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My name is Jessica Halloran. I’m sixteen years old and I live in a place called the Bristlebarrow. My best friend’s name is Talitha Casey. I used to live in Tree Shores, but we all ended up here after we went through a magical gate called the Lockvern.




Okay, remember when I told you about when we had to run away from those monsters in the village of Tarsack? I think I told you about that. Well, we barely got away, and now Enken (he’s Reina’s assistant guy)– Well he must have hatched out of a cuckoo egg, because now he wants us to stay in Reina’s house, and it’s right next to Tarsack!




Reina is a noble from a faraway place called Kulnas. She was appointed by the king a long time ago. Her title is Vicereine, and she lives in a spooky mansion called the First House in a village called Thesia. It snows a lot there, and it’s really cold, like Christmas cold! Now she’s in charge of a huge province that almost goes all the way across the whole continent! She’s scary powerful too. Nobody messes with Reina, not even the meanest monsters. Even the ones that tried to bop us in Tarsack.




Anyway, so after this huge fight at the Plum Barrel tavern, Ranko and Shannon went off to find clues about whoever or whatever attacked us. I think they put a sleep spell on me and Talitha or something because we were zonked. I think Enken helped us get back here but I still don’t know how he did it.




Reina has tons of secret hideouts. The one we found is called Cava Dosh. There’s sooooo many books here, and they’re just like the ones we found underneath that one village! Talitha was super excited. She almost dropped her glasses when she saw them all! She went to sleep the first night with her arms around the biggest book ever. Its cover is made of wood and it was carved like a sea monster with big sharp teeth! I know I almost had a nightmare just from that!




We learned tons about our powers. There’s so much history it’s kinda hard to know what it all means, but there’s lots of new abilities that we got from our weapons. Blessings are my favorite! I made Teko’s feathers glow and gave Leafy a new yellow color light around his wings. (Yellow is my favorite too!)  I even blessed Talitha and she made apple blossoms grow from one of the apple trees outside and we made it into a flower bracelet for her. It is soooo pretty. She thinks my battle magic makes her more powerful. I think so too. I also have graces and auras and two different kinds of healing spells, and I studied them all super-hard so I don’t get all jumbly puzzles. I promised Talitha I’ll be ready if we have to fight.




Cava Dosh was built inside a huge tree! Enken said all we have to do is stay here until the monsters from the Plum Barrel give up looking for us. He says there’s some kind of magic that makes it hard to know we’re here, if that makes any sense. I hope this works because then we’ll be able to train and practice with our powers here without always getting in fights. I hope he’s right, because if he gets us in trouble again I’m going to step on his foot.




I gotta go. There’s so much going on! Sometimes I wish I could just write longer but Talitha’s still trying to figure out all those new books and I have to be ready in case something weird happens again like it always does. We make a good team, huh? She figures stuff out and I chase away all the ooga-boogas. I’ll write more later when things aren’t so jumpy. We still gotta find a map or I’m going to have to draw one and I’m not a good artist like Shannon. Don’t forget your Questy Rules! Shee-ha! 





One



Sunlight shone across the spotless wooden floor. It was coming through a nearby window. Everything in the cozy little room looked as if it were made of wood, but the construction was strange. There were no right angles. The window had nothing but curved edges. Even the wooden braces separating the tiny panes of glass in the window were curved.




In fact, everything looked as if it had grown from the floor, especially the nightstand and the bed. The oval-shaped drawers in the dresser and the rounded doors on the armoire and closet completed the appearance the entire room was somehow alive.




Jessica awoke with a start. Her first thought was for her friend. Everything is okay. Her frantic breathing gradually returned to normal. She was on the lookout for any sign of trouble, especially after the incident at the Orian tavern.




She hadn’t realized how drained she was. She knew she needed to rest but she didn’t think she was that tired.




But now she was awake, and the one inescapable fact of the matter was that Jessica Halloran was ravenously hungry. She climbed out of the enormous feather bed carefully. She noticed Dawnsong as it caught the morning sun. At least it was where it belonged. Now all she had to do was find out where Talitha was. She hoped Enken had been right. She hoped they were both safe.




Her shoulders, arms and legs were all sore. It felt like the first week of band practice. When she wasn’t in shape, marching a mile always meant the next day she would be stiff and achy. But it always got better. She just had to get through that first day.




Teko was perched on the back edge of a tall upholstered chair. It was made of dark-colored wood. It also looked as if it had emerged from the floor, like a chair-shaped tree. The stocky little bird was puffed up like an enormous cotton ball with his beak and face buried in his feathers. The single blue feather on his head lay flat. He stood on one fat talon, with the other balled up in a little bird-fist lifted up against his body.




“Good morning,” Jessica said in a sing-songy voice. She scritched his head gently. Teko snapped awake. His eyes looked a little bleary. Jessica knew exactly how he felt. After a few shivers and shakes to arrange his feathers in just the right way, he let Jessica pick him up so he could climb to his favorite spot on her shoulder and start the morning’s preening.




There was a pair of boots at her bedside. They weren’t the same as the ones Enken had found for her in Parsim. These were lighter. Jessica guessed they were some kind of “house boots” so she tried them on. They fit perfectly, just like the armored ones Enken had given her. She found she was dressed in a soft shirt with three-quarter-length sleeves and leggings that were lightly padded, like the garments she wore under her shola-kitaga. Teko watched carefully as she laced them.




Jessica noticed a black versk pack on the stand next to the bed. Inside were several valuable looking items including three silver coins, a pale red gemstone about the size of a hummingbird egg, a golden alto clef symbol and an exquisitely decorated gold lace bag containing a spice of some kind that had an aroma similar to cinnamon. Jessica thought it was kind of a neat little container for all her knick-knacks.




Then she started and put her hand over her mouth. Where are my clothes? And who put these on me!?




She rushed to the closet and found her splint armor hanging neatly on a very expensive and heavy-looking hanger. On the floor below were her boots. Before she got to the door she passed a mirror. Her hair looked terrible. She admired the maroon and black colors of her shirt and leggings, however. They looked just like her armor. She turned and found a golden embroidery of an alto clef on her back, just like the little symbol in her cinch-sack. It looked strange to be wearing a musical symbol, but Jessica decided it was kind of pretty-looking, so she shrugged and ventured into the hallway. 




Whatever Cava Dosh was, it was at least cozy. Everywhere Jessica went it was warm. There were scents of holly and maple, and even the occasional aroma of orange blossoms. Every room was bathed in gold, yellow and orange light. Even the ones without windows. Every wall and floor was smooth, and most rooms had a greenish decorative trim with a woven texture. It appeared around every door, window and picture frame. There wasn’t a sharp angle to be found. Every entry and exit, portal and piece of furniture reminded her of a new garden. Where other houses were square, rectangular and straight, Cava Dosh was twisted, curvy and round.




As inviting as the Sorcerer’s Circle house was, Jessica could not help but catch the scent of something wonderful happening in a kitchen nearby. She picked up her pace a bit as she emerged from the hall into a larger room. Teko held his wings out a bit to balance himself against the faster pace. 




The next room was packed with shelves, books, desks, chairs, ornate candelabra and lamps. At least two dozen maps were displayed on the walls, each occupying its own elaborately decorated wooden frame. Some were round, others were oblong, and at least one was shaped like the letter ‘O’ with the middle missing! The frames were all different colors, from dark orange to purple to a deep foresty green. 




It was almost too much for Jessica’s natural curiosity to keep from stopping to learn every single thing she could about everything she saw, but if she didn’t get to that kitchen in about ten seconds she was sure to turn into a hungry-Jessie-beast and start gnawing on the furniture.




She took at least two wrong turns into rooms with only one exit. One of them had a mannequin-like statue in it that was dressed in golden armor. The other was filled with rack after rack of staves sort of like the one Reina carried into the Plum Barrel, except these didn’t have skulls on them and they were all much thinner and shorter.




Jessica hurried through an even bigger room than the one with the maps. This one had a gigantic long dining table in it surrounded by at least two dozen huge black throne-like chairs decorated with maroon and purple upholstery. It was the first time she had seen any furniture anywhere in the house that wasn’t attached to the floor.




The chairs were all normal pieces of furniture with straight lines and edges and corners. Unlike everything else, these chairs could be picked up and moved. The table, however, could not. It’s twelve legs were twisted and gnarled and disappeared into the floor like tree roots. In its polished center was a gigantic silver-colored statue of a dragon. Its wings were raised and its open-mouthed head swooped down as if attacking an enemy.




A moment later, Jessica and Teko arrived in the kitchen. 




“Talitha!” 




Jessica’s bespectacled friend was attending a pot of some kind on an enormous stove. Jessica rushed across the kitchen and hugged her as if they hadn’t seen each other for months. She pushed Talitha back and looked at her with a joyous expression. 




“It’s really you! You’re okay!” 




Talitha straightened her glasses and tried to recover some kind of composure.




“I’m okay, Jessica, I–oof–” Jessica hugged her again, and this time Talitha’s glasses almost fell off.




“I’m so glad! I was so worried after we left that Inn, but I was so tired!”




Talitha was wearing the same padded shirt and leggings as Jessica and even wore a pair of house boots, except Talitha’s outfit was green and brown.




Embroidered on the back of Talitha’s shirt, in the same spot as Jessica’s alto clef, was a large exquisitely detailed green quill that sparkled when it caught the light. It was tall enough to cover Talitha’s back.




Sitting high on the edge of a shelf filled with little spice jars was Leafy. He looked terribly pleased with himself, as if being so high in the room made him look taller. A faint pink glow was visible around his wings. 




“Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it,” Jessica said. “I am super-amazing-unbelievable hungry!” 




There were little windows all over the walls of the kitchen. Some were high and some were low. A few were round like fat circles and others were oval-shaped, like loaves of bread standing on end. They allowed the warm light outside to bathe the entire room in brightness. Hanging from the ceiling was every kind of kitchen utensil and bag after bag of roots, tubers, fruit, pine cones, gigantic coconut-like legumes, leafy vegetables and more than a few smaller bags of spices, sugars and powdery substances. It was like walking into a bakery, if the cook were of a mind to build a bakery in a spice garden.




“Well it is a sunny morning at least,” Talitha smiled. Jessica noticed she looked unusually content and cheery instead of being anxious like she sometimes was. On her right hand she was wearing her ring. The emerald gem of Trueblossom shone in the yellow sunlight. Now that she was satisfied everything was okay, Jessica began looking around at all the gadgets, containers, pans and pots. She handed Teko a choice-looking little green stalk to chew on. He took it gently with his beak and one talon.




“Isn’t this the most extra neat place you’ve ever been?” Jessica asked. “It’s like a tree house for a tree wizard of some kind!”




“There’s a lot more to Cava Dosh than you can see,” Talitha replied, stirring her broth with a heavy wooden ladle. “I had a whole day to explore while you were resting, and I’ve been reading all the scrolls and books I can. You won’t believe what I’ve found.”




“A whole day? How long was I asleep?”




“Three days.” 




“Three days?!”




Talitha nodded and smiled. “You needed the rest.”




“Do you think we’re safe here until Enken gets back?”




Talitha nodded. “You can’t see Cava Dosh unless you know exactly what to look for. I went outside yesterday, and by the time I was twenty steps away, I couldn’t see the front door. The only reason I could find my way back was to turn around and re-trace my steps exactly. There’s no way anyone can find us here by accident. We’re in the middle of the biggest forest in Southern Gacenar. Tarsack is four miles away. Seven by road.”




“Wow, Enken wasn’t kidding when he said this was a good hiding place, huh?” 




“You haven’t been in the basement yet.” Talitha smiled with a little twinkle in her eye. “We could explore down there for days.” 




“There’s a basement?” 




“There’s an attic too. I don’t know if this is a house built into a tree or a tree that grew into a house! The basement is like this maze of huge roots big enough to walk through and the attic is way at the tip-top of a spiral staircase. I think we’re inside a tanglewood tree. Everything inside the house is made of blackbark and ivorylotus and tons of other growing things I haven’t been able to identify yet. It’s like this whole place grew out of one acorn or something. The house is bigger inside than outside.” 




“Bigger inside than outside? How is that possible?”




“You wouldn’t believe what Reina can do. I think she built this whole place with some kind of super magic spells that took forever to cast.”




“All I saw Reina do was turn into bats and scare me.”




Talitha blanched, then straightened her glasses as she tried to process what she had just been told. “You didn’t tell me that. Are you sure you’re okay?” 




“I’m okay, but that shadow lady doesn’t say much. She’s scary.”




“Enken said we were safe here because this is the last place those monsters would look.”




“Isn’t he the sweetest? Ooh! I can’t wait to see every single thing! What are you making?” 




“This–” Talitha picked up the pot and set it on a big flat cloth pad on the cutting table. "–is greenlily broth.” 




“Alanna taught you the oatmeal recipe!”




Talitha nodded. The glimmerkin floated down from the high shelf and bobbed around Jessica. The glow around him gradually changed from pink to light blue and back to pink. 




“He likes you.”




Talitha retrieved two books from a table behind her. She placed the maroon volume on the cutting table in front of Jessica. It was decorated with a gold-colored alto clef on the cover. “That’s yours. I have one too.” She held up a green version decorated with a quill that looked exactly like the one embroidered on her shirt. “It’s got all the details on some of our battle magic and about a thousand pages of history, maps of Aventar and ancient stories about the seven kingdoms. You also need to get a skull key before it gets dark.” 




“A– a thousand pages?” Jessica suddenly looked dizzy as she opened the small book and looked through it. “What’s a skull key?”  




“Let’s eat first,” Talitha said as she prepared a bowl of oatmeal for herself. “There’s bounche juice in the cold barrel.”





Two



A sudden quiet knock at the door nearly caused the two girls to jump out of their shoes. Talitha, Jessica, Teko and Leafy stared at each other for several seconds, unspoken but obvious questions hanging in the air. It was quiet enough to hear the cheery birds outside. The glimmerkin smiled again and Talitha frowned at him. 




“Why do you keep smiling at me?” The little dragon didn’t answer.




“What do we do?” Jessica whispered quietly in the silence.




“How could anyone know we’re here?” Talitha said, straightening her glasses again.




The glimmerkin and Talitha watched as Jessica turned the handle to what they agreed must be the front door.




The boy standing on the porch went sheet white the moment he saw Jessica and Teko in the doorway. He looked as if he hadn’t eaten in many days. His clothes, consisting of a greasy linen shirt with a torn sleeve and a pair of faded purple leggings hung loose like they were a size too large. He hesitated at the sight of the girl with the honey-colored hair and her pet. 




“It’s really you. You’re real...” he stammered.




And then he ran. Before Jessica could think of anything to say, he rustled into the trees and was gone.




The door thumped shut and Jessica shrugged at Talitha. 




“How did he find this place?” Talitha asked again.




“That’s what I want to know. You almost get lost just walking a few steps away from the porch and you got powers to find stuff in forests!” 




“It sounds like he knows who we are. He acted like he’s heard stories about us or something, so maybe he’s not the only one,” Talitha said as she sat at the table and opened her quire again.




“You’re gonna have that whole thing memorized before dinner, huh?” Jessica asked. 




“Oh my goodness,” Talitha said quietly as she turned the page and kept reading. It was the only way to keep from blushing.




Jessica handed a piece of her lioness oatmeal to a delighted Teko. It snapped and crunched loudly as he munched on it. Crumbs spilled everywhere. 




There was another knock. This one much quieter than the first, but still audible throughout the main parlor. Once again, Jessica went to the door.




This time there were at least nine children on the porch.




The smallest clung with tiny fists to the shirts worn by the older children. Talitha watched as Jessica invited them in. All but the tallest were barefoot. Their clothes were mud-caked and their faces were smudged. They looked up at Jessica with awe and wonder in their eyes.




Jessica closed the door. The sound made at least three of the littlest try and hide behind the others.




“Are you the girl with the sword?” 




The question was obviously directed at Jessica. All nine children were looking straight at her, some peeking out from behind the others. 




“I– I guess so.” Jessica glanced at her ring. “I’m Jessica Halloran. You can call me Jessie. This is my friend Talitha.” 




One of the younger children spoke up. “Do you really live in a haunted house?” 




Jessica and Talitha looked at each other. Haunted house?




“This house belongs to our friend,” Talitha replied, then shrugged as Jessica frowned at her. It was as good an explanation as any. Talitha figured stories of the Sorcerer’s Circle, spooky magic trees and the lady that turns into a flock of bats probably weren’t the best choice right now.




“How do you know about this place?” Jessica asked.




“All the kids know about this place,” the tallest boy replied. “They know the girl with the sword lives here, and that she fights in the forest. They know she came to save us from the demons.”




“They say she has yellow hair like butterfly wings and that she’s not even afraid of night monsters,” the shorter of the two older girls concluded.




Talitha looked at the two smallest children. They nodded, apparently ratifying the ad hoc legend.




“Nobody ever comes here because they’re afraid it’s haunted, but we knew if the girl with the sword lived here then she wouldn’t let the demons get us,” said what appeared to be the oldest girl. “We need help to find our grandpa.”




Jessica inhaled as if to say something, but stopped when she noticed the combination of surprise, confusion and alarm on Talitha’s face. What other tall tales were circulating about them and Cava Dosh after only one day? Missing grandfather?




“Talitha, don’t we have some clothes in the basement?” Jessica asked, unable to stand the mud dripping from the children’s shirts any longer. After Talitha nodded, Jessica crouched down to speak at the oldest boy’s eye level. 




“What would you say to some clean clothes and a washcloth? I think you will feel better, and then you can have some of Talitha’s lioness oatmeal.”




Jessica pulled a lock of dirt-caked hair out of the boy’s eyes. One of the youngest wandered out from behind the others, went up to Jessica and stood waiting with her fingers in her mouth. She was perhaps two years old if she was a day. She had apparently concluded the blond girl was in charge. Jessica picked her up and held her on a hip with one arm. She didn’t fuss at all.




“Come on. This way.” Jessica motioned for the other children to follow. She didn’t have the first clue where to find clothes or a washcloth, but anything had to be better than having them just stand there covered with dirt and dripping mud.




Talitha suddenly ran after the small company and Leafy flittered along behind her. She realized almost too late Jessica was tacitly counting on her to keep them all from getting lost in the maze of basement passageways. 




After a time all nine children were dressed in new shirts, vests, leggings and shoes. The older ones wept when they were given the new clothes. Several told Jessica and Talitha they hadn’t ever worn new shoes before.




Hair had been washed and combed. Faces had been scrubbed clean. They all sat around the spacious main table with Jessica and the others. Jessica had to spend some extra time persuading the youngest the big dragon statue wouldn’t come to life. 




Talitha was the only one that noticed the muddy footprints leading through the main room and kitchen were gone by the time they got back. She figured someone in the Sorcerer’s Circle had come up with a way for the house to clean itself. Talitha thought a house that cleans itself would be pretty useful.




The tallest and oldest boy–the others called him Alen–was age ten and spoke for the group. The oldest girl’s name was Risha.




The children hungrily devoured Talitha’s greenlily broth and mokoberry leaves. Jessica and Risha volunteered as servers. Teko instantly became Risha’s best friend as the oldest girl kept feeding him whatever was handy, from green vegetable stalks to fenchmix. He held each morsel with one talon and chewed at it with his beak. Jessica no longer wondered why he was so pudgy for a bird. He was just like Leafy! He never stopped eating!




“Grandpa took our only horse and his armor and rode for the archer’s tower at Barrotog. He said that would be where he could make a stand and fight the marauders that steal our food and set fires.”




“But he can’t fight like he used to,” one of the younger children said, tears welling. “He needs help to get on the horse and if he falls nobody will be there to help him up.” He sniffled.




“Wait, who’s grandfather are we talking about here?” Jessica asked. “Yours?” She indicated Alen.




“All of us,” Risha replied. “We’re all cousins.” 




“All the grandkids in one group?” Talitha said quietly.




“Wow,” Jessica agreed. “Where is Barrotog? What direction?” Jessica knew the answer, of course, since their stead was in the Barrotog region. She just wanted to make sure the kids had their directions straight.




“West on the King’s Road,” Alen replied. “Half a day’s ride with a strong horse.” 




Jessica watched Talitha as she studied one of the maps she had retrieved from one of the nearby studies. “That’s near Wake’s Farm?” Talitha asked. Alen and Risha nodded.




Talitha made a few mental calculations. There were miles of farmland on both sides of Silvermint River’s north bend and the King’s Road.




“You can find him, can’t you?” Risha asked, looking directly at Jessica.




“I don’t know if I can do that, but we can work togeth–” 




“That’s not what my uncle said!” Risha shot back. “He says the girl with the sword is brave and has magic powers. He says you can fight demons and that the girl that rides with you is a demon-fighter too. That’s what he told the other kids when they get scared at night because it’s dark. We say that they don’t have to be afraid because the demon-fighters will always come and protect them even in their dreams.”




Talitha looked at one of the younger girls. She had a three-sizes-too-large spoon in one hand, a hunk of bread in the other and more than a little greenlily broth on her face. She nodded to Talitha with a somber expression, apparently confirming the girls-as-demon-fighters legend as well.




“Where is your uncle now?” Jessica asked. 




“I don’t know,” Risha replied, her voice suddenly quiet. She shrank back and looked defeated. “He chased one of the marauders one night and never came home.” 




Jessica and Talitha both realized at almost the same moment what these children faced. No wonder they think we’re heroes! Without us, they have nobody! Jessica put her hand on Risha’s.




“We want to help you, but you make us sound like we’re some kind of knights or something. We’re just–” 




“You are!” Risha slammed her utensils on the table, startling Teko. “You have to be! Otherwise you can’t convince my grandpa to come down from that tower!” She was on the verge of tears again.




Alen cut in, his voice urgent. “He says he’ll fight anyone who tries to make him come home, because he thinks everyone is a traitor and on the side of the marauders. He used to be a guard with the Duskmen Watch, and he takes this stuff really seriously, and he’s...” 




“What?” Jessica asked, leaning forward as the boy cast his glance down at his half-finished breakfast.




“He sees things and he thinks things are there when they aren’t. He thought I was a monster one time and he chased me with a hatchet. If you go out there, he might think you’re a monster and want to fight you.” 




“Please don’t hurt him... he’s only trying to protect us..” Risha’s eyes narrowed and teared up. “He’s all we have.” Pain washed over her expression and she cried.




Jessica could only guess at what these children had been through with so few adults around to help them. Even Teko looked sad.




“Okay, if we go–” Talitha said, trying to change the subject. "–can we just persuade him to come home without fighting? Or is he going to attack us no matter what?”




Alen shook his head. “He told me he would never do that. He always told me that an honorable warrior gives quarter and accepts a truce. He always said that. He made me memorize it.” 




Talitha looked at the younger girl again for confirmation. She nodded to Talitha again in exactly the same way.




“Then we have to get him to agree to a truce,” Jessica said.




“He knows about you,” Risha said in a hoarse voice, sniffling and rubbing her nose. “He knows about the girl with the sword. He said he would stay at Barrotog until someone comes to re-live him. That’s what he told us. He said nobody else could guard the King’s Road except him.”




“Re-live him?” Jessica asked. She and Teko and all nine children turned to Talitha, who blushed and hid her face. Jessica leaned close and whispered. “What does it mean?” 




Talitha hesitated for a moment and straightened her glasses, gathering the courage to speak. “I think he means “relieve’ him.” Talitha whispered into Jessica’s ear. “It’s a military term for a soldier taking over a guard post from another soldier.”




“A guard post?” 




“Jessica, I think they want you to go and “relieve’ their grandpa so he will come home. Maybe they think you can convince him you’re a guard sent to take over the tower watch for him?” 




“But first we have to fight him?” 




“I guess we do if he thinks we’re monsters and we’re trying to trick him. Let’s hope he doesn’t.” 




“Yeah. I hope he doesn’t think we’re monsters either. I guess it’s up to us.”





Three



“Ooh, I already miss Enken. Well, I missed him anyway, but now I miss him even more.”




“Why?” Talitha asked, watching Jessica as she struggled with her shola. 




“Because he’s dreamy, and cute, and gets this adorable concerned expression on his face when he says he wants to protect me, and he’s the only person in the world who can figure out this stupid shola!”




Jessica gave up and let the half-buckled applique hang diagonally across her body. “I’m an armor dummy.”




“I’m glad at least you have some,” Talitha replied. “Here. There’s a page in your quire about the shola-kitaga. It’s a kind of splint armor.” The pages of Jessica’s quire were made out of paper-thin light-colored wood. They were flexible, like thick construction paper, but when the book was closed they were like a perfectly smooth block. Talitha flipped through them quickly.




“I don’t know what that means, but it sounds suspiciously like something Enken knows everything about,” Jessica said as she tugged at one of the buckles. 




“Oh, I see how they work! They’re reverse cinches. Here.” Talitha put the small book down on the bed and started working with the buckles. She arranged two straps and a clasp properly and then pulled. It didn’t budge. She pulled harder. Then much harder, closing her eyes and groaning at the strain. Finally the buckle slipped just far enough for the clasp to nudge into place with a quiet snap. Talitha looked like she had just lifted a forty-pound bag of cement.




“How did you get into this thing the first time?!” she exhaled. 




“Enken picked me up and bounced me around like a dress-up doll. He just latched everything up into place one-two-three. He was teasing me the whole time,” Jessica sighed. “I think there’s seven more of those clasps.”




Talitha did not look amused. 




After a mighty struggle, the Ajan Warriors finally defeated Jessica Halloran’s shola buckles. Jessica was happy to report it felt the same as it did after Enken fixed it, so she was pretty sure they had fastened everything right. She and Talitha agreed this would be known in the future as “Indestructible Jessie” mode.




“After this, I’m going to put on the frilliest, prettiest summer dress I can find and dance around barefoot in the daisies outside,” Jessica said as she marched down the hall. Her reinforced boots thumped and clopped on the wooden floor. “And if a big monster attacks me I’ll just say ‘eek’ and faint like a helpless pretty princess, because even that’s gotta be better than going through putting all this armor on again.”




Talitha put her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing. She had to admit Jessica looked striking. The soft padded shirt and leggings she wore under the shola-kitaga made it even more comfortable and added even more protection. She especially liked the skull-decorated sash. The golden celestium blade Dawnsong had become rested in a matching scabbard across her back. She would have worn it like the quire said, but the sword was too tall and dragged on the ground. Jessica was pretty sure there weren’t many knights with swords that dragged on the ground. She was also pretty sure Ranko would have made fun of her if she found out Jessica was too short to carry her sword right.




“Don’t forget the enchantments in your weapon will guide your movements. Don’t fight them, because they’ll train your reflexes and muscles if you get attacked. Let the sword’s enchantment do its work. Remember our quires talked about that.”




Jessica looked Talitha over. “Hey, what about you? You don’t have armor! What if someone attacks you like Enken says?”




Talitha straightened her glasses and hesitated for a moment. “I have ways to protect myself,” she replied quietly. She turned Trueblossom around and around on her finger. 




“Well, we should still get you one of these shola thingies. Can’t be too safe,” Jessica said. “I’ll tell Enken when he gets back. We have to go back to Parsim, though, “cause that’s where all the armor is.” 




The two girls emerged into the main room with the big table. Jessica’s appearance had changed enough that some of the smaller children backed away. Their eyes were as wide as saucers. 




Jessica knelt down and motioned to the three-year-old. The toddler hesitated at first, but finally wandered over. 




“Do you wanna go see grandpa?” Jessica whispered, nodding. 




The little girl nodded back. 




“Me too.” 




The toddler smiled and took Jessica’s hand.




“Where is your farm?” Jessica stood up and directed her question at Alen and Risha.




“Along the river north of Mudwood,” Risha replied. 




“Close enough to walk?” Talitha asked. Most of the children nodded. 




As the small company filed out the front door Jessica whispered to Talitha. 




“Enken’s going to kill me.” 





Four



The walk was brisk. The chill of the early morning fought valiantly against the sun’s attempts to bring some warmth to the banks of Silvermint River. 




One of the older boys saw the fire first. He shouted and pointed, and moments later all the children were in a state of white-faced panic. The younger ones started crying as the older ones wailed incoherently. All Talitha and Jessica could gather was something about “marauders” and “monsters” and that they had finally come to get them.




The only difference was now all of them were either clinging to Jessica or pleading with her. 




Talitha was dumbstruck. She had never seen or heard such alarm and confusion before. The road they were following was abandoned. There was nobody there. The only evidence of anything out of the ordinary was the column of dark smoke rising in the distance.




Jessica tried her best to calm everyone down, but they continued shouting. Now, instead of lamenting their plight, they were competing with each other for her attention. 




She couldn’t say how Jessica did it, but Talitha watched her friend somehow manage to soothe the outbursts without shouting. Jessica put her hands on the oldest girl’s shoulders and spoke reassuringly. Teko looked as if he were ready to charge into an enemy castle. 




“Risha? It’s okay now. I’m here.”




“But they’re gonna burn our farm again and if you chase them like my uncle did you’ll never come back!” Risha rubbed her eyes as she cried. 




“I don’t know where your uncle went yet, but you know what?” 




Risha looked up. 




“I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”




Even Talitha noticed the sparkle in Jessica’s eyes. The steady, determined expression. She could almost see the panic wash away like the mud and dirt from earlier that morning. The children drew closer to her.




“Now here’s something for you.” Jessica took the alto clef charm from the pack on her cinch and handed it to Risha. The little ones stood on their toes to get a better look. “This is my battle symbol.”




Risha turned the shining charm over and over in her fingers. The others looked on with expressions of wonder.




“It has very powerful wards and magic inside. I’m making you my most important apprentice warrior. As long as you keep that charm nearby, you and all the other children will be safe.” 




“Promise?” 




Jessica nodded. “Promise. Come on.” She guided Risha and the group on further down the road. Talitha could tell their struggle had exhausted them. She knew how they felt. So far this place seemed to be exhausting for everyone.




Everyone except Jessica Halloran. 




After a ways, the road turned north and led down a fairly steep grade. The forest began to thin. Flat land lay beyond a half-height weathered wooden fence. The field had begun to go to seed. After another dozen yards, the fire causing the smoke column came into view. The children huddled together. Jessica and Talitha continued a ways more to the edge of the fence. Talitha straightened her glasses again absently.




“Magical battle symbol?” 




Jessica stared out into the field. “They need something to hold on to. They’ve lost so much. I just want them to feel safe for a little while.” 




“They believe in you.” 




In the center of the field was a large pile of oily dark wood that had been set alight. It was piled up in a cone-shaped stack, as if for a bonfire. 




“And that fire was set on purpose,” Talitha said quietly. She stopped speaking as she recognized a strange sensation. Something was terribly wrong, but she didn’t know what. Roots and leaves began to grow out of her ring and wrap around her wrist and fingers. 




“What’s that?” Jessica asked, watching the little vines snake up Talitha’s arm.




“Something’s wrong. There’s danger.” 




The glimmerkin fluttered up and into the sky. He began to circle and dart. The glow from his wings turned red. Talitha had only seen that color before when her pet was angry. 




One of the children shrieked. Jessica heard them start to cry again, and she ran back up the road just in time to see what looked like two shabbily dressed women emerge from the forest. 




“Well, well... it seems the ratty little beasts have brought reinforcements.” The voice was wheezy and ominous, and it was coming from a creature Jessica could only describe as a thin crone of a woman made of gray mud. Her eyes were dark and narrow, and she wore what looked like a permanently crooked grin. She was clothed in a brown filth-soaked peasant’s dress, legsleeves, a dingy crimson wide-brimmed hat and mangy-looking black sandals. Jessica noticed she was armed with a crooked wand of some kind. Her accomplice was even shabbier-looking. 




They stalked out of the forest and stood in the road menacingly. The children backed away, holding their breath. Their eyes were frozen, staring at the creatures. Jessica picked her way past them. She stood between the two witches and her little company. The children hid behind the two girls.




“Leave them alone,” Jessica said in a tone much lower and angrier than Talitha had ever heard.




“And who are you? Mommy?” the taller of the two replied with a rude sneer. 




Talitha took up a defensive position next to her friend. She watched the other witch carefully. By now her arm was covered in thin roots, colorful little berry blooms and leaves all the way to her shoulder. She straightened her glasses. Her glimmerkin circled and bobbed around her. The children looked around Jessica with silent frightened expressions.




“We’re their big sisters. Find someone else to pick on.” 




The creatures looked astonished. “You expect us to flee at the word of some girl?” 




“I expect you to leave them alone.” 




It all happened at once. The taller witch charged and the other hurled something. Once again, Talitha was watching what was going on behind the conversation and was prepared for the sudden movement. There was a flash of greenish-yellow light that cast momentary shadows across the road. An instant later there was a hollow thump. A sharp throwing ax lodged in the wooden surface of Trueblossom. Talitha felt her throat close. Her heart pounded as she realized just how close the sharp edge had come to her head.




Jessica wasn’t as prepared as she should have been. The bull rush knocked her back. The combination of momentum and the grade in the road caused her to fall back a good four feet before the dirt and rocks slammed the breath out of her. The children scattered.




Through the daze and pain of her head cracking against the road she saw the witch raise her twisted evil-looking wand. She caught a breath and rolled weakly to one side to avoid the attack just before a bolt of poisonous bile splashed against the muddy road. Some of it splattered her splint armor and caused it to sizzle. 




A chittering and angry Teko dove from above and raked his talons across the crone’s face. The witch bellowed and raged as the fat little bird flapped and fought to reach its eyes. The attack gave Jessica time to regain her feet.




Before she could make a move to defend herself, another spell materialized into a cursed weapon and crashed into her. Jessica cried out and collapsed in the road. Her arm felt like it was on fire. Even with the protection of her shola, the deep, sharp pain was overwhelming. Dizziness and nausea almost caused her to lose consciousness. By now, the children were delirious, wailing and crying and clinging to each other. 




Finally Teko connected. He clamped his talons down over the misshapen hag’s eyebrows and nose and held on like an angry terrier. He bit and pecked at her head until her hat was knocked off. The creature flailed with one spindly sharp-nailed hand and growled, trying to swat the pesky bird away.




The diversion gave Talitha just enough time to use the one healing spell she had learned the day before. As she retreated from the second witch and its throwing axes, she took a deep breath and drew power from her shield. Despite the face-burning exertion, she managed to focus on Jessica. An instant later, the soft greenish aura winked out as the second crone shoved Talitha off her feet. She wheeled back and lost her balance, landing hard. The flash of pain in her vision almost struck her cold, and the impact knocked her glasses off. She slid in the rocky dirt, clutching her bulwark.




The searing pain in Jessica’s arm instantly faded. Energy surged. She scrambled to her feet quickly, just in time to square off against the first hag again. By now it had finally fought Teko off. It brandished its wand and snarled. Behind it Jessica could see the faces of the terrified children.




Jessica drew her sword. 




The light began as a warm yellowish brightness all around from over her head down to her feet. It looked to the children like her armor was glowing. Then it began to intensify. The witch lunged at her and another ghostly bludgeon appeared. 




Jessica Halloran planted her feet, twisted her hips and shoulders and performed a textbook cross-deflect with her golden blade. The sharp wood-against-metal sound startled Talitha. Dawnsong turned aside the witch weapon. Risha shrieked as the other creature reached back and conjured another ax meant for the blond warrior.




“Jessie!” 




Talitha thought she saw Jessica turn and her sword flash, but she couldn’t be sure. One moment the throwing ax was spinning through the air at her friend, the next, pieces of it were bouncing into the forest.




The creature attacked again. This time it howled in rage as another spectral club-like weapon splintered against Jessica’s celestium blade. The collision pulverized the wooden bludgeon and it vanished in a grotesque puff of black smoke. 




By now the light burning from around Jessica was making it almost impossible to see her at all. It was like a tiny star had appeared in the road. Even the two witches were retreating, holding their hands up to shield their faces from the intense brightness.




The hags hissed and gnashed their teeth. They backed away. Talitha suspected such a bright light was painful for them. Their attacks ceased. 




“You will not threaten these children again. I will defend them if you do.” 




Everyone had to shield their faces. Talitha stared. No person or creature spoke except Jessica. Still the light around her grew brighter. 




“Who are you?!” the taller hag spat. 




Risha spoke up. “She’s the girl with the sword!” 





Five



One of the youngest children knelt down in the road and picked up a piece of thick cloth-like paper. It was rolled at the edges and had colorful markings on one side. Moments later, one of the older children arrived and took it from her. The younger girl ran after her cousin, reaching for the paper as her voice gradually rose to an indignant shriek. She fell and started crying. 




The older child ran ahead, brandishing the scroll. “Jessie! Jessie!” 




Jessica had just sheathed her sword when the scroll was shoved into her hands. She took it gently and then went to the aid of the crying younger girl who had fallen in the road. Jessica picked her up and reassured her until she quieted down. A few minutes later, she was seated in Jessica’s lap with the other children all gathered around. They examined the strange document.




“That looks like a map of Aventar. It’s the same shape continent as the map in my quire.” Talitha noticed the symbol in one corner. “Isn’t that the same design on your sash too?” 




Jessica picked up the end of her crimson sash and compared the embroidered fanged skull on it with the design on the document. Sure enough, the two matched.




“Do you think this is Enken’s?” Jessica was delighted. “Hey! Guess what? We finally found a map!” A moment later, everything on the scroll faded. Some of the children gasped. Another design appeared in place of the first one. This one looked as if it was centered on a huge swamp.




“It must be enchanted like Talitha’s books,” Jessica said quietly.




“That’s Parsim,” Talitha said. “Why would those two witches have a map belonging to Enken?”




Jessica shrugged. “If that’s Parsim, then Cava Dosh must be here.” She pointed at a spot near Silvermint River.




“What if this map belongs to that dark lady?” Talitha asked, making several of the kids look up. 




“Heh heh, Talitha’s just kidding,” Jessica said as the littlest stared up at her with eyes that made her look like she had just seen a ghost. “Ix-nay on the Dark Laaady dayyy!” Jessica said in a nervous sing-songy voice as she nodded at Talitha urgently. 




“Oh my goodness,” Talitha whispered as she hid her face.




The second drawing faded and was replaced by one centered on a road near a farm.




“That’s our farm!” Risha exclaimed. “There’s our village! How can it do that?”




The map showed the surrounding area. On one side of the road was a large hill. Beyond it lay several structures. Facing the village on the opposite side of the hill, an evil-looking mark was drawn next to what looked like a tower of some kind. 




“Talitha, is that what I think it is?” 




“The witches’ lair?”





Six



After a prolonged and heroic effort by the two warriors to convince the children a witch’s lair was no place for them, and after numerous promises they would come back right away after they investigated the strange map, the small company had finally been convinced to stay with their grandfather’s field hand and his family in Parsim. Alen and Risha were promoted to acting assistants and Risha accepted semi-official guard duty, at least until bedtime.




Moments after the two girls opened the gate and stepped into the road along the edge of the small house’s lot, the front door opened suddenly and Risha ran to catch them. Jessica and Talitha stopped to wait for her. The exhausted-looking girl ran up as if she had something important to say, but did not speak. She looked small standing there in the road. She kneaded her hands. 




Jessica knelt to her eye level and pulled the younger girl’s hair back from her dirty-again-already-somehow face. The intricate designs in Jessica’s sword’s hilt gleamed in the late-day sun.




“I don’t want you to go.” Risha teared up and brushed her face with the back of her hand. Her expression made her look frustrated and defeated. 




“I know. But I’ll be back soon.” Jessica said gently. 




“I want to come with you!” 




“It’s too dangerous, sweetheart.” 




“But why? You said I was an apprentice warrior! I can learn and help. I’ll get you water and show you the way along the road by the village. I promise I’ll do everything you say. I’ll be quiet and I won’t be any trouble!” 




“You know what?” 




Risha waited. 




“You’re very brave. I know you will be my best apprentice. But your cousins and your family need you, especially the little ones. They look up to you because you’re the oldest girl. They are all watching to learn how to be brave just like you.”




“But what if you get hurt? What if there’s nobody to get help for you?” 




“I’ll tell you one of my magical secrets if you promise to stay and protect your family for me, okay?” 




Risha nodded. 




Jessica whispered, pretending she was trying to keep Talitha from hearing her. “My friend Talitha knows all the best healing spells but we have to keep it super-secret so the monsters don’t find out.” 




“Oh my goodness,” Talitha said under her breath. Risha smiled. 




“When Grandpa told us the story about the demon-fighters it was really scary. But he also said there is a place where no monsters will ever get us. He said it was a place far away where nobody is afraid and everyone is loved, and that even if he dies he would still see me there someday.” 




Jessica put more than a little effort into keeping a smile on her face. 




“Do you believe there is a place like that?” Risha asked.




“Yes I do.” 




“If you die will I see you there too someday?” Tears streamed down Risha’s face.




“Risha..” Jessica hugged her gently and did her best to reassure her as she cried. Talitha fumbled with her glasses and rubbed her own eyes. After a few moments, Jessica held the young girl by the shoulders to comfort her.




“There is a place far away where there are no monsters, and everyone who loves you will see you again someday. They’re all there together watching over you and they are so proud because you are growing up to be so strong. You know how I know?” 




Risha shook her head. 




“Because someday I will go there and tell everyone what a help you’ve been to me and Talitha. I’ll tell them that because of Risha, the villagers will never have to be afraid of witches again.” 




“You can go to the faraway place, even when you’re alive?” The young girl’s eyes filled with wonder. 




Jessica nodded. 




“How?” 




“Because I’m the girl with the sword, remember?” Jessica’s eyes sparkled and inspired a beaming smile on Risha’s face. The two girls hugged again. “Now the most important thing you can do for me is to be good and listen to your Grandpa’s friend and take care of the little ones until we get back.” 




“You promise?” 




“I won’t leave you, Risha. I promise.” 




The young girl turned and ran back to the house at full speed. When she reached the porch she waved. Jessica waved back. 




“You know what?” 




“What?” Jessica asked as she gathered Teko from Talitha’s arm and let him sit on her shoulder again. 




“It’s almost impossible to be afraid of anything when you talk like that.” Talitha and Jessica started along the road back towards Finnegan’s Stead. 




“Like what?” 




“When you are quiet and reassuring like that. You make everything seem more peaceful. I think you might be getting more powerful just from saying good things.” 




“Ooh, I wonder if that’s one of my powers?” 




“It must be. Now I half-expect you to go to the faraway place.” 




“I will, Talitha. I’ll keep my promise even if I have to fly there on a dragon.” 





Seven



Jessica and Talitha made their way back to Finnegan’s Stead, eager to avoid being out too long after dark. The late-day sun cast long shadows across the fields. They stopped for a moment to examine the crop by the added light of an oil lantern Talitha had found at the farmhouse. 




“The same thing happened here that happened to the people in Tarsack,” Talitha said. “They were rushing and overplanting their crops and it depleted the soil. See?” 




“I bet they were trying to harvest them before the bad guys came back and stole them or burned them, huh?” Jessica replied. 




“They have good land,” Talitha said, brushing her hands off and standing up. “This farm could feed a lot of people, and I’m pretty sure there’s another one just like it on the other side of the river. There was no need to hurry. I wonder if these witches attacked the families in Tarsack as well?” 




“I bet that’s why they’re here,” Jessica said. “To hurt all the farmers and take away their food.” 




“We should be careful,” Talitha said. “If one of those hags dropped that map in the road, it might mean they are working with the dark lady. All of this might be a trap.” 




“Enken wouldn’t let that happen to us, and I think Reina’s on our side.” 




“We don’t know him that well yet.” 




“But I know he wouldn’t do that to us. He’s a good person. He’s brave and he wants to fight for the right thing. You saw him at the Renegade Camp. He almost sacrificed himself to try and stop those creatures. If it weren’t for us, he would have. I know he said he works for that dark lady, but that doesn’t make him a bad person.” 




“I hope you’re right.” 




“And he’s super-dreamy.”




“Oh, my goodness.” 




The tiny village of Mudwallow stood against the looming sunset, dark against the shallow foothills that surrounded it on three sides. Blurry beams of orange light reached through leafless rows of trees along the edges of the lowland ridge visible just over the uneven roofs of the buildings.




At the foot of the road that circled the marked hill, Jessica and Talitha approached the shadow-splashed fountain base at what passed for a town square. The entire village appeared abandoned.




“This place is already making me nervous,” Talitha whispered. 




“I hate dark buildings,” Jessica added. “They all look like haunted houses, even with the sun up.”




Jessica wanted to stay in the shadows of the foreboding-looking boarded-up warehouses and other shops. An occasional breeze bustled through the alleyways, providing the only sound and an uncomfortably damp chill. Otherwise the air was relatively tranquil. There was nothing else in the village. Not a single wagon or horse. No people. No lights.




Except for one building.




On the second floor of a wide wooden structure with a covered porch across the road from the group, a lonely orange light was visible from one of the tarnished windows. 




“Talitha,” Jessica whispered. “You can hear what plants say, right?”




“There’s no plants in that building, Jessica.”




Jessica grimaced. It sounded like a good idea.




The orange light in the second-floor window went out.




“Someone’s in there!” Jessica whispered urgently. “Maybe this place really is haunted!”




The two girls quickly retreated to the edge of the village and hid behind a storehouse. Jessica unrolled the map and the two girls studied the location of the mark by the light of Talitha’s lantern. Teko and Leafy looked on. They weren’t far from the village edge. 




“Didn’t Alen say the food in the village is disappearing too?” 




Jessica pondered her friend’s question for a moment. “Yeah. You know, that’s what they always do, he said. They always go after the farms and even if they get food, they go after that too. I wonder why?” 




Talitha studied the map. 




“You’re doing that thing Ranko always says you do.” 




“Hmm?” 




“She says she can tell when you’re in full-on professor mode.” 




“Jessica, I think they’re stealing the food on purpose. They don’t want to destroy the farm. They want what it produces for some reason.” 




“Why would those witches need all this food? There’s enough here to feed a whole army!” 




“Maybe they’re trying to feed something that eats a lot.” 




“Or, maybe they’re feeding something that eats a lot so they can feed that to something that eats even more!” 




“Livestock. You know I noticed we haven’t seen a single animal all day.” 




“Something’s eating all the livestock? What if it’s a big giant monster!? Ooh, what if it’s like a big evil plant that chomps on whole cows?” 




“Shh!” Talitha gently put her hand over Jessica’s mouth and whispered. “If it’s a big giant monster it can probably hear really well too!”




Jessica nodded. 




“Okay, what if the witches go to their base and then can get into the village that way? Maybe that’s how they steal everything?” 




“By traveling underground?” Talitha replied, straightening her glasses again. “It certainly would help them hide from the villagers and escape if they had to, but we didn’t see anyone there anyway. I wonder who they are hiding from?”




“Maybe everyone goes home at night and only comes back to the village during the day?” Jessica replied. 




“There’s also that Barrotog Archer’s tower. It’s at the spot where this little farm road leading out of the village reaches the King’s Road to Escator.” 




“That’s where grandpa is. Hey! Have you noticed how the map changes and redraws itself to show us where we are every place we go? First it showed the road. Then it showed the farm. Now it shows the village. I wonder if it will show us the tunnel too?” Jessica wondered. 




“Jessica, look. The archer’s tower is right in line with the village and the marked location. I wonder if the witches took over a second tower. It would make sense if there were some kind of tunnel underneath it for storage. If so, it might connect all three.” Talitha rolled up the map and picked up her lantern.




“I am soooo glad you’re here. I never would have thought of that in a million zillions!” 




“Let’s go.” 





Eight



“Hey, I didn’t–” Jessica turned and looked behind herself and spun around a couple of times. “I didn’t do anything magical did I?” 




“You’re glowing again.” 




Jessica’s face broke into a delighted smile and the two girls laughed. “But I didn’t do any magical stuff. I don’t even have my sword drawn!” 




“Maybe it’s because you used your powers fighting those two witches. Your weapon makes you glow.” She hesitated a moment. “And mine makes me grow.” Talitha sped up and covered her mouth to try and hide an almost-laugh.




“Hey! Are you trying to make a funny or something?” 




Jessica ran a few steps to catch up. Teko spread his wings for balance. “Okay, if I’m the girl who turned into a lantern, does that mean we can see in the spooky tower and we don’t need a real lantern?” 




“Maybe so. You know you can get your weapon to light up. Maybe that power isn’t limited to–” 




“Wait! I got it! I know what it is. Look in my book.” 




“Quire.” 




“Okay, quire. Whatever. You look in my quire under blessings and I’ll just stand here and be glowy girl so you can see.”




“What am I looking for?”




“Find out what happens if I bless myself!” 




Talitha zoomed through pages like a world champion librarian, then stopped and quietly read one page, then the next. Leafy leaned down and peered at the strange writing. Then he climbed down until he was standing on the pages and staring at his own feet.




“Excuse me,” Talitha said gently as she picked him up and returned him to his spot on her shoulder. He leaned as far down as he could to look.




“Well, what does it say?” 




“Most of your blessings can cause a magical glow around whatever you blessed. Auras can too.” 




“I knew it! That’s what happened. I blessed myself when I was fighting the witches and that’s why it got so bright! Watch!” Jessica closed her eyes and the glow around her intensified until it was as bright as a bonfire. Talitha had to shield her eyes. 




“See? I just did it again! Remember that bruise I got when I fell in the road?” 




“What bruise? There’s no bruise.” 




“Yeah, cause I healed it and it wasn’t “cause of a healing spell, it was “cause of my blessing! I think one of them can heal me all the time. It’s not as good as your spell but it’s still pretty good, huh?” 




“That could be useful, especially if we get into another fight.” 




“You got healing and plants growing and I got See-kah smash and blessings. We’re going to be the best spelunkers ever!” 




“Spelunkers?” 




“We’re exploring underground, so we’re spelunkers, but “cause it’s Jessie and Talitha we’re magical warrior spelunkers.” Jessica put her finger on her chin and she looked up contemplatively. “I wonder if there’s other kinds of lunkers–” 




Talitha’s wide-eyed expression told Jessica she needed a moment to catch up.




“Okay, okay. We have to be serious now because I bet those witches ran back here after the fight. We have to be ready,” Jessica said. “Let’s go.” 





Nine



The two girls climbed a gentle hill where a sparse forest began at the north edge of the village. They were following the sound of a stream ahead. By now the sun had set, and the light from the little oil lantern was quite stark against the leaf-strewn ground. 




“These trees are not healthy,” Talitha said. “There is some kind of unusual growth under the soil.” 




“As long as it’s not buggies,” Jessica replied. “Because if it’s buggies we’re taking the children and the village and putting it all on a big cart with a ‘no buggies’ sign and going all the way back to that house with the weird short lady and her pet frumpy. Right Teko?” At least it looked like the stout bird nodded.




Talitha giggled under her breath. “It’s not bugs. But it is an infestation of some kind. It must be getting its water from the stream up ahead.” 




“Wow, we really did climb a long way.” Jessica looked back towards lower ground. The shadowy structures of the village were difficult to make out. There still wasn’t any light coming from Mudwallow at all. 




“These foothills rise to the edge of the Tarrihen Mountains. If they did build a tower up here, that’s why. It would give them a natural defense against an attack from the north.” 




“But what about the tunnels? They have to be using some kind of underground thing to get around, right?” 




“The further we climb, the more certain I am our guess was correct. Being up high on a hill means there is plenty of room underneath the tower for subterranean structures and those structures would give them easy ground-level access to the village. In fact, there may be an exit somewhere closer to the base of the hill we haven’t discovered yet.” 




Jessica stared. “You know how you say I make stuff sound more peaceful?” 




Talitha nodded. 




“Well, you make stuff sound more smarter.” 




“Oh my goodness.” Talitha tried to hide her face behind her bangs. 




“What do you think about the stream? Do you think that has something to do with all these tunnels and stuff?” 




Talitha was too busy studying the map as she walked. She held the lantern up with one hand and steadied the scroll with the other. Jessica had to stop the bespectacled girl so she wouldn’t walk into the water. 




“I guess we have to go swimming and climbing to get to the other side,” Jessica said. 




“It’s not on the map,” Talitha said. “But it should be. This area is marked “Oleander.’  We need to find a place to ford. That basin is too steep to climb down and back up safely.” 




“Hey, look at this.” Jessica followed the edge of the stream for a few yards and saw there was a natural stone break across the hillside. The stream ran directly into it and then it seemed to disappear into the ground. Talitha examined the bank of the shallow stream and walked ahead a few yards. 




“That explains it,” she said. Jessica looked over her shoulder and saw the stream spilling into a darkened cave. The sound of the water rushing echoed from far below and made it sound like a distant roaring waterfall. “It must travel underground a ways and then emerge somewhere on the far side of the Tarrihen range. This mountain could be the highest point in this part of Gacenar.” 




“Okay, we say they are building tunnels underground, right?” 




Talitha nodded. 




“So what if this is how we get in? What if this tunnel leads to their other tunnels?” 




“Well, it would give them some advantages. This cave opening here would provide excellent ventilation, and the stream must lead down through the hills to somewhere north of here.” 




“Why?” 




“Because if it doesn’t let out someplace it will just fill up the cave and spill over.” 




“Oh yeah, huh?” 




“So this could serve two purposes, and whoever is using these tunnels could be endangering another village where this stream emerges.” 




“They better not.” 




Talitha turned back and studied the map as she walked. “There must be a place to ford further up the hill.” 




“Yeah, if we slip in the water trying to get across we would go sliding right into that cave. That might be fun, at least until we go splat somewhere down there.” 




After a few minutes of navigating the rocky and tree-lined banks of the stream, Talitha stopped. 




“The map changed. Now the stream is there and up ahead there’s a spot marked “Oleander Bridge.’”




“That must be how we get across!” 




“Jessica, why didn’t the map show the stream back there by the cave?” 




Jessica shrugged and made an “I dunno” sound. Talitha’s frown told Jessica this was something they might need to investigate. “Hey, is that the bridge?” 




Not far from where the two girls were standing, a rickety wooden rope bridge hung across the narrow but relatively deep little canyon the stream followed. The opposite edge of the miniature chasm was several feet higher than the side the two girls were on. 




“That’s a strange place to cross,” Talitha said, straightening her glasses. “Why not move it further downriver where the banks are more even?” 




“Should we go?” 




Talitha ventured a ways further up the bank. By the time she reached the bridge, she could see the shadowy stone tower higher up on the hill. Its silhouette was visible against the deep blue night sky. 




“I hate it when you’re always right,” Jessica said with a mock tone of resignation. An owl hooted. “Talitha, what are we doing out here?” 




“I think just about every theory we’ve had so far is going to turn out to be right,” Talitha said. 




“I hope not,” Jessica replied. “Because that means this tower and all the stuff they dug under it is full of nasty ickies, and that means we gotta fight. How do we know if this bridge is any good?” 




Talitha examined the wooden posts and the ropes they supported. The bridge looked relatively new, which was just as confusing as why it was built over uneven ground. 




Jessica took the lead. She tested her weight on the first of the wooden planks that formed the “floor” of the creaky bridge. Then she held both of the rope rails with her gloved hands and made her way out a few feet over the narrow chasm. The bridge swayed a little, but held steady. After a few moments, she was across. 




“It’s okay Talitha! Come on!” Jessica waved. Talitha wasn’t all that pleased about the prospect of venturing out over the stream, but Jessica’s success was encouraging. She gingerly stepped out on the planks and held the sides like her friend. She held her breath all the way, but she managed to make it to the other side. 




“I hope that’s the scariest thing we do tonight,” Jessica said. Talitha nodded and consulted the map again. The tower site was still marked. 




“The archer’s tower is called Barrotog. This one is Oleander Tower.” 




“Oleander is a poisonous flower.” 




Talitha nodded. “Except there aren’t any oleander plants nearby.” 




“I wonder if the witches named it,” Jessica said as she looked up at the ruined battlements. “I bet they’re in there.” 





Ten



The tower structure was roughly forty feet tall and made of expertly worked white stone. There was damage at the upper edge on the south-facing side where it appeared a catapulted missile might have impacted the wall, causing the upper edge to collapse into the tower’s base. The two girls approached what at least appeared to be a gate on one side of the lowest level. As they got closer, they saw there was a channel around the outer edge. A few more steps revealed it was full of dark stagnant water. 




“Well that’s just great!” Jessica made an exasperated gesture. “After all this, it’s got a moat and we end up swimming anyway. Now what!” She let her arms drop dramatically. 




“The gate mechanism must be operated from the inside,” Talitha said, straightening her glasses. “That would make it the most difficult for attackers to reach the wall.”




“Remember that monster we were talking about? Well I know where I’d put it if I was a nasty evil witch. Right there in that water. I bet anyone who swims in there gets chomped!” 




“Even if we managed to get across the moat, I don’t think there’s a way to open the gate from the outside.” 




“So maybe we have to go sliding down the water chute after all?” 




Talitha held her lantern up. Not far from the edge of the moat stood a healthy-looking cypress tree. It looked to be about half the height of the tower. Jessica watched as her friend wandered around its trunk. Then she knelt, set the lantern down and picked up a stick. Jessica watched as Talitha started writing in the dirt. There were plus signs and slashes and equals signs. Jessica didn’t understand what Talitha was doing, but she was pretty sure it was the kind of math she did in those super-hard classes for math geniuses. She clasped her hands behind her back and gradually gathered up the courage to speak as she rocked back and forth from heels to toes. 




“What-cha doooin?” 




“Trigonometry.” 




“Oh boy.” Jessica crouched beside Talitha’s impromptu slate and tried her best to understand what was going on. Teko and Leafy watched carefully too. Talitha looked up and smiled.




“It’s not hard. Everything in trigonometry is triangles. If we put one point of a triangle up on that long branch pointing at the tower and another point down on the ground, I can tell how far we have to go to get from one side of the moat to the other.” 




“Yeah, but that’s a super-long way. We can tell that already.” 




“If we tie a vine or a rope to that branch and let it hang down to the ground, we’ll be able to tell if swinging on it will get us across. I can tell that by knowing how long the vine is and what the angle is between our side and the other side. See?” 




Jessica went around to Talitha’s side and watched as her friend drew a diagram of the tree and tower. She pointed. 




“And that one is how far we gotta go?” 




“Yes. I estimate that branch is about thirty-five feet above the ground and I think the rope would have to swing at least forty degrees to cover the distance to the opposite edge. Once I know the length of the rope and the angle, then I can get the length of the other side of the triangle too.” 




“Okay, there’s three sides, right?”




“Right.”




“And the rope is one side, right?”




“Right.”




“And you figure out the second side, right?”




“Right.”




“How do you get the third side?”




“It’s the same as the first side,” Talitha smiled.




“How do you know that?”




“Both sides are still the rope.”




“Oh yeah, huh? Okay, after we fight the witches and make sure there aren’t any buggies around here, you gotta teach me everything you just said.” 




Talitha smiled. “I will. Once you know the basics, it’s really very simple. Geometry is even more fun.” 




“There’s only one problem.” 




“What?” Talitha asked, straightening her glasses again. 




“We need to find a super-long-in-feets rope and then we gotta get up there and tie it so we can swing on it. I’m a good tree climber but there’s a lot of tree climbing all the way up that high!” 




“That’s the easy part,” Talitha said. She reached into her satchel and dug around for a few moments. Leafy perked up, hoping she was gathering up more sugarblossom seeds. Finally, she produced a handful of pods. Each looked like a little chicken dumpling made out of dark green leaves. She walked over to the edge of the moat and dipped them in the water. After a few moments she stood up. Her fist dripped for a few moments and then a thick vine started growing around her fingers. It began to twist and bundle, finally falling out of Talitha’s hand and growing towards the ground. After a few seconds, one end had coiled on the ground into a huge pile, while the rest of it was looped around Talitha’s fingers.




“That was the coolest thing ever!” Jessica looked up at the branch. “Okay, now that we gots the rope I figured out how to get it up there. It’s that branch with the two little branches, right?” Talitha nodded as Jessica handed Teko to her.




She walked around the tree and quickly found what she was looking for. “Here.” She handed a rock about the size of a baseball to Talitha, who tightly tied one end of the vine to it. Jessica backed up a few steps and then a few steps more. The light of Talitha’s lantern was just enough to cast a dim light on the tree’s leaves far above the ground. Jessica reached all the way back to Parsim and threw the rock as high as she could. It sailed up into the tree’s branches and made a few cracking and popping sounds before the rock bounced on the ground with the vine still attached. 




Talitha watched as Jessica quickly retrieved the rock and ran back to her spot, landing on both feet at once. She wound up and threw the rock straight up again, this time landing on one foot after letting it fly. More snapping and cracking followed, and the rock dove back towards the ground again, but this time it stopped a few feet above the ground. 




“Yee yee yee!” Jessica jumped up and down celebrating her athletic skill and then suddenly stopped with both hands over her mouth. She ran over to Talitha and whispered. “I forgot the big plant monster might be listening!” She ran back to retrieve the rock. After a quickly fashioned slipknot secured one end of the vine around the branch far above, there was enough slack in the vine to leave several feet of it on the ground. 




“We did it!” Jessica gushed. “Okay, now we gotta be sure we don’t let it slip.” 




“Why not?” 




“Because that’s going to mess up all your numbers and stuff!” Jessica exclaimed with a “that’s so obvious!” look on her face. 




Talitha smiled. “I think you’re going to be a trig expert by the time we find those witches.” 




“I hope so, because if it means I can just swing across all the moats and caves and pits and stuff, we’re going to be super adventure girls!” 




“Okay, wrap the vine around your hand and arm and let it loose when you are just a foot or so from the opposite side.” 




Jessica looked up at the branch far overhead. It was hanging a few feet over the water. Then she looked at the opposite side. It was quite dark, but Talitha’s lantern gave off just enough light to cast a dim glow on the stone ten yards away. 




“Okay, okay. Wait a second.” Jessica stopped and closed her eyes. After a moment or two a golden glow began to light up the ground and the water. “That’s better. I don’t have a blessing for swinging over a moat, but at least when I get there I won’t be in the dark, and you gotta remind me to figure out a blessing for not getting chomped.”




“Okay,” Talitha said nervously. “Don’t let go of the vine or it might get stuck in the middle.” 




Jessica nodded and took a few steps back. Then she tested her weight on the vine. She took a deep breath and exhaled. Then took another deep breath. Talitha noticed the determined expression was back. Then Jessica ran. 




Talitha gasped and held her breath as her friend sailed out over the water. The vine actually held! Jessica held on as she rose higher. Finally she reached the opposite side and let go. Her momentum carried her forward and she had to run a few steps before she regained her balance, but she held on to the vine. She turned around and celebrated. Then she whispered loudly. 




“That was fun! Come on Teko!” 




Teko immediately side-stepped down Talitha’s arm to give himself room. Then he leaped into the air, flapping to gain speed, and soared over the moat. Jessica caught him with a gloved hand and set him on her shoulder. 




“Are you ready?” Jessica whispered again. Talitha nodded. The other side of the moat was much brighter now because of Jessica’s blessing. She held the vine up and then swung it back in Talitha’s direction. The bespectacled girl ran to catch it and tested it again for weight. 




“Hold on tight!” Jessica whispered. “I’ll catch you!” 




Talitha swallowed. Her breathing became short. The moat looked like it was a mile across. Jessica looked so far away, and Talitha was suddenly self-conscious about her shield and how bulky and heavy it was. She was starting to re-think the brilliant idea of swinging across the water. Leafy was hovering lazily overhead. His wings were glowing a soothing pink color. She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself down. It wasn’t immediately clear whether it worked or not.




Jessica was surprised by how fast Talitha ran towards the water, even though it was only a few steps. The vine stretched tight and Talitha flew silently across the moat, eyes tightly closed, one arm holding her lantern tightly. Jessica ran towards her and then to one side. She caught her friend’s feet and dug in her own heels, hanging on so Talitha wouldn’t fall back towards the water.




Talitha let go and fell forward, pulling Jessica off balance. The two girls, one lantern and Teko tumbled to the ground, sword and shield clattering. Jessica couldn’t help but burst into laughter. 




As Leafy fluttered across the moat, Jessica and Talitha stood and dusted themselves off. Jessica exhaled. “Okay! The flying warriors did it! What’s next?” 





Eleven



Talitha adjusted her glasses and exhaled with relief, making sure her shield was harnessed properly on her back again. “Now we have to find a way through that gate.” 




"‘Sica smash?” 




“Only if you want to wake up every monster for a hundred miles.” Talitha said. The two girls made their way around the tower to the gate by the light of Jessica’s blessing. 




“Can we use more of those number thingies?” 




“Perhaps. Let’s see what kind of mechanism it is.” 




“How can we tell?” 




“Some kinds of gates use a drawbridge-like apparatus. Others operate like a portcullis.” 




“Oh boy, more numbers.” 




“This is more engineering than calculus.” 




“Remind me to tell you how much I love it when you’re here and I’m not trying to figure this stuff out by myself, okay?” 




“Okay.” 




Jessica thumped her closed fist on the gate. “Well, at least we know it’s made out of wood. Do we have any magic that can make it open?” 




“If it were living, I could,” Talitha replied. “Making it grow or warp and bend would be simple. But this is made of more than just wood. I don’t think I can affect it much.” 




“I don’t think we can climb up there either. That’s a long way. Teko and Leafy can fly up there though.” Jessica followed Talitha around the outer wall of the tower. The shield-armed girl looked quite formidable with Trueblossom on her back. The elaborate Goldenwood Tree design caught the moonlight reflections from the moat and gleamed white and silver in the night. 




“I’m starting to think our secret entrance theory was the right one,” she said, stopping occasionally to examine the stone wall. “We know this structure was heavily damaged by some kind of missile. What we don’t know is if–” Sure enough, on the northern side of the tower there was a partial collapse of the outer wall. Several rectangular heavy stones had collapsed from a breach higher up on the wall. 




“We can climb over that stone and get inside!” Jessica whispered. Teko attentively watched the uneven opening in the wall. “I’ll go first,” Jessica said. “But you gotta help, because I don’t know if I can climb that high in this weird armor stuff.” 




With Talitha providing the step-up, Jessica scrambled on top of the white stone block. She peered inside, carefully watching for anything threatening, then she turned back and helped pull Talitha up. The two girls looked inside.




The entire ground floor of the tower’s interior was reinforced with a wooden platform. On three sides were steep staircases that looked a lot like ladders with flat steps for rungs. A lantern sat on a short wooden table on the opposite side of the tower interior. 




“Someone’s been here,” Jessica whispered. “I’m getting that weird feeling again.” 




“What weird feeling?”




“You know, that one where there’s a monster but you haven’t seen it yet and then that spooky music starts playing all ‘oooOOOOOooooh’ and then–” 




“That’s not a weird feeling. That’s you remembering some movie you watched late at night.” 




“Ooh, those too. I like the ones with the bats, except if I saw a real bat I’d probably jump out of my boots, like when Reina turned into bats.” 




“There’s no bats in there.” 




“Okay, good. Let’s go.” Jessica carefully slid off the block on to the wooden platform and looked around. She could see the sky through the broken chamber ceiling. There was at least one platform above the ground floor. All three of the staircase-ladders led up to it. “Is this where they live? Do they climb in and out that hole all the time or something?” 




Talitha brushed herself off. “There must be a trap door that leads down into the subterranean passages. They could also use the gate to get in and out.” Talitha pointed. The mechanism for opening and closing the gate was built into the stone wall on the opposite side of the structure. 




Jessica walked around in circles on the platform looking for anything that might be a handle or an opening for a trap door. “Hey! There it is I think!” She crouched down and found an opening just big enough for her hand between two of the boards. She reached for it. 




“Wait!” Talitha said, crouching next to her. “It might be a trap. Here.” She handed Jessica the stick she had done her trigonometry calculations with. “Put that in the opening first.”




Jessica carefully slid the stick between the floorboards. Nothing happened. She moved it back and forth and found what felt like something solid. “Hey, maybe if it–” She pushed it down and the latch snapped loose. A square section of the floor raised up about an inch. “Super cool, huh?” Jessica looked quite pleased with herself, which inspired Leafy to smile back at her.




“At least it didn’t have a trap in it, besides the door I mean,” Talitha replied. The two girls climbed down, leaving the trap door open behind them. 




Moments later, a light appeared at the broken opening in the wall. A shadow lingered for a moment, peering into the tower from the darkness outside. Then the light went out and Risha quietly climbed over the stone block and crouched down on the wooden floor. 





Twelve



Talitha lifted her lantern to illuminate the dusty chamber beneath the tower floor. The stone and caked dirt around the rickety wooden ladder made it look like someone had recently tried to obscure it. The structure was just wide enough for one person at a time to scramble down.




The remains of a wooden structure supported the floor. The wood looked burnt. Many of the edges were blackened and sharp. Jessica’s boots crunched on broken pieces littered on the ground. Talitha tip-toed around.




The room itself was roughly rectangular-shaped with a deep layer of light gray sand covering its floor, and a ceiling about 15 feet in height. Along the walls about seven feet above the floor several large empty sconces had been anchored to the stone with heavily rusted metal bolts. The room looked like it had been deserted for some time.




“How do you carve a rectangle room out of stone?” Jessica asked. Teko turned his head all the way around and then back again, trying to see if there was anything unusual. Talitha presumed some kind of magic was involved, but even after all her studies she couldn’t say for sure what kind. She did notice faded outlines of what looked like gargoyle faces etched in the stone. 




Talitha walked along the wall examining the sconces. The light from her lantern shone against the dingy gray rock. 




“I think this cavern was once filled with water,” Talitha said. “Look how the color changes.”  Leafy floated off Talitha’s shoulder. His wings began to glow a pale orange color, which added to the light from Talitha’s lantern.




“Maybe that’s what happened to the torches that go in those sconces,” said Jessica. “Maybe they got washed away?” 




“How did you know they were called sconces?” Talitha asked with a look of genuine interest. 




“Because I can read magical books too!” 




Talitha was busy examining a large damp clump of what appeared to be seaweed scattered in the far corner of the room. It was surrounded by several much larger piles of sand, one of which was partially obscuring a depression in the floor. Near the depression were several colorful rocks, some broken, some intact.




“Is that a passageway?” Jessica asked.




Talitha walked around the depression carefully. “I think this might be a tunnel that leads further down,” Talitha said, straightening her glasses. “But it looks very narrow. I don’t know if I can fit unless I turn my shield back to ring form.” 




As Jessica approached, her blessing made it easier to see. Descending into the darkness was a small tunnel clogged with damp sand.




“I bet that’s the tunnel that leads to the other tunnels and the village.” 




“But where do they get their supplies? They can’t bring it up here through that tiny little opening,” Talitha noted. 




“Eww,” Jessica said. “I don’t want to crawl through this dirty sand. Icky.”




“Hopefully it will open wider further down,” Talitha said.




“Okay, me first then “cause I gots all the armor. You be sure to come after me though “cause you gots all the healing.” Jessica sheathed her sword and handed Teko to Talitha. He climbed up on her other shoulder and watched.




“I don’t know if you should. What if you get stuck or get hurt?” Talitha replied.




“Maybe I can do a blessing that makes me mini-Jessie.” She smiled. “You keep the lantern so we both got light.” She slid feet first into the opening and worked her way down until Talitha could no longer see her. 




“Fwahhh...” Jessica groaned. It was loud enough that Talitha could hear.




“What? What happened?!”




“I got water in my eye. It’s super damp in here!” came the reply. “The ceiling is dripping, and it’s right on top of my head!” Talitha could hear Jessica’s voice, but she had descended too far into the narrow tunnel to see anything but the light of her blessing.




After another few seconds, an otherworldly moaning sound seemed to rise from beneath the Earth and fill the room from every direction, escaping through the cavern entrance. Talitha’s face froze in an expression of cold, gripping horror. Leafy covered his head with his wings. The sound echoed around and around the room until it finally drifted away like a frozen wind.




“What on Earth was that...?” Talitha whispered, looking up at the ceiling and around the walls for the source of the sound.




“That sounded like a ghost!” Jessica shouted back up through the passage.




“Please don’t say that,” Talitha said.




“Okay! You guys come down! I’ll guard against the ghosts!”




For Talitha, crawling through the sloped tunnel was easy, and she discovered only the middle third of the opening was actually dark. Teko wasn’t terrifically happy crawling through damp sand and rocks. Leafy just floated lazily through the tunnel down to the lower level. By now his light was a soothing green. They all met Jessica at the base of the passage.




“You’re all covered with yucky now.” Jessica helped Talitha brush the clingy sand from her raiments. “I bet that’s supposed to be a hidden passage. Maybe someone stole the trap door.” Jessica said. “See? The tunnel goes in both directions. I bet one of “em goes to the village like you said.” 




Talitha looked over the edge of the walkway and felt a cool breeze from below. “Chilly. There must be water down there. Perhaps it’s an underground lake of some kind.” Talitha hefted her shield. 




“Hey, maybe that’s where the water in the rectangle room came from?” 




Talitha nodded. By the combined light of Jessica’s blessing, Talitha’s lantern and Leafy’s wings, the girls made their way along the stone tunnel until the passage turned sharply. Talitha consulted the map. “Apparently, this area is called the ‘Neathriver’”




“Wait,” Jessica said.




“What is it?” Talitha asked. She peered over Jessica’s shoulder.




“I’m getting that weird feeling again, but not like bats on TV. This is more like at the abandoned house.” 




“That’s when that hag lady appeared.” Teko perked up at Talitha’s tone. Leafy continued floating in wider and wider circles. “Look.” Talitha pointed ahead. Not far way along one side of the dark corridor sat what at first looked like some kind of weird mannequin. As the two girls crept closer, it became easier to see. 




“Oh, my goodness.” 




“That’s a skeleton,” Jessica said quietly. “Stay back.” She drew her sword. 




“But why? It’s just a–” 




“Talitha, stay back.” 




Jessica advanced, half-step by half-step in a low stance, weapon ready. The hair on the back of her neck stood straight out and she held her breath. The pounding of her heart made her feel like her armor was tighter than it should be. Her hands and fingers ached. 




She could sense the overwhelming presence of evil. 




A ghastly frigid gust of rotted, stale air swirled down the corridor and blew Jessica’s hair back. A ghoulish moaning sound followed. As if revived by the ominous cold, the closest skeleton rose to its feet. Jessica felt her breath freeze. Its eye-sockets narrowed into a scowl. It hissed with a hellish fury through its open jaw. 




Jessica lunged forward with every ounce of might she could manage to avoid the creature’s sharpened fingers. It’s slashing hands ripped three long gouges in her shola, pulling her off-balance just enough to prevent her from getting much weight behind her counter. She closed her eyes and swung Dawnsong as hard as she could, but only succeeded in leaving a blade mark in the stone wall. 




Talitha saw the sparks flash from the weapon’s impact and hastily pulled her shield over her shoulder, dropping both quires in the process. Teko stumbled and flapped to the stony floor. Leafy bobbed about erratically, his wings glowing a deep angry-looking red color. 




The skeleton’s clawed hands clamped down on the top edge of Talitha’s shield as the bespectacled girl ducked. It ripped the bulwark forward, pulling her off balance. She stumbled forward and hit the cavern wall and scrambled back, trying to steady herself. The creature reached for Talitha’s neck.




“No!” Jessica’s voice sounded like it was echoing from some other dimension. The sudden burst of light from around the blond girl’s head and shoulders caused the creature’s shadow to appear starkly on the far wall. The fiend’s expression blanched and it let out a startlingly loud shriek. It jerked and twisted, but could not move.




Talitha had just recovered when she saw movement. “Jessica!” 




A second skeleton’s clawed fingers rose to strike, but it was a half-moment too late. Jessica dropped to a knee and turned under its attack. She swept her blade up. The weapon’s celestium edge pulverized the creature’s rotted rib cage and the entire corridor burst into yellow-orange fire. Another shriek echoed before the second skeleton exploded into fiery corruption and vanished with the flames.




Freed from Jessica’s gaze, the first ghoul spun and took a wide swing at Talitha. She scrambled out of the way and managed to lift her shield again before the second attack slammed her back against the stone wall.




Teko rocketed off the stony floor with a powerful sweep of his wings and managed to claw and scratch at the apparition’s eyes long enough to distract it. Talitha pedaled back, which gave Jessica her chance. Magical flame trailed from Aria’s blade as Jessica slammed the weapon into the creature’s back. The corridor burned with white fire for an instant, and then the specter was gone.




Jessica Halloran fought to catch her breath. Her face glistened with perspiration and her arms and shoulders trembled. She held her sword low, her hands still gripping its hilt tightly. 




Talitha finally managed to get to her feet. She wasn’t in much better condition.




“That wasn’t like See-kah smash,” Jessica exhaled heavily. “That was close to See-kah got smashed.”




“Are you hurt?” 




Jessica shook her head and gasped for breath. Talitha closed her eyes, took a deep breath and sighed with relief. “Good. Because I’m not sure I could have healed you in time.” Leafy landed on her shoulder. He was trembling just like the two girls. Talitha comforted him and gave him some seeds which he chewed carefully, eyes shifting back and forth on the alert for more monsters. 




“We gotta learn how to fight better together,” Jessica said, letting herself relax a little and exhaling heavily. “Or we’re going to get crunched.” She sheathed her sword again. 




“I’m just glad you could tell they were there,” Talitha said, retrieving Teko from the cavern floor and harnessing her shield on her back again. “If they surprised us it would have been bad.”




“Let’s go see what else those two witches are hiding down here,” Jessica said. Talitha couldn’t be sure, but her friend seemed a little more determined than before.





Thirteen



The gargoyle door was easily ten feet tall, and the iron loop that apparently served as its handle looked to be at least three full inches thick. Talitha wondered if either of them would be able to lift it.




This time, the creature’s face wasn’t faded. It was quite real. Its eyes were sharp and malevolently focused straight down the dingy hallway. The glowering face had either been carved when the door was made, or it was a separate attached sculpture. Its tongue stuck out of its wide grin and reached towards the ground. Jessica stood about half its height.




“They’re in there. I can tell,” Jessica said ominously. “And we gotta get in there to get ‘em.” 




“If there were a key for that door, it would be the size of a small tree!” Talitha whispered. “If we try to open it, it might have a trap too!”




“Ooh, I’m ready for anything,” Jessica replied. “I’ll ‘Sica smash that evil face and break it into a zillion pieces.” 




“But how?” 




“We figured out the moat with the triangles and we figured out the trap door. We can figure this out!” 




All at once, the hallway darkened, and the gargoyle’s eyes began to glow an eerie green. Talitha felt her heart jump into her throat and Jessica held her breath. A spectral wind swirled through the hallway, blowing Jessica and Talitha’s hair back. The blond girl brandished her sword and advanced, standing between her friend and the infernal ten-foot beast’s shadowy grin. Then it spoke! It’s voice filled the hallway, booming into the distance. 




“Attack me warrior! Attack and destroy me!” 




Jessica blinked to try and keep the sting of the wind out of her eyes. She stood ready, feet apart, fingers desperately clamped on the hilt of her celestium weapon. She was only a few yards away. She knew she could easily charge forward and smash it to pieces. She knew what her sword could do. 




“Attack me! Attack me!” 




She started forward. 




“Jessica wait!” Talitha shouted. The bespectacled girl ran a few steps and threw her lantern towards the door. It clattered against the face and crashed to the floor. The oil splashed and both the door and face caught fire. Suddenly the lantern fell and disappeared. A trap door collapsed into the shadows below, and the floor around the gargoyle face disappeared with it. 




“Ha!” Jessica shouted into the howling wind. “Talitha’s too smart for you!” 




The fire climbed across the glowing hateful face. The gargoyle’s maniacal laugh echoed. Jessica felt her skin crawl. Its dark features burned away and the surface of the door turned to ash. Moments later, the entire structure fell out of its frame and slammed against the floor, forming a burning bridge across the pit trap. 




“Talitha! Quick!” Jessica ran forward, eager to get across before the door burned away. Her friend hurried to follow.





Fourteen



Risha’s heart thumped. She had never been so far from home before, and she certainly hadn’t been in a dark tunnel under a spooky tower in the middle of the night, either. But the one thing she did know was that Jessie and her friend had gone this way. She could see the dust on the floor had been disturbed everywhere the two older girls walked. 




The light from her lantern was enough to illuminate the walls. Unlike the other girls, Risha had no problem scampering down through the trap door and through the narrow tunnel to the stone floor. She was shorter, lighter and in better playground shape, so crawling and climbing came naturally. She also didn’t have any of the bulky weapons or armor the older girls had. All she was carrying was her lantern and the little golden battle symbol Jessica had given her before the first fight with the Barrotog Witches. 




After a few yards, Risha stopped to examine the stone wall. It looked as if a shadow had been burned into it by some kind of powerful energy. The shadow’s open-jawed skeleton face gave the young girl chills. She held her lantern higher, hoping the light would extend far enough to give her some warning if a monster attacked. Before the witches came, she had almost grown out of the age where she believed in monsters. But after what she had seen, she understood the value of being careful and the value of keeping quiet, because she knew danger was real, and if she wasn’t careful, it might hurt the people she loved most. 




After a few more yards, she stopped again. In the corridor ahead, her lantern revealed another skeleton slumped against the wall. A cold wind swirled and rushed through the corridor and make Risha’s skin shrivel. A wailing sound echoed in the darkness. The girl’s eyes widened. It was moving! She backed away, but before she could get far, the creature was on its feet. 




Risha felt her insides drop into the floor like a cold ball of ice. Her fist closed urgently around the battle symbol. This was exactly what Jessica had warned her about. Now she was in big trouble!




But she also remembered Jessica’s words: “As long as you keep the charm nearby, you and all the other children will be safe.” 




The skeletal creature was so tall it seemed to fill the stony hallway. Its eye sockets narrowed when it spied Risha, and it stalked forward, brandishing its misshapen claws. After a few steps it leaped to the attack! 




Risha stumbled and fell. Her lantern rattled to the floor and rolled across the stone. She held her breath and instinctively raised her fist. She clutched the charm with all her might. A golden light appeared and filled the corridor with a sun-like glow. Beams of white and orange energy swirled and rolled around the young girl. One by one they burned and seared the skeleton’s bones. The creature shrieked in pain and retreated.




The glow intensified until Risha’s fist was a white star-like beam in the darkness. The skeleton raised its bony claws to shield its face. It stumbled as it backed away. Finally it recoiled completely and lurched away into the darkness. 




All at once the light was gone. Risha sat there on the stone floor, breathing so fast she felt like she had run a whole mile. She opened her hand and looked at the little charm. A tiny twinkle of light appeared and faded.




Maybe now she was a real apprentice warrior almost like Jessica! She gathered up her lantern and held her charm close as she ventured further into the underground tunnels. She had Ajan battle magic. Now she was ready for anything! 





Fifteen



This time, it wasn’t just that Jessica felt the presence of evil. She felt like she was surrounded by it. At the far end of the empty oval-shaped room stood twin columns. Each was shaped like a devilish creature with a pointed tail and a grinning face, and each was posed with their arms over their heads as if they were holding up the ceiling. Talitha was struck by how similar the faces of the two sculptures were to the huge one on the door. Between the columns was a zone of total darkness. Even the light from the fire couldn’t penetrate it.




Once again, Jessica felt like little electrical shocks were traveling all over her arms and neck. She remembered the battle with the wolf and she wondered if she would be able to call on that kind of power again. She remembered how dry her mouth was then and how hard it was to catch her breath. It was the same now.




“They were supposed to be in here,” she said in a low tone, as if angered by the absence of the two witches. “I bet they ran away. Maybe through that doorway over there.” 




Teko reacted first. He rocketed straight up off Jessica’s shoulder. Talitha turned and brought her shield forward a scarce instant before an overwhelming force slammed into her. She stumbled back and fell to the floor. The witch took full advantage of its advantage and raised her axe again. Talitha panicked and desperately called on the power of Trueblossom. The axe crashed into living wood. A cloud of red, yellow, orange and brown spores exploded from the surface of the shield and surrounded both Talitha and her attacker. 




Jessica felt her skin start to burn like someone had poured hot water and pepper on it at the same time. She ran out of the cloud with her eyes watering and finally got far enough away she could take a breath without a coughing fit. 




The witch wasn’t quite as fortunate. The creature was completely surrounded by the spores, which filled its mouth, nose, eyes and even ears with an intolerable itchy burn. It coughed and wheezed before taking an enormous howling breath and then collapsing to the floor in a fit of hacking, spitting and choking. Talitha scrambled to her feet and backed away, holding Trueblossom up to protect herself. Jessica noticed a glorious red and yellow flower bloom had replaced the Goldenwood Tree on the shield’s surface. 




The spores settled on the witch’s rotted skin and began to frantically grow into a tangle of leaves, vines, stems and buds. The witch struggled and ripped at the plants, only to have them overgrow themselves again. The creature pointed its gnarled wand at Talitha, who stood her ground, shield raised. A moment before the witch attacked, the vines and plants wrapped and coiled around its arm and wand. The weapon glowed angrily for a moment, and then exploded with steaming hot bile, covering the witch in a horrid bubbling stench. The creature screamed as its noxious bile ate through the plants, then ate through skin. The witch melted into a black puddle on the floor. 




“Jessie! Look out!” 




The high-pitched voice startled both girls. Jessica looked up just in time to see Risha come running through the still-smoldering doorway like she was charging across a medieval battlefield. She held up her fist. Golden light was visible between her tightly clasped fingers.




The blond girl moved faster than she thought she was capable. She practically leaped across the room and pulled Risha back by the arm, keeping herself between the gargoyle doorway and the younger girl. 




The other witch stepped through the shadowy portal wearing its crimson hat and black robes. It had its wand at the ready just as Jessica expected. A sizzling green lance of acid-like energy slashed through the air and ripped into Jessica’s shola. The diseased bile splashed in all directions and threw Jessica back. Her sword banged against stone with a dull ringing sound as she collapsed to the floor. 




“Jessie!” Risha ran to Jessica’s side. The younger girl shook Jessica’s shoulders as tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! Please be okay! Please!” Risha didn’t realize she was the witch’s next target. 




Talitha knew there was no way she could get to Jessica in time. Even if she could run that fast she wouldn’t be able to get her shield into position to stop the next attack. In a split-instant, she instinctively went on the offensive and rushed forward, slamming her shield into the witch!




More burning spores exploded everywhere. By now they covered Talitha’s raiments, arms and hair, but she felt nothing. She could even taste them, but they didn’t burn or sting or make her cough. Talitha was momentarily confused, but it didn’t take long for her to focus on the witch and what she might do next.




The creature was immediately overcome. Red and brown spores swirled in the air like embers. Many of the fiery little particles invaded the witch’s mouth and nose. They were like a concentrated blast of pepper, sneezing powder, instantly-activated poison ivy and onions all mixed into one intensely unpleasant drifting cloud of hot little flames. 




Talitha had done her job. She had given herself and Jessica an instant, and she put that time to the best use she could. She drew all the power possible from Trueblossom and focused it into the most powerful healing spell she could. 




Risha stared in wonder as the greenish-yellow light of Talitha’s healing magic brightened around her. An energized Jessica scrambled back to her feet and gathered up her sword. She quickly pulled Risha behind herself to protect her from any further attacks. 




The witch was barely able to hold itself up on hands and knees. Its body shuddered with wracking coughs. Jessica brandished her sword, but realized their enemy was no longer able to fight, even though it was still holding its menacing wand. 




Talitha watched suspiciously. She was fully prepared to defend herself if it was some kind of trick. 




“I yield,” the witch rasped. 




Jessica was still trying to control her breathing and heartbeat. Her wrists ached from how hard she was clutching her weapon. She could strike the witch down now and end the threat to Mudwallow and all the farmers. She could win the battle with one strike of her sword. 




But the power she would be using to destroy the monster depended on something more than simple victory. What kind of person would destroy their enemy after their surrender? After all the villagers had been put through, this was all that was left of the Barrotog witches: A wheezing, helpless and broken ogre crawling on the floor. 




There would be no justice in killing a helpless foe. It would not be honorable. Such an act would be just as evil as what Jessica was trying to prevent.




“I will accept your surrender. But you must promise to break your wand and never threaten the people of Mudwallow again.” 




Jessica’s words even drew a raised eyebrow from Talitha. The girl with the sword sounded just as noble as she looked. 




The witch lunged in a fierce instant, and a blinding flash of white light exploded across the room. 




Talitha and Risha both fell back, startled by the sudden movement. Talitha couldn’t say for sure what she saw before she fell.




Jessica pivoted and raised her shining blade. A heavenly light exploded from around her. Golden-white flames rose from the weapon, and ghostly images of valiant warriors shimmered on either side of the armored girl, each with their own raised swords. Evil magic reflected from the celestium blade and slashed back at the creature. In an instant, the witch was covered by white hot flames. Its face became an open-mouthed skull surrounded by fire. Its body exploded into a shocking flash of thundering light and was gone. 





Epilogue



The Chief Magistrate of the King’s Village of Mudwallow was not accustomed to a girl he had never met walking right into his office with a small army of children following. Jessica and Talitha had both transmuted their weapons back into ring form. It wouldn’t do to frighten the poor man.




One by one, each of Risha and Alen’s cousins placed valuables on the official’s desk. There were silver and gold coins, tiny gems, cups, plates, bolts of cloth, tools, ceremonial weapons, jugs of expensive wine and tiny bottles of rare ink. All told, what Jessica and Talitha had recovered from the witch’s lair equaled the value of an entire year’s crops from all the village’s farms combined. The children looked on expectantly as Jessica placed one last sparkling gem on the pile: A faceted emerald the size of an acorn. 




The magistrate looked up with an expression somewhere between incredulity and near-unconsciousness, his hand on his forehead. He had never seen so much treasure in one place before.




“What is the meaning of this?” 




“We got all this from the witches!” Jessica announced, rocking back and forth on her feet with her hands clasped behind her back like she was doing the gift-giving at a birthday party. “I think they stole it all, ‘cause we already found a bunch of stuff from Finnegan’s Stead up there too.” 




“Why don’t you just keep it?” the magistrate asked. “You found it.” 




“Because it doesn’t belong to us!” Jessica replied as if stating the most obvious thing ever. “We gotta find the people it belongs to so they can have it back!”




The magistrate looked at two of the littlest children, both of whom nodded in agreement, their fingers clutching the edge of the desk. At this point, if Jessica announced she was going to open a dinosaur zoo, all the kids would nod in agreement. As far as they were concerned, the girl with the sword could do anything. 




Jessica left an unbelievable fortune and one suddenly overwhelmed royal official behind as she herded all the children back out the door. 




She crouched down and they all gathered around. “Okay, now it’s time for my other surprise! Guess who I found when I went to the scary witch cave?” Alen and Risha’s cousins all looked at each other with wide eyes and delighted expressions. “Oops! Don’t peek!” Jessica said, twirling one of the little boys around and around by his shoulders. “There he is!” she sang, pointing to someone behind them.




All the children turned and looked. Their grandfather was standing in the village road with his arms outstretched. All the children in the little company gasped and shouted. Ten little pairs of feet ran across the road with their own hands raised. They surrounded him with hugs and jumped up and down trying to tell him all about the adventure they had been on with their big sisters. He hugged them all and nodded wide-eyed as they shouted over each other and pointed back towards Jessica and Talitha. 




The two warriors had just started back towards Cava Dosh when the magistrate stopped them. "‘Ere,” he said, handing a small leather pouch to Jessica. 




“What’s this for?” 




“The bounty for returning stolen goods,” the exhausted-sounding man said.




Jessica shook her head, handing the pouch back. “We can’t accept this. It was our duty to help if we could.” 




“On behalf of our lord and nobles, I thank you for your service, fair maiden. But by order of Gacenar’s King, a share of any stolen wealth belongs to him or her who found it.” 




Jessica looked at Talitha with a “what should we do?” expression on her face. Talitha wasn’t much help. She hadn’t had much time to study the laws and customs of the Kingdom of Gacenar yet. 




“Okay, I guess if the King says,” Jessica replied, gently taking the leather pouch. Inside was a small cache of silver coins with crowns emblazoned on one side. The magistrate nodded respectfully and retreated quickly. Jessica had already presented him with a month’s work tracking down the owners of all she had left him. He didn’t want to wait around to see what else she might come up with. 




Talitha picked through the pouch. “These are Gacen Silver Crowns, I think. It looks like a lot. Maybe a hundred of them?” 




“Those should go back to whoever lost them, but I guess I have to follow the rules too because the King said so. Hey looky! We’re rich! What can we buy with a hundred silver crowns?” 




“Probably a lot. Most of the people we’ve seen around here are using copper rings and coins for money. Silver is worth a lot more.” 




Just then Risha ran up. 




“Hi!” she exhaled.




Jessica knelt and smiled. “Hi. How are you feeling?” 




“Better now. Thank you for rescuing our grandpa, and for not being mad because I followed you to the tower.” 




“I’m just glad you’re not hurt, Risha. You know what the most important part of being an apprentice warrior is?” 




Risha shook her head. 




“A good warrior always listens to her leaders and tries her best to do what they say, you know why?” 




Risha nodded. 




“Why?” Jessica asked with an encouraging expression. 




“Because then we’re all a team!” Risha beamed.  




“Right! Do you still have your charm?” 




Risha smiled and lifted her hair, revealing the little golden battle symbol attached to a thin leather lace around her neck. 




“Ooh, that looks super-neat! Since you beat one of those skeleton monsters, you’re now an official apprentice warrior with me and my friend Talitha, as long as you promise to listen to your grandpa and always do what your teachers say.” 




The young girl nodded enthusiastically. “I will. I promise!” She hugged Jessica tightly and then ran back to the others. 




It wasn’t until the two girls reached the far side of Mudwallow they realized dusk was approaching. 




“Have you noticed how weird the moon looks now?” Jessica asked. “It’s like the whole forest is glowing.” 




A wolf howled in the distance. 




“We better get back,” Talitha said. “It’s going to take a while to walk all the way back to Cava Dosh.” 




“Yeah...” Jessica said absently, still staring at the faint light from the moon. “That wolf sounds like Shannon might be nearby. Maybe she’ll come visit us!” 












The race to find the Palace in the Sky is on!





Three towers stand watch over the coast in the Kingdom of Gacenar. Together, they guard a riddle that has tormented kings and sorcerers alike for uncounted centuries. The mystery concealed by their power protects a blood pact struck between ancient foes.


Their mighty weapons, laid down in the name of a fragile peace, are safely hidden by the only survivor of the bygone conflict. A cataclysmic war that would surely sweep the innocent populations of seven kingdoms into history is narrowly averted.


When a sixteen-year-old girl named Jessica Halloran mistakenly steps through an astral portal wearing a stolen celestium ring, the Iron Compact is broken. Old hatreds stir, provoking tremendous evil in deep places. Forces beyond human imagining once again plot their terrible vendettas. The only way to stop them is to return the weapon Jessica carries to its keeper.


But the arbiter of the compact knows if blade and girl are separated, Jessica will die.


A tiny band of reluctant adventurers has five days to find the answer.





Join the adventures of Jessica Halloran at Getabook.Today!
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