
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Goode Oliver Dooley

And

The Quest to Save Hobcomney

Book II

––––––––

[image: ]


by Gerrad R. Bohl

Copyright © 2026 by Free Minds Publications, LLC

505 20th St North, Suite 1220, #1653

Birmingham, AL 35203

freemindspublications@gmail.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in a review or scholarly analysis.

This is a work of fiction (or nonfiction, adjust as appropriate). Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental (if applicable).

Second Edition

Dedication

Since this title is a sequel, my dedications from the first book continue.

However, I would like to add that this work is particularly meant for those of us who are continually persecuted, harassed, threatened, murdered, and terrorized by the tyranny of the religious righteous, (those who feel their religious beliefs should impede and infringe upon others” right to live simply because they lack the intelligence and comprehension that God loves all, and whose punishment of others is a reflection of their own internal spiritual and mental sickness). 

Do not concede. 

Evil will always be a present threat on earth, and it is up to us to fight it, to protect one another from it, to support one another through it, and to start criminalizing people who use religion to restrict the God-given freedoms of others. You have a right to be happy, free, and to live without fear.

Defend that right. This book is dedicated to you.

Acknowledgements

As always, and for eternity more, I wish to thank Mother Nature. I weep for her and what our shameless species does to her day after day, and I hold hope that one day humans will learn to respect her. I am so grateful I get to share this planet with so many exceptionally beautiful plants, animals, and other species. I am continually mesmerized and humbled by the profound beauty of this planet. 

I would also like to thank my friends and family who continue to support my work—it means so much to me.

A special thanks to Free Minds Publications for taking on this book, and for being all-around lovely people.

And lastly, I would like to thank my creator, the higher energy that surges through us all, who gives me so many gifts, inspiration, and creative fortitude to be able to imagine new worlds.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter I


[image: ]




Darkness Rises

Far away from Hobcomney Palace, above Odullum’s dark and lifeless kingdom, a thunderous storm surged with wrath and fury unlike anything seen before. Booms and cracks tore through the sky as though the heavens themselves were being ripped apart. Odullum’s ominous castle, hidden among the Forgotten Cotton Woods, remained invisible in the darkness until flashes of lightning illuminated it before it faded once more into shadow.

Though the storm looked ready to unleash a torrential downpour at any moment, not a single drop of rain fell upon the scaly, cracked earth surrounding the parched kingdom.

Odullum paced through the cold, hollow foyers of his decaying castle, consumed by rage as he reflected upon the failures of his accomplices, Lord Manchineel and Aiden Brodenhugh, both of whom had met their ends in service to his will. Their mission—as was the mission of all who served Odullum—had been to stop Goode Oliver Dooley from ascending to the throne and forever destroy Hobcomney Palace.

Odullum seethed at being thwarted yet again.

“This has gone on long enough,” he whispered through clenched teeth.

He circled the Pearl of Rancor, which rested atop the mouth of the Pity Well in the center of his court. Wisps of fog curled around the massive pearl as though responding to his fury, eager to be unleashed.

“Without Lord Manchineel in the Royal Council, we can no longer know their plans,” lamented the wretched voice of a woman hidden among the shadows. “Was it truly necessary to kill him? Perhaps he still could have served another purpose.”

Odullum turned toward the sound of her voice, his pale eyes narrowing with disdain.

“He was pathetic,” Odullum growled. “Weak in every possible way.”

“Weak?” the woman exclaimed. “He dragged his broken, battered body back here to beg for your forgiveness!”

She stepped from the shadows and approached him. Her greenish-gray skin sagged around deep burn scars stretching across one side of her face.

“Yes, Madame Wyemei,” Odullum replied, “and for his loyalty, I granted him a swift death, which was far more mercy than he deserved after failing me so completely.”

He placed a bony hand upon the Pearl of Rancor. It shimmered beneath his icy touch.

“You call having your flesh consumed by the fog of the Pity Well merciful?” she asked with a snort.

“Oh yes,” he answered, lifting his wide eyes toward her. “Believe me, it would have been far worse had he disappointed me any further.”

Madame Wyemei fell silent. She knew he meant every word.

“So, the boy flourishes,” Odullum muttered, continuing his pacing. “The royal bees have been released for yet another year, and I have lost influence over the Royal Council therein.”

He stopped and looked once more at the pearl.

“How could this be?”

“We still have Clarke,” Madame Wyemei offered over her shoulder.

“Ah, yes. The Corpse Flower boy.” Odullum smiled faintly. “He has pledged his allegiance to me, though I question his commitment. Time will reveal whether he follows through.”

“Follow through?” Madame Wyemei repeated.

“Yes,” Odullum hissed as he approached a dead branch leaning beside his skull-clad throne. Tiny pods resembling miniature skulls clung to the brittle wood.

“Let us hope he does not disappoint me as well.”

Odullum plucked one of the pods from the branch and raised it to his gray lips. He bit it in half.

Small black hairs burst from the pod and writhed around the corners of his mouth before he consumed it.

Madame Wyemei looked away in disgust.

“So, we simply leave Clarke alone to see if he delivers?” she asked skeptically.

Odullum glared at her.

“Don’t be foolish,” he hissed. “I will see the end of Goode Oliver Dooley myself, and I will not leave that pleasure in the hands of some sniveling peasant boy.”

He consumed the remaining half of the pod.

“Clarke will serve his purpose, but there must be another way to stop Dooley from claiming the throne.”

He stared once more at the branch before slowly plucking another pod free. A smile crept across his face as he turned it between his fingers.

“Mold,” he whispered with delight.

“Mold?” Madame Wyemei repeated uncertainly.

Odullum ignored her for a moment while the details of his plan formed in his mind.

Finally, he smiled.

“Yes,” he replied. “Mold. And you will deliver it.”
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Breakfast with Mrs. Lumpen

Oliver sat looking down at his empty breakfast plate, listening to the other Keepers laughing with their parents as they waited for breakfast to be delivered. He began to wonder whether Mrs. Lumpen and her sister, Gertrude, would show up for breakfast. He knew how much they enjoyed sleeping past the breakfast hour. 

Oliver certainly wished they would sleep in. He would much rather not have them at the table with him. The potential shame and embarrassment were overwhelming. He knew they would make a scene, complaining of this or that. They were never happy unless they were miserable and had something to be unhappy about, and if it didn’t exist, they would surely manufacture something. 

What had happened to Mr. Lumpen? Oliver wondered to himself. Why did he not come for this visit? 

Oliver was perplexed by the man’s absence and sensed that something was not right. 

Were Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude plotting something? They must be. They could not be trusted. His mind ran through the many memories he had of being in their care. A chill crawled down his spine.

“Oliver, where are you?” Sebastian inquired, seeing that Oliver was mentally elsewhere.

Oliver broke his gaze and looked up at Sebastian. He noticed all his friends had bright, glowing smiles, enjoying the company of their parents, who were visiting Hobcomney Palace. Their parents also glowed in joy, feeling proud of their children and their accomplishments for becoming Royal Keepers. 

“Maybe they won't show up,” Sebastian suggested, knowing how upset Oliver was upon the arrival of Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude. 

Oliver nodded, hoping he was right. “I’ve just never known Mrs. Lumpen to pass up anything that was offered for free.”

“They were pretty tired when they arrived, maybe they...” 

Sebastian was about to say more when a loud squawk echoed through the breakfast hall. Oliver sank lower into his chair, instantly knowing they had arrived. The entire room fell silent as every head turned toward the offending commotion caused by Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude.

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude, cane in hand, burst through the gilded doors of the breakfast hall, shoving aside the porter as he attempted to escort them properly. He adjusted his hat with visible irritation before closing the massive doors behind them.

Mrs. Lumpen curtsied to the onlookers in the room. As usual, she had no idea of the proper etiquette for the situation she was in. This was also evident in the gown she chose for breakfast, which was far too formal. It was a type of garment worn for an evening occasion. Gertrude made the same error, wearing a nearly identical dress of a different color. She flipped open a fan and began to flutter it rapidly at her swollen face. She stuck her big nose into the air with her eyes cast downward as she and Gertrude attempted to glide across the room towards the table.

Sebastian’s parents exchanged uneasy glances as they noticed the two women approaching their end of the table. Oliver froze, wishing this were all some terrible dream and hoping he might suddenly wake to find them gone.

A loud clearing of the throat sounded behind him.

Oliver slowly turned his head.

Mrs. Lumpen stood behind his chair, fanning herself impatiently while glaring down at him with raised eyebrows. She waited expectantly for him to pull out the empty chair beside him.

“Well?” she barked.

Oliver reluctantly stood and pulled out the chairs for Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude. They plopped heavily into their seats before lifting their feet, waiting to be pushed toward the table.

Oliver grunted as he strained against Mrs. Lumpen’s chair.

It barely moved.

Mrs. Lumpen continued fluttering her fan while batting her crooked false eyelashes at Sebastian’s father, still nowhere near the table. Oliver pushed harder, but the chair refused to budge beneath her tremendous weight.

Mrs. Lumpen cleared her throat sharply over her shoulder.

Seeing the spectacle unfold, Nodilus stepped over to help. Without warning, he gave Mrs. Lumpen’s chair a tremendous shove, sending her hurtling toward the table.

She let out another startled squawk and glared at him in outrage.

Nodilus repeated the gesture for Gertrude.

“Thank you... errr... mel-see,” said Mrs. Lumpen, attempting once again to appear sophisticated.

“Don’t mention it,” Nodilus replied dryly as he returned to his seat.

He winked at Oliver.

Oliver quickly sat back down as chatter gradually returned to the breakfast hall.

“Well,” said Mrs. Lumpen, glancing around the room, “isn’t this an interesting seating arrangement? Certainly not how I would have organized it...”

Sebastian’s parents smiled politely.

“Oliver?!” Mrs. Lumpen barked suddenly, causing everyone at the table to jump. “Where are your manners? Don’t force me to introduce myself to these fine people,” she added, gesturing toward Sebastian’s parents with her folded fan.

Oliver looked nervously at Sebastian and his parents, but before he could speak, Mrs. Lumpen thrust her pudgy hand toward Sebastian’s father to be kissed, knocking over a glass of water in the process.

She ignored the spill entirely.

“I’m Missus Loopahn,” she declared in her dreadful imitation of a French accent.

“Uh... it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Sebastian’s father replied awkwardly, visibly stunned by her behavior.

Instead of kissing her hand as she clearly expected, he simply shook it.

Sebastian’s mother looked equally appalled.

“Hello, I’m—” she began politely, attempting to introduce herself.

“So, tell me,” Mrs. Lumpen interjected, cutting Sebastian’s mother off entirely. “What do you do, Mister...?”

“I... uh...” Sebastian’s father stammered awkwardly.

“He works in finance,” Sebastian’s mother answered.

Mrs. Lumpen slowly turned toward her with one eyebrow raised high.

“Yes, finance,” Sebastian’s father confirmed.

“Finance, you say?” Mrs. Lumpen replied, turning back toward him with sudden interest. “How nice. You must carry on quite well in that industry.”

“Um, reasonably well, I suppose,” he answered uncomfortably, clearly hesitant to divulge any more information.

Mrs. Lumpen glanced sideways at Gertrude.

Oliver sank lower into his chair, mortified by the spectacle unfolding before him.

“What must one do to find a cup of tea in this dump?” Mrs. Lumpen exclaimed, looking around the table in disgust.

“Come along, boy! Pour us some tea. Have basic manners escaped you?” she barked, yanking Oliver upward by the collar of his shirt.

Then, as though nothing had happened, she turned back toward Sebastian’s father and fluttered her crooked lashes once again.

Charles bristled at the sight of it but bit his tongue, knowing his mother would immediately tell him to mind his own business.

Oliver quickly poured tea from the samovar and placed cups before Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude.

Mrs. Lumpen took a long, noisy slurp.

“Well? What’s for breakfast? Is there a menu lying about somewhere?”

“A menu?” Sebastian’s mother repeated with visible confusion.

“Yes, of course, a menu,” Gertrude replied mockingly, imitating Sebastian’s mother’s tone. “How else are we meant to know what they offer?”

Mrs. Lumpen chuckled smugly and shook her head.

“Honestly...” she muttered before taking another loud sip of tea.

Sebastian finally decided to intervene.

“They roll out carts and bring platters for everyone,” he explained tersely.

Mrs. Lumpen lifted her chin at Sebastian’s sudden intrusion into the conversation.

“He speaks so forcefully,” she remarked. “Surely he didn’t inherit that trait from you,” she added while smiling at Sebastian’s father.

Sebastian and his mother rolled their eyes in unison.

“Carts?” Gertrude exclaimed with open disgust. “You mean we don’t get to tell the staff what we want?”

She clutched dramatically at her neck.

“Humph. Some palace this is,” Mrs. Lumpen added while surveying the room as though she were accustomed to far finer accommodations.

“Mrs. Loopahn,” Sebastian’s mother began politely, “if I may be so bold as to ask?”

“If you must,” Mrs. Lumpen replied.

“Where is Mr. Loopahn?” she asked as kindly as possible. “If you are a Misses, then surely you have a husband?”

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude exchanged twisted smiles.

“Mr. Lumpen—Herman—was regrettably stricken ill and unable to join me,” Mrs. Lumpen replied.

Oliver listened carefully.

Something about the way she said it felt terribly wrong.

“Yes,” Gertrude added, “and since the invitation was for two, it seemed wasteful for Mrs. Lumpen to come alone.”

“Gracious,” Sebastian’s mother replied sincerely. “I do hope he isn’t ill for too long.”

“Yes...” Mrs. Lumpen said slowly. “I suspect he won’t be sick much longer...”

A sinister grin crept across the corner of her mouth as she sipped her tea.

Oliver glanced at Sebastian, trying desperately to communicate that something was deeply wrong with what they were implying.

Suddenly, the first line of trolleys burst from the tented kitchen entrance.

Klobenelves hurried through the hall in their usual cheerful chaos, barely avoiding collisions with one another as they rushed between the tables.

Mrs. Lumpen spat tea directly onto Sebastian’s father.

“What the devil are those things?!” she shrieked as the Klobenelves whizzed past.

“Klobenelves,” Sebastian replied with a grin. “Don’t worry. They’re excellent chefs.”

“Our food is prepared by... those things?” Gertrude stammered in horror.

“Under the guidance of Lord Fitzfritzfritz, naturally,” Sebastian’s mother replied with a wide smile, secretly enjoying their reaction.

“Well, someone must make them aware of my dietary restrictions,” Mrs. Lumpen declared while searching for the nearest Klobenelf.

Oliver looked at Sebastian, silently wondering whether he was thinking the exact same thing.

“And mine as well,” Gertrude added.

“You there!” Mrs. Lumpen squawked, snapping her fingers loudly into the air.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Sebastian warned. “They don’t like being disturbed.”

“Nonsense. What do you know?” Mrs. Lumpen snapped.

She continued popping her fingers impatiently.

“They’re servants. They don’t get to decide whether they like being disturbed.”

Oliver slowly slid lower in his chair.

Sebastian did the same.

“You there!” Mrs. Lumpen repeated, grabbing a Klobenelf by its chef’s coat.

The Klobenelf slowly turned toward her, a devilish grin on its face.

“I’ll have an assortment of eggs, some prunes, and...” Mrs. Lumpen lifted one of the serving lids suspiciously. “What else do you have under there?”

The Klobenelf did not move.

It simply stared at her.

“Hello?” Mrs. Lumpen huffed. “Ugly and daft, are we?” she muttered to Gertrude. “Shew! Begone! Why is it staring at me?”

Suddenly, the Klobenelf released a piercing, high-pitched alarm.

Every Klobenelf in the hall froze.

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude clapped their hands over their ears.

Oliver and Sebastian immediately dove beneath the table just as platters of eggs and crepes began soaring across the room. Jams and jellies splattered against the walls while parents shouted in confusion and ducked for cover.

A massive platter of clotted cream and scrambled eggs struck Mrs. Lumpen squarely in the face.

She let out a tremendous squawk before toppling backward in her chair.

Moments later, a bowl of oats and berries crashed directly onto Gertrude’s head.

Complete chaos erupted throughout the hall as some parents scrambled to escape while others enthusiastically joined the food fight.

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude slipped and stumbled over one another while trying to regain their footing on the slick floor. Mrs. Lumpen briefly appeared to steady herself before stepping directly into a mound of prune preserves, sending her feet flying out from beneath her and landing her squarely on her enormous rump.

Gertrude tripped over her moments later, tumbling forward and flipping her gown over her head, revealing her spotted bloomers to the entire hall.

Oliver and Sebastian watched from beneath the table, laughing hysterically one moment and immediately regretting what they had just seen the next.

“Are your parents alright?” Oliver asked between laughs.

“They can take care of themselves,” Sebastian replied, dodging a croissant that slammed into the tablecloth beside him.

“What a mess!” Hortensia exclaimed as she crawled beneath the table beside them.

Charles and Penny crawled in right behind her.

Charles had egg plastered across his face.

Lord Fitzfritzfritz stormed from the kitchen, blowing a long whistle while furiously attempting to regain control of the rogue Klobenelves. The creatures continued their antics for several moments longer, pretending to ignore him, but one by one they reluctantly surrendered, knowing their mischief could not continue while he was present.

Eventually, the hall quieted, and the Klobenelves began cleaning the disaster they had created.

Oliver and the other Keepers finally emerged from beneath the table.

Mrs. Lumpen shoved Gertrude off her.

“Just look at my gown!” she shrieked. “Ruined! Absolutely ruined!”

She attempted to brush food from herself while slipping repeatedly across the floor. Gertrude finally managed to stand, and the two women staggered awkwardly as they attempted to share Gertrude’s cane.

“Where is that boy?” Mrs. Lumpen hissed furiously as she searched for Oliver. “I know he’s behind this—whoooa!”

She slipped in a pile of mushy melons and landed on her rump with a tremendous splat.

“There he is!” Gertrude shrieked, pointing toward Oliver.

Mrs. Lumpen growled as she struggled back to her feet.

“I’ll show him...” she muttered darkly. “He thinks he can outsmart me... in his fancy shoes and vest... I’ll show him!”

The two women slipped and slid their way toward Oliver.

Oliver recognized the look in Mrs. Lumpen’s eyes immediately.

Hatred.

Pure fury.

His stomach twisted as they staggered closer.

“They’re coming this way,” Sebastian whispered.

“Don’t worry, Oliver,” Charles assured him. “We aren’t going anywhere.”

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude finally wobbled up to them. Purple plum and prune preserves were smeared across their twisted faces, and their yellow-green teeth clenched furiously behind their curled lips.

“Well, aren’t you clever?” Mrs. Lumpen hissed directly into Oliver’s face. “Bet you thought that was all quite funny, didn’t you?”

Oliver stood his ground silently.

“He had nothing to do with it, you old sow!” Sebastian snapped. “It was your own fault. Leave him alone!”

Mrs. Lumpen’s jaw dropped at the insult.

“Old sow?” she repeated slowly.

Sebastian glared at her.

“You heard me.”

Oliver immediately worried about what she might do to Sebastian.

“You’d better watch that sassy tongue before somebody snatches it right out of your head,” Gertrude warned, raising her cane threateningly.

“Don’t you threaten him!” Charles shouted, stepping protectively closer to Oliver and Sebastian.

Mrs. Lumpen looked over the group of Keepers with open contempt.

“It’s no wonder they like you,” she spat at Oliver. “They’re every bit as stupid as you are!”

Oliver finally snapped.

“Why did you come here?!” he shouted.

A twisted smile spread across Mrs. Lumpen’s filthy face.

“You already know why.”

She leaned even closer toward him.

“The money...” Oliver replied quietly, realizing she still had not abandoned her obsession with the one hundred thousand pounds from the garden competition.

“Yes!” Mrs. Lumpen hissed. “And I’m not leaving this place without it!”

“It doesn’t exist!” Oliver cried in frustration. “The money is only granted if I leave the palace and never return!”

His chest tightened as panic began creeping in.

He had thought he was finally free of Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude when he came to Hobcomney Palace, yet here they were again, returning like some poisonous weed that could never truly be destroyed.

“Is that so?” Mrs. Lumpen replied coldly. “Then either you produce the money, or you’ll be leaving with us tonight. Either way, I will collect what is rightfully mine.”

Oliver’s heart sank.

The mere thought of returning with them made him feel sick.

“But it isn’t rightfully yours!” Sebastian protested.

Mrs. Lumpen straightened herself indignantly and turned toward Gertrude.

“Gertrude,” she said, “I believe these stupid boys are confused.”

“Oh yes,” Gertrude snickered. “Very confused.”

“We’re not confused,” Oliver shouted. “You’re insane!”

Mrs. Lumpen slowly turned back toward him.

“Insane?” she repeated, her eyes widening with madness. “Is that what you said?”

“That’s exactly what the little worm said,” Gertrude replied gleefully, lifting her cane again.

Mrs. Lumpen’s expression darkened.

“Those were Herman’s last words...” she whispered.

Oliver froze.

“What do you mean?”

Mrs. Lumpen gave a crooked smile.

“Let’s just say it was the first and last time he ever called me insane.”

Oliver stared at her.

“You killed him, didn’t you?”

Even as he asked the question, he already knew the answer.

Mrs. Lumpen gasped dramatically.

“Me? Kill my beloved sweet Herman? How could you possibly suggest such a thing?” she asked with a mocking chuckle.

“Herman died of natural causes,” Gertrude added smugly.

“That’s right,” Mrs. Lumpen agreed. “And hemlock is completely natural.”

The two women burst into laughter.

“You poisoned him,” Oliver accused.

Though he had never cared much for Herman, nor Herman for him, Oliver still despised the fact that Mrs. Lumpen had murdered him.

Yet he was not surprised.

Mrs. Lumpen rolled her eyes dramatically.

“Can you believe the gall he had?” she scoffed. “Calling me insane simply because I wanted to track you down and claim our winnings!”

Gertrude shook her head bitterly.

“He had it coming.”

The Keepers stared at them in disbelief.

“Oliver’s right! And so was Herman!” Charles exclaimed. “You’re stark raving mad—the both of you!”

Mrs. Lumpen only laughed harder.

At that moment, Lady Iris and the Lord Chancellor finally entered the hall, carefully navigating the disastrous mess left behind by the Klobenelves.

“Gracious!” Lady Iris exclaimed with a laugh as she approached. “It appears you may have had a run-in with the infamous Klobenelves.”

She quickly noticed Oliver’s expression and immediately realized something was wrong.

“Is everything alright?” she asked cautiously.

“No, actually,” Sebastian began. “Mrs. Lumpen just said that—”

Mrs. Lumpen cut him off instantly.

“We were simply asking these lovely young men for an escort back to our rooms so we might freshen up,” she fibbed sweetly.

“You see, Gertrude requires this cane to walk, and the floor is terribly slippery. I could use an extra arm for support, myself—me legs aren’t what they once were.”

Astonishingly, Mrs. Lumpen suddenly managed to appear frail and helpless.

“Yes, of course,” the Lord Chancellor replied.

She gestured toward two nearby porters.

“Gentlemen, please escort our guests to their rooms.”

“Yes, my Lord,” the porters answered in unison.

Lady Iris clearly suspected Mrs. Lumpen was lying, but wisely decided it was better to remove her first before questioning Oliver further.

The moment Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude disappeared from sight, Lady Iris turned back toward Oliver.

“Now,” she said gently, “tell me what really happened.”

“Oliver had nothing to do with the food fight,” Charles explained immediately.

“I do not doubt that,” Lady Iris replied.

The Lord Chancellor exchanged a glance with her.

“Charles, Sebastian, Penny—why don’t you help your parents back to their rooms to get cleaned up? Let them know breakfast will be sent upstairs,” Lady Iris instructed.

The Keepers nodded.

“We’ll catch up with you later, Oliver,” Penny said quietly.

Oliver nodded back.

Lady Iris and the Lord Chancellor remained behind with him.

“Come,” said the Lord Chancellor. “Let us walk.”

Oliver and Lady Iris followed her from the breakfast hall.

The farther they walked in silence, the more anxious Oliver became. His heart pounded as he worried he might somehow be in trouble.

Finally, the Lord Chancellor spoke.

“They will be gone by sunset, Goode Oliver,” she said once they were alone in the corridor.

Oliver knew exactly whom she meant.

He debated whether he should tell them what Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude had confessed.

“Why were they invited?” he asked, his voice nearly breaking. “Why bring them here at all?”

The Lord Chancellor glanced toward Lady Iris.

“We debated that very question,” Lady Iris admitted carefully.

“But ultimately,” the Lord Chancellor continued, “we believed it necessary to witness Mrs. Lumpen’s response to the invitation. We wished to see how far her greed would carry her.”

Oliver lowered his eyes.

He already knew how far it had carried her.

Far enough to kill Herman Lumpen.

“Sometimes people are capable of change,” the Lord Chancellor explained softly. “And sometimes it is worth offering them the opportunity to prove it. But Mrs. Lumpen has gone far beyond demonstrating that she is neither willing nor capable of changing.”

“So now,” Lady Iris added gently, “you can continue living your life understanding that her wickedness belongs solely to her—not to you.”

Her remark was clever, the Lord Chancellor thought silently. She knew Oliver might blame himself for Mr. Lumpen’s death, and she wanted to ensure that he did not carry such a burden.

Oliver nodded slowly.

“So, you know what she has done?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” the Lord Chancellor affirmed.

“But why didn’t you stop her?” he asked in confusion.

“Oliver, we did not know she would go so far as to commit murder,” Lady Iris explained gently. “We only discovered the truth afterward. Character is always revealed through a person’s actions, not their words or proclamations, and it is far better to know the truth sooner rather than later.”

She placed a comforting arm around his shoulders.

“It is indeed tragic,” the Lord Chancellor added solemnly, “but it was important for us to understand what Mrs. Lumpen is truly capable of. Had she returned here another time, she might have preyed upon your kindness. She is cunning, manipulative, and far more dangerous than she first appears. Far worse might have happened if—”

She stopped herself, deciding there was no need to say more.

“Needless to say, she will not be invited back.”

Oliver thought about the possibility of Mrs. Lumpen returning someday.

The thought alone made him feel ill.

“I understand,” he said quietly after a moment.

“Good,” the Lord Chancellor replied. “We believed you would.”

She offered him her usual slight but kind smile.

“Right then,” Lady Iris declared brightly, immediately lifting the mood. “Let us try to enjoy the rest of this day.”

Oliver nodded, though he was not entirely sure how that would be possible while Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude still lurked somewhere within the palace walls.

“You needn’t spend the day with them,” the Lord Chancellor said, sensing exactly what he was thinking. “I suspect they will manage to keep themselves occupied.”

Oliver wondered uneasily what she meant by that.

“If you will excuse me, I must report to the Royal Council,” said the Lord Chancellor before departing down the corridor.

“I have an idea,” Lady Iris announced suddenly, turning Oliver in the opposite direction. “Why don’t you join me in visiting the Orchid Repository with Lord Belvedere?”

“Lord Belvedere?” Oliver repeated. “I don’t believe I’ve met him.”

“Oh, you’ll adore him. He’s such a dear,” Lady Iris exclaimed happily. “Though I suppose I may be a bit biased... he is my brother, after all,” she added with a wink.

Oliver smiled.

“That sounds wonderful,” he replied. If Lord Belvedere was anything like Lady Iris, Oliver already suspected he would enjoy his company immensely.

“Excellent! Come along, then,” Lady Iris said cheerfully as she hurried down the corridor at a much brisker pace.
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Mrs. Lumpen’s Grand Plan

“What a weasel!” Gertrude exclaimed as she tried to untangle her hair from the dried jams and jellies with her hairbrush. She was not having much luck with her brush as it kept getting stuck.

“A small price to pay...,” said Mrs. Lumpen, also attempting to clean herself. 

They were both in their undergarments, making a mess of their guest-chamber, shaking out their soiled gowns and sending flecks of food flying through the room.

“For what?” Gertrude asked. “You heard them. We’re not getting the 100,000 pounds. We’re leaving here tonight empty-handed!”

She threw her brush across the room. “This stupid thing isn’t working!”

Mrs. Lumpen smiled slightly. “I wouldn’t say we’re leaving entirely empty-handed,” she replied as she held up a gold trinket from the writing desk. She walked over to her travel bag and slowly placed it inside.

Gertrude smiled a huge, grotesque smile through her glistening green teeth. 

“I didn’t come all this way for nothing, and I am leaving here with me hands full of everything that isn’t nailed to the floor,” added Mrs. Lumpen, grabbing more trinkets from the table and putting them in her bag. 

She grabbed one of Gertrude’s travel bags and emptied the contents onto her bed. 

“Start packing, Gertrude,” she said as she cackled. “There’s far too much gold in this palace. We must unburden them.”

The pair set out and scoured their chambers, packing any item that might fit in their luggage. Silver teaspoons, cups, candelabras, and candle snuffers. They even removed the gold-pegged legs of the furnishings. They took the gold rings from the curtain rods that held up their large velvet drapes. If they could pry it loose, unscrew, or wrench it apart, they put it in their bags. 

They worked feverishly until their luggage was spilling over and could hold no more trinkets.

“Ha! That’ll teach them to meddle with Mavis Lumpen,” the greedy woman said with a snicker as she admired the heaping luggage of stolen goods.

“How are we going to get it all out of here without being noticed? They weigh a ton!” Gertrude exclaimed, poking one of the bags with her cane.

“Those porters are as dense as your toffee pudding,” Mrs. Lumpen responded as she began stuffing her undergarments with more trinkets. 

“They won’t notice a thing,” she added.

Gertrude frowned. “My toffee pudding is not dense-it’s...,” she paused to find the right word.

“It’s as dense as a cement foundation; everyone knows it.” Mrs. Lumpen threw on her overcoat. 

Gertrude stiffened her lip in response.

“Come along, let’s get out of this dump,” Mrs. Lumpen urged.

“What do you mean? Leave? Now?” asked Gertrude.

“Yes, now,” Mrs. Lumpen replied impatiently. “There’s no sense lingering here any longer than necessary. It’s not as though we actually came to see the boy.”

“But won’t that look suspicious?” Gertrude asked. “We should probably make it appear as though we came to visit him.”

Mrs. Lumpen stopped and twisted her face thoughtfully, torn between her desire to flee and her desire not to arouse suspicion.

“Yes... Well, naturally, we should say goodbye to the boy. That would be expected.”

She paused another moment before suddenly brightening.

“I’ve got it! We’ll simply explain that we must leave unexpectedly to tend to Herman’s funeral arrangements. They won’t question that, and they’ll feel sorry for us.”

Mrs. Lumpen continued stuffing the pockets of her coat with silk pillowcases stolen from the bed.

“Call for the porters,” she instructed Gertrude.

Gertrude pulled the cord near the bed to summon a porter.

The two women hurriedly finished dressing while cramming the last valuables they could find into their bulging coats. A knock soon sounded at the door.

Mrs. Lumpen adjusted her coat one final time before opening it.

“You rang, madame?” asked the porter, tipping his hat politely.

“Yes,” Mrs. Lumpen replied while fidgeting nervously with her coat to conceal what she had hidden beneath it. “We shall be leaving early. We have funeral arrangements to attend for my late husband, and frankly, we did not travel all this way merely to be covered in breakfast food. Call for a car at once.”

Gertrude cleared her throat loudly.

“Oh, and take us to Oliver’s room,” Mrs. Lumpen added. “We should like to say goodbye before we leave.”

“Yes, madame. As you wish,” the porter replied.

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude followed him through the corridors until they reached Oliver and Sebastian’s chamber.

“Here we are,” the porter announced, motioning toward the door.

“Well, don’t just stand there!” Mrs. Lumpen barked. “Go fetch our bags and have them loaded into the car immediately!”

The porter jumped.

“Right away, madame,” he replied before hurrying off.

Without bothering to knock, Mrs. Lumpen shoved open the chamber door.

“Hello?” she called while stepping into the darkened room. “Are you in here?”

Gertrude followed close behind.

The two women searched the room but found no sign of Oliver.

“Well, we tried. He isn’t here. Let’s go,” Mrs. Lumpen huffed as she turned back toward the door.

“Wait a moment,” Gertrude whispered suddenly. “What’s that over there?”

She pointed with her cane.

Oliver’s orb rested upon the desk, shimmering with a soft golden glow.

“What now?” Mrs. Lumpen snapped impatiently.

“That,” Gertrude replied.

Mrs. Lumpen finally noticed the orb.

As the women approached, the orb suddenly shifted colors, swirling from gold to orange, then orange to red.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Gertrude whispered in awe.

“I knew that boy was up to no good,” Mrs. Lumpen snorted. “He probably used this thing to cause that ridiculous food fight.”

She snatched the orb from its stand and shoved it deep into her coat pocket.

“I don’t know what it is, but it belongs to me now. It must be worth something.”

She glared impatiently at Gertrude.

“Are you satisfied? Good. Now let’s get out of here.”

The two women hurried from the chamber and made their way toward the waiting car.
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Chapter IV
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The Orchid Repository

Oliver followed Lady Iris through the palace, unsure where they were going. He had never heard anyone mention the Orchid Repository before. He tried to remember whether he had noticed another greenhouse somewhere on the palace grounds, but nothing came to mind.

They rounded another corner, and Oliver suddenly recognized the hallway leading toward the enormous globe used to enter the library.

“The Orchid Repository is in the library?” Oliver asked.

Lady Iris chuckled.

“There are many passageways concealed within this old globe. We are headed for Mossy Mountain,” she explained as they approached it.

She placed both hands upon the globe and, with a grunt and a wiggle, began spinning it. She stopped once the Amazon Forest faced upward, then continued wiggling and giggling as she rotated it another full circle until it clicked loudly into place.

Instead of the familiar iron staircase unfolding before them, a large side panel slowly slid open. A soft green glow spilled from the darkness within.

“Ready?” Lady Iris asked.

Oliver nodded.

Together they stepped toward the glowing opening. Lady Iris motioned for Oliver to enter first.

The moment he stepped inside the passageway, he gasped.

The walls slithered with thick green ivy, glistening beneath the emerald light. Large leaves covered the floor, curling beneath their feet as they walked forward. The leaves seemed to form a staircase that moved downward with each step they took.

As they descended farther, the vines along the walls stretched outward, brushing against Oliver’s shoulders and legs. He jumped at the touch of the first leaf, briefly afraid it intended to wrap around him.

“It’s alright, dearie,” Lady Iris chuckled. “They’re simply curious to see who is visiting and... wondering whether you belong here or not.”

Oliver looked at her uneasily.

“In case someone enters who should not be here,” she explained, “the vines will stop them.”

Oliver nodded slowly.

“Amazing,” he whispered, reaching out to gently brush one of the leaves with his fingertips.

“Is that my sister I hear approaching?” a voice echoed from somewhere ahead.

Oliver nearly jumped.

“Indeed it is, my little brother!” Lady Iris shouted gleefully.

Moments later, they emerged into a large foyer overflowing with twisting vines and a small cascading waterfall.

A short, broad man approached them with a bright smile and the same mischievous sparkle in his eyes that Lady Iris possessed. Oliver could immediately tell they were siblings.

He tried not to stare at the man’s unusual appearance.

His voice was brassy and carried a faint whistle whenever he spoke, but his most striking feature was his beard and mustache, both a vivid shade of purple. The edges of the hair frayed outward much like the petals of an exotic flower. His thick purple hair, streaked with strands of gray, matched perfectly.

Lady Iris embraced him warmly.

“Oliver,” she said cheerfully, “this is Lord Belvedere, Keeper of the Orchid Repository.”

Oliver smiled politely.

“How do you do, cheery lad?” Lord Belvedere asked. “Eager to see the Repository?”

Oliver nodded shyly.

“Yes, very much. Thank you.”

Lord Belvedere gave a brisk nod.

“Right this way!”

He ushered them toward the waterfall.

As they approached, Oliver realized the water was not pooling at the bottom. Looking closer, he saw it continue to fall into darkness far below. He leaned forward, trying unsuccessfully to see where it led.

Lord Belvedere stepped around several large boulders and pushed aside a curtain of vines.

He motioned for Oliver to pass through first.

As Oliver squeezed through, the vines brushed against him again, this time tickling beneath his chin. He smiled and stretched his neck away from them.

Lady Iris followed behind him, with Lord Belvedere close behind her.

Oliver stopped short and stared in amazement.

Before them rose a massive moss-covered cliffside lined with dozens of waterfalls cascading in every direction. Water flowed through thick mossy mounds and around jagged rocks while hundreds of butterflies fluttered throughout the air.

“Wow,” Oliver whispered.

Birdsong echoed through the cavern alongside distant howls and strange cries that sounded almost like monkeys. Yet Oliver could see nothing besides the swarms of butterflies dancing through the misty air.

A white butterfly fluttered near his face before gently landing on his hand.

He studied it carefully.

“I’ve never seen a butterfly like this before,” he said softly.

“It’s an orchid, Oliver. An Angel Orchid, to be precise,” Lord Belvedere explained, the word “precise” whistling sharply through his mustache.

“Orchids... fly?” Oliver asked in disbelief as the Angel Orchid fluttered away once more.

“They certainly do! There are dozens of rare orchids here in the Repository, and many of them can fly. There’s a Parrot Orchid over there,” Lord Belvedere said, pointing toward a colorful flower flapping wildly through the air. Though it resembled a parrot with an orange beak and blue-and-yellow wings, it was unmistakably an orchid.

“And that,” he continued, “is a Monkey Face Orchid.”

The peculiar orchid had landed in Lady Iris’s hair. It squealed like a baby monkey before fluttering away again.

“They’re incredible!” Oliver exclaimed.

“Yes,” Lord Belvedere agreed, “but be careful. Not every orchid here is friendly. Some of them are downright bullies,” he added with a whistle.

“Yes, like the Tiger Orchid,” Lady Iris said while clutching her pearl necklace. “Ferocious little devils, they are.”

She shuddered dramatically.

“And let us not forget the Grim Orchid,” Lord Belvedere added.

Lady Iris nodded seriously.

“What does one look like?” Oliver asked curiously.

“Let us hope we don’t see one,” Lady Iris replied quickly.

“We shouldn’t,” Lord Belvedere assured him. “They’re kept contained beyond that ridge.” He pointed toward a distant rocky slope. “Grog watches over them. Keeps them in line,” he added with a wink.

“What’s a Grog?” Oliver asked.

“A grumpy old tree,” Lord Belvedere answered. “Perfect for keeping those bully orchids confined to their own territory.”

“If they’re dangerous,” Oliver asked, “then why keep them here at all?”

“All rare and endangered orchids have a home within the Repository,” Lord Belvedere explained. “So we make room for them. But if left unattended, they would quickly destroy the gentler species we allow to roam freely.”

Suddenly, a violent rustling sounded behind them.

Lady Iris and Oliver both jumped.

Nodilus burst through the vines, breathing heavily from running.

“What has happened?” Lady Iris asked immediately, sensing his distress.

“Oliver,” Nodilus gasped between breaths. “Mrs. Lumpen is gone. She and Gertrude left only moments ago.”

A wave of relief washed over Oliver at first.

But the panic on Nodilus’s face made his stomach tighten.

“Well, perhaps that is for the best,” Lady Iris said, placing her hands gently upon Oliver’s shoulders.

“Yes, but Oliver...” Nodilus continued breathlessly. “They were in your chambers.”

Oliver felt as though the ground had disappeared beneath him.

“What?” he stammered.

“Oliver—your orb!” Lady Iris exclaimed suddenly. “Go! Quickly!”

Oliver and Nodilus bolted from the Orchid Repository, racing through the palace corridors toward Oliver’s chamber as fast as they could.

They burst through the bedroom doors.

Oliver felt the color drain from his face.

The pedestal stood empty.

“They took it,” he whispered in horror. “Where are they?”

“They’ve already left,” Nodilus replied urgently, “but I’ll get my father to fetch a car. I think we can still catch them. Meet me out front.”

Oliver nodded.

They hurried from the chamber, and Oliver raced out into the front courtyard to wait for Nodilus and Gladmor. Growing increasingly anxious, he ran to the edge of the courtyard to see whether he could spot Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude’s car.

“There they are,” he whispered to himself.

Their car sat waiting to cross the vine bridge.

Nodilus came running up behind him.

“Do you see them?” he asked breathlessly.

Oliver pointed toward the bridge.

“They’re waiting to cross.”

“My dad is on his way,” Nodilus assured him. “We’ll catch them. Don’t worry.”

A surge of anger swelled inside Oliver. He was utterly fed up with Mrs. Lumpen and her wickedness.

The crunch of tires against gravel sounded behind them.

Gladmor appeared in a polished automobile and waved for the boys to climb in.

They sped down the winding cliffside road, Oliver gripping the seat tightly as Gladmor whipped around the sharp corners. Gladmor pulled the brim of his driving cap lower and narrowed his eyes, determined to catch the thieves.

“Hang on!” Gladmor shouted as they suddenly lurched onto the vine bridge, which had already begun crumbling apart.

The car raced across just as the bridge withered away into the waters below.

Once safely across, Gladmor accelerated down the main road, which curved far less sharply than the narrow cliffs leading toward Hobcomney Palace.

It was not long before they spotted Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude’s getaway car pulled along the roadside. The driver stood outside inspecting a flat tire.

“Bloody hell!” Mrs. Lumpen shrieked as she spotted them through the rear window.

She immediately began snatching up as many stolen bags as she could carry.

“What is it?” Gertrude asked, peering through the back window.

“They’re onto us!” Mrs. Lumpen barked.

She kicked open the car door with her chunky foot and stumbled into the woods with her arms overflowing with stolen trinkets. Gertrude hobbled after her with a bag in one hand and her cane in the other.

They disappeared into the woods moments before Gladmor slammed the automobile to a stop beside the stranded vehicle.

“Perfect timing, sir!” the other driver exclaimed as Gladmor climbed out.

Oliver and Nodilus rushed to the passenger side of Mrs. Lumpen’s car and found the door hanging wide open.

Nodilus peered inside.

“They’re gone!”

Oliver turned toward the woods and noticed the tall grass near the edge had been trampled flat.

Without hesitation, he sprinted toward it.

“These woods border the Migrating Forest!” Gladmor shouted after him. “Quickly! We’ve got to stop them!”

Nodilus raced after Oliver.

“No time to lose!”

Mrs. Lumpen had dropped stolen trinkets throughout the woods in her haste, leaving a clear trail behind her. Oliver and Nodilus followed the scattered items deeper into the forest while Gladmor and the other driver hurried behind them.

Ahead, Mrs. Lumpen stopped abruptly, gasping for breath while waiting for Gertrude to catch up.

“Now, where do we go?” Gertrude wheezed. “We’re lost!”

“Oh, do shut up, you old sow,” Mrs. Lumpen panted. “I’m thinking.”

“Well, while you’re thinking, I’m going back to the car. This is ridiculous,” Gertrude snapped, sweat beading across her wrinkled brow.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Mrs. Lumpen hissed. “We’ll lure them farther into the woods and then circle back toward the main road.”

“And where exactly is the main road, you twit?!” Gertrude barked.

Mrs. Lumpen stopped.

She slowly looked around, suddenly realizing she had completely lost her bearings.

“This way!” she declared, pretending confidence she did not possess.

Gertrude narrowed her eyes.

“What was that?”

“What was what?” Mrs. Lumpen snapped.

The two women froze.

“I thought I saw something,” Gertrude whispered suspiciously while glancing around the woods.

Mrs. Lumpen rolled her eyes.

“Your eyes are about as useful as your kidney pie,” she muttered before continuing forward.

“That tree just moved!” Gertrude shrieked, pointing ahead with trembling hands.

Her eyes widened like saucers.

“You’re completely barmy,” Mrs. Lumpen scoffed.

“Stop!” Nodilus shouted from several yards behind them.

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude spun around.

“Run!” Mrs. Lumpen screamed.

She lurched away with her stolen bags bouncing wildly against her sides.

“Stop! Don’t!” Oliver shouted desperately. “The woods are alive!”

Mrs. Lumpen stopped and slowly turned back toward him.

“You filthy, stupid little boy,” she hissed with a scowl. “You really do take me for a fool. You simply can’t stand that I’ve finally outsmarted you and gotten what I deserve!”

She yanked Oliver’s orb from inside her coat.

“And now I’ve got this as well!”

“You don’t understand!” Nodilus shouted. “The woods are dangerous!”

At that moment, a massive branch from one of the lingering trees slowly shifted overhead. Nearby shrubs began sliding unnaturally across the forest floor behind Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude.

The women turned slowly at the rustling sound.

“Quick! Run!” Oliver shouted.

Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude stared in horror as a thick mass of vines suddenly shot toward them like striking serpents.

They screamed.

The vines wrapped around their arms, legs, and waists with violent force. Oliver and Nodilus instinctively staggered backward.

The vines constricted sharply, yanking both women off their feet and slamming them onto their backs simultaneously.

Oliver’s orb flew from Mrs. Lumpen’s hand and rolled across the ground toward him.

He quickly scooped it up.

At the same moment, the vines suddenly retracted, dragging Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude screaming into the thick mass of shrubs.

Above them, the enormous trees groaned and shifted. Massive limbs swung downward with terrifying force.

Oliver, Nodilus, Gladmor, and the other driver could not see what was happening within the tangled darkness of the forest.

But they knew.

The agonizing screams of Mrs. Lumpen and Gertrude echoed through the woods until, suddenly, they stopped altogether.

Gladmor finally reached Oliver and Nodilus.

“Good heavens...” he whispered, horror spreading across his face.

“I... I tried to stop them,” Oliver stammered.

Their screams continued echoing inside his head.

A wave of panic swept through him, as though he somehow bore responsibility for their deaths. They had been terrible people—especially to him—but he still could not imagine the horror of dying within the Migrating Woods.

“Come,” Gladmor said gently. “Let’s get you back to the palace.”

He placed an arm around Oliver’s shoulders and escorted the boys back toward the automobiles.

That evening, Oliver remained alone in his chambers while the other Keepers bid farewell to their families.

His thoughts consumed him.

At times, they frightened him.

More and more often, Oliver struggled to separate reality from the dark imaginings of his own mind. He did not wish to be alone tonight. Something felt terribly wrong, and he could sense it deep within himself.

As he lay in bed staring out the grand window of his chamber, the beauty of the setting sun briefly interrupted his anxious thoughts.

A thick fog began rolling into the valley from the western ridge.

Fog often drifted inland from the ocean during warm evenings, but this fog was different.

It was darker.

Far thicker than any fog Oliver had seen before.

And most unsettling of all, it was creeping from the direction of the Forgotten Cotton Woods—Odullum’s kingdom.

Oliver slowly sat upright in bed, unable to tear his eyes away from it.

He crossed the room to the window and watched as the fog swallowed the distant woods beyond the waters surrounding Hobcomney Palace, then slowly crept across the sparkling surface itself.

Far below, Oliver noticed the long procession of automobiles descending the chalk-white cliffs as guests departed the palace grounds. The cars curved gracefully along the winding road before eventually stopping at the water’s edge to wait for the magnificent gilded gates to open and the vine bridge to appear.

Moments later, the bridge emerged as it always did.

The cars proceeded across.

Their headlights flickered on one by one, illuminating the thick fog ahead before disappearing into it completely.

Oliver was just about to return to bed when something caught his attention.

Something else was crossing the bridge.

Only this figure was traveling toward the palace.

“What is that?” Oliver whispered.

He moved quickly to the opposite windowpane for a better angle.

A lone rider on horseback emerged from the fog and galloped across the vine bridge toward Hobcomney Palace.

Oliver hurried to his desk and searched frantically through the drawers for the pair of looking-glass binoculars he had discovered shortly after arriving at Hobcomney. Sebastian had a pair as well.

At last, he found them wrapped in cloth at the bottom of the lowest drawer.

He tore away the cloth and rushed back to the window.

Looking through the binoculars, Oliver could make out a black horse and its rider, though the distance and fog still obscured most details.

The horse galloped faster and faster across the bridge as it withered beneath its hooves. The bridge itself seemed aware of the intruder crossing it, decaying far more rapidly than usual.

The horse barely reached solid ground, leaping from the collapsing bridge moments before the gilded gates slammed shut behind it.

“Who could that be?” Oliver wondered aloud.

He strained to make out the rider’s face.

For only a moment, he glimpsed slender hands gripping the reins and long black hair trailing behind the rider’s cloak.

Then the figure disappeared up the narrow cliffside road.

Oliver frowned.

For the briefest instant, he thought the rider’s hands looked green.

Was the darkness merely playing tricks on his eyes?

Suddenly, the chamber door burst open.

“Oliver!” Sebastian shouted.

Oliver nearly jumped out of his skin and stumbled backward away from the window.

“What happened, Oliver?” Sebastian asked as he hurried over to help him up.

“You startled me, that’s what happened,” Oliver grumbled while rubbing his backside.

“No, I mean with Mrs. Lumpen and that other woman,” Sebastian clarified.

Oliver paused.

He did not want to relive what had happened earlier that day.

“The Migrating Woods got them,” he answered quietly at last.

Sebastian gasped.

“No! But how? What happened?”

Oliver shook his head angrily.

“It was just stupid,” he snapped. “They refused to listen to us!”

The fury in Oliver’s voice made it clear that Sebastian should not press the matter any further.

Oliver took a deep breath and steadied himself.

“I saw the cars leaving,” he said finally, changing the subject. “But I saw something else too.”

Sebastian immediately noticed the concern in Oliver’s expression—and the binoculars still clutched in his hands.

“What?” he asked carefully.

“A black horse crossed the bridge after all the cars had gone through,” Oliver explained. “Someone wearing a cloak was riding it. They must’ve been waiting on the opposite side for the bridge to appear.”
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