with a blessed blade, your best bet is to use the dragon’s pride against it. Either that or run away.”


Tamora’s phone chirped. It was another text from what she assumed was the same unknown caller as before. This time, they’d sent a poem, and not a terribly good one.






Unknown: The path untraveled led you away


With words unspoken you dared not disobey


Through the roots of the palace, deep in the clay


For months unchanging, day after day.


Goosebumps raced up Tamora’s arms. The roots of the palace. Gulk had used the exact same words. Her thumbs raced over the phone’s screen.


Tamora: Who are you?


“Is everything okay?” asked Ms. Pookie.


Could this be another goblin? But how would a goblin have gotten her cellphone number? If Gulk was any example, they were more likely to try to eat a cellphone or throw it as a weapon than to text with it.


It was nine-thirty. The first text had said to meet at Cornerside at ten. The only place by that name in Grand River was Cornerside Pizza, a fifteen-minute walk from the library. Meeting a stranger went against everything Dad had taught her, but Cornerside was a public place. “I forgot, I’m supposed to meet someone this morning.”


The librarian began gathering up the newspapers. “Who’s that?”


“I’m not sure.”


“You’re not sure?” Ms. Pookie paused. “Is this about Andre too?”


“Maybe.” If this person had any connection to Andre or the goblins, Tamora had to talk to them.


Ms. Pookie continued to watch her. “This isn’t like roller derby, with referees to make sure you don’t get hurt.”


“You wouldn’t say that if you came to one of our bouts.” Tamora rubbed her lip, still tender from last night’s practice. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”


“Not true.” Her smile softened the response. “You’re choosing to go. I have to choose whether to stop you.”


“You can’t.” Tamora stepped back. She shouldn’t have said anything.


“No, I suppose not. You’ve made your choice.” Ms. Pookie raised her hands. “Be careful, Tamora Carter. I hope you find your friend.”


  Chapter 5: Mystic Cheerleader


The smell of garlic, cinnamon, and fresh dough greeted Tamora as she pushed open the door to Cornerside Pizza, jingling a set of brass bells overhead. To one side were a half-dozen booths and small tables, mostly unoccupied. A small group of teenagers sitting in the far corner, talking and joking over drinks and a brownie the size of a small pizza. Cornerside’s business was mainly pick-up and delivery.


Enormous goldfish drifted in green water in a tank by the counter, left over from two years ago when this had been a Chinese restaurant. The clock above the tank read nine fifty-six. Tamora was early.


“Welcome to Cornerside Pizza,” said a girl behind the counter. Sarah, according to her name tag. She sounded like she was reading from a script. “Would you like to try one of our new breakfast pizzas, or an order of cinnamon breadsticks?”


“Um, sure. The breadsticks.” She tugged out her wallet. “And a drink, please?”


The drinks were self-serve. Tamora took her cup and filled it with juice, adding a bit of Sprite for extra kick. 


The bells over the door rang. Tamora stuck a lid onto her cup and turned to see Karina Lord standing in the open doorway, staring around as if she wasn’t sure where she was or how she’d gotten here.


Karina was Kevin Lord’s twin sister. Tamora had seen her on the news, standing behind her father in some of the stories about the missing kids. She was a tall, slender white girl with wispy blonde hair and braces with yellow and black rubber bands that made it look like she was eating bees. She’d been an 8th grade cheerleader last year, and looked the part, in a sleeveless silver-and-brown Grand River Rams shirt and matching mid-thigh shorts.


Tamora grabbed a straw, steeled herself, and walked toward the door. “I got your texts.”


Karina looked down at her. “Who are you?”


“Tamora Carter.” Karina’s expression didn’t change. “You said to meet you here at ten, then you sent me a poem.”


“No I didn’t.”


Tamora’s face burned. Had she been wrong about Karina sending those texts? She grabbed her phone and pulled up the messages. “These didn’t come from you?”


“I sent that first message to my brother. How did you get it?”


“Your brother Kevin?”


“That’s right.” Karina stepped past Tamora and approached the counter, where she ordered a slice of cheese pizza for herself, and a pepperoni-and-green-pepper for her brother, adding, “I’m sure he’ll make it this time.”


Sarah looked sad, but punched in the order. Karina asked for two cups, filling one with water and the other with Coke before taking a seat in the booth closest to the door.


Sarah caught Tamora’s eye. “Your bread’s ready.”


Tamora had almost forgotten about her order. She took the basket of butter- and cinnamon-drenched breadsticks and a packet of cream cheese frosting. “Does Karina come here a lot?”


“Three or four times a week.” Sarah kept her words low as she scooped two large slices of pizza onto plates. “Always orders the same thing for her and her brother. It’s creepy.”


The words raised Tamora’s hackles. “It’s not creepy. She lost her brother.”


“She acts like she doesn’t know he’s gone. Like she really expects him to come walking through that door.”


They both turned to look, as if Sarah’s words might magically summon Kevin Lord to Cornerside Pizza.


When nothing happened, Sarah sighed. “I think she might be on drugs.”


Tamora grabbed the tray with Karina’s food and added her own basket. “I’ll take this over.”


She brought the tray to Karina’s table and slid into the booth on the opposite side.


“I’m waiting for someone.” Karina seemed to look through Tamora, staring at something beyond the brick walls of the restaurant. “You’re Mackinac Carter’s little sister. The derby girl, right?”


“Tamora. Are you friends with Mac?”


“Not yet,” she said absently, blotting the grease from the cheese slice with her napkin.


“What does ‘the roots of the palace’ mean?” asked Tamora.


“Deep in the clay.” Karina cocked her head like a bird. “How do you know about that?”


“You texted me your poem?” When Karina didn’t answer, Tamora added, “I’ve heard those words before.”


“They’ve forgotten us.” Karina set the napkin aside and stirred her drink with her straw, as if hypnotized by the rattling of the ice. “I try to remind him.”


“You mean Kevin?” Again, Karina didn’t answer. Tamora clenched her fists under the table, trying to contain her frustration. “Where did you hear about the palace?”


“From you.”


Maybe Sarah was right about the drugs. “We’ve never met before.”


“Yes, I know.”


Tamora ate half a breadstick, letting the hot cinnamon and melted frosting calm her irritation. “Have you seen anyone or anything strange since Kevin disappeared?”


“Every night. Kevin left me his dreams.”


The way she said it made the hair on Tamora’s neck stand up. “Can you two hear each other’s thoughts? Is that a twin thing?”


For the first time, Karina truly looked at her. Her eyebrows arched. “Don’t tell me you believe all that mystical twin crap.”


“You said he left you his dreams!”


“That’s different.” She sniffed and looked down at her phone. “Why would I send you a poem?”


This whole conversation was like trying to roller skate across an icy lake in the middle of a blizzard. “I’ve been looking for my friend Andre. I think he’s with Kevin and Lizzy.”


“I don’t even know what the stupid poem means.” Karina slapped her hands against the table. “Roots of the palace? Words unspoken? It’s nonsense.”


“It’s not,” said Tamora. “Gulk told me he came through the roots of the palace.”


Karina’s attention sharpened. “What kind of name is Gulk? It sounds like the noise you make before you puke.”


Tamora hesitated. So far, Karina had gone back and forth between looking down on her and looking through her. Tamora also wasn’t convinced Karina could help her find Andre. But if there was even a chance…


“He’s a goblin.” Another thought occurred to her. “Gulk says goblins can smell magic. Maybe there really is some kind of magical connection between you and Kevin. That could be where the dreams and the poem came from. You should meet him.”


Karina shook her head and didn’t answer.


“Don’t look at me like I’m crazy. Gulk says three human heroes went to his world to hunt down the goblins and the other monsters. The goblins came here to escape.”


“From the prophecy,” Karina murmured.


“That’s right!”


Karina jumped. “What’s right?”


“Are you kidding? You just said—” Tamora stuffed the rest of the breadstick into her mouth to stop herself from going off. She washed it down with a long drink, then took a long look at Karina Lord.


Karina poked her pizza like it was a nasty science experiment, sinking perfectly manicured silver nails into the cheese. Her makeup mostly hid the dark shadows under her eyes. Beneath her lipstick, her lips were rough and chapped, like she’d been chewing them.


In a softer voice, Tamora asked, “Are you okay?”


“Hm?” Karina blinked hard. “I’m fine.”


“I don’t believe you. Kevin was your brother.” When she didn’t answer, Tamora pressed on. “Andre was my best friend. I’ve been a mess since he disappeared. I’m mad all the time. I get nightmares.”


Karina looked away again. “At least you only get them when you’re sleeping, right?” Something inside of her seemed to crumble. Her head slumped into her hands, and she ran her fingers through her hair. “Half the time I don’t even know what I’m saying. I try to keep it under control. My father wants Dr. Shah to screen me for Tourette Syndrome.”


“Isn’t that the one that makes you swear all the time?”


“It can, but mostly it’s twitches and tics, or you blurt out random sounds and words. Dr. Shah—she’s my therapist—thinks I’m having trouble coping with the trauma. They’re trying me on medication to get this under control before school starts. Can you imagine what people would say?”


Tamora wasn’t sure how to respond to all of that. “Did you tell Dr. Shah about things like Kevin’s dreams, or the prophecy?”


“I’m not sure. I don’t always remember what I’ve said.” She slumped back in her seat. “Maybe my father’s right. Maybe I am going crazy.”


“You’re not crazy.”


Karina smiled wryly, flashing her braces. “Says the girl who talks to goblins.”


“That’s right. And the day after I start talking to goblins, you ‘accidentally’ text me. That’s not a coincidence, and it’s not crazy.”


“I don’t even know your number.”


Tamora leaned forward. “You knew about the roots of the palace. You knew about the prophecy. Maybe you don’t know what you know.”


“What?”


“You texted me by accident,” Tamora pressed. “You mentioned the prophecy when you weren’t thinking about it. Try to just talk. Don’t worry about what you’re saying. Don’t even think about it.”


Karina took a sip of water. “Talk, and the truth will magically spill out of me?”


“Do you have a better idea? What’s ten plus ten?”


She rolled her eyes. “Twenty.”


“Your favorite color?”


“Purple.”


“Your favorite kind of pizza.”


“Sausage and pepperoni, but I can’t eat that. Too fattening.”


“Who did you have for English last year?”


“Mr. Jerrold.”


“What’s Kevin doing right now?”


“Hunting trolls. Holy crap!”


“Is Andre with him?”


“I…I’m not sure.” She bit her lip, and her forehead wrinkled.


“Don’t try to think,” Tamora pleaded, but Karina was shaking her head. Whatever glimpse she might have had was gone now. Tamora tried not to let her disappointment show. “What did you see?”


“A cave.” Karina stared at her. “It was hot and humid. The air stunk terribly, like old roadkill. I saw fires. Torches, maybe? I think Kevin was wearing armor.”


If Kevin was there, Andre and Lizzy might be, too. Tamora tried to imagine Andre wearing armor and hunting monsters. “Who else was with them?”


She shook her head. “It’s slipping away. Do it again. Ask me more questions before your brother interrupts us.”


“My brother? Mac’s at home. He doesn’t know I’m here.”


Karina’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows inched together in confusion. “I have no idea why I said that. Mac doesn’t even talk, right? Because of his autism? We were in fourth grade together, and the teacher talked to the class about it.”


“He’s nonverbal, but he talks through his iPad. Where’s the key to the portal?” She rushed through the words, hoping to catch Karina off guard and sneak another answer from her.


“I don’t know what that means.” Karina took another bite of pizza and looked longingly at the untouched slice of pepperoni. “Are you hungry? We shouldn’t waste it.”


Tamora had barely touched her cinnamon bread. “No thanks.” She thought of Gulk and added, “But I know someone who’ll eat it.”


Karina shoved the plate across the table. “My grandmother went crazy,” she said. “My parents put her in a home. At the end, she didn’t know who anybody was. She thought I was her sister. She kept calling me Margaret.”


Tamora didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing.


“You’re telling me this stuff I’m seeing and hearing is real, but I feel like I’m going crazy.”


“You’re not.”


“That doesn’t help,” Karina snapped. “I see things that aren’t there. I walk around, and half the time I don’t know how I got wherever I am. The nanny has to keep chasing me back into the house like I’m a four-year-old who’ll wander into traffic. I’m used to people assuming I’m an airhead. This is different. It’s inside my head, and I hate it.”


“Maybe if we find Kevin, it will stop.”


“You think a twelve-year-old kid and a crazy cheerleader are going to save three kidnapped children from elves?”


Tamora pounced on the question. “I never told you about the elves. You do have a connection to what’s going on.”


Tamora’s phone chirped with a text message from her brother.


 


Mac: Come home quick! Appa found a goblin in our backyard!

Tamora’s stomach lurched like she was skating out of control, too far gone to save herself from a nasty fall. What was Gulk doing out of the dog house where anyone could see him? Or had Mac gone poking around? What would he do to the goblin? Had he told Dad? What would the goblin do to Mac?


“Your brother?” asked Karina.


“You knew.” Tamora shivered. “You said he was going to interrupt us.”


“Welcome to my life,” said Karina. “It only gets stranger from here.”


Tamora suspected she was right.


  Chapter 6: Queen Tamora


Tamora slid the key into the lock and slowly, quietly, opened the front door. Dad should still be sleeping. He didn’t usually wake up until late afternoon.


She tiptoed inside, waved Karina in after her, and gently pressed the door shut. “Shoes off,” she whispered, removing her own and setting them beside the door.


From upstairs came the faint grinding of Dad’s snores. She relaxed slightly. But where were Mac and Gulk?


“Your house smells funny,” said Karina. Before Tamora could respond, she added, “I like it.”


All she found in the living room was a snoozing sheepdog and Mac’s Lego mermaid. The kitchen was empty as well. She looked out through the window, but saw nothing in the backyard.


“Is this your family?” Karina was looking at a large framed photo hanging in the hallway. “What are you wearing?”


“A hanbok. That’s from my hundred-day birthday.” Mac, then barely two years old, held her in his lap while Mom and Dad leaned in from either side. Dad still kept the tiny gown, with its red skirt, green top, and rainbow sleeves, in a box in his closet. “The picture next to it is from Mac’s.”


“He was such a cute baby!”


Farther down the hall, Smoosh paced back and forth in front of the door leading to the basement. Tamora scooped the cat up with one arm and opened the door.


From downstairs came a familiar squeaking sound. Relief eased her muscles. “Mac’s in his quiet room.”


Smoosh kicked and squirmed to get free. Mac must have brought Gulk into the house, awakening that primitive part of Smoosh’s brain that believed he was a mighty jaguar instead of a snot-nosed housecat.


Tamora waved Karina through the door and followed, pausing only to shut the cat out. She wasn’t sure what would happen if Smoosh got into a fight with Gulk, but it wouldn’t be pretty.


A dehumidifier sat beside the bottom of the steps. To the left, the washer and dryer sat on peeling linoleum. Dusty storage bins lined the shelves. A narrow door led to the sump pump room, which kept the basement from flooding during rainstorms.


Brown carpeting covered the rest of the basement, which had been turned into a play area. The walls were painted white and covered in crayon and marker drawings. Dad painted over it every spring to give them a clean canvas, at which point Tamora and Mac decorated all over again.


Karina traced the outline of a thick, curving beanstalk Mac had drawn. It stretched from the floor to one of the glass-block windows at the top of the wall. “I got grounded for two weeks for writing my initials on my bedroom wall,” she said softly.


A pair of green army blankets was strung up like curtains near the back, past shelves of old toys. This was Mac’s “quiet room,” a small, fort-like area he went to when he felt overwhelmed or overstimulated. Inside, he had a little exercise trampoline, a set of noise-canceling headphones, a bungee chair, some Lego sets, and a handful of other things to help him calm down.


“Mac? It’s me.” She held up a hand for Karina to wait, and peeked around the edge of the blanket.


Mac sat in his chair, a tilted metal frame threaded with thick, stretchy straps woven together like a giant net. He was bouncing in place, creating the squeak she’d heard before. He wore his headphones and was facing away, so he might not have noticed her yet.


Gulk sat in the corner. He looked up at Tamora and sagged in visible relief. “This human found me,” he said sheepishly.


“I see that.”


The goblin turned to Mac. “I think he’s broken.”


“My brother is not broken.” She stepped into the quiet room and let the blanket fall shut behind her. “Hi, Mac.”


Mac rocked his head and body in what might have been a nod of greeting. He wiped his hands on his pants and reached for his iPad, which was resting against the wall. He swiped a finger across the screen and began to type. “This is Gulk. He was in Appa’s doghouse. He says he knows you.”


Before she could answer, Karina stepped through the blankets.


“Hello, Karina,” said Mac. “Why are you here?”


Karina simply stared at the goblin.


Gulk jumped to his feet and sniffed the air. His finger stabbed accusingly toward Karina. “Magic!”


“Told you so,” grinned Tamora. “He can smell it. You’re not going crazy. You’re doing magic.”


“Most people would say that’s crazy,” murmured Karina, never taking her eyes off Gulk. “Or else I’m dreaming again.”


Tamora turned to Mac. “I ran into Karina at Cornerside Pizza. She’s trying to find her brother, and she…she knows things. She knew you were going to text me before you did.”


“Why does the goblin call you King Tamora?” asked Mac.


She spun back to Gulk. “Huh?”


“You beat goblins in battle. Saved Gulk from shaggy dog with big teeth. Brought magic food and bubble drink.” He blinked at her like he couldn’t understand why she wasn’t grasping such an obvious concept. “Goblin King rules and protects goblins. You Goblin King.”


“I’m not your king. I’m not a goblin. I’m not even a boy!”


Gulk moved closer and looked her up and down. “You’re not?”


“No!”


He sniffed her. “Boy. Girl. Hard to tell with humans.”


Mac giggled softly as he bounced in place.


“It’s not funny,” Tamora snapped. “Shut up!”


He tapped his iPad. “Yes, Your Majesty.”


“Gulk needs better clothes.” Karina walked away, adding, “He looks like a blue hobo.”


“What’s a hobo?” Gulk asked, watching Karina like he expected her to cast a spell and summon a horde of hungry beagles at any moment.


“Never mind,” said Tamora.


Mac continued to bounce and rock in his chair. “Where did he come from?”


“According to him, the roots beneath the palace. I found Gulk and his friend last night, digging through the trash behind the rink.” She explained how she’d chased them through town, and how they’d followed her home.


“Then Queen Tamora unleashed giant wooly beast!” said Gulk. “Hail Queen Tamora. Wielder of the hooked stick. Bringer of little salty fish.”


“You fed him anchovies?”


“He liked them,” she said defensively. “Mac, he says Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy are part of a prophecy, that they’re fighting monsters in another world.” She trailed off, realizing how ridiculous that sounded.


Mac tapped his screen. “Cool!”


Before she could figure out what to say next, Karina returned carrying an armful of wrinkled clothes from the laundry. She studied the goblin, held up a pair of jeans, and then set them aside. Next, she grabbed a pair of yoga pants. “These look about your size, and the color should work with your complexion. Try them on.”


“Wait!” Tamora shrieked, but the goblin was already yanking his tarp over his head. Thankfully, he wasn’t naked underneath. A rope belt around his waist held a tattered brown loincloth, making him look like a scrawny blue-green Tarzan.


Gulk pulled on the pink and black zebra-print pants. They were a little tight, and looked ridiculous over his loincloth, but he didn’t seem to mind. He pinched the fabric between his fingers. “Soft.”


“I know,” said Tamora. “Dad got them for me as a birthday present last year.”


Karina was sorting through shirts, discarding one after another, until Gulk pounced on a purple T-shirt with a fringed bottom and an owl made of silver and gold sequins.


“I don’t think so,” said Karina. “Not with those pants or that skin.”


Gulk was already tugging the shirt over his head. He struggled to get it past his ears. Once his arms found the proper holes, he looked down at himself and preened. He touched the sequined owl and whispered, “Silver armor for Gulk.”


“It’s not armor—” Tamora started.


Gulk jumped back and wrapped his arms around his chest. “My armor!”


“It’s mine, actually,” said Tamora. “That’s one of my favorite shirts.”


The goblin stretched the collar and used it to wipe his nose.


“But you can keep it,” Tamora finished.


Mac continued to rock as he typed. “Tell us more about the privy?”


“Privy?” Gulk flinched. “Couldn’t find privy. Used back of doghouse instead.”


“Not privy. Privy! Stupid autocorrect. Tell me more about the prophecy.”


Karina began to speak in a low, steady tone.


 


“The hands of human children three shall end the Dead King’s reign.


Against the monsters they defend our world, while evil fights in vain.


To break a thousand years of war, the kings and queen of Earth


Will unite elves forevermore, to raise their spears and venture forth.


And on that day the signs portend a land that’s cleansed of evil’s stain.”


 


“How do you know that?” asked Mac.


Karina blinked, then flushed. “I’m not even sure what I said.”


“Against the monsters,” Gulk muttered, twisting his fingers into the bottom of his T-shirt. “Monsters like Gulk. All cleansed. Cleansed to death!”


“Nobody’s going to kill you,” Tamora promised. Though a cleansing wasn’t a bad idea. Gulk had wiped the dog poop off his foot, but he still stank.


“The prophecy mentioned Earth,” Mac said, his hands shaking from excitement. “That means gulch’s world and ours must have been in contact before.” He frowned and slowed his typing. “Gulk’s world. We have so many stories about elves and goblins and fairies, and mortals who circle fairy hills and find themselves in magical lands.”


“Aren’t elves the good guys?” asked Karina.


“Ha!” Gulk snorted so hard that a glob of snot shot out of his nose onto the front of the T-shirt. The goblin was as bad as Smoosh.


“You’re saying goblins are the good guys?” asked Tamora.


He snorted again. Thankfully, this one was snot-free. “No. But stupid elves not, either.”


“He’s right,” said Mac. “In some of the older stories, elves were vicious, spiteful, nasty, selfish creatures. They treated mortals as playthings, and they weren’t gentle with their toys. The ballad of Thomas the Rhymer mentions the Queen of Elfland, and talks about a tithe the elves pay to the devil. A tithe of human beings. The Grimm brothers had a tale, ‘The Servant Girl Who Stood In as Godmother for Them,’ about a girl who agreed to serve the elves for three days, but they tricked her into seven years of slavery. If you assume elf is a broader term for fairies in general, there are even more examples—”


“If that’s true,” Tamora interrupted, “how will they treat three kids from our world?”


Nobody answered.


“We’ve got to find them,” she continued. “To do that, we need to find the portal and the key to open it.”


“Can’t Gulk take us?” asked Mac.


“He won’t say where it is,” said Tamora.


“Couldn’t find it anyway,” Gulk muttered. “Human roads all look same.”


Tamora turned to Karina. “Where was your brother last seen? If we can figure out where he, Andre, and Lizzy disappeared, maybe we can make a map of where the portal might be.”


“He was home.”


“Where exactly is home?” Tamora pressed.


Karina ducked her head so her blonde hair curtained her face. “We live at the end of Coolridge Road, on the north part of town.”


Tamora’s jaw dropped. “You mean you live in that mansion?”


“My father inherited a lot of money from his parents,” Karina mumbled. “He had that place built before Kevin and I were born. It’s not really a mansion. It’s just, you know, big. Too big, really.”


Tamora and Andre had skated up Coolridge together a few times to gawk at the huge house at the end of the road. “Well, it looked like a mansion to me.” She looked over at Gulk, excitement boiling in her chest. “And if you were a goblin, it probably looked like a palace.”


* * *


Tamora and Karina watched through the living room window as Dad walked down the driveway to meet a tall woman wearing a blue blazer and white-rimmed sunglasses. He’d been reluctant to let Tamora and her brother visit the home of a family he didn’t know, so Karina had called her nanny.


“Don’t worry,” said Karina. “Ms. Anna’s great. She can charm honey out of a stone.”


“That’s not what I’m worried about.” Lying to Dad about skating home after practice was one thing. Lying about goblins and kidnapped children felt wrong. It felt dangerous. With Gulk, they had proof of magic and other strangeness. But Karina had insisted on keeping the goblin a secret, saying, “If you tell your Dad, he’ll tell mine. My father would send Gulk to a lab to be dissected.”


Mac sat on the floor, seemingly uninterested as he disassembled his Lego mermaid one brick at a time. But he squeezed each brick in his hand before putting it away, using the pressure to help his own anxiety.


“As long as Gulk keeps his hood up, Mac’s plan should work,” said Karina, misunderstanding Tamora’s unhappiness.


Tamora turned her attention back to the window. She’d been imagining a stretch limousine driven by someone who looked like a Secret Service agent. Instead, Anna Sterling had shown up in a silver minivan, and she looked more like a middle-aged schoolteacher than a bodyguard.


She and Dad chatted for several more minutes, after which they shook hands and the nanny handed him what looked like a business card. Dad came inside a short time later. “Have fun. I want both of you home by six.” He kissed Tamora on the forehead, hugged Mac, and smiled at Karina. “It’s good to meet you, Karina.”


“You too, Mr. Carter.” Karina extended her hand, a model of manners and propriety.


Dad gripped her hand and smiled. “I know it’s been a rough summer. You’re welcome here any time.”


“Thanks.” As they walked to the van, Karina beamed at Ms. Anna and raised a hand. “And thank you for picking us up.”


With a bemused smile, Ms. Anna exchanged a high five with Karina. “You seem rather chipper.”


Karina glanced over her shoulder. “Mac and Tamora have a nice house. I like their pets.”


“Be thankful Smoosh didn’t sneeze on you,” said Tamora.


The minivan was immaculate, and smelled like vanilla and lavender. Karina climbed into one of the middle seats, while Tamora and Mac took the back. There were fold-up video screens in the ceiling and a built-in rack of movies. On the other side of the van she saw a gaming console and a basket full of games and controllers. Andre would have loved it.


They’d driven less than a block when Karina perked up and pointed out the window at a hunched figure standing on the corner. “That’s my friend Greg. Can we pick him up too?”


“Do I look like your chauffeur?” asked Ms. Anna.


Karina grinned. “Yep.”


“Well, all right then.” Ms. Anna chuckled and pulled to a stop.


Tamora held her breath. “Greg” stood with his hands stuffed into his pockets, his shoulders hunched so high they touched the sides of his head. In addition to the owl T-shirt and zebra-striped pants, they’d dressed him in an oversized green hoodie and a pair of fur-lined Ugg boots.


The goblin backed away, looking ready to bolt. The sliding door slid open, and Karina beckoned him inside.


“Come on, Greg,” called Tamora.


Gulk dropped to all fours to peer beneath the van, then jumped up and poked it with one finger. A finger covered in cheap foundation to make it appear human. The make-up was Mac’s idea. Karina had taken the dusty make-up kit Tamora had gotten from her grandmother last Christmas and done a surprisingly good job of transforming Gulk into a skinny goth boy with black lipstick and eyeliner. Gulk had refused to let Karina do his nails, though.


The goblin cocked his head, sniffed, and sneezed three times, sounding like a train chugging out of the station.


“Are you all right?” asked Ms. Anna.


“He really likes cars, that’s all.” Tamora unbuckled her seat belt and climbed out to haul Gulk to his feet.


“Lips taste like candles.”


“Next time we’ll use the pink watermelon-flavored lipstick.” She dragged him inside and shut the door.


Ms. Anna adjusted the rear-view mirror. Tamora couldn’t see her eyes behind those sunglasses, but it looked like she was studying them. Tamora pulled Gulk into the seat between her and Mac. He kept his head down while Tamora fastened his seat belt.


“Do your parents know where you’re going, Greg?” asked Ms. Anna.


Tamora elbowed him and whispered, “Say yes.”


“Yes!” Gulk squealed.


Mac bounced in his seat as they pulled away from the curb. Tamora was tempted to do the same. It had worked! They were off to the mansion—to the palace—and hopefully to the portal that would help her find Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy.


Mac was typing as he squirmed. He’d muted the app, and showed the screen to Tamora so she could read what he’d written.


“The prophecy said the humans would end a thousand years of war. If we bring them home, does that mean the war continues?”


“I don’t know.”


He cleared the screen. “Prophecies in stories are tricky. There’s a chance interfering could make things worse.”


“We have to help them.”


“Even if it means condemning another world to war?”


Tamora had no answer to that.


  Chapter 7: The Palace and the Portal


Coolridge Road ended at a gated driveway at the base of a broad, tree-covered hill. The gate slid open automatically as the van approached. Precisely manicured bushes edged the drive, which looped into a tight circle in front of the house. A connected four-car garage stood to the right, but Ms. Anna pulled around to the front door.


“Thanks, Ms. A!” Karina hopped out of the van and waited—impatiently, it seemed to Tamora—for the rest of them to join her.


Tamora unbuckled Gulk’s seat belt and half-helped, half-dragged him out. Mac followed, and Ms. Anna backed into the garage, which was almost as big as Tamora’s whole house.


The front steps led to wooden double doors inset with large crescents of stained glass that came together to form a shape vaguely like an eye. Karina pushed them open and walked into a large, open foyer. Sunlight shone through skylights in the high, slanted ceiling. An open staircase curved up one wall. The furniture was all dark-stained wood and leather cushions.


“Big palace.” Gulk dropped to his hands and knees to touch the plush, off-white carpet. “Soft fur. Who killed it?”


“It’s not fur,” said Tamora. “It’s a rug. People made it.”


The goblin pressed his face into the carpet and inhaled. When he looked up, he’d left a smear of foundation behind. “Fake fur? Humans weird.”


Tamora knelt and used the bottom of her shirt to wipe the makeup the best she could. To Karina, she asked, “Is anyone else home?”


Karina led them toward a doorway near the back of the foyer. “My parents split up four years ago. My mother lives in California now. Father’s working, and Kevin…” She shrugged. “We have people come to clean and take care of the lawn and things. They’ll get that stain out of the carpet. But today it’s just me and Ms. Anna.”


Suddenly the house felt less luxurious and more empty. All that room for so few people. “Do you have any pets?” Tamora asked.


“Just the tropical fish downstairs.”


Gulk tugged Tamora’s arm. “House smells like magic. So does human woman.”


Human woman. “You mean Ms. Anna?”


“Magic,” Gulk repeated.


“Maybe it’s an effect of the portal.” Mac stood with his body hunched, staring at his iPad. “The magic might be leaking through, affecting nearby people and places, like Karina and her nanny. Has Ms. Anna had any visions?”


“She wouldn’t tell me if she did,” said Karina.


“Gulk, do you remember exactly where you came through to this world?” asked Tamora.


Gulk shook his head and scratched his nose, leaving faint blue lines behind. Tamora gently tugged his hand away from his face.


They passed through a pastel green room that made Tamora think of mint chocolate chip ice cream. White, curved couches provided enough space for at least eight people to sit together to watch the enormous wall-mounted television.


Karina led them down wide stairs into an open room with blue carpet. A red-felted pool table stood next to a full-sized air hockey game. On the other end of the room were shelves full of games and toys. Paintings of horses trotting through flower-strewn fields hung on the wall.


Gulk bit his lip and began hopping back and forth.


“What is it?” Tamora asked. “Did you remember something?”


“Yes! Remembered I have to pee!”


“This way.” Karina brought Gulk to a bathroom furnished in rose-colored marble and polished brass. Gulk started fumbling with his pants. Karina quickly shut the door and turned away. “Kevin’s room is upstairs. The police searched the house twice. Father hired a private investigator to do the same.”


“Did they find anything?” asked Tamora.


“Nothing was missing except the clothes he’d been wearing. There was no sign of a struggle. He just got up that night and left without waking anyone up. We didn’t realize he was gone until the next morning. The police questioned my parents, Ms. Anna and the rest of the staff, and all his friends and teachers.”


“The police said the same thing about Andre. Lizzy too.” Tamora closed her eyes, seeing the articles in her mind. “No evidence of a break-in. Nothing missing.”


Tamora examined a display cabinet full of small gold and silver trophies. Most were participation awards, the kind everyone got for playing sports when they were young, but she also saw a plaque for Kevin, who’d set a running record in the sixth grade, and a set of medals from Karina’s cheerleading competitions.


“Why these three people?” she asked. “The prophecy talked about three human children. Why them?”


“I don’t know,” said Karina. “What makes Andre special?”


Tamora turned away from the display. “His imagination. He was always daydreaming about things he’d read or watched, or games he’d played. We were walking home from school once last year, and he was telling me his theory that the Super Mario Brothers were aliens from another world, conquering and destroying the native inhabitants. He got so caught up in the story that he walked into a mailbox.”


Karina smiled. “Kevin was always quiet. Determined and focused. I think he’s scared of letting people down. Especially our parents. He smiles a lot, but he doesn’t laugh much.”


“Maybe hanging out with Andre will help with that,” said Tamora. “Andre acted like he never took anything seriously. There were things he cared about, but he tried not to let it show. No matter where he went or what he did, he looked like he belonged there.”


“Do you know anything about Lizzy O’Neil?”


“Not much,” Tamora admitted. “She’s supposed to be super-smart. I think she won some statewide violin competition last year.”


“Kevin likes classical music. He says it helps him concentrate. Lyrics are too distracting.”


Tamora approached a large bay window that looked out on the back of the hill. A wooden fence enclosed much of the yard. Beyond, bright green grass sloped into a grove of trees. The roots of the palace. Or the tree roots at the base of the hill where the palace stood? “Mac, can you check on Gulk? I think I know where we should look.”


Mac made a face like he’d bitten something rotten. “Why me?”


“Because you’re a boy.”


“I don’t think goblins care about that.” But he headed to the bathroom, knocked, then cracked the door. He quickly pulled it shut again. “Tamora, did you ever teach him how to use a bathroom?”


“No.” Her stomach sank. “Why?”


“He’s washing his face in the toilet, and you don’t want to know what he did to the tub.”


* * *


They cleaned the tub the best they could, then sprayed half a bottle of air freshener. It wasn’t enough. Tamora felt bad for the Lords’ cleaning staff. She shut the bathroom door and turned to Gulk. “When you came into this world, did you come through a tree?”


The goblin’s eyes grew larger. “Yes!” He snickered. “Pukwuk got feet splinters. And hand splinters. And butt splinters.”


“How did she get splinters in—” Tamora began. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.”


Karina led them out onto a large back patio. Within the fence was a covered swimming pool and an array of plastic-cushioned furniture. Karina headed for a gate at the back of the fence.


Gulk tightened the strings of his hood until little more than his nose was visible. With the rest of his face covered, he immediately bumped into Mac and fell over backward. Tamora rolled her eyes, grabbed his hand, and hauled him upright.


“The path untraveled,” Karina murmured as she opened the gate.


Whoever mowed the lawn hadn’t been here in a while. The grass beyond the fence came halfway to Tamora’s knees. She searched the trees for movement as they approached. There should have been squirrels and birds, and maybe ducks on the river further back, but everything was still. “Gulk, did the goblins leave anyone to guard the portal?”


“Goblins all ran away. And fell down. But mostly ran.”


“Which tree is it?” Karina asked.


Gulk cupped his hands to his eyes and studied them one by one. “Had leaves. Also branches.”


Tamora snorted. “Thanks.” The air tickled her neck, like something standing close enough she could feel its breath.


“Where did you run away to?” asked Mac.


Gulk crept closer to the trees. “Followed river to smelly place full of broken human machines.”


“The junkyard,” said Mac. “It’s next to the river. I have to hold my breath whenever we drive past.”


Tamora picked up a fallen branch and gripped it like a club. It was crooked and too thin to do much damage, but holding it made her feel a little better as she crossed the line between grass and trees.


Gulk whimpered.


“What is it?” asked Tamora.


“Bad smells. Shouldn’t be here.” Gulk yanked down the zipper of his hoodie and hugged the silver sequins on his T-shirt.


Tamora raised her stick. “Stay behind me.”


The trees at the outer edge were pines, uniform in height and appearance. Karina’s family had probably planted them when they built the house. Beyond, maples and scattered birch trees fought for space. Their fat roots gnarled the earth.


Further on, the leaves overhead blocked out all but a few slivers of sunlight. Tamora heard the river, maybe thirty feet away, but the whine of mosquitoes she’d normally expect to hear was absent. A deeper buzzing to the right pulled her attention in that direction. She expected a wasp or hornet nest. Instead, through leaves and branches, she spied something deep red. “This way.”


A short hike later, she stood before a tree that reminded her of a weeping willow, only the leaves were the dark red of autumn, with veins that glinted silver. The pale bark of the vine-like branches had the same silver sheen.


This had to be it. A tree from another world. She used her stick to separate the curtain of branches—and bit back a scream at the sight of two goblins slumped against the trunk. Gulk squealed and hid behind her. Mac started to moan.


“The poor things,” said Karina. “Are they dead?”


“Their chests aren’t moving.” Tamora swallowed and stepped closer. The branches brushed her arms, making her cringe.


Unlike the other goblins she’d seen, these two carried nothing from this world. They wore the same style of leather loincloth that Gulk had under his yoga pants. One had a crude knife through his belt. The other carried a stick with several square nails pounded through one end.


She didn’t see any blood. It was like they’d come through the tree, sat down to rest, and simply died.


“I’ve never seen a dead body before,” Karina said quietly.


“Gulk, do you know who they were?” Tamora turned around. “Gulk?”


The goblin had vanished.


“What do we do?” asked Karina. “We can’t leave them here.”


Tamora stretched her stick toward the foot of the goblin closest to her. It felt disrespectful, but she didn’t want to get too close. She half-expected the goblin to jolt awake and yell at her for poking him.


The wood touched the goblin with a faint clink. Tamora frowned and stretched out a hand. The goblin’s foot was cold and hard, like glass. “They’re not real.”


“Yes, they are,” said Karina. The flatness of her words gave Tamora chills. “Something did this to them. Turned them to glass and left them here.”


“As a warning,” guessed Tamora.


Karina combed her fingers through the willow branches. “Stay away or die.”


  Chapter 8: Words Unspoken


“What are you doing, Mac?” asked Tamora.


Her brother was pacing circles around the tree, moaning to himself. “Circling. Widgets guns.” He scowled and tapped the screen again. “Widdershins.”


She blinked in confusion. “Widdershins?”


If anything could snap Mac out of his distress, it was talking about his favorite subject. “It means counter-clockwise. There’s a fairy tale called Childe Rowland. The King of Elfland takes Childe Rowland’s sister to the Dark Tower. Childe Rowland’s brothers try to get her back, but in the end, he has to rescue them all. He circles a hill three times widdershins to get through. He also cuts the heads off anyone who refuses to help him. Parts of the fairy tale showed up in Stephen King’s Dark Tower series.”


Mac continued to talk about the origin and evolution of Childe Rowland as he walked. He’d gone a lot more than three laps without showing any sign of vanishing into another world, but Tamora didn’t stop him. Movement helped Mac deal with tension and anxiety, and right now they had plenty of both to go around.


Tamora looked at the goblins. “Karina, can you change them back? With your…your magic?”


“I don’t know how.” She stretched one hand toward the closer of the goblins. Nothing happened.


Gulk had smelled magic on another person, too. Someone who had access to the willow tree. “How well do you know Ms. Anna?”


Karina wiped her eyes. “What do you mean?”


“Someone used magic on these goblins, and Gulk said—”


“I know what the goblin said,” Karina snapped. Each word was sharp and cold enough to cause frostbite. “Ms. A has worked for my father for years. She cried when Kevin vanished. She’s been there for me and Kevin as long as I can remember. She taught me to ride a bike and play the flute, drove me to cheerleading practice, helped me get ready for my first dance… If she smelled of magic, maybe it’s because she lives here. She’s been soaking up whatever weird magic radiation this tree’s been putting out, just like me. If she wanted to kidnap my brother, she could have done it a long time ago.”


“All right,” said Tamora. “But somebody brought Andre, Lizzy, and Kevin to this tree. Somebody turned these goblins to glass. Do you have security cameras or anything like that?”


“One watching the front yard and driveway, and another for the backyard, but nothing beyond the fence. The police looked through all our footage. They didn’t find anything.”


Tamora forced herself to return to the trunk of the tree. She kept to the side opposite the goblins. With one hand, she gently touched the dry, cracked bark. “Andre, can you hear me?”


“They can’t hear anything,” said Karina.


Tamora tried peeling the bark from the trunk, but succeeded only in driving a sliver beneath her fingernail. She hissed in pain and used her teeth to dig it free. “We have to find a way through. Gulk said there was a key. Whoever took Andre and Kevin and Lizzy, whoever transformed those two goblins, they’ve got to have it.”


“It’s not Ms. Anna,” said Karina.


“Why are you being so stubborn?” Tamora snapped. “Is that your magic speaking? Or is it what you want to believe?”


She stomped away without waiting for an answer, pushing through ferns and branches until she reached the river. There were no fresh footprints, nor any sign of disturbance along the muddy, grassy earth.


Was this what Mac felt sometimes? Bursting with emotions and energy and no way to get it all out. She wanted to scream. At the tree, at Karina…at everything. She twisted her fists into the hem of her shirt.


Crunching footsteps told her Mac and Karina had followed.


“We don’t know who or what did this,” said Mac. “We’ve seen goblins. Gulk talked about a dragon. Who knows what else might be here that we haven’t seen.”


“Exactly,” said Karina. “We can’t assume it’s Ms. Anna. She’s like a mother to me. How would you feel if I accused your father of doing this?”


“My father doesn’t smell of magic.” Tamora knew she was pushing too hard, but she couldn’t stop herself. The words just kept coming, tangled up in anger and fear and helplessness. “Do you even want to find your brother?”


As soon as the question escaped, Tamora wanted to pull it back, but it was too late. Karina jerked away with tears in her eyes.


“Maybe we should go,” said Mac.


“Maybe you should.” Karina stared at the tree—no, she looked more like she was staring through it. “I’ll bring a blanket to cover the goblins so they don’t get damaged.”


“Be careful,” said Tamora.


Karina didn’t answer.


* * *


“Be patient with Karina,” Ms. Anna said from the driver’s seat. “She’s had a hard time since Kevin went missing. She lashes out because she’s hurting, the poor dear.”


“I understand.” Tamora sat with her brother in the back of the van. Could this have been any more of a disaster? Gulk had run off, and now Karina was mad at her because Tamora couldn’t keep her mouth shut.


“What happened to your friend Greg?” asked Ms. Anna.


“He walked home when Karina got upset. He doesn’t like fights.” That was true enough.


“I understand,” Ms. Anna said sadly. “I’ve tried to talk to her, but half the time, I don’t know if she even hears. Her mind is in another world.” She continued before Tamora could interrupt to ask what she meant by that. “What about you, Mac? Did you have a good time today?”


Mac was running his fingers up and down the edge of the seat belt shoulder strap. He paused long enough to slide his right hand between the second and third fingers of his left.


“He can’t talk right now,” said Tamora. “That’s the sign he makes when he needs a break. I think today was a little overwhelming for him.” She leaned forward, watching Ms. Anna’s face. “Do you think they’ll find Kevin?”


Ms. Anna turned her head slightly, as if she could feel the intensity of Tamora’s stare. “I hope so. For the whole family’s sake. And I hope you’ll give Karina another chance. She needs friends.”


With those words, the guilt that had been gnawing Tamora’s stomach took a huge chomp. She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text message.


Tamora: I’m sorry I snapped at you. I didn’t mean to be such a jerk about Ms. Anna and your brother.


She glanced at Ms. Anna, trying to imagine her using magic to kill those poor goblins. All she saw was a grown-up worried for a girl who might as well be her daughter.


When they reached the house, Tamora still hadn’t gotten an answer to her text. Climbing out of the van, she wondered when or if she’d hear from Karina again.


* * *


Tamora woke up angry the next morning. Her jaw hurt from having clenched it through the night. She climbed out of bed and sat at her desk, staring at news printouts and trying to figure out what to do next. Even if she miraculously managed to find the key to open the portal, what did she think she was going to accomplish? There was a whole other world beyond that red willow. Andre could be anywhere. She was more likely to get killed by elves or monsters than to find her friend.


Gulk had called her queen of the goblins. What a joke. She didn’t know magic. She didn’t know anything. How was a twelve-year-old girl supposed to stop a war in another world?


When she finally got up to leave her room, she stepped on a folded sheet of paper that had been shoved beneath her door. Mac had scrawled a quick note: Went to library to look for more stories.


She got dressed and texted Karina again before starting her chores—quietly, so she wouldn’t wake Dad. While the animals scarfed down their food, Tamora grabbed a packet of Pop Tarts and plopped down on the living room sofa. She smiled, remembering Gulk’s reaction to the “magic bread” and wondering what he and his friends were up to. He’d probably fled to the junkyard. Hopefully they’d be safe there.


Once she was done, she let the dog out and used her smartphone to do a search for “Anna Sterling.” She didn’t find much: a few social media sites with the privacy settings locked down, an entry on a high school alumni website from fourteen years ago…nothing that screamed, I’m an evil wizard from another world who’s come to steal your children.


“Fine, maybe I was wrong about Ms. Anna,” she muttered. “But somebody took Kevin and Andre and Lizzy out of their own homes, and nobody noticed anything. No signs of fighting. No strange vehicles. Nothing that disturbed anyone else in their houses or on the street.”


She nibbled at her thumbnail, thinking of Karina. “The path untraveled led you away with words unspoken you dared not disobey.”


Could words unspoken mean something written instead? A note? Possibly a threat? Come to the red willow at a certain time, or else.


Or else what? Lizzy O’Neil was ten years old. If she got a note like that, she’d probably go straight to her parents or another adult.


Maybe she should join Mac at the library and see if he’d found anything in his stories. Hopefully Ms. Pookie was working again this morning. She and Mac always got along well. Whereas some of Mac’s teachers had tried to make him sit still and stop fiddling with his hands, Ms. Pookie encouraged him to move as much as he needed. Tamora remembered laughing at the sight of Mac rocking so hard he nearly fell out of his chair, while Ms. Pookie danced through the library to that old Cyndi Lauper song, “True Colors.”


Words unspoken.


Tamora’s mouth went dry. What if words unspoken didn’t mean a note? What if it meant a song? Something like the Pied Piper, who’d used his flute to lead all the rats out of town, and then all of the children.


She fumbled for her phone and pulled up Andre’s last messages.


 

Andre: “Hey, when you come by, remind me to show you the new expansion pack I found for Dragon’s War IV. It’s got six new epic spells, and an awesome soundtrack. I haven’t been able to get it out of my head.”

She swallowed hard, brushed Pop Tart crumbs from her shirt, scrawled a quick note letting Dad know where she was going, and went to grab her skates and helmet.


She paused with her hand on the doorknob. This could be nothing. The prophecy might have meant something completely different. But Andre had never geeked out over a video game soundtrack before. Graphics and storyline and character customization, sure, but not music. When they gamed together, he usually turned the music off if he had the option so it wouldn’t distract him.


Even if she was wrong, it was better to know for sure. And if she was right…figuring out how Andre had been lured away brought them one step closer to finding whoever was responsible.


  Chapter 9: Dragon Song


Andre’s family lived in the northwest part of town. It took Tamora a quarter of an hour to skate to their house on Dean Avenue. She coasted down the sidewalk to catch her breath as the old one-story home came into view.


Tamora hadn’t been here since Andre’s disappearance. She’d thought about it. Dad had offered to come with her. But she’d flinched at the idea of walking into that house and not finding Andre at his console or arguing with his sisters.


Guilt and shame formed a lump in her throat. She rolled up the driveway to the familiar brick walk and wooden steps. Well-tended flowers surrounded the porch: petunias and marigolds and little purple things she couldn’t identify. A faded ceramic plaque by the door said, The Stewarts. She grabbed the handrail, climbed up, and rang the doorbell.


Footsteps creaked closer, and the door swung open. Mrs. Stewart pushed open the screen door. “Tamora! It’s good to see you, sweetheart. What can I do for you?”


Tamora opened her mouth to speak, but her throat clamped shut. Her eyes watered. She blinked hard, furious at her emotions and their unexpected betrayal, but she couldn’t force them back.


Mrs. Stewart stepped onto the porch and pulled Tamora into a hug.


The last of Tamora’s self-control shattered. She sobbed into Mrs. Stewart’s shirt, her shoulders shaking. Everything she’d been fighting to hold back, all her fear and anger and helplessness, everything spilled out like a flood through a broken dam.


Mrs. Stewart gestured to someone in the house. A moment later, Andre’s oldest sister Beth-Ann pressed a tissue into Tamora’s hand.


“Thank you.” Tamora wiped her nose. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t you apologize to me,” Mrs. Stewart said. Her words were kind but firm, leaving no room for argument. “You cry as long as you need. Lord knows I have.”


Tamora took a shallow, shaky breath. A part of her wanted to fall apart. Instead, she folded the tissue and wiped her eyes with the dry part. “I’m sorry for not coming over to say…I don’t know. To say how sorry I was.”


Sorry, sorry, sorry. Couldn’t her brain come up with anything except “sorry”? She groaned and turned away, blinking back new tears.


“Come inside, Tamora.”


She sniffed and stepped into the house. Beth-Ann had returned to the couch, where she was flipping through an architecture magazine. She smiled at Tamora, but her expression was like a mask stretched to the breaking point.


Everywhere Tamora looked triggered memories of Andre. The two of them had pulled the cushions off the living room furniture to build a fort for an epic Nerf gun battle last year. Tamora had discovered her coconut allergy by puking on this very carpet. And how many times had they snuck into the kitchen to steal Fig Newtons from the back of the pantry?


Then there were the photographs hanging proudly on the back wall. School photos of Andre and his sisters. Family photos taken by his great-aunt every fall, with backgrounds of orange and brown leaves. 


How could they live like this, surrounded by constant reminders of that missing part of their family?


“Have you heard anything?” Tamora asked softly as she removed her skates.


“Not yet.” Mrs. Stewart’s eyes shone with unshed tears. “Charlie and I take turns going out, talking to everyone who might have seen him that night after he left the house. The police dogs couldn’t track him. Too many trails from all his coming and going. For a boy who spends so much time in front of his video games, he sure gets around.”


Tamora wanted to tell her everything, that Andre was alive, that he’d been trapped in another world for more than a year, that he was in danger and she didn’t know how to save him. Instead, feeling guiltier with each word, she said only, “I miss him.”


“We all do, sweetheart.”


“How do you…?” She trailed off again. “I’ve tried to be strong, like you.”


Mrs. Stewart escorted her into the kitchen, where she took a can of lemonade from the fridge and handed it to Tamora. “I’m only strong when people are looking. Because I have to be.” She grabbed a dishrag and began wiping the stove. “This is what I do. I clean. I look after Charlie and our girls, and great-aunt Sally. I go to work.”


Mrs. Stewart worked part-time as a realtor. Her husband Charlie was a state employee in Lansing.


“I’ve been doing the same thing,” Tamora admitted. “Trying to keep busy. I’m scared if I stop…”


“You won’t be able to start moving again.” Mrs. Stewart smiled sadly. “Andre’s lucky to have a friend like you. He laughs all the time, but it’s different with you. More genuine. Not many people you can trust enough to let your guard down like that.”


“I’m lucky too.” Tamora opened the lemonade and took a drink. “Mrs. Stewart, would you mind if I looked in Andre’s room?”


Mrs. Stewart straightened, and her lips tightened.


“Andre had been making a video for me,” she said. “A collection of some gaming walkthroughs he’d done. He said I was hopeless at Mario. He’s right. But mostly I just want to hear his voice.”


“Of course, sweetheart. The police took his laptop and disks, but they brought everything back once they were done.”


Her kindness made Tamora feel worse for lying. She drank the rest of the lemonade and turned away so Mrs. Stewart wouldn’t see the guilt in her eyes.


Andre’s bedroom was near the back of the house. Across the hall, his other sister Stacy blasted a Beyoncé song from the room she shared with Beth-Ann.


Mrs. Stewart opened Andre’s door and stood in the hallway, like she couldn’t bring herself to cross that threshold. “The police made a bit of a mess. We tried to put everything back how it was, for when he comes home. Take all the time you need.”


Tamora swallowed and stepped into her friend’s room. Black smears covered the window frame where the police had taken fingerprints. Andre had gone out that very window, knocking the screen into the grass below.


It was a small room, maybe two-thirds the size of Tamora’s. Andre’s bed was a futon couch with blankets strewn over the mattress. During the day, the couch was his spot for playing on his laptop or gaming console. He’d spent last summer mowing lawns so he could afford the small flat-screen TV on the wall.


If everything was as it was when he’d left, it meant he’d never pulled the futon out into a bed. He’d probably stayed up that night, gaming.


Against one wall, Andre and his dad had wired plastic milk crates together to create brightly-colored floor-to-ceiling shelves. Some held action figures, others comics and magazines. Many were stuffed with games and instructions and empty cases.


The Dragon’s War IV case sat empty on the floor beside his gaming console. She switched on the television and powered up the game.


Tamora had played the first three incarnations of Dragon’s War with Andre, though she wasn’t as good. She knew the gameplay, the history, and the music. The soundtrack that played through the startup menus was similar to what she’d heard before. Similar, but also off. The familiar rising trumpets led into the thunder of drums, with strings playing a foreboding melody.


Beneath it all was a second, quieter tune, this one played on the flute or pipes. This was a simpler melody, in a slightly different key.


She picked up the remote and increased the volume without thinking. Hoofbeats thundered past. The ground thrummed beneath her, the broken beat vibrating through her body, through her bones.


The menu screen appeared. The music looped smoothly back to the beginning and pulled her deeper. Her muscles felt warm and pleasantly heavy, like she’d been skating in the sun all morning. Her thoughts were like cotton candy, wispy and fragile.


The remote slipped from her fingers. She didn’t move. A series of heroic figures in outlandish armor paraded across the screen, inviting her to join them in battle.


Tamora settled back in the futon. Her body melted into the cushions. For the first time in weeks, she was relaxed.


Relaxed, but not content. As the music continued, a hollow ache grew within her chest. Emptiness and yearning. She blinked, her eyelids heavy and slow, and watched the characters on the screen. Warriors setting forth to prove themselves. Like Andre.


She twisted her gaze from the screen. Her arms had fallen asleep. Numb, tingling fingers fumbled for the remote, eventually finding the mute button.


The music ended with a jolt, like the time she’d grabbed the TV power cord after Appa had been chewing on it. Her lips and mouth were dry, her thoughts murky.


Great thinking, Carter. A magic song that cursed Andre and trapped him in another world? I know, let’s sit down and listen to it! What’s wrong with you? Get your brain in the game.


She turned off the television, sat back on the futon, and hugged herself. There was no desire to run off, no compulsion luring her to the willow tree in Karina Lord’s backyard.


According to the alarm clock on the shelves, she’d been up here for forty minutes.


Her hand shook as she ejected the disk. This wasn’t an official game disk. Scrawled in Andre’s handwriting were the words Dragon’s War IV Expansion Pack. The magic wasn’t in the game itself, but the expansion Andre had downloaded.


Had Kevin and Lizzy received similar songs, either through a video game or other methods? She sent a quick text to Karina.


 


Tamora: Was Kevin listening to music the night he disappeared?


She checked the clock again and frowned. Mrs. Stewart had obviously wanted to give Tamora privacy, but she wouldn’t have left her alone this long without checking in. She stood and grimaced at the tightness in her limbs.


“I found the video,” she called out. Nobody answered.


Her feet made no sound as she crept to the door and cracked it open. Stacy’s music had stopped. The whole house was silent.


Had the Dragon’s War soundtrack affected the rest of Andre’s family somehow? She’d kept the door closed. They shouldn’t have heard it…which meant something else had happened. If someone had followed her…if she’d led them right to Andre’s family…


She glanced over her shoulder, searching Andre’s shelves for anything she could use as a weapon. Why couldn’t he have played hockey? Or baseball. Even golf. But the only sports Andre played were virtual.


She yanked open Andre’s dresser drawers, grabbing all the sweatshirts she could find and pulling them on one after another. It wasn’t armor, but the thick padding was better than nothing.


A small black tool case sat on the floor behind Andre’s laptop. Those were the tools he used for messing with computers. She unzipped the case and grabbed the two largest screwdrivers. Gripping them like plastic-handled daggers, she returned to the door. “Who’s out there?”


When nobody answered, she put one screwdriver between her teeth and checked her phone. Nothing from Karina. She started a new message, this one to her father. Her thumb hovered over the screen. If she said she was in trouble, he’d come get her, no questions asked. 


But she didn’t know what had happened to the Stewarts. What if the same thing happened to Dad? Even if she tried to warn him, he wouldn’t believe her. Goblins and magic and cursed video game soundtracks? She swallowed and returned the phone to her pocket.


The window behind her beckoned. It would be easy to sneak out the same way Andre had. But she couldn’t leave Andre’s family. She opened the door again and readied her screwdrivers. The instant she stepped out, a sound like a bumblebee with a megaphone made her spin to the left. Something shot at her from the corner of the floor.


Tamora yanked her arm up instinctively. A small dart buried itself in the sleeves of her borrowed sweatshirts. She threw one of the screwdrivers at the shadows where the dart had come from.


A figure a foot and a half tall sprang into the air, hovering on buzzing wings that blurred into arcs of gray. Like the goblins, this creature appeared to have scavenged for clothes on this world, but where the goblins had settled for garbage, this thing had gone a different route.


He—Tamora was pretty sure it was male—had crafted armor from an old Coke can, cutting and shaping pieces of aluminum into a red and white breastplate and leg guards. The can’s silver bottom formed a round shield on his forearm. He held a small bow in his shield hand. A quiver of tiny arrows hung from his belt, along with several knives.


He flew away before Tamora could do anything more. She hurried across the hall and opened the door to Andre’s sisters’ room. Stacy lay unconscious in a pink beanbag chair.


Another of the creatures flew up from atop the dresser. This one looked like he’d been getting into Beth-Ann’s makeup. Gold eye shadow masked his face. He was armored in a dirty Orange Fanta can. He’d cut the orange slice from the back of the can and turned it into a little crown.


He flung a bottle of nail polish at Tamora’s face, then raised his bow. Tamora dodged behind the door and heard an arrow thud into it.


Tamora yanked the door open, lowered her body, and charged. Another arrow hummed over her head. She hit the dresser with a hard J-block. In roller derby, the move could knock a larger skater to the ground. Against Beth-Ann’s bedroom furniture, it created an avalanche of makeup, hair products, deodorant, empty drinking glasses, and dirty clothes.


With a whoop of manic laughter, Fanta flew between Tamora’s legs and disappeared into the hall.


Tamora slammed the door and dragged a chair over to wedge it shut, then turned to check on Stacy. She was still breathing. A tiny arrow jutted from her neck.


Tamora tugged the arrow free. A drop of blood dripped down the side of Stacy’s neck. The wound was no worse than a wasp sting, but Stacy didn’t wake up. Was the arrow enchanted? Please don’t let them be poisoned.


“Stacy?” She grabbed Stacy’s shoulder and shook gently. “Can you hear me?”


Nothing.


Tamora returned to the door. “You out there with the wings. Do you speak English?”


“What’s an Eng, and why would we be speaking their language? We speak Pixish, human!”


Whatever. “What did you do to my friends? If they’re hurt—”


“Ye’ll what? Hide behind a door and shout at us?” Fanta laughed again.


“You’re helping the elves, is that it? You’re here to kill me for finding the portal?”


“Elves?” screeched Fanta. “Those stuck-up, uptight, traitorous, smelly, yellow-bellied, dung-brained—”


Tamora stepped past Stacy to the window. She could climb down into the side yard and circle around.


“—arrogant, tree-kissing, gluttonous, sanctimonious—”


She tugged the pegs holding the screen in place, pulled it free, and set it on the floor.


“—ill-bred, dismal-clacking, gammorous, sheep-prattening, gairn-spozzled—”


There were no pix within view. Tamora swung her legs through the open window. “Those aren’t even real words!”


“You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever been spozzled by a gairn!”


Tamora dropped to the grass, leaving the pix’s insults behind. Keeping close to the wall, she crept toward the front of the house and peeked around the corner. She spotted a pix perched on the porch light, clad in the green and yellow armor of a Vernors can.


They’d propped open the screen door with a stick. Vernors was the first pix still enough for Tamora to get a good look. It had two sets of wings, like an oversized dragonfly. Its armor was the same shape as the others, but the narrow, more oval-shaped face made Tamora think of this one as female. Though for all she knew, that could be completely backwards, or maybe pix didn’t have gender. Or maybe they were like insects, and these were all drones or workers. They certainly had the stingers.


They could probably fly faster than she could run, and sooner or later one of their arrows would pierce her sweatshirts or strike her unprotected face or hands.


“Sometimes the best defense is a good offense,” Thorne always told them during roller derby practice. “The best offense is also a good offense.”


Tamora crawled toward the garden hose coiled next to the porch, using the flowers and shrubs for cover. She stretched out a hand and tugged the hose toward her. Mrs. Stewart was always watering her flowers, and she had one of those fancy nozzles with all the different settings. Tamora just hoped she’d left the water turned on.


An arrow jabbed the shoulder of her sweatshirts. Vernors swooped from the porch light. “The human’s outside!”


Tamora aimed the hose and squeezed. A gentle mist clouded the air in front of her.


The pix cocked her head, then fitted another arrow to her bow. “Drop it, or I put the next one in your eye.”


Tamora changed the nozzle from “Mist” to “Soaker.”


A blast of water tore the weapons from Vernors’ hands. The pix flipped backward in mid-air and dropped onto the porch, sounding like a discarded pop can.


“Archers, to the roof!” That was the first pix who’d tried to shoot her, the one in the Coke can. He appeared to be in charge. Captain Coke, then. He and a handful of other pix flew up to take cover in the gutters.


Tamora unwound the hose, trying to get some distance from the house. Vernors was pushing herself to her feet and shaking the water from her wings. Tamora hit her with another blast of water, sending her spinning across the porch, then twisted to blast the pix on the gutter.


“Stand and fight, ye overgrown, elf-cursed, dirt-bound demoness!” Fanta burst through the front door and charged, shooting wildly.


“Get back,” yelled Captain Coke. “She’s got—”


Tamora sprayed Fanta hard enough to bounce the pix off the siding. He dropped into the petunias.


“—whatever that thing is,” Coke finished wearily.


“I’m not elf-cursed,” Tamora yelled, pointing the hose toward the roof. One of the pix loosed an arrow, but the spray knocked it out of the air.


Captain Coke gave a sharp whistle. “Ye don’t understand, lass. There’s a cursed tune, one that’ll—”


“Help the elves control me,” Tamora finished. “Just like they did with the other three humans.”


“The first tune softens the thoughts, allowing the second to take root and enslave their minds.” Coke shouldered his bow and stood. “How d’you know about that?”


“I found the portal,” said Tamora. “I came here to learn how the elves were controlling my friend Andre. I want to set him and the others free and bring them home.”


Captain Coke flew down to land on the porch railing. His bare arms revealed a yellow tattoo of what looked like six-legged badgers fighting over a blue potato. His eyes were black like marbles, with no whites or irises.


“You’re saying the humans in this house aren’t in league with the elves?” he asked. “They weren’t trying to enchant you?”


“No!”


“She’s not acting enspelled,” said Vernors, shaking water from her wings. “I’m for shooting her anyway. Better safe, eh?”


Tamora’s wet fingers tightened on the nozzle.


“Ye caught me by surprise once, human,” snarled Vernors. “Don’t think it’ll happen twice.”


“We didn’t follow her all this way to shoot her if we don’t have to,” said Coke. “And I’m not seeing any elves to play the second part of the spell.”


“You followed me?”


“Aye,” said Coke. “Assuming you’re the one the blue-skin calls Queen Tamora.”


“That’s right.” Tamora took a step back. “What’s your name?”


“Names are power. I’m not fool enough to give mine to a human.” He chuckled to himself. “Queen of the goblins, is it? Don’t let it go to your head. It’s more of an honorary title, only without the honor. Last week, they tried to make a garbage truck their king.”


“Are the goblins all right?”


“As all right as the foul-smelling beasties get.” That was Fanta. The water had poofed his hair into spikes, like a black dandelion. It had also cut streaks through the glittering makeup on his face. “You know, most folks aspire to something better than ruling over a bunch of mud-crawling, backstabbing, trash-eating goblins.”


Before Tamora could respond, a familiar figure in an equally familiar purple and sequined T-shirt crawled out from beneath the porch. “Maybe we should eat stupid pix!”


“Gulk?” Tamora laughed with relief.


More goblins emerged from various hiding spots. One from beneath Mrs. Stewart’s SUV in the driveway; another from inside the trash can next to the garage. Pukwuk peeked around the front door. She clutched a long bread knife in one hand, stolen from the Stewarts’ kitchen.


“How did you get here?” Tamora asked.


Captain Coke snorted. “Carried ’em.” To her expression of disbelief, he added, “Pix are stronger than we look. Four of us working together can haul a full-grown buck back to the village. Gulk showed up glubbering. Said Queen Tamora had found the portal. That means the elves will be working to do away with you. We’ve been keeping tabs on you since early this morn. When we heard that cursed tune, we figured they’d gotten their magical claws into you.”


“I’m all right,” said Tamora. “The Stewarts have nothing to do with any of this. The only danger to me right now is you.”


“That’s not exactly correct.”


The voice came from inside her head, like she’d jammed her earbuds in so deep they touched her skull. From the way the other pix and goblins were looking around, they’d heard it too.


Vernors scowled and readied her bow. Fanta let out a war whoop that sounded like the song of a drunken canary.


“Looks like we weren’t the only one to follow you, lass.” Captain Coke adjusted his shield and grabbed an arrow from the quiver at his hip.


“Don’t be frightened,” the voice said. “I don’t plan to kill all of you. Just…most of you.”


“Oh, dung,” whispered Pukwuk. “Don’t eat goblins! Eat humans and pix instead.”


“Thanks a lot.” Tamora squirted the hose at her. Pukwuk didn’t even notice. She and the other goblins backed away, their eyes wide.


“What is it?” asked Tamora.


Captain Coke whistled. The other pix took to the air. “That, lass, is a dragon.”


  Chapter 10: Honey Badger vs. Dragon!


A low rumble rolled from the street through the yard. 


“I’ve come for the human and the escaped goblins and pix. The first to tell me where they’ve taken refuge will live. The rest…will not.” There was an oily tone to the dragon’s words that reminded Tamora of a bully playing nice in front of the teachers.


“I’ve waited my whole life to bag myself a dragon,” crowed Fanta, slashing a toothpick-sized sword through the air. “I call dibs on the beast’s treasure!”


“You’ve all the tactical sense of a goblin,” said Vernors.


Tamora scanned the clouds.


“What’re you doing?” asked Captain Coke.


“Looking for the dragon.”


“In the sky?” The pix shook his head in disgust. “You don’t know the first thing about ’em, do you?”


“We don’t have dragons here,” she snapped.


“One of the best things about your world,” Coke commented. “Spread out, and stay alert. Where’s my Second Bow?” Tamora thought he was searching for a weapon, but Vernors flew to his side. “Stay with the human. Second Squad, get ready to fall back. The rest of you, with me. Anyone rushing in like a blasted glory-dog will have his wings clipped.”


That last was shouted directly at Fanta.


Wherever the dragon was, it could clearly broadcast its thoughts. But it couldn’t read minds. Otherwise it wouldn’t need anyone to tell where the goblins and pix were hiding. Tamora tried not to think about the junkyard anyway, just to be safe. Instead, she turned her mind to the library and her conversation with Ms. Pookie. What was it the librarian had said?


“…your best bet is to use the dragon’s pride against it. Either that, or run away.”


Steam shot from the storm sewer grate across the road. Blacktop cracked and crumbled, and the grate fell inward.


“It’s in the sewer?” Tamora whispered.


“They prefer tunnels,” Vernors said coolly. “Loathsome beasts.”


“Fanta seems to think you can handle it.”


The pix stared, her head cocked sideways like an owl. “Fanta?”


Tamora pointed to the orange-clad pix.


“Ah, yes. ‘Fanta’ is young. And an idiot.” Vernors flew onto Tamora’s shoulder and dropped into a crouch, one hand clutching Tamora’s ear. “We’ll do our best to get you and the goblins away, but it won’t last. We knew the elves would come for us. They don’t like loose ends. Now that the dragon has our scent, it’s just a matter of time. You can’t outrun the filthy things. No matter how fast we fly, it’ll be waiting for us when we touch down.”


An idea began to form. “Dragons are that fast?”


“On a short, open stretch, they can take down a horse at full gallop.”


Tamora spun toward the house. “Gulk, grab my skates. My wheeled boots. They’re next to the door.”


“Nope! Not coming out!” the goblin shouted.


Tamora heard the sounds of a scuffle, and a thump like one goblin smacking another on the head. A moment later, Pukwuk stepped into the doorway, Tamora’s skates in hand. She threw them one at a time. Tamora had to dodge to avoid being hit.


“What are ye doing, human?”


Tamora sat and pulled on her skates. “Your friends are getting ready to fight the dragon to give the rest of us time to escape. What’s going to happen to them?”


Vernors didn’t answer.


“That’s what I thought.” Tamora stood and stepped toward the sewer.


“Hold up.” Vernors tugged Tamora’s ear hard enough to make her yelp. “My orders were to keep you safe. That means not marching toward the dragon’s gullet. I’ll shoot you myself and haul your sleeping body away if I have to.”


“You can’t keep me safe. Even if we escape, it will find me, right?”


“Can’t fight tomorrow if you die today,” Vernors retorted.


“I can lead it away,” Tamora insisted. “These are…they’re magic boots.”


“Right,” said Vernors. “And I’m a phoenix.”


“The elves have my friend. That dragon might know how to get him back. I’m not running away.”


Vernors chuckled. “I’m starting to see why those blue-skinned fools took a shine to you, Queen Tamora. All right—but I’m coming with you.” She pinched Tamora’s ear again. “No arguments. Otherwise, I go ahead and shoot you.”


Tamora nodded and cupped her hands to her mouth. “Hey, dragon! What’s your name?”


“You’ll not have my name that easily, mortal.”


“The pix here says you’re fast.”


“As swift as the river, as strong as the mountain, and as fierce as the untamed wildfire. The magnificence of a dragon is unrivaled on this world or any other. I am, in all modesty, the finest hunter in existence today.”


“All you had to say was yes,” she muttered.


“What in blazes are you doing?” yelled Captain Coke.


Vernors whistled in response, a shrill sound that made Tamora wince in pain. Apparently it was some kind of pix code, because the other pix fell back.


“Why are you helping the elves, dragon?” Tamora made her way through the grass toward the street. “I thought they meant to destroy all the monsters on your world.”


“Monsters, yes. But I am a dragon.” The voice in her head sounded highly offended. More blacktop crumbled into the storm sewer, creating a series of echoing clunks and splashes.


“All right, dragon. How about this? If you can catch me, I’ll tell you where the goblins are hiding.”


Mocking laughter filled her head. “You cannot run from me. I sense your presence. I taste your fear.”


“Then you have nothing to worry about. But if I win, you leave us alone, and you tell me how to find my friends.”


Buzzing wings drew near. “It’ll bite your limbs off one by one when he catches you,” said Captain Coke. “The beasties play with their prey, like cats. You do have cats here, don’t you?”


“Yeah, we have cats. And I don’t intend to let it catch me.” Her hands were shaking. Her breath came too quickly, and her mouth was dry as sand. She hadn’t been this anxious since her very first derby bout.


She clenched her fists and concentrated on the dragon’s laughter. It wanted everyone to fear it. It took pleasure in tormenting its victims. This thing wasn’t a cat; it was a bully.


Dean Avenue had a slight downward slope to the south that should give her a little extra speed. 


Coke flew closer. “Tamora, it’ll smash through the road and eat your legs before you reach that intersection.”


“Pix might be good fighters, but you suck at giving encouragement. And don’t call me Tamora.” She stepped onto the road, bent her knees, and tightened her core muscles. “My name is T-Wrex.”


The road quaked, sending vibrations through her ankles. “Others have tried to outrun me. They failed, as you will. You will die knowing your efforts to protect your friends were futile, and that they will—”


She took off.


“—die before this day is— How are you doing that? Humans can’t move that fast!”


She pumped her arms hard, racing downhill toward the intersection of Dean and Mason. A quick glance showed two cars coming from the left, and a truck from the right. Ignoring the stop sign, she ducked her head and skated faster.


A maniacal whistle warned of incoming company. Fanta swooped down to catch the back of Tamora’s outermost sweatshirt. The pix climbed into the hood and whooped again. “You’re daft if ye think I’m missing this!”


“She’s daft for doing this at all,” Vernors shot back.


“Shut up, both of you!” Tamora barely cleared the first car. It honked as it passed, the wind buffeting her from behind as she turned left in front of the truck. The truck driver slammed his brakes and shouted obscenities.


Tamora ignored him. She kept to the yellow stripes down the center of the road as more traffic honked and rushed past on either side. A block later, she veered right to cut down Auburn.


“Your metal carriages can’t protect you.”


Maybe, but the dragon didn’t seem to be in any hurry to emerge from the sewers and test a match-up between dragon and pick-up truck.


Another block would take her to the bridge over the town’s namesake river. Crossing the bridge should slow the dragon down and give her time to figure out the rest of her plan. Her legs were starting to ache. Sweat dripped down her face and soaked her torso. She was used to skating hard, but that was on the smooth, flat floor of the rink. On the road at this speed, a wipe-out could break bones, even through the padding of Andre’s sweatshirts. Fortunately, she wouldn’t have long to worry about fractures, since the dragon would be eating her.


She wove past another car and coasted onto the bridge, letting momentum carry her up to the middle. There, she skated to the side and spun to see what the dragon would do.


A drainage grate shot from the steep riverbank and tumbled into the water. Her pursuer followed, giving Tamora her first glimpse of a genuine dragon.


“Told you they were ugly,” said Vernors.


It looked like a giant serpent with scales the color of pond scum. She spotted stubby legs and short, useless wings that reminded her of used garbage bags. Long, skinny tendrils surrounded an elongated snout, like it had tried to grow a mustache and instead ended up with a hyperactive octopus stuck to its face.


Wet, half-rotted leaves spread outward in a circle where the dragon entered the river. Mud and shimmering oily residue followed, all washed from the dragon’s body by the water of the Grand River.


[image: Sewer dragon!]


Heart pounding, Tamora pushed off, using the downward slope of the bridge to regain her speed. A black convertible screeched to a halt on the opposite side of the road. The driver stared down, oblivious to the honking behind him, as the dragon clawed and dug its way into the sewer line on the far side of the river.


“Don’t worry,” Fanta shouted from Tamora’s hood. “It’s not a dragon! You’re just imagining things! Get about yer human business!”


“I’m sure…that was reassuring,” Tamora gasped. “Coming from a…little winged man.”


“This grows tiresome,” grumbled the dragon.


“Maybe…we should call it…a draw?” Tamora gasped.


The only response was a cruel chuckle in her mind.


“What’s the rest of the plan?” asked Vernors.


“I’m working on it.” If it would come out of the sewer, she might be able to draw it out in front of oncoming traffic. Unfortunately, the further south she went, the quieter the streets became, as residential blocks gave way to farms. She could already smell the manure in the distance, as well as the faint odor of the waste treatment plant farther on.


“Your strength fails you. Our game is almost over. You’ve fought well for a human, but your inevitable defeat draws near. Surrender now, tell me what I want to know, and perhaps I won’t eat you.”


She clenched her fists, trying to pretend this was nothing but trash talk. Not a death threat, but the same old verbal jabs the girls threw during practice, or the way Andre talked smack while playing online games. “Oh, please,” she said, panting. “I’ve seen more game…from garter snakes.”


That earned a roar loud enough to make her jump. “I will crunch your bones to splinters, chew the splinters to dust, and stomp the dust into…into…”


“Molecules?” Tamora suggested. “Subatomic particles?”


“Yes, those things. Whatever they are.”


Fanta laughed and whooped again as they turned onto Enfield Road. Cornfields marked the end of the block, where the old, pothole-cracked street terminated at Wilcox Road. Every breath ached deep in her chest, and her legs felt like Jell-O.


Tamora scanned for traffic and leaned hard as she cut left onto Wilcox. Another tremor shook the earth. Had the dragon begun smashing its way from one sewer tunnel to the next? “Be careful,” she called out. “The storm sewers are bad enough…but humans have other types of waste…and you really don’t want to end up…in one of those sewers.”


“Such transparent attempts to dissuade me from my pursuit are a sign of desperation.”


She veered across the road. The street rumbled again, and a crack spread down the center line. Putrid air wafted up, and with it came a mental cry of disgust and horror. “What are these tunnels?”


“You don’t want to know.”


“I will kill you all for this outrage!” the dragon screamed. “I will kill you to death!”


“Impressive,” commented Vernors. “You’ve managed to make a dragon smell worse.”


Tamora was approaching the old barn at the end of the cornfield. Light-colored shingles spelled out the name Reed on the dark roof. Past the barn was a white two-story house and a large fenced area for cattle.


She jumped from the road into the grassy ditch, dropping instinctively to a double-knee slide to control her fall. Both pix took to the air.


“Weapons ready,” snapped Vernors, drawing her bow.


“About time,” said Fanta. “Now we show this limp-winged, dung-faced—”


The dragon’s roar drowned out the rest of the pix’s insult.


“No,” said Tamora. “Keep going. Over the fence!”


Several cows looked up as she crawled toward the fence. It didn’t look like much to contain such large beasts: four wires stretched between upright posts. The bottom wire was about a foot and a half off the ground.


Dirt and blacktop erupted, and the dragon surged upward from the edge of the road. It rose ten feet…fifteen…twenty feet high before falling to one side and coiling its body in the ditch. It would have been a majestic figure, if not for the muck and worse dripping from its body, and the torn plastic grocery bag stuck to one of the horns above its eye like a dirty white flag.


Well, that and the stench.


Its scales were rough, with serrated edges. The row of horns curling around the dragon’s head was the color of coffee-stained teeth. Majestic or not, it was unquestionably scary.


Panic sent new strength surging through Tamora’s aching body. She shot beneath the fence, pushed herself to her feet, and limped backward. One of the younger cows bleated in alarm, a high-pitched wail that drew the older animals. Most of them retreated toward the barn, away from Tamora. Or, more likely, away from the giant, angry reptile.


Tamora’s legs gave out. She fell backward in the mud. “I’m warning you.” Her voice quavered. “Don’t cross that fence.”


The dragon shook its head, spraying sewage in all directions. Twin jets of steam shot from its nostrils. “I have shattered stone fortresses that stood for generations. The mountains themselves fall before the power of dragonkind.”


It seemed impossible for a creature so large to move so quickly. It swooped down, the tendrils of its mustache reaching for Tamora to shove her into those huge, open jaws. They coiled around her legs like ropes, yanking her off balance.


The dragon’s belly brushed the top wire of the electric fence.


The wet, muck-covered scales were an ideal conductor. Unfortunately, that conductor carried the shock through the dragon’s body and into Tamora’s. The jolt was like she’d been punched from the inside. All her muscles went taut.


The dragon reacted instinctively, like a dog stung by a bee. It released Tamora and jerked back to attack the thing that had hurt it. Its huge jaws clamped onto the fence. Tendrils wrapped like vines around the wires.


It was the worst thing the dragon could have done. Current pulsed through its body. The wires broke, but the tendrils had locked into place and clamped around the broken ends to form a slimy circuit. The pulses kept coming, sounding like the world’s biggest, most powerful bug zapper. With each surge, the dragon’s muscles locked involuntarily, tightening its hold on the wires.


“What—” Bzzzt! “—sorcery—” Bzzzt! “—is—” Bzzzt! “—this?”


“It’s called electricity.” Tamora scooted further away. “I win.”


  Chapter 11: Hail to the Queen


When the electric fence finally shorted out, the dragon collapsed like an overcooked noodle. Wisps of smoke curled from its mouth and mustache tendrils.


Fanta flew from Tamora’s hood, buzzing straight toward the dragon with an undulating squee of what Tamora assumed was triumph.


“Not the outcome I’d expected,” Vernors said. “Well done, human.”


Tamora felt like an overinflated balloon ready to burst. She didn’t dare try to walk yet. One step and her knees would give way. “Is it dead?”


Fanta hovered in front of the dragon’s nostrils. “Alas, the bilge-swilling belly-crawler yet breathes.”


Tamora lay back in the mud. At least, she hoped it was mud. “I raced a dragon.”


“Aye,” said Vernors.


“And I won!” Hiccuping laughter bubbled from her chest.


“I’m as shocked as anyone.” Vernors twirled one of her arrows through her fingers like a cheerleader’s baton. “Back home, we’d raise a drink to celebrate your victory, but this world has nothing with any real kick.”


From behind came a shout of, “Long live Queen Tamora!”


Tamora twisted around to spot Gulk standing in front of the maple trees on the far side of the road. His fellow goblins crept out to join him.


“What are you doing here?” Tamora yelled. “You were supposed to get away!”


“The crazy blighter insisted on following his queen.” Captain Coke perched in the branches with a handful of other pix. “From a safe distance, of course.”


“You came after me?” Tamora smiled at Gulk. “That’s sweet.”


Gulk ran across the street. “When dragon killed Queen Tamora, Gulk could tell dragon all the secrets, and then dragon wouldn’t kill Gulk!”


“That’s…less sweet.”


“But Queen Tamora beat dragon.” Gulk beamed and puffed out his chest. “Saved goblins and stupid pix!”


“You realize I can put an arrow up your nostril from here, goblin?” asked Vernors.


“Who’s out there?” The house’s side door slammed open, and a girl Tamora’s age stomped down the stairs, carrying a baseball bat. “You’re scaring our cows. I’m going to call— T-Wrex, is that you?”


Paige Reed, better known as Terror Swift, looked different without her roller derby jersey and pads: skinnier, and more cautious. Tamora rubbed her lower lip. “Hello, Paige.”


“You’re trespassing. The police are going to—” She froze, her eyes going huge. “What is that?”


Tamora turned to look. “A sewer dragon.”


“There’s…there’s no such thing as dragons,” Paige stammered.


“Oh, good,” said Tamora. “Why don’t you tell it so when it wakes up?”


Paige’s bat shook, magnifying the trembling of her hands. “Look, I promise I’ll never trip you up at practice again, just get your stupid dragon out of here!”


“It’s not my stupid dragon,” Tamora snapped. “It was trying to catch me.”


“But it’s…you can’t…” Paige took a long breath, visibly trying to compose herself so she could put more than two words together. She swayed like a too-tall dandelion in the breeze. “But…dragon!”


Annoyance gave way to pity. “I was scared too. It’s all right.”


“I’m not scared!” She pointed the bat at Tamora. “When my parents get here, you’re going to jail!”


Tamora blinked twice, and then did something that surprised herself. She laughed.


This only made Paige madder. Her face turned red. “You are such a freak!”


Tamora laughed harder. Only a few days earlier, she would have hurled insults right back at Paige. She’d been so angry at the world for taking Andre away.


But now that anger had a target. She knew what had happened to Andre. Paige’s threats and insults didn’t matter.


“I’m warning you, Carter,” said Paige.


Before Tamora could respond, a clod of dirt stuck Paige’s shoulder. She spun and shook her bat toward Gulk, who was clawing another chunk from the ground. “What are you supposed to be? Some sort of mutant Keebler cookie elf?”


“You threaten Queen Tamora?” Gulk’s next missile spattered on Paige’s chest. “You call me elf?”


“Queen? Her?” Paige laughed, but it was a high-pitched, frightened sound.


“Queen of goblins.” Gulk pointed to the dragon. “Slayer of sewer dragon.”


“It’s not dead,” said Tamora. “Just unconscious. It got zapped with a lot of electricity.”


“Zapper of sewer dragon,” Gulk continued. The other goblins stepped closer, with the pix swooping down from their branches.


“What are you?” Paige moaned.


“Go back inside,” Tamora said, swallowing her laughter and trying to sound reassuring. “The dragon’s been hiding from humans. It’ll probably disappear back into the sewers when it wakes up.”


“You’re crazy.” Paige backed away. “All of you.”


The goblins didn’t appear particularly offended by this. Several looked at one another and shrugged, as if in agreement.


Paige retreated into the house. Common sense screamed for Tamora to do the same, to get as far away as possible before the dragon woke up. But this thing had answers about her friend. Tamora started toward the dragon.


There was a chance Paige could be right about that “crazy” bit…


* * *


Most of the pix were attacking the fence, cutting a long length of wire free of the posts. Two others examined the dragon’s mouth, while Fanta stripped off dented pieces of his armor. Vernors landed on Tamora’s shoulder and tried to tug her away from the dragon.


“Stop that,” said Tamora. “I have to talk to it when it wakes up. It promised to tell me about Andre.”


“Bad idea, lass,” called Captain Coke. “Dragons aren’t known for their honor. Like as not, it’ll gulp you down whole to soothe its pride.”


“What?” In that moment, she wanted nothing more than to punch the dragon’s big, lying snout. “You mean I raced this thing for nothing?”


“I’d not call leading the beast away and saving our skins ‘nothing’,” Vernors said mildly.


Tamora started to answer, but was distracted by the sight of two pix flying the wire from the fence over to Fanta. Fanta bent one end around his waist like a belt. Another pix handed him a plastic sandwich bag. He pulled that over his head and secured it around his neck with a leather cord. Thus attired, Fanta proceeded to climb into the dragon’s mouth.


“What is he doing? What if it wakes up?”


 “Don’t worry about him,” said Vernors. “He’s got a blade, and dragons aren’t armored on the inside. If it gets cranky, he’ll give it a thorough gut-stabbing.”


A group of pix fed more wire into the dragon’s mouth as Fanta crawled deeper.


“But why do it at all?”


Vernors chuckled. “Because the scales are too tough to cut through. If you want the dragon’s treasure, you’ve got to go in the hard way.”


“Its treasure?”


“Ah, that’s right. You don’t have dragons on this world.” The pix gave her a fond pat on the ear. “Dragons have two stomachs. One for food, and another for treasure. The second stomach is more of an internal pouch. The dragon can control what goes in and regurgitate it at will. Much safer than leaving your precious goods scattered about some dingy cave to get tarnished or stolen.”


“He’s going into the dragon’s stomach?”


“Aye. That moon-touched buffoon’s one of our best dragon divers. Usually we use a pig’s bladder for air. Smells awful. But we found those clear bags at the boy’s house and figured we’d steal a few. Seemed like they might be useful.”


“Do you fight a lot of dragons in your world?”


“Not if we can help it.” Vernors shook her head. “Most are pets of the Elf Queen. We avoid ’em when we can, but that’s gotten harder lately. She must have sent this one to your world when she realized the Dead King was sneaking refugees through the portal.”


Before Tamora could respond, one of the other pix let out a whoop. Captain Coke ordered them to haul back the wire. Together, they tugged their companion up from the dragon’s gullet. Fanta jumped to the mud and dropped a handful of objects, all covered in yellowish mucus. Tamora spotted a ring, several coins, and a broken smartphone.


“That’s dragon treasure?” Tamora asked dubiously.


“‘Treasure’ is a relative term.” Vernors fluttered away to join the other pix.


Fanta loosened the now-filthy bag around his head long enough to gasp for breath and say, “There’s more down there. I’d say two, maybe three loads.”


Shaking her head, Tamora retreated to join the goblins, watching from a safe distance. “Is this sort of thing normal in your world?” She frowned. “It needs a name.”


Gulk laughed. “The world?”


“Ours is called Earth. What’s yours?”


“Name the world.” He laughed again, this time with disdain. “Stupid humans.”


“Fine, for now, we’ll call your world Bansa.” It was a Korean word meaning “reflection.” At least, she hoped it was. She hadn’t practiced her Korean as much as Dad wanted. It was possible she’d just named Gulk’s world “toilet brush” or “duck waffle.”


Gulk’s eyes went round. “You named the world,” he whispered.


“Just tell me about it, please.”


“Smells better than this world,” said Gulk.


“Much better,” added Pukwuk. “Also, less crowded.”


“Better food,” said another.


“No stupid humans!”


Tamora wasn’t sure which goblin said that last bit, but the rest laughed. At least until they saw her expression. Then they got quiet and wouldn’t make eye contact.


“The Elf Queen and the Dead King,” she said. “Who are they?”


“Elf Queen is queen of elves,” answered Gulk.


Tamora gritted her teeth to stop herself from saying something sarcastic. She took a slow, calming breath. “And the Dead King?”


“Used to be king of elves,” said Pukwuk. “Elf Queen killed him. Sort of.”


“So he’s like a ghost or a zombie?”


“Zombie?” Pukwuk glanced at the other goblins, who looked baffled.


“The walking dead? Always munching on brains?” She held out her arms and pretended to shamble through the mud. “Braaaaaains.”


“No brains.” Gulk absently picked his nose while he talked. “Dead King…broken. Not shiny or pretty anymore. Banished from elves. Rules goblins and other monsters now.”


“Elf Queen wants to kill Dead King,” said Pukwuk. “Kill him dead this time.”


“Dead King wants to kill Elf Queen. Both want to rule world, from one ocean to other.” Gulk raised his voice, like he and Pukwuk were competing for Tamora’s attention. “Elf royalty too hard to kill.”


“Are elves immortal?”


“Only until they die,” Pukwuk said solemnly.


New cheers heralded the arrival of the next batch of “treasure” from the dragon’s gut. The goblins crept closer to gawk. Tamora pulled out her cellphone. Karina hadn’t returned any of her text messages, so she checked in with Mac instead.


 


Tamora: Have you learned anything about that willow tree?

Mac: Not much. Ms. Pookie helped me find four new fairy tales, though. One’s from Japan. Another’s a 16th cent. Russian story.

Tamora: I fought a sewer dragon.

Mac: !!!

Tamora: I’m all right. I tricked the dragon into biting an electric fence.

Mac: Send pictures!

Tamora rolled her eyes and turned to snap a few pictures on her phone. She sent the best one to her brother.


 


Tamora: Those flying things are pix. They’re refugees, like the goblins.

Mac: Are they wearing pop cans? Why is the one pix sitting in the dragon’s mouth?

Tamora: I’ll explain later. When I was at Andre’s house I found a game with an enchanted song. It was part of a spell to lure him to the willow tree.

Mac: Like the Pied Piper leading the children out of Hamelin. How would an elf know enough about video games to do that? The goblins don’t even know how to use a toilet.

Tamora: Don’t remind me.

Fanta emerged with another armful of treasure. This batch included a set of keys and an old pocket watch. Tamora was starting to think that second stomach was less about storing treasure and more for holding whatever indigestible junk the dragon slurped up as it slunk through the sewers.


A metal bar clinked onto the pile. Tamora lowered her phone. “What was that?”


“Metal bar,” Gulk said helpfully.


Tamora stumbled to the dragon and snatched up the bar. Beneath the mucus, a series of round keys ran most of its length. She stripped off her outermost sweatshirt, now soaked with mud and worse. She’d apologize to Andre for ruining his wardrobe after she got him back to this world. For now, she used the inside of the sweatshirt to wipe off the bar, revealing it to be a polished metal flute.


“Gulk! You can smell magic, right?”


“That’s right,” said Gulk. “Lots of dragon magic-stink here.”


“Forget the dragon. Smell this. Tell me if it’s magic.” She thrust the flute under his nose like a greasy chrome mustache.


Gulk recoiled. “Smells like dragon guts.” His forehead scrunched, and he snatched the flute from her hands. He sniffed again, deeper this time, then extended a dark blue tongue to taste the metal. “Dragon guts and magic.”


She spun around. “Captain Coke! I mean, you with the red and white armor. You said there was a second tune to control Andre and the others?”


“That’s right. The first song primes the target.” Coke flew over and hovered at eye level. “The second gives the caster control.”


“Could this be the flute they used to bring those three humans to your world?” Excitement made her talk faster than usual, the words tripping over one another. “They must have fed it to the dragon afterward, to keep it hidden. If we open the portal, can I use it to call Andre back? How close do I have to get? Is there a particular song, or will anything work? I can’t play the flute, but I’m sure I can find someone who does.”


“Easy, lass,” said the pix. “If you’re right, you’d likely need to be close enough for them to be hearing the tune. Beyond that, you’d have to ask the elf who enchanted the thing.”


“How can I do that if we don’t even know who…” Her question died as she spied the engraving at the flute’s mouthpiece. She wiped a smear of slime away with her thumb.


 


Karina,


You are the music of my life.


All my love,


Dad


 


For a long time, she stared at the text. There was no last name. But the willow tree was in Karina’s backyard. The elves had taken her brother.


Karina Lord’s flute had lured Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy into another world.


  Chapter 12: Agent of Elves


Could Karina Lord be working for the elves?


Tamora discarded the thought as quickly as it had come. Karina was the one who’d sought Tamora out. Maybe not deliberately, but it was her text that had led Tamora this far. She’d shared the prophecy. She’d brought Tamora and Mac to her home and helped discover the red willow.


Tamora’s hand tightened around the cold flute. With her other, she retrieved her phone and texted Karina.


Tamora: I know you’re mad at me, but I found something you have to see. Something that might help us get them back.


To Captain Coke, she asked, “What will the dragon do when it wakes up?”


The pix chuckled. “If it had any shred of honor, it’d kill itself from the shame of losing to a human. Bein’ a dragon, it’ll slink back into its hole and compose bad poetry.”


“Poetry? Really?”


“It’s a dragon thing.” The pix studied her for a long time. “You really think you can stand against the pointy-ears? Muck up their plans, bring the humans back, and all that?”


“I stood against that, didn’t I?” She pointed to the dragon.


“It’s one thing to beat the pet. It’s another to face the master.”


Her phone went off before she could answer. Relief filled her chest when she saw Karina’s name. “Sorry. Hold on.”


 

Karina: What did you find?

Tamora: I’ll show you. Meet me in an hour. Same place we met yesterday?

Karina: Sure! I’ll see you at your house.

Tamora frowned. Karina’s mind might be spending a bit too much time in Bansa, but would she really have forgotten their encounter at Cornerside Pizza?


It could be an innocent mistake. It could also be something darker. Tamora hunched her shoulders and typed a response.


 

Tamora: I meant where we first met. Behind the skating rink, remember?

Karina: Right. Sorry. See you there.

Tamora: Great!

“What’s wrong, lass?” asked Coke.


“I think Karina’s in trouble.” Tamora stared at her phone. “But if I’m right, we might have a chance to surprise the dragon’s master.”


* * *


Dad was sleeping when she got home. Mac was in the living room, reading on his tablet. He started laughing the moment he saw her.


Tamora was a muddy mess, her pants so filthy you couldn’t tell what color they were supposed to be. Andre’s ruined sweatshirts hung heavy on her torso. Her bare socks squished mud on the floor.


“Let’s see how you look after fighting a dragon.” She crossed the room and handed him Karina’s flute. “Keep this safe. I think it’s what lured Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy away. I’m pretty sure Karina’s in trouble.”


Mac started to rock, moaning in distress as he tapped his screen. “Let’s go.”


“I need you to stay here. You’ve got to protect the flute.” Her brother was super smart about some things, but he wasn’t in the best physical shape. “Keep trying to figure out how to get through that tree. If we can open the portal, this flute might help us get everyone back.”


He shook his head, more distressed than Tamora had seen him in a long time.


“It’s all right. I’ve got the pix with me. But I have to hurry.” She went to the kitchen to grab a bottle of Gatorade, downing half of it without stopping to breathe. She finished the rest on the way to her room, where she shut the door, then opened the window to let Fanta and Captain Coke in.


“What did that poor beastie do to deserve imprisonment?” Fanta demanded, pointing at Woodstock.


“He broke his wing. I brought him home.”


“And kept him here?” Fanta flew up to hover in front of the cage, which prompted Woodstock to go into one of his fits, flinging seeds and water through the bars. “Hey, watch it, featherbrain!”


Tamora stripped off the sweatshirts and used the driest one to wipe sweat and worse from her face and hair. She really needed a shower, but there was no time. “How do I stop an elf from using magic on me?”


“That’s easy,” said Coke. “Stay as far away from ’em as possible.”


“I can’t do that.”


“Sure you can. You’re just choosing not to.”


It had been a long couple of days, and her muscles were knotted like wet rope. She sat down against the wall and stretched her legs. “You understand the plan?”


“’Course we do,” snapped Fanta. “Our brains may be tiny, but they work well enough. It’s not like we’re goblins.”


Tamora had considered bringing the goblins along as well, but subtlety wasn’t their strong point. For this to work, any attack had to be a surprise. “You’ve been fighting a war with elves for years. Isn’t there anything else you can tell me?”


“Strike fast,” said Coke. “Let an elf have the first move, and you’ve lost.”


“The only safe elf is a dead elf,” Fanta said firmly. “And even the dead ones aren’t safe. The Elf Queen tried to kill her mate, and look how that turned out.”


“No killing. We don’t know where Karina is. We don’t know how to get the other humans back.” Tamora considered grabbing a hammer from Dad’s tool kit, but showing up with any kind of makeshift weapon would be too suspicious. “If this works, we could end your world’s war tonight.”


“Aye.” Coke nodded solemnly. “And if it fails, we could all be killed.”


“Then don’t fail.”


* * *


The two pix rode in her old school backpack with the zipper partially open. It was far less conspicuous than having a pair of dented pop cans flying after her. The rest of the pix had flown ahead to get into position.


She avoided the main roads as much as possible. As they neared the skating rink, both pix flew off with a buzzing sound that made her want to hunch her shoulders and grab the nearest flyswatter. Instead, she slowed to wipe her face and catch her breath. 


Three vehicles sat in the back parking lot, including Ms. Anna’s silver minivan. It was parked close to the building, out of sight of the road. Loud music inside the rink should keep anyone else from hearing their conversation. Or any cries for help.


Tamora counted slowly to ten in Korean, then skated into the lot. She approached the minivan, doing her best to look casual.


Ms. Anna waved from the driver’s seat and rolled down the window. “Hello, Tamora. What happened to you?”


Poor Karina. She’d been so certain about Ms. Anna.


Ms. Anna must have stolen Karina’s phone, but had she hurt her? Tamora forced a cheerful smile. “I slipped in the mud. Is Karina with you?”


“I’m afraid not. She asked me to pick you up and take you back to the house. She was pretty upset. The poor girl has been having such a rough time ever since her brother—”


A small arrow thudded into the center of Ms. Anna’s forehead, sticking out like a miniature unicorn horn. A second followed, this one embedding itself in her chin. She yelped and jerked back. “What is this?”


Tamora scowled at the roof where the pix were hiding. Couldn’t they have waited a few more minutes for her to try to get some information? “They’re pix arrows. They won’t kill you. They just knock you out for a while. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”


Ms. Anna’s eyes drooped, and she smothered a yawn. “When did you figure it out?”


“Karina and I met at the pizza place, not the skating rink.”


Ms. Anna laughed softly. “Clever.”


“She defended you, you know. She loves you.” Tamora reached into her backpack and pulled out a roll of duct tape. “When you wake up, you’re going to tell me what you’ve done with her. And then you’re going to help bring Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy back to our world.”


“Why would I do that?”


“Because the goblins and the pix promised to let you live. Help us, and they’ll take you to Bansa. I get Andre and the others back. You get to go home.”


She frowned. “Bansa?”


“It’s what I’ve been calling your world.”


“Humans. Always naming everything.” She sagged in her seat. “Send me home, and the queen will punish me for my failure.”


“I’m sorry.” Given how Karina felt about Ms. Anna, the woman couldn’t be all evil, could she?


“Take me to the refugees,” Ms. Anna said wearily. “Let me plead my case. I’ve grown accustomed to this world. I can help you, but you have to let me stay. Help me hide.”


Tamora hesitated. Ms. Anna looked and sounded half asleep, like Dad after a double shift, but Tamora was more afraid now than she’d been on the way here. Her chest was a knot of ice. Her palms were wet. She could barely stop herself from backing away.


“I’m sorry.” Tamora thought of the glass goblins, killed and left at the base of the willow. She straightened. “I don’t trust you.”


“That’s wise.” Ms. Anna’s weariness vanished. She plucked the arrow from her chin. “Perhaps I should have taken you instead of your friend Andre. You’ve the spirit of a warrior.”


Oh, crap. Tamora slid back from the van.


“I’ve guarded that tree from its birth,” Ms. Anna continued. “I’ve seen every creature who passed through. You think I haven’t taken precautions against the pix and their poisons?”


Faster than Tamora could see, Ms. Anna swung open the door and jumped out.


More arrows jabbed Ms. Anna’s face. One struck her eyebrow. Another pierced her nose. She raised a hand to shield her eyes. The pix couldn’t put her to sleep, so they were trying to blind her instead.


“Fall back, lass!” shouted Captain Coke.


Tamora tried, but Ms. Anna’s arm struck like a snake, clamping Tamora’s shoulder and slamming her against the side of the van.


Tamora went down hard. She’d taken worse hits at roller derby, but not many.


“I didn’t want to curse Karina. I wouldn’t have, if you’d left well enough alone. I’m quite fond of the girl and her eccentricities. But I couldn’t have her snooping around the portal.”


Tamora rolled onto her side and kicked Ms. Anna in the knee with her skate. Ms. Anna shrieked in pain and stumbled.


“Turn that tripe-faced pox of an elf into a porcupine,” Fanta shouted, laughing as his arrow lodged in the tip of Ms. Anna’s nose.


Tamora’s next kick missed. Ms. Anna danced easily to one side, then grabbed Tamora’s shirt and hauled her into the air. Her appearance had shifted. Her hair was fine-spun silver, her ears slender and lobeless. “You can’t beat me,” she said as she wrenched Tamora about, using her as a shield against the pix. “It’s not arrogance. I’m faster, stronger, smarter…we are objectively better than you.”


No matter how Tamora pulled, scratched, and bit, the older woman’s arms remained as immovable as iron bars. “If you’re so much better, why did you need humans to fight your stupid war?”


Ms. Anna pulled a knife from beneath her blazer. A thick, unfinished wooden handle held a blade of glassy blue stone, about six inches long. The inside of the blade was cloudy, like trapped smoke spreading upward from the hilt. Both edges were chipped sharp.


A whistle from the roof seemed to signal a retreat. Pix fell back, their wings buzzing. All save Fanta, who yelled and swooped down, trying to get a clear angle on Ms. Anna.


Ms. Anna pointed the knife at the charging pix. Shadows flowed within the blade.


“I said fall back!” Captain Coke stood at the edge of the roof and loosed an arrow. The tiny fletching buzzed Tamora’s cheek as the arrow passed, striking Ms. Anna in her pointed ear.


And then both pix froze. Ms. Anna twitched her blade, and the pix floated toward her. They shone like glass in the sunlight.


“What did you do to them?”


“They’re simply transformed,” said Ms. Anna. “What happens next is up to you. They could be restored. Or they could be destroyed.”


Tamora stopped struggling.


“Much better.” Ms. Anna released Tamora and opened the sliding door of the minivan. Both pix floated down into the padded seats, carried by the elf’s magic. “To answer your earlier question, we need humans because on our world—Bansa, if you prefer—we are vastly outnumbered. Savages like goblins and pix and the rest breed like your world’s rabbits. There are thousands of elves, but there are hundreds of thousands of those uncivilized creatures, burrowed away in the mountains and caves and swamps. For millennia, they kept to their place in the shadows. That changed when the nameless one joined their lot to lead them against us.”


“The nameless one?”


“My queen has ordered that none speak his name or title.”


“The Dead King. Got it. But how can three people make a difference?”


“Any elf is worth a hundred of you in battle,” she scoffed. “But my queen needed to defeat not just our enemies’ armies, but their very souls.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Of course you don’t.” The knife had disappeared. Anyone who came out now through the back of the rink would see nothing but two people having a tense conversation. “To kill flesh, you use blades. Or bombs and bullets, in this world. To kill the soul requires a more powerful weapon. To kill the soul, you use story. So my queen invented a prophecy.”


“Invented it? You mean the prophecy is a lie?”


“A story,” Ms. Anna corrected. “To break the will of our enemies. All these years we’ve waited for that story to take root, building a foundation of hopelessness and inevitability. The instant I sent my three puppets through the willow and into the arms of my queen, our enemies knew their end was near. Their courage failed. You’ve met the goblins and the pix. You’ve seen their despair, their hopelessness.”


“Why not make a prophecy that the elves would win? Why drag humans into your war?”


“Very good, child. To be believable, the prophecy required drama. Something strange and exotic. Like humans. You’re unfamiliar, and therefore more frightening to those superstitious fools than anything on our world.” Ms. Anna smiled slightly. “This is nice. It’s been so long since I’ve been able to speak openly, to be myself.”


“What’s going to happen to Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy after your war?”


Her smile grew. “Don’t trouble yourself with their fates, Tamora. You’ve more than enough to worry about.”


Tamora fought back tears of despair and helplessness. “Please tell me.”


“Your friends have seen and experienced too much, and my queen is too wise to allow any loose ends. If it’s any comfort, their deaths will be swift.”


Tamora punched Ms. Anna in the nose as hard as she could. Before she could follow up, the elf struck her on the side of the face. Tamora’s ears rang. Ms. Anna picked her up and shoved her into the van, where the two glass pix lay frozen in the middle seats.


Ms. Anna touched her nose, which had begun to drip blood. “The sooner you stop fighting, the sooner I can leave you in peace. Tell me where the goblins and pix are hiding.”


Tamora shook her head.


“All right.” She snatched up Captain Coke and snapped off one of his wings, as easily as breaking a twig.


Tears dripped down Tamora’s cheeks. She clenched her jaw. Ms. Anna shrugged and removed another wing.


“I know where you live, Tamora. Your brother…your father…even that ridiculous dog. You got them involved when you brought a goblin into your house. What happens next to your friends and family is on your shoulders.”


The words twisted in Tamora’s gut. They hurt all the more for being true. If she’d simply skated away from Gulk and Pukwuk instead of confronting them…


“Maybe you need time to marinate in your despair.” Before Tamora could react, Ms. Anna hurled the pix to the ground.


Tamora turned away, but she couldn’t block the sound of glass shattering on the blacktop. A sob broke from her deep in her chest. She positioned herself between the elf and Fanta, glaring up in silent, furious defiance.


Ms. Anna simply chuckled and removed one of the remaining arrows from her face. She flicked it at Tamora.


Tamora raised her arms. The arrow stung the meat of her palm. Her hand went numb.


Shadows edged her vision. The last thing she saw was Ms. Anna bringing an iridescent blue ribbon toward Tamora’s throat.


  Chapter 13: Peahen


Tamora’s vision was all wrong. Her depth perception was off, and she could see too much of the poorly lit world to either side of her—a dirt path winding ahead through trees and bushes, a low brick-walled building to her right, a park of some sort to the left—everything except what was directly behind her.


She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. The movement knocked her off balance. She spread her wings—


Wait, wings?


“Oh, good. You’re awake.”


Tamora spun around. Ms. Anna towered over her in the darkness. She’d restored the illusion of her human appearance. Tamora instinctively backed away, her talons scraping the dirt trail.


“Don’t worry. You’ll be safe here, as long as you behave.”


It was nighttime. Behind Ms. Anna stood a tall gate of black metal. The nearby building smelled like greasy food and popcorn. The air also carried the smells of other animals: sweat and urine and old hay and droppings. 


I’m at the zoo, Tamora thought.


“You’re at the zoo,” Ms. Anna explained, as if Tamora couldn’t figure that out for herself. “You’ll blend right in. They have a number of peafowl running free. Mind you don’t get too close to the bars of the predators’ cages. I spent a lot of time preparing those ribbons, and I’d hate to see this one wasted in the belly of a snow leopard.”


A peafowl? Tamora stretched her wings and gave them a tentative shake.


“I took the liberty of clipping your feathers. Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself trying to fly out of here.” She tapped her chin. “Ah, yes. The next thing you’re likely to try is scratching a message to the zookeepers when they arrive. Don’t trouble yourself. I wove a bit of linguistic magic into that ribbon, similar to what the willow gives those who pass through it. But where the willow allows people to speak and understand the dominant tongue, the ribbon has the opposite effect.”


Tamora started to trace the first letter of the alphabet in the dirt. She dug a crooked line and hesitated, trying to remember what came next. I can’t write.


As frightening as it was to be trapped in the body of a bird, it was this revelation that pushed her into panic. She cried out in distress. Not only couldn’t she write, but when she looked at the signs on the building, she couldn’t read, either. The elf had stolen her language.


Or had she? Gulk and the others had learned English when they came through the portal. They hadn’t learned other languages. If this was a reversal of the willow’s magic… Tamora turned away and tried again. Blocking Ms. Anna’s sight with her body, she traced three Korean syllables in the dirt.


한국어


It was difficult to balance, and the characters were all but illegible, but she’d done it. With practice, she might be able to write more clearly. Or she could try to draw pictures. She flapped her wings, sweeping the characters away.


“I’ll return tomorrow to see if you’ve come around. If not, I’ll bring further persuasion. You should know the longer you resist, the more the magic will seep into your mind, erasing who and what you used to be. Who knows? You might be happier living out your short life as a peahen. You’ll be fed and cared for, with plenty of company.”


Tamora charged and tried to jab Ms. Anna with her beak.


“Such spunk.” Ms. Anna laughed as she dodged aside. “Be careful, girl. Remember your place on the food chain.”


Before Tamora could try again, Ms. Anna scaled the fence and jumped down on the opposite side, as easily as if she were climbing a ladder.


Tamora screamed in frustration. The sound that emerged was more like the yowl of an angry cat with a megaphone. Other peafowl responded in kind from throughout the zoo. In a nearby cage, a bald eagle ruffled its wings in annoyance.


She was trapped. Ms. Anna had murdered the leader of the pix. The Elf Queen was going to do the same to Andre and the others. And Tamora had no way to stop any of it.


She wanted to cry, but her new form wouldn’t let her. Instead, she stepped off the trail and sat in the grass. She yowled again, trying to overpower the sound of shattering glass playing over and over in her head, interrupted only by the snap of broken wings.


Mac had offered to help, but she’d refused. She was T-Wrex, queen of the goblins, who’d beaten a dragon. She didn’t need help from Mac or her father or Karina or anyone else. Just a handful of pix to back her up. Pix who’d trusted her, even as she ignored their warnings about how dangerous elves could be. And now one of those pix was dead.


I’m sorry. Would the other pix return for his body? Or would he be mistaken for a broken bottle and swept up by whoever was working at the rink tonight? I’m so sorry…


What would Ms. Anna do with Fanta? Fanta, who’d ignored orders to try to rescue Tamora. If Tamora didn’t tell Ms. Anna where the goblins and pix had gone, Fanta would join his captain.


She couldn’t let that happen. She imagined her coach’s voice urging the team to get back up, to skate through the exhaustion and the bruises. Everybody falls. The winning team is the one that won’t stay down.


She needed her team. She needed Karina and Mac and the goblins and the pix. She needed Mac’s knowledge and Karina’s magic.


But first, she needed to get out of the zoo.


She stood and twisted her head about to better see what she’d become. This form lacked the big tail feathers she’d expected. Peahens weren’t as fancy and colorful as the peacocks. Her chest was white, with darker feathers on her back. Her wings were trimmed, just as Ms. Anna had said. No matter how hard she flapped, she couldn’t get enough lift to leave the ground.


She tried scraping her neck against a bush to try to catch or tear the ribbon Ms. Anna had used to transform her, but the ribbon seemed to have melded into her feathers or skin. All she got for her efforts were some scratches.


She spent the next hour pacing the outer edge of the zoo, searching for a break in the walls and fences that might allow her to escape. She’d been here many times with her family, and once as part of a class field trip, but they’d always stuck to the paths. Under other circumstances, she would have loved the chance to explore the off-limits areas of the zoo. Instead, every step she took, every passing second, weighed her down with the knowledge of what the Elf Queen planned to do.


How long until the zookeepers arrived? They’d have to be here before the zoo opened. Her best chance might be to wait by the front gate and rush out the instant it opened. Most people wouldn’t know how to react to a crazed peahen yowling and sprinting for freedom.


She stopped in front of the kangaroos, who were sleeping in their stone-walled enclosure. Suppose she did manage to escape. What then? It wasn’t like she could hop on the CATA bus for a ride home. Where would she go? Ms. Anna was the only person who could change her back.


Another peacock cried out from down by the penguin area.


If Tamora told Ms. Anna about the junkyard, more goblins and pix would die. If she didn’t, Fanta would die. Ms. Anna had threatened Tamora’s family as well. How was Tamora supposed to choose who lived and who died?


The peacock cried again. Or was it a peahen? Tamora couldn’t tell the difference. She turned toward the source of the cries, a new thought stirring hope and excitement in her chest. What was it Ms. Anna had said?


I spent a lot of time preparing those ribbons…


Ribbons, plural. The ribbon she’d used to transform Tamora wasn’t the only one.


Karina!


Tamora shouted back, the loud maow echoing through the zoo. Any of the other peahens could be Karina, transformed and trapped. She called again, listening closely for answering cries, and began to run.


The first peahen she found was perched atop a wall by the duck pond. That wouldn’t be her. Ms. Anna had trimmed Tamora’s wings, and had doubtless done the same to Karina, making it all but impossible to reach a high perch.


Farther on, concrete steps curved uphill, past a small shed or security station. A group of peafowl had gathered here, occasionally chirping to one another. Tamora counted nine, five of whom were female.


How could she tell which, if any, was Karina? Even if she could write perfect Korean, Karina wouldn’t recognize it. Speaking was impossible. Trying to pantomime anything in this body would just convince the other animals she was crazy.


Flaring her wings in exasperation, Tamora walked to the building and thumped her head against the wall.


Think like a bird, Tamora. There had to be a way. Her pigeon had no problem communicating with her. Woodstock would scatter seeds, splash water, coo at her, bang his beak against the metal mirror in his cage, and so much more. He had countless ways of letting his human know what he wanted.


Tamora deliberately tapped her beak against the wooden wall. The impact jarred her face and skull, but it wasn’t too bad. More importantly, it made a nice, sharp sound.


Television and movies were always showing heroes tapping out secret messages in Morse code. Which would have been perfect, if Tamora had known Morse code. So she tried a different rhythm. Tap-tap-ta-tap-tap.


Several birds looked at her curiously, but none responded. She tried again. Tap-tap-ta-tap-tap.


One of the peahens jumped like she’d been stung. She crept closer, her attention locked on Tamora.


Tamora repeated the pattern one more time, then stepped back to let the other bird take her spot.


Very carefully, the peahen stretched her neck and struck the wall twice to finish the familiar “Shave and a Haircut” beat. Tap-tap.


Tamora spread her wings before remembering she couldn’t actually hug Karina like this. The other peahen was equally excited, chirping and shaking her feathers. Karina might not know for certain this was Tamora, but she knew it was another person. She knew she wasn’t alone.


Karina used a wing to sweep a patch of trail smooth. With both wings outstretched, she bent over and dragged her beak through the dirt. It was much more effective than Tamora’s attempts to draw with her talons. Karina quickly sketched a rectangular shape, topped by a series of spiky triangles. Once she finished, she stepped back, pointed a wing at Tamora, and cocked her head quizzically.


Tamora studied the drawing, trying to understand. It could be a trio of upward-pointing teeth, or maybe three mountains, or—


She let out a warbling cry that would have been laughter, had she been human. It was a crown. A crown for Tamora, queen of the goblins. She turned back to Karina and gave a slow, exaggerated nod.


Karina rushed back to Tamora. They leaned against one another. Tamora could feel Karina’s heart pounding. She would have given so much to be able to talk, to tell the older girl what she’d learned and ask how Karina had ended up here.


But maybe it was better that they couldn’t talk. This way, Tamora didn’t have to admit she still had no idea how to get them out.


  Chapter 14: Liberation and Library Books


Something jostled Tamora awake. She hadn’t intended to sleep, but her body had other plans. She yawned, stretched, and immediately fell over.


Right. She was a peahen now. Her balance was all wrong. She also had a strange craving for bugs.


Karina nudged her again. That must have been what woke her.


Tamora scrambled to her feet, her senses alert for danger. It was still dark. Her wings stretched out, her body instinctively preparing to fly away from the threat.


“Tamora?”


Dad! The familiar voice burned through her fatigue. She started down the path.


Karina didn’t move. Tamora spun back and nipped Karina’s feathers, trying to urge the other girl—the other peahen—along. Karina backed away and moved her head from side to side. Tamora let out a loud maow of frustration.


She could understand Karina’s fear. Karina didn’t really know Tamora’s dad. She might not recognize his voice. Even if she did, how could he have tracked them here? It could be a trick. Neither of them knew everything Ms. Anna could do with her magic.


But why would the elf bother? Tamora and Karina were both trapped. What would be the point?


A flashlight beam swept back and forth in the distance. Tamora took several steps before twisting to look at Karina. I’m going, with or without you.


The next time Tamora walked away, Karina shook her head, but jogged after her.


They kept to the edge of the path where it would be easier to hide behind benches, bushes, trash cans, or whatever other cover presented itself. The flashlight made it hard to see any details, but Tamora saw at least two figures. One was her father, and the other moved like…was that a goblin?


“Tam, are you here?” Dad pointed the light into a nearby cage, where a large vulture slept in the corner.


“So many cages.” It was Gulk’s voice. The goblin sounded terrified. “So many elf prisoners, transformed into beasts.”


“These aren’t prisoners,” said Dad. “This is a zoo. Humans keep different animals here.”


“Ah. Gulk understands.” He looked through the bars. “For food.”


“No, we don’t eat them. We come to the zoo to look at the animals.”


“Just look? No eating?”


“That’s right.”


Gulk stared at him. “Humans weird.”


Tamora pressed her wing to Karina’s chest, telling her to stay here, then stepped to the middle of the path. She called softly.


Dad jumped and aimed his flashlight at her like it was a weapon. Gulk dove into the bushes beside the trail.


Tamora walked closer, silently begging Dad to recognize her. He held up a hand and said, “Easy, there. I’m not gonna hurt you.”


Tamora brushed the path with her wings, bent down, and drew her beak through the dirt. This was much easier than using her claws. She made the characters as large as she could, for legibility. When she finished, she backed away so Dad could see what she’d drawn.


수진


The flashlight fell from his hand as he read the characters for her middle name. “Soo-jin. How…? Tam, is that you?”


She gave an exaggerated nod and ran to him, pressing her neck and body against his leg. He dropped to one knee and carefully encircled her with his arms.


“Queen Tamora.” Gulk emerged from the bushes. “Gulk found you!”


“They said…I didn’t believe it…” whispered Dad. “Who did this to you?”


Tamora cocked her head, silently asking how the heck he expected her to answer.


“Elf magic,” said Gulk.


Tamora nodded again, then pulled away.


“Wait!” Dad reached for her.


She didn’t go far, stopping in the shadows where Karina waited. Tamora clumsily patted the other peahen with her wing and led her toward Dad and Gulk.


“Who’s this?” Dad had retrieved the flashlight, and played the beam over them both.


“Food?” Gulk asked hopefully.


Tamora spread her wings and shouted at him. He jumped back, looking abashed.


“I don’t understand what’s happening here, but we’ll fix this,” said Dad. “You hear me? I’m going to change you back.”


She knew he was trying to comfort her. But even if they found a way to restore Tamora and Karina, there was nothing anyone could do for the pix who’d died as part of Tamora’s failed plan. Some things couldn’t be fixed.


* * *


“Wait here,” Dad said when they reached the front gate. He ducked into a small booth, and Tamora saw a man slumped against the wall. Had Dad punched out a guard to get in here?


No, that was ridiculous. Ms. Anna must have done something to make sure the man wouldn’t interfere with her delivery of a new peahen.


Dad checked the man’s pulse, then peeled back one eyelid. “He’s all right,” he assured Tamora. “I mean, I think he is. I can’t find anything physically wrong. I’m calling 911 as soon as we leave, to be safe.”


Mac waited outside the fence, along with the pix clad in Vernors armor. Tamora called out with relief to see them both.


“I like the wings.” Vernors flew over the gate, her own wings buzzing loudly.


Mac paced in front of the gate, his body rocking with each step. “You found Karina too!”


Tamora squawked again, then bobbed her head.


Dad turned from Mac to Karina and back. “How do you know that’s her?”


“From the way she’s moving.” Mac laughed. “I know how to fix them!”


Gulk stared. “Human boy does magic?”


Mac’s fingers flew over his iPad. “Ms. Pookie gave me a library book I’d never seen before, a fairy tale called The Peafowl Princess. It’s like The Six Swans or The Twelve Brothers, with humans who are transformed into birds. It’s type 450 on the Aarne-Thompson classification system. In most versions, the sister has to make shirts to restore her brothers to their human forms. In this story, the brother saves his sister using a well-loved shirt from her wardrobe. But the brother has to face three obstacles before he can reach the wardrobe: an ogre, a serpent, and a witch. A lot of fairy tales include sets of three. He tricks the ogre by—”


Tamora’s shout made both humans jump. Mac almost dropped his iPad. Once she was sure she had their attention, she walked to Gulk and nipped his purple sequined T-shirt. The T-shirt that used to belong to Tamora.


“What’s your name again?” Dad asked.


“Gulk.”


“Gulk, we need my daughter’s shirt.”


The goblin hugged his chest and shook his head. “My armor!”


“You’ll get it back,” Dad snapped.


“You’re the only one who can save your queen,” added Mac.


Dad turned to stare at him. “Gulk called her Queen Tamora. When exactly did your sister get promoted to royalty?”


Mac shrugged and continued to pace.


Scowling, Gulk stripped off the filthy T-shirt and shoved it at Dad.


“What do I do with it?” asked Dad.


“Just put it on her,” said Mac.


Dad bunched up the shirt and stretched the collar. “Hold still, Tam.” He was using his nurse voice, all calm and reassuring. “Your brother thinks this might change you back.”


I heard, Dad. I was standing right here. She stepped forward and thrust her head through the shirt. There was no way for her to get her thick, flat wings through the arm holes, so she waited while Dad tugged the shirt over her body.


An itch like a fresh mosquito bite stung her back. She twisted her head to attack the itch with her beak. Feathers pulled free. Her body was warm, and her skin felt tight, like clothes three sizes too small. She dropped onto her side. Her vision wavered, doubling and shifting like a camera unable to focus. She squeezed her eyes shut to stop the dizziness.


Her stomach knotted. She flexed her hands, and her knuckles popped. The rest of her joints followed suit, crackling like she was made of popcorn.


She breathed slowly to keep from throwing up. Gentle hands caught her shoulders and rolled her onto her back. When she opened her eyes, she saw Dad, Gulk, Vernors, and Karina the peahen all looking down at her.


“Tell me your name, where you are, and what day it is,” said Dad.


“Tamora Carter. The zoo. It’s either Thursday night or Friday morning.” She frowned. “I missed roller derby practice.”


“I think being turned into a bird is a valid excuse.” A choked laugh escaped her father’s mouth. He gestured toward her and Karina. “Why didn’t you tell me about all this?”


She reached up to wrap her familiar, human arms around his neck and shoulders. “I’m sorry. First I didn’t think you’d believe me. Then I was afraid you wouldn’t let me keep looking for Andre. I thought I could do this without help, especially after the dragon.”


She felt his shoulders tense. “Dragon?”


“Big dragon!” Gulk said helpfully.


“You should have told me.” He pulled back and began checking her over with the quick, quiet efficiency he always got in emergencies. He pressed his fingers to her throat and glanced at his watch. “Pulse is a little quick, but not dangerously so.”


“I’m all right, Dad.” Tamora looked down at herself. She was dressed as before, save for the addition of a tattered ribbon knotted around her neck. A single tug tore it free. The blue ribbon had turned black, and flaked away like ash in her hand.


She forced herself to meet Vernors’ eyes. “I’m sorry about Captain—about your leader. If I hadn’t—”


“Starflight,” Vernors said. “That was his name. After a star that fell from the sky the day he was born. Don’t be blaming yourself for what happened, lass. We pix make our own choices, every one of us.”


“I’ve been looking for you all night.” Dad’s voice shook. “I’ve called half of Grand River trying to find you.”


She wiped her eyes. “Dad, they took Andre. They’re going to kill him. Kevin and Lizzy too.”


Karina let out a wail of distress.


“Ms. Anna told me,” Tamora said. “She killed Starflight, and she threatened to hurt my family, and I couldn’t stop her.”


“That tears it,” said Vernors. “I’m gonna put an arrow right up that woman’s—”


Dad cleared his throat.


“—nose.”


Tamora stood up, and the ground seemed to tilt. Dad caught her arm and helped her stay vertical until the dizziness passed. “How did you find me?”


Gulk puffed out his chest. “Gulk and green pix followed Queen Tamora. Wanted to watch queen slay elf.”


“You were there when that woman took my daughter?” Dad demanded. “And you didn’t do anything?”


“Elves scary,” said Gulk, as if that explained everything. For a goblin, it probably did.


“Starflight wanted me there as backup, in case things went sour,” Vernors said. “As the elf was pulling away in her metal carriage, I flew down and settled myself on the rack on top. Ridiculously fast contraptions. I like ’em. I think I ate a couple of bugs on the way, though. I watched her take you in, then flew off to meet up with the garbage-eater there.”


“No garbage. Pizza and pup tarts!” Gulk pointed to Mac. “Took pix to human wizard with trapped voice for help.”


“Mac’s no wizard,” said Tamora.


“He reversed elf’s spell,” Gulk countered.


Tamora had no answer to that.


The goblin folded his arms. “Shirt?”


She pulled off the T-shirt and tossed it to Gulk. To her brother, she said, “Can you turn Karina back too?”


“I’d need one of her shirts. Something important or significant to her.”


Tamora thought about it. “Like her cheerleading uniform?”


“That would probably work.”


“We should find Karina’s parents,” Dad said firmly.


Tamora hesitated. “They’re divorced. She lives with her father, but I never saw him when I was over there. I don’t know how to reach either of her parents.”


“The police could—”


“Even if they believed us, we don’t have time,” she interrupted.


He folded his arms. “Time to do what?”


“To save Andre and the others.”


“Stop.” Dad rarely raised his voice, but his words sped up and his Tennessee accent grew thicker when he was upset. “Tam, this isn’t a game. It isn’t one of Mac’s fairy tales.”


“Those fairy tales saved me,” Tamora countered. And wasn’t it convenient that Ms. Pookie had given Mac that particular story? She filed the thought away for later. “Dad, please. I need your help. All of you.”


He pointed to Gulk and Vernors, then to Karina. “I don’t understand, but you’ve obviously discovered something incredible. You followed clues nobody else could see. I’m proud of you, I really am. But you could have been killed tonight. Do you know how lucky you are?”


“Andre won’t be that lucky,” she said quietly. “Neither will Kevin and Lizzy.”


“I want to help them too, but my first job is to keep you safe. You’re twelve years old. You can’t—”


“Yes, I can. I mean, we can. Mac, Karina, and I figured out where the portal was, and who was using it. We found the flute Ms. Anna enchanted to control Andre and the others.”


He didn’t answer. Tamora couldn’t tell if he was listening or simply too angry to speak.


“I watched her kill Starflight,” she said quietly. “She took another pix, one who was trying to help me.” She was crying again, but she didn’t care. “It’s my fault.”


“Don’t be daft, girl.” Vernors flew over to hover in front of Tamora’s face. “Ye’re not the one who cast the spell. Ye’re not the one who dashed him to the ground. We know exactly whose fault it was, and we’ll be making darn sure she pays for that, with or without you.”


“She’s right.” Dad stepped past the pix and clutched Tamora’s shoulders. “Listen to me. What happened isn’t your fault.”


“It doesn’t matter,” said Tamora. “I can’t let her hurt anyone else.”


“Then you understand how I feel. I can’t let you or your brother get hurt.”


“So help us. Help all of us. I have a plan to get them back from Bansa. Part of a plan.”


“Bansa?” Dad smiled. “Did you come up with that?”


“Yeah.”


For a long time, neither spoke. Tamora held her ground, refusing to look away.


To her surprise, it was Dad who broke the silence. “All right. Tell me about this plan.”


Tamora took a slow breath and glanced over at Gulk and Vernors. “Ms. Anna said one elf was worth a hundred of us. I think we should check her math…”


  Chapter 15: Tamora’s Troops


Tamora hated waiting. Who knew how much time Andre and the others had, or what Ms. Anna would do to Fanta? What if Ms. Anna returned to the zoo and realized Tamora and Karina had escaped? But it wasn’t like they could cram an army of goblins and pix into the trunk of Dad’s car, and having seen Ms. Anna’s power, Tamora wanted all the help she could get.


They’d returned home instead. Dad would rent a moving truck while the others slept. Vernors volunteered to rest on the roof. She said pix were light sleepers, and she’d wake up if anyone approached. Gulk took Mac’s quiet room in the basement. And Karina followed Tamora to her room.


Tamora turned onto her side and looked over to where Karina rested in a nest of clean laundry. They were a bizarre team, but she felt better having them here.


The next thing Tamora knew, the sound of the front door opening jolted her awake.


“It’s me,” Dad called.


Tamora rubbed her eyes and climbed out of bed. Smoosh was scratching at the door. A glance at her phone showed it wasn’t quite six in the morning. “It’s too early, furball,” Tamora mumbled as she opened the door. “You don’t get fed until—”


Smoosh bolted between her legs, making a line directly toward Karina. He stopped in front of the sleeping peahen, arched his back, and growled.


Karina opened her eyes just in time to receive a machine-gun thwapping to the head from Smoosh’s front paw.


She stood, spread her wings, and let out a deafening maow.


Terrified, Smoosh vanished out the door, dribbling urine in his wake.


“You are such a dork,” Tamora called after him as she went to fetch paper towels. On the bright side, she no longer had to worry about waking the rest of the team. Karina had probably roused half the block.


Dad waited for her to finish cleaning up and wash her hands before pulling her into a tight hug. “Are you sure you won’t stay here with Mac?”


“Mac’s staying?”


He made a face. “No, but I was hoping if you stayed, he might change his mind. I’d feel better if you and your brother were safe.”


“Ms. Anna knows where we live,” said Tamora. “We have to stop her, and the safest way to do that is together. All of us watching each other’s backs.”


“I figured you’d say something like that.” He looked her up and down. “I’m proud of you, Tamora Soo-jin Carter.”


She flushed. “Thanks, Dad.”


“Promise me you’ll be careful.”


“You got it.” Tamora smirked. “Queen’s honor.”


“I’m never going to hear the end of this queen business, am I?”


“Nope.”


“All right, then. Let’s get the rest of your subjects and save your friends.”


* * *


Tamora hastily fed the animals while Dad grabbed food for the humans and humanoids. Mac needed his toaster waffles with syrup. Gulk insisted on more “pup tarts,” and was reduced to a puddle of gibbering joy when he discovered the s’mores-flavored ones.


Karina seemed content to munch on a bowl of Woodstock’s dried peas. As for the pix, she said she’d hunted during the night. Nobody asked her what she’d hunted.


The moving truck only had two seats. Dad, Mac, and Vernors rode in the cab, while Tamora, Gulk, and Karina took the back. Tamora kept Karina in her lap for safety. The peahen was surprisingly heavy. Tamora kept nervously stroking the feathers of Karina’s back. Hopefully she wouldn’t mind. She hadn’t pulled away or tried to peck Tamora’s hand yet.


The single light in back was as weak as a night light, but it was better than nothing. Gulk kept moving about to tap the metal walls and floor. “Strong carriage. Good armor.” The truck took a sharp corner. Gulk tumbled over Tamora’s equipment bag and fell. He rubbed his head. “Hard floor.”


At a little past seven, the crunch of gravel beneath the tires signaled their arrival. The truck drew to a stop.


“Gulk, stay here.” Tamora moved toward the sliding door at the back, then turned around. “And don’t eat Karina.”


Dad raised the back door. Tamora jumped out and quickly pulled it shut behind her so nobody would see their extra passengers.


A yellow wooden arm blocked their way. To the right was a small booth. A man in a worn blue jumpsuit stepped out, pointing to the “Closed” sign in the booth window.


“I know you don’t open until seven-thirty,” Dad began, “but I thought—”


“We’re closed indefinitely,” the man interrupted. “You’ll have to come back when we reopen.”


“When?” asked Dad.


“Your guess is good as mine.” He shook his head. “We got some kind of infestation. Killer bees, maybe. Buddy of mine got stung two days ago and collapsed on the spot. Didn’t wake up for hours. We had to call an ambulance.”


“Killer bees don’t knock people out.” Mac alternated between typing and holding his nose to block the smells of old rubber, oil, mud, and rust. “They kill by swarming.”


Tamora tugged Mac’s arm to get his attention, then shook her head. What the man described sounded like pix defending their new home. If he thought it was killer bees, that was probably better for everyone.


“Well, whatever’s back there, I can’t let anyone in,” said the man. “The township sent an inspector over yesterday, but she got stung too. They’re talking about bringing in a crew of exterminators to fumigate the whole area.”


“You can’t,” Tamora blurted out.


“If it’s so dangerous, why are you here?” asked Dad, shooting her a warning look.


“Whatever they are, they keep to the back of the yard,” he answered. “I’m just here to send people on their way. If you want to leave your name and number, we can call you back when we’ve got the place cleaned…”


His eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed. A small arrow protruded from his right butt cheek.


“Exterminators, my arse!” Vernors shouldered her bow and flew down from atop the booth.


“You didn’t have to shoot him.” Dad knelt to check the man’s vitals. “The arrow, is it barbed?”


“Nah. The heads are etched copper. The corrosion creates wee pockets in the metal to hold blackthorn sap. It’s the sap that puts folk to sleep, you see.”


Dad was already pulling the arrow free. “Will he be all right?”


“Aye, aside from a welt on his backside. Maybe one in a hundred times someone’ll have an unfortunate reaction to the blackthorn, but if he was one of those unlucky souls, he’d be spitting bloody foam by now.”


Dad handed the arrow back to the pix. His lips were tight and his forehead wrinkled the way it did when he was mad, but he didn’t say anything. He picked up the man and carried him into the booth. A minute later, the wooden arm swung up.


“Which way to the pix and goblins?” he asked when he emerged.


Vernors pointed. “Toward the back, away from the road.”


Tamora unzipped her equipment bag and pulled on her pads as they drove along the dirt road. They kept the back of the truck open.


Scrapped cars and trucks filled the junkyard, hundreds of them all crammed together like the world’s most messed-up parking lot. They also passed piles of old tires, busted appliances like washers and dryers and refrigerators, and beat-up bicycles.


Eventually, Dad stopped the truck and climbed out. “Mac, stay here. Karina too. Tamora—”


“I’m coming.” She fastened her helmet’s chin strap and jumped down before he could argue.


Vernors took the lead, flying along at waist height. Gulk kept behind the humans.


Judging from the amount of rust, most of these cars had been here a long time. Several had weeds, even small saplings growing through them.


“There. Home.” Gulk pointed to an old hollowed-out school bus. Most of the yellow paint had flaked away or been lost to rust, and only two of the glass windows remained intact.


A loud buzzing erupted from the shell of a Volkswagen Beetle. Three pix emerged, bows ready. Unlike the pop can-wearing pix Tamora had seen so far, these had scrounged armor from the junk at hand. One wore a hammered red coffee can, probably stolen from the booth at the entrance. The second had donned bits of old copper and PVC pipe, while the third wore scraps of leather seat covers woven into thick, if mismatched, armor.


“Hold,” shouted Vernors. “I said hold, you bug-brained rascals!”


“Who’s this?” demanded the one in leather.


Vernors gestured at Tamora. “Go on, then. Tell ’em.”


“I’m…my name is Tamora Carter. I know where you come from, and why you’re here. I know what the Elf Queen plans to do. I need your help to stop her.”


Goblin heads popped up from inside the bus to stare.


“This Queen Tamora!” shouted Gulk.


One of the goblins threw a rock into the dirt at Tamora’s feet. “Jolluk remember her. She tried to feed goblins to giant furry dog-beast!”


“Appa wouldn’t have eaten any of you,” Tamora argued. “And you threatened to eat me first!”


Dad’s hand grasped her shoulder. In a low voice meant only for Tamora, he said, “You forgot to mention that part.”


Tamora gave him an apologetic shrug.


“Humans want to kill goblins,” shouted Jolluk.


“And pix,” added the pix in the coffee armor.


“That’s what the elves want,” Tamora said. “They’re going to kill humans too. I want to stop them!”


More goblins climbed over their fellows to watch through the bus windows. There had to be at least forty goblins crammed in there. Others peered from the skeletal remnants of old, forgotten vehicles.


Tamora stepped closer to the bus. Her mouth had gone dry, making it difficult to project loud enough for everyone to hear. “There’s an elf living here in Grand River. She’s guarding the portal. The last goblins who tried to come through, she turned them to glass. But if we can overpower her, we can use her to get through the portal ourselves. We can bring the humans home and stop the prophecy.”


“Can’t stop prophecy,” said a goblin. “It’s prophecy!”


“It’s a lie,” she snapped. “The elves made it up to scare you. To make you give up hope. They’ve been planning it since before you were born.”


“Let ’em have that world,” said one of the pix. “This one’s bigger anyway.”


“You think the elves will leave you alone here?” demanded Tamora. “They’ve already sent a dragon to hunt for you.”


“Big dragon,” added Gulk. “Very smelly.”


In a louder voice, she said, “We beat the dragon.”


“Say we do manage to beat this elf and bring your human friends home,” shouted the pix in copper and PVC. “What good does that do us? The Elf Queen and the Dead King’ll keep fighting, and the rest of us’ll keep dying.”


“The elves created the prophecy to break your spirits, and it sounds like it’s working. This is your chance to turn things around. To inspire the rest of your people back home.”


From the sneers and murmurs spreading through the bus and elsewhere, she wasn’t reaching them. What else could goblins possibly want? She glanced down at Gulk, who was licking the inside of a silver foil Pop Tart wrapper.


Tamora squared her shoulders and approached the bus. “Also, if you help us fight, I’ll buy pizza for everyone.”


“What’s pizza?” asked another goblin.


“Bread and cheese and sauce and meat, baked hot.” She glanced at Gulk. “You’ll get pizza, and also Pop Tarts.”


“Pup tarts!” Gulk squealed and ran to the bus, waving the wrapper like a flag. “Magic bread with jam inside!”


Tamora smiled. “Pizza and Pop Tarts for the goblins, as payment from your queen.”


Dad raised an eyebrow. “Payment from who?”


“Payment from your queen and her father, keeper of the royal credit card.” She gave him an apologetic look and added a quiet, “Please?”


“What about us?” asked one of the pix. “We don’t need help finding food.


“Food, no.” Tamora’s mind raced. “What about drink?”


“Thus far, we’ve been unimpressed with human drink,” said Vernors.


“This drink is strong enough to lay out a goblin,” Tamora continued, her voice growing stronger as she got into the role. “Drink to wake the body and fuel the blood. Help us, and I will present you with the dew of the mountains.”


“Tempting,” said the other pix. “But how do we know this ‘mountain dew’ is everything you claim?”


“If it’s not—” Tamora hesitated.


“Then I’ll take you all for a shopping spree at the hardware store,” Dad jumped in. “That armor you’ve cobbled together isn’t bad, but I imagine you could work wonders with a bit of steel screen and some pipe from the plumbing section.”


“Mountain dew and shopping,” said a different pix.


“Done.” Dad’s mouth curved into a smile. “Assuming the bargain is acceptable to the queen?”


“Thanks, Dad.” Tamora had her army. She hoped it would be enough.


  Chapter 16: Ms. Anna


Tamora rode in back of the truck again, but this time, she was packed tight with goblins and pix, as well as one very unhappy peahen. Most of the pix clung to the thick rubber bumpers that lined the upper walls to protect furniture and other contents during transport. She gripped an old wooden bat she’d taken from the garage, though she hoped she wouldn’t have to use it.


Her cellphone went off, drawing suspicious glares from nearby goblins. Her roller derby pads pinched her skin as she twisted to pull the phone from her pocket.


“No danger,” Gulk reassured them. “Queen Tamora has magic window box.”


Several goblins bumped heads to peer at the text on the screen.


 

Mac: What would the police say if they pulled us over right now? :-)

She hunched her shoulders and replied.


 

Tamora: I almost wish they would. Goblins get gassy when they’re motion-sick.

Mac: LOL

Tamora switched to the map app on her phone to watch their progress through Grand River. They should be at Karina’s house in less than five minutes. Her thoughts scampered about, taunting her with all the things that could go wrong.


What if Ms. Anna’s magic was strong enough to fend off all of the goblins and pix? What if they couldn’t get the willow tree open? What if they were too late to save Andre? What if—


“Queen smells scared,” whispered Gulk. “Smells like fear-sweat.”


“I’m not scared.” She shoved the phone back into her pocket and wiped her palms on her jeans.


“Goblin warrior named Trok said same thing,” said Pukwuk. Her voice got deeper, mimicking that other warrior. “No fear! Goblins fight and win!” She snorted. “Trok dead now.”


“Frightened goblins are smart goblins,” said Gulk. “Queen smart like us.”


“Smart bein’ a relative term in this case,” added one of the pix, earning laughter from his companions.


Gulk leaned closer to whisper, “Pix smell like fear-sweat too.”


Tamora smiled. “Thanks, Gulk.”


The truck made another turn, then stopped. According to her phone, they’d pulled over about a block from Karina’s place. When Dad opened the back door, he started to speak, then coughed and staggered back, waving his hands in front of his nose. “Smells like something died in there.”


Tamora shoved her way out, along with Karina and roughly half of the twenty-one goblins and eighteen pix they’d brought from the junkyard. It wasn’t the hundred she’d hoped for, but the truck only had so much room.


Dad pulled her into a hug. “Mac’s going to stay in the truck with the flute. If this doesn’t work, he’ll go straight to the police.”


“Mac doesn’t know how to drive.”


“He knows enough to get away. I want you to do the same, okay? If this falls apart, you run.”


“All right.” Tamora took out her cellphone and earbuds, then grabbed Dad’s phone. It only took a moment to sync the wireless earbuds with his phone. He shoved one into his right ear and dropped the other into his shirt pocket. As long as Ms. Anna stayed on his left side, she shouldn’t notice.


Tamora gathered her goblins and pix and started hiking up the side of the road. She plugged Dad’s old earbuds into the jack on her phone and called him. “Can you hear me?”


“Yep. You?”


“Like you’re inside my head.” She looked back at her team. The goblins were armed with whatever scraps of metal they’d been able to find. Gulk had a rusted piece of bicycle frame. Pukwuk had the bread knife she’d taken from Andre’s house. The pix carried their bows and arrows. “Give my group five minutes to get into position. If Ms. Anna tries to escape, we’ll be ready.”


They ran between houses, heading for the river. Once there, Tamora turned right, running parallel to Coolridge Road. By the time they reached the trees behind the mansion, Karina was getting agitated, fluffing her feathers and skittering to and fro. How long had it been since Ms. Anna transformed her? How long did it take to start to forget your humanity?


Through the phone, she heard the moving truck come to a halt, followed by the slam of the door.


“I’m here,” whispered Dad. “I’ve got two of those pix things clinging to my back. The rest are flying into position around the door. The truck’s rear door is open, and the goblins are ready to charge on my signal.”


“Be careful.”


She heard him knock on the door. It opened a short time later.


“Hello,” said Ms. Anna. “It’s Scot, isn’t it? Tamora’s father?”


Tamora waved to her goblins and pix, and started up the hill toward the fence. With Ms. Anna at the front door, the camera out back no longer mattered. Even an elf couldn’t carry on a conversation and monitor a camera feed in another room at the same time. At least, Tamora hoped she couldn’t.


“That’s right,” Dad was saying. “Tam never came home last night.”


Tamora opened the gate. The goblins rushed through. The pix flew into place, hiding behind patio furniture to either side of the back door.


“Oh, no,” said Ms. Anna. “I’m so sorry. I’m afraid I haven’t seen her.”


“Liar,” Tamora muttered.


“I’ve been driving around for hours trying to find her.”


“In a moving van?”


“I was supposed to help a friend move today,” Dad said smoothly. He was a surprisingly good liar. “Is Karina around? Tamora might have said something to—”


“I’m afraid Karina’s visiting with her mother. She’ll be gone until the end of next week.”


Tamora pressed her back to the wall next to the door, her knuckles tight around the handle of her bat.


“All right. I’m sorry for taking up your time.” Dad hesitated, then added, “There was one other thing.”


“What’s that?”


“You shouldn’t have cursed my daughter.”


Tamora had never heard such anger in her father’s voice. The twang of bowstrings punctuated his words. Ms. Anna yelped. Pix wings buzzed like lawn mowers. A second later came the shouts of charging goblins, and the slap of their feet against the driveway and sidewalk.


“For Starflight,” shouted one of the pix.


“Your poisons won’t work on—” Ms. Anna’s taunt changed to a cry of pain.


“That’s why I brought pepper spray,” said Dad. “Grab her arms! Don’t let her use that knife!”


A crack like thunder followed. Goblins yelled in alarm.


“Dad, what happened?” Tamora heard the front door slam, and the lock click. The phone was obviously working, but he didn’t answer.


“Easy, lass,” said Vernors. “I hear the elf’s thrice-cursed feet tromping this way.”


Tamora fought back tears. “Her cover’s blown. She’ll be coming to check the willow. Maybe even to retreat to Bansa.” She readied her bat. “Remember, your arrows won’t knock her out, so aim for where you can do the most damage.”


Vernors snorted. “Don’t tell a troll how to dig tunnels, and don’t tell a pix how to shoot a bow.”


The back door opened, and Ms. Anna strode through…directly into the swing of Tamora’s softball bat.


The first hit was to Ms. Anna’s knees. She screamed and stumbled. One hand came up, and a pix put an arrow into her palm. Goblins swarmed her from both sides.


Ms. Anna raised her blue-stone knife and swung wildly. Tears poured from her squinting eyes. Orange pepper spray dripped down her face, powerful and pungent enough to make Tamora’s eyes water.


She cracked her bat onto the elf’s forearm. The knife clattered away. Ms. Anna lunged for it, but Tamora hit her with a body block that knocked her onto her side.


Gulk raised a long, aluminum-handled rescue hook he’d taken from beside the pool. He slammed the end of the pole down on Ms. Anna’s chest, knocking the wind from her.


Another goblin piled onto her legs. Pukwuk knelt on her arm and pressed the edge of her bread knife to the elf’s throat. Pix buzzed closer, their bows drawn.


“I saw what you did to Starflight,” Vernors said quietly. “He was a warrior, a leader, and a friend. He deserved better. Believe me when I say I’ll happily put my next two arrows through your eyes if you so much as twitch.”


“I believe you,” Ms. Anna said calmly, though tears and mucus continued to drip down her face.


“Goblins win?” Gulk looked confused, like “winning” was a foreign concept.


“You’re looking well, Tamora,” said Ms. Anna. “How did you counter my spell?”


“Maybe you’re not as good at magic as you thought.” To Gulk, she said, “Get Mac. Tell him to bring the duct tape.”


The goblin scampered off.


“What happened to my father?” she asked.


“The same thing that happened to your pix friends at the skating rink.”


Tamora raised her bat.


“He’s not dead,” Ms. Anna added hastily. “He fell into the bushes. There shouldn’t be a crack on him. But if you want him back, you’ll let me go.”


“I can’t,” said Tamora.


“Then your father is as good as dead.”


No, no, no! She couldn’t leave Dad to spend the rest of his existence as a statue. But she couldn’t abandon Andre and Kevin and Lizzy to die, either.


Distressed moans preceded Mac’s arrival. He clutched a roll of duct tape in both hands, but it looked like he’d left his iPad behind. He rocked and shook as he walked, on the verge of a total meltdown.


Tamora hurried toward him. “Mac, listen to me. I know what she did to Dad. We’ll figure this out together.”


He shook his head and continued to rock in place.


“You?” Ms. Anna laughed. “You’re humans. Children.”


Tamora spun. “That’s right. We’re the humans who found your portal. Who beat your dragon. Who countered your spell. We’re the humans who beat you, and we’re the humans who are going to save my father and stop your queen.”


She took the duct tape from her brother and tore off a strip. “And I’m the human who’s really sick of your voice.”


* * *


By the time Tamora finished with the tape, Ms. Anna looked like a shiny gray mummy. Her arms were bound at the wrists and elbows, and taped to her torso. Her legs were wrapped from ankle to mid-thigh. Duct tape covered her mouth. Even her fingers were trapped in gray mittens of tape. If that didn’t stop her from using magic, nothing would.


Tamora handed the now-significantly-smaller roll of duct tape to Gulk, who cradled it in his hands and said, “Powerful tape. Made from ducks?”


“It’s not duck tape, it’s—never mind.” Tamora picked up the blue knife and held it in front of Ms. Anna’s face. “You used this to curse those two pix. This is your wand, isn’t it? I’m betting it’s also the key to opening the portal.”


Ms. Anna didn’t react.


“I think it is, yes.” Karina Lord emerged from the house, followed by Mac. She wore a too-small cheerleading sweatshirt and rumpled shorts, and had a bit of white down stuck to her hair. She wrapped Tamora in a tight hug. “I’m sorry I got so angry before. I didn’t want to believe you could be right about Ms. A, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and finally I asked her, and she pulled out that knife—”


“I’m sorry too,” said Tamora.


“Thank you for finding me.”


“It was Mac who figured out how to change us back,” said Tamora.


“I know.” She spun and hugged Mac. “He helped me sort through my closet until we found my old cheer sweatshirt from sixth grade.”


“Karina, do you know how to counter Ms. Anna’s spells?” asked Tamora. “She transformed my Dad to glass, like she did those goblins by the willow.”


“Oh my God.” Karina’s face clouded with anger. She glared down at Ms. Anna. “I’m so sorry, Tamora. I don’t know how to fix this.”


Mac moaned again.


Karina nudged the elf’s shoulder with her toe. “My father is so going to fire you.”


“Where is your father?” asked Tamora.


“Los Angeles. I called him a minute ago. He was talking about a meeting he was supposed to attend, but he couldn’t remember who it was with or why he’d had to fly out so suddenly. I think Ms. Anna enchanted him to keep him away. I said I’d gotten a call that his meeting was canceled. He’ll be home tomorrow morning. I didn’t tell him anything else. He wouldn’t have believed me anyway.”


Ms. Anna was far too calm. Like she was still expecting to win. Tamora’s fingers curled into fists. “Karina, you said Ms. Anna lives with you?”


Karina nodded.


“Does she have her own computer in her room?”


Another nod. “Why do you ask?”


“Don’t think. Just answer.” She waited to make sure Karina understood, then started firing more questions. “How long has she worked for your family?”


“Ever since we moved here.”


“What time does your father’s flight get in?”


“Around ten.”


“What’s Ms. Anna’s password?”


“‘Legolas4ever,’ all one word, with the number four.”


Ms. Anna’s cheeks reddened. She glared hatefully at Karina.


“You didn’t know?” asked Tamora. “Karina can do magic too.”


“Why do you need to get into her computer?” asked Karina.


“I’ll show you.”


  Chapter 17: Doorway to Bansa


Ms. Anna’s room was on the second floor. It looked innocent enough, with floral wallpaper, dark wood furniture, framed nature prints, and a large window looking out on the trees and river. A silver laptop sat on a small wooden desk in the corner.


Gulk took one step through the doorway and gagged. “Stinks like elf farts and magic.”


Wings buzzed as a group of pix dropped Ms. Anna’s bound body onto the neatly-made bed. Tamora started to sit at the desk, then caught herself. She turned to Ms. Anna. “Are there any traps or spells on that computer? If anything hurts me, the goblins have my permission to eat you.”


Ms. Anna sighed, then nodded. The pix dragged her to the desk, where she pointed her nose toward a small twig sitting behind the laptop.


“Probably a memory spell,” said Vernors. “Get too close, and you forget what you were doing. It’d protect her composter—her copulator—whatever that thing is, but it wouldn’t hurt anyone or raise folks’ suspicions.”


“How do you get rid of it?” asked Tamora.


Pukwuk shoved Tamora aside and slammed her bread knife down, cutting the twig in two. Wisps of smoke rose from the ends. The goblin blinked and stared at the twig. “What happened?”


“Crude, but that ought to do it,” said Vernors.


Pukwuk studied the knife in her hand. “Did Pukwuk just fight twig?”


“Yes,” said Tamora. “And you won. Thank you.”


“Pukwuk, slayer of twigs!” The goblin sniffed and wandered into the hallway. “Strange palace. Where are we? Stinks like magic.”


“Someone keep an eye on Pukwuk so she doesn’t run out into traffic or pick a fight with a toilet or anything.” Tamora turned on the laptop. The password Karina had given worked perfectly, and it didn’t take long for Tamora to find the files she was expecting. In addition to the Dragon’s War IV expansion pack, she found a pdf of violin sheet music and an mp3 file marked Mozart Remix. “Karina, didn’t you say Kevin liked to listen to classical music?”


“That’s right.”


Vernors walked across the desk to peer at the laptop screen. She waved a hand in front of it, then poked one of the icons with her finger. “How the blazes do you work this magic window?”


“It’s not magic,” Tamora said. “I just opened her Recent Documents menu. Ms. Anna sent Andre the game patch. She must have added her melody to this Mozart file for Kevin. Lizzy plays the violin, so she got the sheet music. Once they listened to these songs, they were primed for the second half of the spell.”


Tamora plugged her Dad’s earbuds into the laptop, then looked over her shoulder at Ms. Anna. “I wonder if that same music will work on an elf.”


Ms. Anna started to twist and squirm.


Goblins piled onto the bed to hold Ms. Anna in place. Tamora brought the laptop over. Vernors shoved the earbuds into Ms. Anna’s ears.


“Let’s find out,” Tamora said, and double-clicked the first mp3.


* * *


There was only one way to test if the magic had worked. Mac climbed into the truck and reached behind the passenger seat to retrieve the flute.


Karina grimaced as she took it. “What happened to this?”


“You probably don’t want to know,” said Tamora. “I’m sorry. I tried to clean it.”


“I can’t believe Ms. A did all this. We trusted her.”


“I know.” Tamora turned toward her father. He lay half-submerged in the bushes next to the porch. Every wisp of hair was a long, perfectly-formed sliver of glass. Some of it had broken in the fall, but he was otherwise intact. “We’re going to fix this, Dad.”


His eyes were open. He’d raised one hand to shield his face. The other was thrust into the bush to break his fall. Was he conscious? Could he see and hear what went on around him?


“What if Karina can’t control her?” Mac asked.


“I can do this.” Karina sounded calmer than Tamora had ever heard. She ran her fingers over the instrument. “I can hear its song. Ms. Anna used it, but this is my flute, and it wants to be played.”


Tamora clutched the knife they’d taken from Ms. Anna. The wood was warm to the touch, while the blade was cold as a flagpole in midwinter. She half-expected it to frost over.


“You should stay here,” Karina said softly. “You heard the soundtrack Ms. Anna made for Andre. You’d be vulnerable too. Mac, would you come with me?”


He nodded.


Karina squeezed Tamora’s shoulder. “You and Mac and Mr. Carter saved me.”


“Gulk helped,” the goblin piped up.


“Yes.” Karina smiled. “It’s my turn now. We’ll save him. I promise.”


Tamora watched them go inside.


“Elves all bad.” Gulk looked down at her father, and his body slumped. “Kill goblins. Kill pix. Kill humans.”


“They can’t all be evil,” Tamora sat and hugged her knees to her chest. “Aren’t there any elves who don’t want war? You left your world to get away. Where are the elves who did the same?”


“Probably killed by other stupid elves.”


She sniffed. “I’m sorry, Dad. I just wanted to help my friends.”


“And goblins?” added Gulk.


That earned a sad, quiet chuckle. “That’s what I said. My friends.”


Gulk’s eyes grew wide. “Good queen.”


“Yeah, right.” Tamora snorted. “You and Mac had to rescue me at the zoo, remember? I can’t do magic. I don’t know how to open the portal and get you home…”


“Stupid queen.” Gulk waved his arms. “Gulk doesn’t want to go home. No pup tarts in Bansa.”


“Why me, Gulk? Why would you want a human as queen of the goblins?”


“Goblins too greedy. Elves too…elf.”


“So let Karina be queen. Or Mac. He knows more about this stuff than I do. He’d make a good queen.”


“Stupid queen,” Gulk said again. “Queen isn’t smartest. Queen isn’t best fighter. Queen isn’t magic. Queen is protector. Queen Tamora protected loud tiny dogs from goblins. Protected house and brother from goblins, with giant fluffy scary dog. Protected goblins and pix from dragon.”


“I didn’t protect my father.”


“Can’t protect everyone.” Gulk shrugged. “Still good queen. Maybe protect him later.”


She nodded, simultaneously warmed and frightened by the goblin’s words. He believed she would protect them. What if he was wrong?


Footsteps saved her from having to find an answer. Karina stepped out, gripping her flute in both hands. She swayed on her feet. Tamora jumped to catch her arm. At the same time, a pair of pix swooped to grab her shoulders.


“I think it worked.” Karina giggled. “I played the theme from the Flintstones. We’d been practicing it in band. I told Ms. Anna to cooperate with whatever you, Mac, or I say.”


And then she collapsed.


* * *


Two pix set Karina on the couch in the living room, where she began to snore. After making sure she was all right, Tamora and Mac headed upstairs to Ms. Anna’s room.


“What happened to Karina? Why did she pass out?” Tamora peeled away just enough of the duct tape to allow Ms. Anna to answer.


“Magic drains the strength of the caster. The girl can’t be expected to perform at the same level as an elf. But for a human, she’s done quite well. Her willpower is impressive, particularly given her lack of training. I’m proud of her.”


Ms. Anna seemed fully cooperative, courtesy of Karina’s magic, but Tamora didn’t trust her. Judging from the number of weapons pointed in Ms. Anna’s direction, neither did anyone else.


“She’ll be all right?” asked Mac, rocking in place.


“Strength of will is like any other muscle. Overuse it, and you need rest to recover. She’ll be fine.”


Tamora raised Ms. Anna’s knife. “Is this the key to the portal?”


“Stab the blade into the trunk of the tree and cut downward. It will hold the gateway open so long as the blade remains lodged in the wood. Remove it, and the portal is instantly sealed.”


“Gulk said time passes faster in Bansa,” said Tamora. “That Andre and the others had been there for a year, even though they only disappeared a few weeks ago. What happens when we step through?”


“Nothing, so long as the portal remains open.” When nobody spoke, Ms. Anna sighed. “Imagine two rivers flowing next to one another, separated by a wall. One river flows quickly, the other slowly. Break a hole in that wall, and water rushes through, swirling and chaotic on both sides.”


“What does that mean?” asked Tamora.


“It means while the portal is open, the passage of time on either side should…equalize, more or less. Depending on the eddies and currents.”


“Then we’ll have to be quick. How do I use this knife to help my Dad—and everyone else you transformed to glass?”


“The counterspells take a great deal of time, and are beyond the abilities of your small human mind. I could eventually restore them, if you freed me from my bonds.”


“Not gonna happen,” said Vernors, whose bow remained drawn.


“A wise precaution,” Ms. Anna agreed. “The simpler way to reverse the effects is to destroy the instrument used to create them. Break the knife, and its spells dissolve.”


Tamora turned the knife over, examining the razor-sharp line of the blade. She wanted to smash it with her bat right there. “But if I break it, we can’t open the portal.”


The elf smiled. “That’s true.”


“What about the flute? You used it on Andre and the others. If we destroy it—”


“The humans’ wills and souls will once again be their own.”


“And yours,” said Mac.


“We could destroy the flute now,” said Vernors. “Break the spell on your friends in our world—”


“While they’re surrounded by elves?” Tamora shook her head. “They’d be killed.”


“They’ll be killed anyway,” said Ms. Anna.


Mac set his iPad on the desk and moaned, smacking his head repeatedly into his hands.


Gulk inched closer to Tamora. “Why is human fighting himself?”


“He’s upset.” Mac hadn’t done this in years. When he was much younger, he’d occasionally bang his head against walls and furniture when he was overwhelmed. “Mac, do you want to go downstairs with Karina? It will be quieter.”


He shook his head hard.


“Would you rather stay with Dad while I go to the willow and—”


He moaned and shook his head again, more violently this time.


“Mac wants to stay with Queen Tamora,” said Gulk.


This time, Mac nodded.


“You can’t stop what’s going to happen.” Ms. Anna looked directly at Tamora, as if the two of them were alone in the room. “No more than a pix could stop a speeding truck on the highway. You’ll be nothing but a smear on the windshield. You’ve done well to overpower me, but I’m one elf. Your friends are guarded by our warriors, under the eye of our queen. You’ll be slaughtered.”


“You know, even when you’re enchanted, you’re still a jerk,” said Tamora.


“The flute doesn’t change the nature of the one affected.”


“I dunno about that,” said Vernors. “I wager if we smack you about the head with it enough times, we could change your nature.”


Tamora shook her head. “No. Nothing that could damage the flute. And we still need her help.” To Ms. Anna, she said, “You must have a way of communicating with your queen.”


“Naturally.”


“I need you to summon her to the other side of the portal. With the humans.”


Ms. Anna laughed. “Summon the queen? Your overestimation of my influence is flattering, child.”


“Tell her the goblins and the pix are planning to launch an attack from this side of the portal,” pressed Tamora. “That they have human allies and human weapons.”


The laughter stopped. “That could work,” Ms. Anna admitted. “But what do you intend to do once they’ve gathered?”


Her stomach was knotted so tightly she thought she might throw up, and her muscles were cramped with the effort to stop herself from shaking, but she did her best to match the elf’s breezy confidence. “I’ll fill you in once we’re done.”


Ms. Anna chuckled. “You don’t want to share your plans in front of the elf?”


“Nope.” She looked around. “I need two pix here to watch over my Dad, and two more inside to guard Karina. The rest of you, please follow me. Oh, someone needs to carry Ms. Anna.”


Mac got to his feet and joined Tamora, taking her hand in his. His palm was as sweaty as hers, but she didn’t care. The anxious twitches and jerks of his body traveled through his hand and up her arm.


The red willow was as they’d left it. A heavy comforter covered the two glass goblins at the base of the tree. Vernors and another pix dumped Ms. Anna in the dirt, hard enough to make Tamora wince.


“What do you need to send your message?” Tamora asked.


“Stab the knife into the tree, and let me grasp the handle.”


“Not bloody likely,” said Vernors.


“Either we trust Karina’s magic, or we don’t.” Tamora stepped onto roots as thick as her thighs and reached up to press the tip of the knife into a gouge in the bark. The willow’s branches rustled, though there was no wind. Not in this world, at least. She pushed harder. To the blue blade, the wood was soft as peanut butter. The cut breathed cool air over Tamora’s hand, sending goosebumps crawling along her skin as she sank the blade to the hilt. “Bring her.”


The pix carried Ms. Anna to the tree. Pukwuk used her knife to cut some of the duct tape. From the elf’s sudden cursing, she cut a little of Ms. Anna as well.


Bows and blades tracked Ms. Anna’s movements as she reached up to grasp the knife. She closed her eyes. Her lips moved softly, though her words were too quiet to hear. No more than a minute later, she turned away. “It’s done.”


“How long until they arrive?”


“My queen has remained close to the portal, ever since she realized her enemies were using it to escape. Half an hour, at most.”


“Are you ready for this, lass?” asked Vernors.


“Honestly? No.” She was about to walk into another world, to face people who would happily kill her. How could anyone be ready for that?


“Even if you save your friends, you’ll only make things worse,” said Ms. Anna. “The war will drag on. More will die on both sides.”


Tamora adjusted her helmet. Her roller derby gear felt laughably inadequate for what she was about to do. “What would it take to stop the war?”


“You can’t. My queen and her former consort will never stop.”


“She’s right, lass,” said Vernors. “Don’t let her mess with your head. You can’t win this war. The battle, maybe. You focus on saving your friends while you’re in our world, you hear?”


Another world… A world of goblins and pix and elves and dragons and magic and so much more. “What was it like?” she whispered. “The first time you left Bansa and entered our world.”


“Dark,” said Gulk.


Vernors snorted. “It changes you. Shows how much more there is, how small you truly are.”


“Pix all small,” Pukwuk pointed out.


Vernors closed her eyes. “Starflight, give me patience.”


“When do we go?” asked Mac.


Tamora looked at his iPad. Even if it worked in Bansa, there was a good chance the portal’s magic would have no effect on its software, meaning he wouldn’t be able to communicate with anyone else.


“No.” He jabbed his screen again, visibly struggling to write. “You’re not doing this alone.”


She swallowed hard. “All right.”


“I’m going too.” Karina Lord walked wearily through the trees, supported in part by a fluttering pix on her shoulder. “My brother’s on the other side of that portal.”


Tamora nodded, unable to speak. She wanted to tell them to stay here where it was safe, to insist she could do this alone, but they were right. She walked over and offered Karina her arm for support. Mac did the same on the other side.


“By all means,” said Ms. Anna. “Walk to your death, if that’s what you choose.”


“Me too!” Gulk swallowed and stepped close to Tamora. “Walk to death with Queen Tamora!”


“And Pukwuk!” Pukwuk cried.


“Daft as dirt,” muttered Vernors. “I’ll accompany you as well. A queen should have at least one escort smart enough not to spit into the wind.”


“You don’t have to,” said Tamora. “I’m not planning to fight.”


“Then you’re the only one,” said Vernors.


Tamora turned to the remaining pix and goblins. “If anyone but us comes back through the portal, close it and get away. Destroy the knife and the flute.”


“You heard her.” Vernors jabbed a finger at a fat pix in a Pepsi can. “You’re Second Bow now, so you’re in charge until I get back.”


Tamora stepped to the tree and grabbed the knife. Chips of bark fell away as she cut downward, but for the most part, the tree appeared unharmed. The knife wasn’t really cutting the wood so much as it was pushing it inward, drawing a groove down the center of the trunk. That groove continued to grow until, with a loud cracking sound, a portion of the tree split into a narrow passageway.


She brought the knife as low as she could. Roots twitched and dug into the earth like fingers, pulling the doorway wider. Light the color of campfires and sunsets spilled through from the other side.


“It’s ready,” said Ms. Anna.


“All right.” Tamora reached back to grab Karina’s hand, stepped carefully along the roots, and left her world behind.


  Chapter 18: Honey Badger vs. Elves


For maybe five seconds, Tamora felt like she was falling in every direction, like an out-of-control carnival ride. She emerged from the willow tree, followed closely by Karina and Mac. Tamora took one step, and her foot slipped on a muddy root. She fell hard onto the dirt. As far as entrances went, this was about as humiliating and unimpressive as you could get.


That was when Gulk came through, tripped over Tamora, and tumbled to the ground beside her.


“Goblins,” muttered Vernors.


They were in a broad clearing beneath a deep red sky. The trees had leaves of orange and purple, save for a few squat-looking pine trees with silver needles. The air tasted cool and sweet. Only the willow tree was the same as in their own world. The land was flat, with no sign of any river.


“We’re really in another world,” she whispered. The sun was too large and too red, and the mud glittered like it had been mixed with glass dust, and the clouds twisted about in spirals, and it was all terrifying and amazing and disorienting. For a moment, the sheer wonder of it pushed all else aside. She grabbed her phone to snap a picture, then got up and leaned close to Mac and Karina. “Bansa selfie!”


Mac typed something on his iPad, but the words it spoke were gibberish. He grunted in frustration.


Karina put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s overwhelming, isn’t it?”


Mac nodded, keeping his eyes on his iPad. He turned his head a fraction of an inch to each side, taking in one sliver of their surroundings at a time.


Vernors flew up to perch in the willow branches. “We’ve got company.”


Before Tamora could answer, a slender spear slammed into the ground in front of her, thrown with such force it buried more than half its length in the dirt.


“Oh, dung!” Gulk tried to retreat through the willow tree, but Pukwuk caught him by the ear, making him squeal.


Tamora couldn’t see who’d thrown the spear, but Ms. Anna had said the elves would be guarding the tree. She raised her hands. “The Elf Queen is expecting us! She’s on her way here.”


“We were sent by Elannasithe,” added Karina.


Tamora glanced at her. “Elannasithe?”


“I…I think that’s Ms. Anna’s name. One of her names. I don’t know how I know. It just came to me.”


“We know why you’re here.” The speaker who emerged from the trees looked nothing like Ms. Anna. It was tall and slender, with rubbery yellow skin and huge eyes. It—he—pointed a large curved sword toward Tamora and her friends.


“Who put a bloody troll in charge?” muttered Vernors.


Other creatures joined him. Tamora spotted a group of goblins, along with a few pix moving through the branches. There were frog-like warriors with no visible weapons, who crouched with the attentiveness of predators about to pounce, and impossibly slender figures dressed in wisps of white clouds.


“We intercepted your message,” the troll said. “We know ya seek to form a secret alliance with the elves.”


“Those baggy-skinned beasts make goblins look clever,” said Vernors.


Gulk spun toward the pix. “That’s a lie!”


“The elves took my best friend,” Tamora said loudly, hoping to smother what promised to be a truly ridiculous argument. “They cursed my father.”


“They murdered Starflight,” added Vernors, eliciting moans from the pix in the trees.


“So you’re here to join the Dead King, then?” The troll grinned, baring pointed yellow teeth in dire need of braces. “Why didn’t ya say so?”


Mac straightened, deliberately looked the troll in the eye, and said, “We just want…to talk.”


“That’s right,” said Karina. “We’re here to talk. That’s all.”


“Is that so?” The silken words came from the other side of the small clearing.


A group of elves emerged, moving silently and in perfect formation. They were thin-limbed, with skin the color of ash. Most had darker hair, cut short on the men and women alike. Those in front carried short spears fitted to wooden spear-throwers. Behind them, the next line readied bows and arrows.


The troll raised his sword. The elves drew back their spears.


“Wait!” shouted Tamora.


To her shock, they did. Elves and monsters alike turned toward her. From the shadows behind the elf lines, that smooth, feminine voice said, “My delegate told me the humans presented a threat, one which required my personal attention. It seems she exaggerated.”


Tamora swallowed. “I’m—”


“No name,” Gulk whispered.


Right. Names were power. “I’m queen of the goblins of Earth, and friend to Andre Stewart. I mean, to King Nobody the 42nd.”


At some unspoken signal, the elves split into two groups, creating a path down the center. A stocky, muscular woman with a silver crown strode forward, followed by three familiar humans.


Karina gasped and started toward her brother. Weapons on both sides pointed toward her. Mac grabbed her arm, holding her back.


“Andre,” Tamora whispered. They were alive. She’d gotten here in time.
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Andre wore armor made of golden scales, each one cut in the shape of a leaf. A dagger and slender sword hung from his thick leather belt. His face was thinner than she remembered, topped by a golden helmet. A pale scar cut from his right eyebrow to the bridge of his nose.


She wanted to laugh and cry and shout and run through the elves and hug him and then punch him for vanishing even though she knew it wasn’t his fault.


“Do you know this child?” asked the woman, the Elf Queen.


Andre tilted his head. “I…I’m not sure.”


It was like he’d thrust his sword through Tamora’s heart. The monsters shifted and muttered to one another, while the other elves stood like statues.


The Elf Queen pursed her lips. Unlike the others, she didn’t appear to be armed, save for a small wand of blue-tipped wood tucked through her belt. “Where is my delegate?”


“You mean Ms. Anna? She’s our prisoner, back on our world.”


“Taped by ducks!” Gulk shouted.


Tamora groaned.


The Elf Queen blinked in confusion. “I…I see. You and your forces have managed to capture one banished elf, and now you think yourselves mighty enough to come to my world and threaten my army? You have no power, no standing here.”


“The goblins of my world made me their queen,” Tamora said, wishing she sounded half as confident as the elf. “You made us a part of your war.”


“Poor, naïve child. You have no comprehension of our war.” She glanced at the troll and his soldiers. “I’ll allow you to decide your own fate, girl. A spear from my soldiers will bring a quick death. Or would you prefer I turn you over to these foul creatures who serve my opposite? For more than a year, they’ve yearned to tear a human limb from limb.”


Mac reached to squeeze Tamora’s hand. She squeezed back and said, “You don’t understand. We came so you could return the humans you kidnapped for your false prophecy.”


The skin around the Elf Queen’s eyes tightened, but before she could respond, another voice interrupted from the monsters’ ranks.


“False prophecy, is it?” The words were dry and hoarse, spoken with a wheeze that made Tamora think of a leaking bicycle tire. Four of the frog creatures carried a crude sedan chair to the front of the line. Within the chair sat what had to be the Dead King.


Like the other elves, he was tall and gray-skinned. Unlike them, he had a silver-handled dagger sprouting from the center of his chest. A shaggy mane of gray curls spilled from his head like a dirty waterfall. “Tell me more, human.”


The Elf Queen raised a hand. Her elves readied their bows.


“No,” said Tamora, praying the queen’s hand wouldn’t twitch, wouldn’t signal Tamora’s death. “Not like this. A private conference. As equals.”


“Equals?” The Dead King chuckled, which turned into a hacking cough. “You’re a human. A child, ruler of a motley band of cowards and refugees.”


“You’re one to talk,” shouted Karina.


Gulk whimpered. Several of the Dead King’s monsters snarled. The Elf Queen’s mouth twitched.


“Your delegate was right,” said Tamora. “Humans are a threat. We can either discuss that threat, or you can kill us and discover it for yourselves.”


King and Queen glanced at one another. The Elf Queen raised a hand in what Tamora assumed was a shrug. “It does no harm to hear them out and then kill them.”


“Agreed,” said the Dead King.


“Very well.” The Elf Queen waved her army back. The elves retreated out of earshot, fading to shadows among the distant trees. Only the three humans remained. The Dead King did the same, sending all but his carriers back.


“Say what you’ve come to say,” wheezed the Dead King.


Tamora clasped her fingers together and squeezed, trying not to think about how easily either of these people could order her death. Hers and her friends’.


“You’ve got this,” whispered Karina.


Tamora stepped forward to stand between the two rulers. “We’ve come to offer you a chance to surrender.”


The Elf Queen burst into laughter, loud and sharp. Her humans reached for their weapons. “I’ve not laughed like that in many years. Thank you.”


The Dead King’s reaction was quieter, a smirk of disdain beneath his beard, and a narrowing of his gray eyes.


“The queen’s delegate told me of the numbers the elves face,” Tamora continued. “How big is your army, your majesty?”


“I have tens of thousands of goblins alone. In total, an army of a hundred thousand follows my commands.”


“A hundred thousand. All right.” She turned to the queen. “And your elves, your majesty?”


“More than enough to match his strength.”


“Cool.” Tamora nodded absently. “That’s what Ms. Anna said, too. Which made me start to think. Either your world is a lot smaller than ours, or else we’re not talking about your whole world. A goblin told me you both want to rule from one ocean to the other. That sounds more like a single continent.”


“My amusement grows thin,” the Dead King warned.


“Sorry.” Tamora gestured toward the red willow. “Your armies are impressive, I’m sure. But we have seven billion human beings in our world.”


The Dead King scoffed. “Your lies should be plausible if you expect them to be believed.”


“Ask them.” Tamora jerked her chin toward Andre and the others.


“They remember little of your world,” said the Elf Queen.


“Then ask these two goblins. Ask the pix. They’ve seen our world.” She turned. “Tell them what you’ve learned of Earth.”


Gulk stepped forward, visibly trembling. “Gulk found pup tarts!”


The Elf Queen stared at him like he was a worm she’d found in her breakfast. “I do not understand.”


Vernors flew forward, smacking Gulk’s head in passing. “Yer majesties, I ain’t gonna try to count every human on that world, but I can’t say the lass is wrong. There are thousands of humans in that one town alone. Their magic allows them to communicate instantly over long distances. From what I’ve seen, I counsel you to take this girl’s words seriously.”


“Where is my dragon?” the Elf Queen demanded. “It can pry the truth from your minds.”


The pix shrugged. “That ol’ worm hasn’t poked its head from the sewers since the Goblin Queen fried its whiskers.”


The Dead King chuckled.


“That’s right,” said Tamora. “I beat your dragon. My brother Mac broke Elannasithe’s spell. My friend Karina enchanted your delegate with her own magic. Three humans did that. Do you really want to make enemies of the rest?”


“Your people know nothing of magic or our world,” said the Dead King. “They cannot war upon those they cannot reach.”


Tamora folded her arms. “In school last year, we took cuttings of a pussy willow bush and grew new plants. We can do the same with this tree. We’ll plant them throughout the world to grow dozens of enchanted trees. Hundreds.”


“You lack the ability to open them,” said the Elf Queen.


“We opened this one.” Tamora paused to let that sink in. “If I don’t return, everyone on the other side of this portal will reveal the existence of goblins and pix and elves and magic. They’ll tell how you kidnapped and enchanted human beings—children—from our world. It may take a while for humanity to get here, but we will. And do you know something I learned about human beings from history class? Once we discover a new place, we don’t leave. This won’t be your world anymore. It will be ours.”


“We have magic,” the king pointed out.


“We have tanks and jets and guns and bombs,” Tamora shot back. “And factories that can produce millions of them.”


The two elves looked at one another. The Elf Queen’s lips tightened. The Dead King was first to speak. “What is it you want, Goblin Queen?”


“I want my friends,” she said. “Let me take them home. And your promise that, no matter who wins this war, neither of you will ever again take people from my world.” She looked at the Elf Queen. “I’ll return Ms. Anna to you once we’re safely back.”


The elves exchanged another long, silent look. Unlike the dragon, Tamora was pretty sure elves weren’t telepathic, but these two had probably known each other long enough to communicate without words. Tamora tried not to fidget.


“We…agree,” the Elf Queen said through clenched teeth.


 “Well done, Queen of the Goblins,” added the Dead King. “Return to your world in peace, and take these bothersome humans with you.”


Tamora could barely speak. It had worked? Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy were coming home! “Thank you.”


The Elf Queen turned to her escort. “You will accompany the Goblin Queen.”


Karina hugged her. Vernors let out a whoop. Gulk tugged at Tamora’s hand, pulling her toward the portal. Pukwuk simply stared, her eyes huge, as if she couldn’t believe what had happened.


“Come on.” Tamora took one last look at Bansa. A part of her wanted to stay and explore, to see more of this world. Instead, she turned her back on elves and monsters and climbed the roots of the willow. “Let’s go home.”


  Chapter 19: Crayfish and Crab


Tamora’s first step through the tree into Karina Lord’s backyard felt…heavier, somehow. As if everything were more solid. She squinted against the sunlight. Even through the trees, Earth’s sun was brighter than Bansa’s.


Ms. Anna rested in the dirt a short distance away, bound in duct tape and surrounded by goblins and pix, including one pix who sat comfortably on the elf’s head.


“She survived.” Ms. Anna turned to the goblin on her right. “I lose our wager.”


The goblin bared his teeth in triumph.


“Well?” snapped Vernors’ second-in-command, Pepsi. “Did it work?”


“Yes.” Tamora moved aside as Karina and Mac emerged, followed by Vernors and the two goblins. “It worked.”


Andre stepped cautiously through the tree, his gold armor gleaming in the dappled light. He raised a hand to shield his eyes.


“It’s all right,” Tamora said. “You’re home. I know you don’t remember, but we’ll fix that soon.” All they had to do was destroy the flute and knife, and everyone would be back to normal.


Lizzy followed, her small form clad in silver-studded leather. Kevin was the last to arrive. His armor was similar to Andre’s, but left his arms bare, save for leather bracers on his forearms.


“Queen Tamora broke prophecy!” Gulk danced with excitement. Or perhaps “jumped and flailed wildly” was a better description.


“Aye,” said Vernors. “And Lady Karina there insulted the Dead King to his face, she did!”


Karina blushed, but most of her attention was on her brother. Kevin, Lizzy, and Andre remained close to the tree, like rabbits ready to bolt.


“Quiet,” said Mac, using his iPad once again. “Don’t scare them.”


Tamora extended a hand. “You’re safe. Just come away from the tree so we can close the portal.”


“No one is ever truly safe, young human.” The Elf Queen stepped from the willow, her wand in hand.


Goblins scrambled for cover behind the trees. Pix shot upward to hide in the branches.


“If you’ve come for your elf, you can have her,” said Tamora.


“I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” said the Dead King. Two of the frog creatures carried him through the tree. His legs and feet dragged over the roots. “You and your followers threatened our world.”


“Only if you kept the humans you’d taken.” Tamora stepped back. “Leave us in peace, and we’ll do the same. You have my word.”


“Would you risk your world on the word of a child?” asked the queen.


“I warned you,” Ms. Anna said quietly. She twisted toward a cowering goblin. “It seems I may win our wager after all.”


Tamora picked up her bat. “The crayfish always sides with the crab,” she whispered.


“What’s crayfish?” asked Gulk, peeking from behind a fat maple tree.


“They’re like little lobsters. It’s an old saying Dad uses sometimes.” No matter how much the Elf Queen and the Dead King hated one another, they were both elves, which meant they would come together against a common enemy.


“Oh.” After a moment, Gulk asked, “What’s crab?”


The king raised his head. “Only when you’re all dead and the portal destroyed will we be safe from the threat my former consort brought upon us with her schemes and deception.”


The Elf Queen frowned, and for a moment Tamora thought she might turn on the Dead King. Instead, she waved a hand at Kevin, Andre, and Lizzy, and said, “Destroy them all.”


Kevin and Andre drew their swords, moving in perfect synchrony. Lizzy yanked her daggers from their sheaths.


Pix arrows flew from the trees, but burnt to ash at a flick of the Elf Queen’s wand. A goblin charged and swung a metal rake at Andre, who parried easily. His sword sheared through the handle, leaving the goblin staring at the stump.


“Your weapons are nothing against the enchanted blades of my champions,” said the Elf Queen.


Mac and Karina clutched each other’s hands as they backed away. One of the Dead King’s frog creatures spat a glob of green mucus at them. It struck a tree and began to sizzle, smelling like rotting eggs.


“Andre, it’s me,” Tamora shouted. “Tamora Carter. Your best friend.”


Andre advanced.


“Kill them,” shouted the Dead King. “Leave not a single survivor to tell their story.”


Tamora raised her bat. “Andre, please!”


Andre hesitated ever so briefly, then thrust his sword at Tamora’s chest. She twisted aside, but lost her footing. Andre lunged again, impossibly quick. She struck his sword with her bat, deflecting the thrust, but not enough. The blade tore a shallow line of fire along her arm. She bit back a scream.


With an incoherent cry, Gulk jumped onto Andre’s back and tried to bite his ear. Pukwuk charged to slash at the back of his knee with her bread knife. Andre spun and kicked Pukwuk in the face. As she fell, he reached up to grab Gulk’s arm. A twist of his body flipped Gulk onto the ground.


Andre blocked Tamora’s view, but she heard Gulk’s breath explode from his lungs as Andre kicked him in the side. She heard Gulk squeal in pain and terror. She saw Andre reverse his grip on the sword and stab downward.


“No!” She pushed herself up on her uninjured arm. Her body was numb with horror. She ran and swung one-handed. The impact of her bat against Andre’s armor jolted her arm and shoulder, but it knocked Andre off balance. Tamora ducked low and moved in close for a hip-block. Andre fell onto his back with a clash, almost hitting the Elf Queen.


To her right, Kevin had knocked Mac’s iPad to the ground. Karina’s leg was bleeding, and she clung to Mac for support. Kevin’s left hand glowed orange, making the air ripple. Smoke raced from his fingers like snakes, circling Mac and Karina. Both began to cough.


Lizzy was battling goblins and pix, several of whom lay wounded or dying in the dirt.


Andre rolled onto his side and swung his sword. Tamora jumped back, barely avoiding a sweep that would have taken her leg. The elves were right. Tamora’s team was no match for the Elf Queen’s champions and their weapons. If they retreated now, fled in different directions, some of them might escape.


A shout from Karina made Tamora’s heart stop, but a quick look showed Kevin hadn’t stabbed her. Karina had stumbled over Ms. Anna, who watched the fight with all the interest of a parent at a derby bout.


“Karina!” Tamora pointed past Ms. Anna, to where the flute lay forgotten in the dirt.


Andre’s boot slammed into Tamora’s ribs, knocking her to the ground. Her bat clattered away. She rolled onto her side, silently begging Karina to understand.


Karina’s mouth tightened into a determined grin. She crawled to the flute and stretched her hand toward the end.


Kevin’s hand glowed with magic. He pointed at his twin sister.


Mac snatched up his iPad and threw it like a Frisbee. It spun through the air to strike the side of Kevin’s head. Whatever spell he’d been planning vanished in a ball of black smoke.


Andre kicked Tamora again. She tried to roll away, but he followed.


Karina climbed to her feet and swung her flute at Kevin. He raised his sword to parry.


The enchanted blade sliced through the flute.


Andre froze, his weapon poised to run Tamora through.


“Kill her,” screamed the Elf Queen.


“Andre Malcolm Stewart, don’t you dare!” Tamora shouted.


Andre blinked. “Tamora?”


Tamora almost passed out from relief. Destroying the flute had destroyed its effects. She tried to sit up, but gasped with pain.


“What happened?” Andre reached to help her. Kevin and Lizzy had stopped fighting as well. They looked around in confusion, while behind them, the Elf Queen blasted another pix from the tree.


Tamora shook her head. “The Elf Queen’s wand. Stop her!”


“Where are we?”


“Andre, please!”


He nodded and jumped toward the Elf Queen. His sword flashed too fast to see. Blue light flashed with a crack like thunder, and the top of the wand fell to the dirt. Andre’s follow-up lunge would have run the elf through, but she twisted out of the way and backhanded him hard enough to knock him to the ground.


The Dead King readied a wand of his own. Before he could use it, one of Lizzy’s knives thudded into the closer of the two frog people holding him upright. He fell, and Vernors swooped to snatch the wand from his hand.


The remaining frog thing dragged the Dead King back to the willow. The Elf Queen had already begun to retreat into the tree.


“Don’t leave me,” called Ms. Anna. “I’ve spent decades trapped here, serving you.”


“Failing me,” the Elf Queen snapped.


Both the Dead King and the Elf Queen stopped within the portal. Whatever their history, however many years they’d spent fighting one another, in this moment as they stood between worlds, they were united in their rage toward Tamora.


“You started this war.” Tamora clutched her arm and tried again to stand. She settled for sitting more or less upright. Sitting was good. “You can end it.”


“Oh, we shall,” hissed the Elf Queen. “Every indignity we’ve suffered will be repaid a thousand times upon you and your subjects.”


A pix arrow struck her shoulder. She scowled and tore it free. The arrow burned to ash in her fingers. Destroying her wand hadn’t left her powerless.


“Our armies will pour through the portal,” said the Dead King. “Like a wildfire leaving nothing but ash and ruins in its wake.”


Tamora was only half-paying attention. Gulk had dragged himself around the willow tree, unseen by the elves. One hand pressed the wound in his side. The other reached out…


“Go on,” Tamora said hastily. “Revenge and suffering and wildfire. Sounds terrible. What else have you got?”


“You dare mock us?” demanded the Elf Queen.


“What? No! I’m sure your vengeance will be very scary. I’d be shaking in my sneakers if I wasn’t so exhausted.”


Both elves opened their mouths, but whatever threats or curses they meant to speak were lost as Gulk yanked the magical knife from the base of the willow.


The portal began to close. The queen shrieked and started to jump free, but the wood had already sealed around her legs. The king tried to pull himself loose by shoving her backward, but the tree folded around them both. Seconds later, there was nothing but two vaguely elflike shapes encased in bark, sprouting from the side of the tree.


Gulk sagged against the tree. “Stupid elves, threatening Queen Tamora.”


Tamora crawled toward Gulk. Even from here she could see he was bleeding badly. “He needs help!”


Gulk scowled and picked weakly at the sequins on his T-shirt. “Armor didn’t work.”


“Don’t talk,” said Tamora. “Put your hands over the wound and press hard.”


Andre reached the goblin first and pressed his hands over Gulk’s. “Queen Glitterlord!”


Lizzy pulled a flask from a pouch on her belt. She nodded to Andre, who pulled his hands away so Lizzy could drizzle the flask’s contents over the wound.


Gulk stiffened, but the bleeding slowed, then stopped. The goblin groaned. “Still hurts.”


“You got stabbed,” said Lizzy. “It’s gonna hurt for a while. But you’ll live.” She turned to Tamora and poured several drops onto her arm. The burning pain eased, replaced by a sore throbbing. More like the aftermath of a shot from the doctor than a cut by a magical sword.


Relief burst from Tamora’s chest with a sound between a laugh and a sob. She looked up at Lizzy. “Glitterlord?”


Lizzy’s cheeks reddened.


“Thank you,” Tamora said. “Can you help the others?”


“On it.” Lizzy looked around. “Who’s next?”


Andre crouched beside Tamora. “What happened? My memories are like puzzle pieces spilled across the floor. I see…flashes, but not how it all fits together.”


Tamora smiled. “For one thing, you tried to kill me.”


He stared at her arm and the blood on her sleeve. “Oh, God. I remember fighting, but… I’m sorry, Tamora.”


“S’okay. I’m pretty sure if I’d had a magic sword of my own, I could have taken you.” She tested her arm. “Hey, you know how your parents are always saying you spend too much time playing video games?”


“Yeah,” he said.


“They were right.” She got up and gave him a quick hug. “Mac? Karina?”


“We’re all right,” said Karina. Both had taken cuts and bruises, but nothing life-threatening. Lizzy was helping the other wounded pix and goblins. A few were beyond healing, but most would survive.


Tamora reached to take the knife from Gulk.


“You have to reopen the portal,” said Ms. Anna, staring at the willow tree. “They will break free in time. If you release them, they might show mercy.”


“Even if they did, they’d just go back to their war on Bansa.” Tamora looked at Karina and Mac.


“I have a better idea.” Karina squeezed Mac’s hand. “I know where my father keeps his chainsaw.”


  Chapter 20: Aftermath


Eight days later, the thunderous voice of a dragon shocked Tamora from her sleep.


“I would have words with the Goblin Queen!”


By the time she stumbled out of bed, grabbed the bat she’d begun keeping in her room, and made it to the front door, the entire house was awake. Appa stood on the couch, barking loud enough to rattle the window. Smoosh was at door, back arched, hissing and spraying snot.


“What’s that?” asked Mac, tapping out the words on his new iPad. The last one hadn’t survived the impact with Kevin’s head.


Before Tamora could answer, Dad bellowed, “Am I losing my mind, or are the rest of you hearing voices too?”


“It’s all right,” Tamora shouted. “It’s just a dragon.”


“Cool!” Mac climbed onto the couch next to Appa.


“Not cool!” Dad yelled. “Do I need to call the police? Or Animal Control?”


“No, and definitely not! I’m sorry, I meant to tell you. Gulk said yesterday that the dragon wanted to talk to me about a favor, that’s all.” At least, she hoped that was all. She glanced at the clock and added, “I didn’t realize it meant six-thirty in the morning.”


“I come in peace, to ask a boon.”


Tamora nudged Smoosh out of the way, opened the door, and stepped onto the porch. She didn’t see the dragon anywhere, but she heard the rasp of scales from the storm grate on the other side of the street.


Dad and Mac joined her on the porch. Dad was in his bathrobe, and his hair was a spiky mess. Tamora still wasn’t used to his shorter haircut, but it mostly hid what had broken off when he’d been turned to glass.


“No tricks,” Tamora warned. “My father has an electric generator and a long set of jumper cables, and he’s not afraid to use them!”


“I…do not know what that means. I want only to ask you to intercede with the humans on my behalf.”


“Huh?” Not the most intelligent response, but that’s what you got when you woke her up this early.


“With the portal destroyed, I am trapped in your world. I find these tunnels comfortable, and wish to arrange a treaty with your people. I will keep these ‘sewers’ clean of vermin and obstacles, in exchange for your promise to leave me undisturbed. And perhaps the occasional meal. I hear rumors of a thing called ‘fried chicken’.”


Tamora looked at her father, who shrugged and said, “We could bring it up at the next township meeting. A few people got pictures of the dragon when it crossed the river. They know something is down there.”


“You can’t hurt anyone,” Tamora said. “People or goblins or pix.”


“If those are your terms.”


“I’ll—” She straightened, trying to think like a queen. “I shall relay your request.”


“Make sure you specify the good tunnels,” the dragon added, a note of panic to its words. “Not the foul-smelling filth I encountered during our…confrontation.”


“Storm sewers only. Got it.”


“Very good.” The dragon paused. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”


“You’re welcome.” She waited, but the dragon appeared to be done.


“I didn’t get to see it,” Mac complained.


“Maybe I’ll make that one of the terms of the treaty.” Tamora stifled a yawn. “Along with not waking me up before ten.”


“Is this sort of thing going to happen a lot now?” asked Dad. “You know school’s starting in a few weeks, right?”


“Don’t remind me.” She cocked her head. “I wonder how the dragon would feel about being a roller derby mascot. I’m sure Vorpal Thorne would let us change the team’s name to the Grand River Dragons if we had a real dragon. Can you imagine the other teams’ reactions?”


“I’m issuing a parental veto on that idea,” Dad said firmly.


“Fine.” Tamora waved a hand and headed back inside. “The queen is going back to bed until lunchtime. Andre and I are meeting for pizza. His parents finally agreed to let him out of the house.”


“Just pizza, right?” asked Dad. “No prophecies or magic or fighting monsters?”


“That’s the plan.” She grinned. “I’ll text you if anything changes.”


* * *


Lunch was comfortably, wonderfully mundane. Afterward, Tamora and Andre stopped by the Qwik Stop for Slushees.


“How did you convince them to let you out on your own?” Tamora asked as they left.


“It’s not like being home kept me safe. Besides, Mom and Dad know I can take care of myself.” He puffed out his chest. “As long as I’m only out during the day, and I tell them exactly where I’m going and who I’m with and which way I’m walking. And I have to check in every hour. Also, Mom put an app on my phone to track my location. And they gave me a panic whistle.”


Tamora laughed and took a drink of her Slushee. “You can’t blame them. They thought they’d lost you.”


“I thought I’d lost me.” He shook his head. “Hey, Kevin said his sister was going out with your brother tonight?”


“They’re going to see a movie.”


“Good for him. Big Mac, dating a magic cheerleader.”


A car horn honked in the intersection up ahead. Andre tensed, and his hand shot to his hip as if to grasp a dagger or sword.


“You okay?”


“Yeah.” His grin returned, but it was strained. “Still getting used to being back. Mostly it’s been great. I’ll never take indoor plumbing for granted again!”


“Just keep the goblins away from it,” she said. He cocked his head in confusion, so she told him about Gulk and Karina Lord’s bathroom.


This time, his grin was genuine. “The only thing that could make that story better was if Ms. Anna had to clean up after him.” He brought his oversized plastic cup to his lips and sucked a huge mouthful through the straw. Two seconds later, his face twisted. “Brain freeze! I forgot about brain freeze!”


“You forgot a lot of things. It’ll come back.”


“I’m probably going to need some help when school starts up. Especially in math. We didn’t do much long division when we were hunting monsters.”


“They’re not monsters,” Tamora said sharply.


“I know, I know. Sorry.” Andre grimaced. “I keep dreaming about it. I wake up in the morning and I don’t remember where I am. Mom says I talk in my sleep, muttering about battles and tactics.”


“How much did you tell them?”


“Not everything. More than we told the police and the reporters. I mean, I’m an inch taller. Then there’s the hair…” He rubbed a hand over his mid-length afro, then touched his face. “And the scar.”


“Where did the scar come from?”


“Goblin ambush.” He stared at the sidewalk. “I didn’t tell my parents about that.”


Andre, Kevin, and Lizzy had all agreed it was better to claim they didn’t remember much about their abduction, save that Ms. Anna had been responsible. They’d said the nanny kept them locked up in the darkness somewhere, but they’d finally managed to escape. From the sound of it, Ms. Anna would be spending the rest of her life here behind iron bars. Without her magical knife, she had little chance of escape.


Smashing the knife with a crowbar from Karina’s garage had restored Tamora’s father, as well as Fanta and the two glass goblins by the willow tree. The pix was unharmed by his ordeal, which he proved by immediately going on a four-minute tirade about Ms. Anna and elves in general.


“What was it like, being a king in another world?” asked Tamora.


“Exciting at first. They taught us to fight, ride horses, and so much more. Kevin had a gift for magic. Lizzy’s quick and clever and sneaky. We weren’t really leading anything, but that didn’t matter. We were important. Or we thought we were.


“After a while, it all turned gray. The days were a blur. Food lost its taste. Colors faded. We forgot where we’d come from. We stopped caring about anything. We trudged through the motions, doing whatever the queen and her commanders told us. We never did much real fighting. We were more like flags they raised for morale. From what you told us about the prophecy, that was the whole point.”


He shook himself, then gave an obviously forced smile. “On the bright side, I’m finally older than you!”


She rolled her eyes. “Not according to your birth certificate.”


He punched her lightly on the shoulder. “You’re not jealous, are you?”


“You should be jealous of me. I’m still a queen, remember? And I fought a dragon.”


“I fought a troll once. He snuck into our camp to assassinate the three of us. The Dead King sent slinks to attack from the north as a distraction.”


“Slinks?”


“Those frog things that spit acid loogies. They drew most of the elf forces away.” He shook his head like he was trying to rid himself of the memory. “Oh, and I got to sail a treeship. I mean, I wasn’t really sailing it, but I was on board as we coasted along the treetops.”


“I wish I could have done that.”


“It was pretty cool, up until Kevin got airsick.” Andre stopped walking. “Hey, I never got the chance to say thank you. For finding us and helping us get back. For saving our lives.”


“You’re welcome. But…don’t let it happen again, okay?”


“I’ll try.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a quick hug. His phone buzzed. “Time to check in with the parents again. Where are we going, anyway? Because you know they’ll ask.”


Tamora pointed across the street. “I need to stop by the library. I’ll be right back.”


When she entered the library, she was unsurprised to find Ms. Pookie working behind the desk. The librarian was sorting through a stack of books, humming to herself as she repaired cracked bindings and torn covers.


“About time you stopped by, short stuff,” she said without looking up. “I saved last week’s paper for you. There’s a front-page article about your three friends being reunited with their families.”


Tamora double-checked to make sure they were alone. “What are you?”


Ms. Pookie set down her books and took a sip of what smelled like coffee from her I Love Libraries mug. “What do you mean?”


“The Peafowl Princess. You just happened to give that fairy tale to my brother? A story he’d never heard of, one that told him exactly what he needed to know at exactly the right time?”


“I’m a librarian. It’s my job to help people find the books they need.”


“Uh huh.” Tamora folded her arms. “Try again.”


Ms. Pookie picked up a stack of mended books and burped loudly. A small, frog-like creature hurried from the back room and carefully took the books in its gloved hands. Ms. Pookie whispered something, and it scurried off to begin reshelving them.


Tamora watched it go. “That was a slink.”


“It turns out she’s quite fond of books, and a quick study. She’s already mastered our shelving system for nonfiction titles. That belch is the closest I can get to pronouncing her name. You can call her Belch.” She got up from behind the desk and walked around to lock the door, flipping the sign to Closed.


“There’s a story I learned as a child,” she said. “About a king and queen who loved each other. But they loved power more. Each wanted to prove themself stronger than the other. They fought more and more, over the smallest of things. The proper way to carve roast pig. Which knot should be used for tying back the curtains of the palace. Whose crown should be the largest. Anything one had, the other coveted. In time, they came to blows.”


“Sounds like they needed a divorce.”


Ms. Pookie chuckled. “Divorce was unknown in this land. Their feud grew deeper, but nowhere was that chasm felt more painfully than in the heart of their only child. A daughter.”


“What did she do?”


“In the beginning, she did what most children do. She tried to heal the breach, to make peace between them. It didn’t work, of course. A child’s love is powerful, but it can’t grow trees from salted earth. When her mother stabbed her father with a cursed blade, the child fled the kingdom.”


Tamora swallowed as she realized what Ms. Pookie was saying. “That must have been hard.”


“Oh, it was. The girl was devastated. For years she wandered. Eventually she left her old lands behind and found a new one. She discovered so many marvels. Books and country music and pro football and reality television. She looked for ways to help her new home, not through battle, but through knowledge and stories. But her parents’ war followed her. So the child watched and waited. She learned of the prophecy, and leant her aid to those who needed it.”


“But the prophecy was a lie,” said Tamora. “The Elf Queen made it up.”


Ms. Pookie smiled. “Just because a story is made up doesn’t mean it’s untrue. ‘The hands of human children three shall end the Dead King’s reign.’”


“That’s what the elves wanted their enemies to believe, that Andre and Kevin and Lizzy—”


“What makes you think the prophecy referred to them?”


Tamora grabbed the desk to keep from falling. “You mean…us? Me and Karina and Mac?”


“Beware anyone who claims a story holds but one truth. The Elf Queen should have known better. The prophecy talked about breaking a thousand years of war, and uniting elves forevermore… You united the Elf Queen and the Dead King in the red willow, yes? Without them, their conflict dies. Oh, I’m sure there will be fighting and squabbling, but not like before. You broke a thousand years of war.”


Tamora was too stunned to do anything but stare.


“I know the goblins have worked out an arrangement with the manager of the junkyard,” Ms. Pookie continued. “Eating rats and other vermin, and helping to inventory everything in exchange for letting them stay. But what happened to the pix?”


“They came to me a few days after we cut down the willow. Vernors—the leader of the pix—said they needed adventure. They wanted to go somewhere rugged and dangerous, full of monsters.” Tamora gave a sheepish shrug. “I did some research on the internet. The next day, Dad and I mailed them to Australia.”


Ms. Pookie burst out laughing, a sound like music and bells. “Oh, well done, Tamora. They’ll love that.”


“What happens now? I mean, there’s a dragon in our sewers. I’ve been to another world, even if it was only for a few minutes. My best friend’s armor and enchanted sword are locked in a gun safe in my basement, because his parents would kill him if they found it. How am I supposed to go back to school and pretend none of it ever happened?”


“Why on Earth would you do that?” Ms. Pookie frowned. “If you pretend it never happened, you’ll be completely unprepared for the next time.”


Tamora swallowed. “Next time?”


“There are other ways to pass from one world to another. They’re difficult and unpredictable, but not impossible. The young princess from my story found a way. The Elf Queen sent Ms. Anna to help bring about her prophecy. I’ve little doubt the worlds will connect again, and when they do, people will need protection.” Her face eased into a smile. She reached over the desk and turned on the radio. “For now? Relax and celebrate your victory. Go enjoy your reunion with your friend. Spend time with your family.”


“Thank you.” Tamora turned to leave.


“And Tamora Soo-jin Carter? If you ever bring a Slushee into my library again, I’ll feed you to Belch, goblin queen or no.”


“I understand.” Tamora grinned. “Your Highness.”


Ms. Pookie made a shooing motion with one hand. “Get out of here. I’ve got books to read and catalog.”


Laughing, Tamora gave an exaggerated bow, then hurried out the door and down the steps, to where her best friend was waiting for her.
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Jim C. Hines has written books about kick-butt fairy tale princesses, magic-wielding librarians, and post-apocalyptic space janitors, but he’s always had a special fondness for his goblins. His Goblin Quest trilogy has been translated into five other languages. He’s also the author of the Fable Legends tie-in Blood of Heroes. His short fiction has appeared in more than 50 magazines and anthologies.


When he has time, Jim blogs about topics ranging from sexism and harassment to zombie-themed Christmas carols. He won a Hugo Award for Best Fan Writer in 2012.

Jim lives in mid-Michigan with his children and an ever-changing number of pets.
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  For free short fiction and sample chapters, the author’s blog, and much more, please visit www.jimchines.com. Or sign up for the newsletter to receive updates on new releases and author appearances.
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