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Zolka!


NISHA FAIRSIGHT CAUGHT THE SHARP, vinegary smell of the Zolka long before she made out its bulk at the foot of the stairs. She stopped dead, peering at the shadows, trying to see how many of the giant insect-like creatures were in the cellar of the Old Tree Guesthouse.


‘Come on, Nisha,’ Tal urged from behind her. ‘We have to find Stanas. Why aren’t you moving?’


‘Ssh.’ Nisha held up the oil lamp. A dry scuttling noise came from below.


‘What was that?’ Tal asked.


‘Zolka.’


Tal hissed, ‘Should I fetch Arna?’


She shook her head. ‘Arna’s gone to the market after flour. I don’t think—’


Before she could finish her reply, the stairs were wrenched from beneath her feet. Tal lurched towards her and they fell together. Tal shouted over the sound of splintering wood.


As she fell, Nisha called up her fire magic, hoping the sacks of grain were still under the stairwell. She grasped the tiny flame of the lamp before it vanished, turning it into a hand-sized ball of cool light. Then all the air was driven from her lungs as she landed on the grain sacks. The lamp fell to the stone floor and shattered, but the ball of light she’d conjured drifted up from the shards.


Nisha lay on her back and tried to drag air into her reluctant lungs. Tal loomed over her. ‘Nisha, are you all right?’


With a gulp and a cough, air rushed in and Nisha could breathe again. The ball of light bobbed around her hands as they flapped weakly. ‘Where’s the Zolka?’


Tal helped her to sit up. ‘It was here,’ he said, and pointed at the entire staircase, wrecked on the stone floor. ‘See the jaw marks on the newel post?’


The newel posts were squat and solid, darkened with age—except where a ragged scar of bright wood showed through.


Nisha rolled to all fours. Dust tickled her nose. ‘Where is it?’


The cellar ran underneath the Old Tree Guesthouse and it had grown over the years and added to whenever extra space was needed. The oldest and main part of it was the open area at the bottom of the stairs, a large space used for storing the multiplicity of items a hostelry needed: barrels, sacks, boxes, flagons, shelves and racks, all full of things to satisfy hunger, thirst or weariness. A dozen redbrick pillars held up the inn above.


Four openings led to other parts of the cellar: one area for building materials, one for furniture, one for the coal cellar and one for the brewing cellar, the place where Nisha had been hoping to find the missing Stanas.


Stanas was the stable keeper and brewmaster of the Old Tree, a water magician who had renounced his powers long ago. The tragic events of his past meant he was a wise and careful mentor for Nisha as she learned to use her magical powers, and she had deep-seated gratitude for his patience. Ancient as he was, Nisha felt it her job to look out for him, and when he hadn’t been seen for the better part of a whole day, she’d gone looking for him.


‘The Zolka could be anywhere,’ Tal said, but then a large shape scuttled from behind a stack of old roof slates. It reared, waving its legs in a menacing fashion, but then it turned and darted through the brick arch that led to the furniture storage. For a moment it looked as if it would get stuck in the entrance, but it shook its hard, black carapace and wriggled through.


Zolka. Nisha grimaced. She had never like creepy-crawly things like insects or spiders. The fact that the Zolka looked like beetles the size of a cow only made it worse. No one knew if these intruders from an unknown rift world were intelligent or not, but their random, destructive actions seemed to indicate that they were only as clever as their insect look-alikes. They plagued Quentaris with their erratic eruptions from the caves.


Nisha wondered how it came to be in the Old Tree Guesthouse. Busy though she was with helping to run the hectic inn that Arna owned, she was sure she would have noticed if a Zolka had sauntered up to the door and then down into the cellar.


The sounds of more splintering wood came from the tunnel and the Zolka burst from the arch, crunching on the remains of a wardrobe in its mighty jaws. It shook its head like a terrier with a rat and pieces of wood flew through the air. The creature paused, all six legs dancing on the stone floor of the cellar, as if uncertain. It clicked once, then twice, then it charged at Nisha and Tal.


Nisha threw herself one way off the sacks of grain and Tal the other. She scrambled over a small barrel, trying to get something between the monster and her. She slipped and fell to the floor. The ball of light hovered over her like a nervous aunt, and, lying on her back, she used the opportunity to push at the barrel with both legs.


The barrel rumbled towards the Zolka and became caught in its legs. The creature chittered angrily. It clattered to a halt and tried to dislodge the irritating object with its jaws, but its head was too massive. It swung around in a full circle once, then twice, furiously clicking as it went.


While the Zolka was distracted Nisha stood. She caught the hovering ball of light in one hand and, using her fire magic, she squeezed.


Nisha worked her power with confidence. Gone were the days when the fire-magic heritage passed from her parents was a wild thing, always threatening to erupt and consume her—and those around her. Through patience, practice and the wise counsel of Stanas, she had learned to control her magic and shape it to her will. Despite the solitary nature of the magicians of Quentaris, rarely working together if they could help it, word of Nisha’s power had spread until she had the respect of many and a reputation for skill and innovation.


She opened her hand. The ball of light was tiny now, but its brilliance had increased a hundredfold. Tal winced as the cellar filled with sharp, white radiance, and he put a hand in front of his face, peering through slitted fingers. The Zolka screeched and wheeled to confront her, forgetting all about the barrel.


Nisha plucked at the fire pellet with the fingers of her other hand. Gripping with just her fingertips, she stretched the pellet as if it were warm toffee. In an instant, it was a glowing rope the length of her arm. She let go with her fingertips and gripped the rope of fire with her other hand. Grinning, she whirled it over her head.


The Zolka put its head down and charged, but Nisha was ready for it. She lashed at the creature, using the rope of fire as a whip. It sizzled and cracked, striking the creature on one side of its head. Sparks flew and Nisha screwed up her nose at the smell of burnt vinegar.


With a squeal that was more like a farmyard animal than an insect, the Zolka turned and fled.


Nisha swung the fire whip, enjoying the sight and the sensation. ‘Where did it go?’ she asked Tal.


Tal wiped his hands together and plucked a splinter of wood from his tangled curls. ‘That way, I think.’


‘Ah. The coal cellar.’


Careful exploration showed that the Zolka had scrambled through the coal and up through the chute leading to the street. Nisha peered at the daylight. ‘We’ll have to let the City Watch know. It’s not good to have a rogue Zolka loose on the streets,’ she said. She stiffened. ‘What was that?’


Tal stared back towards the cellar. ‘A cry for help.’


‘It was Stanas.’


Nisha collapsed her fire whip into a ball of light and ran.
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The Mysterious Statue


THE ENTRANCE TO THE BREWERY cellar was another brick-lined arch. Nisha hurried through to find the beer-making area empty. The yeasty smell of fermentation was heavy in the air as the vats lining the walls bubbled and frothed, but Stanas was nowhere to be seen.


Tal pointed. ‘Over there. The spring.’


Next to the last vat on the left, a small arch was set in the wall, barely as high as Nisha’s shoulder. It was a small corridor that led to the spring providing the water for Stanas’s brewing, the sweetest water in all Quentaris. Earth and bricks had spilled from the mouth of the corridor. Nisha crouched and saw that just a few paces inside it was choked with debris.


The spring was in a large cavern at the end of the corridor off the brewery cellar. Nisha remembered that it tumbled, pure and sweet, from solid rock. Long ago, Stanas hired an earth magician to fashion a stone basin to catch the water. The overflow ran in a channel and then a pipe that led, eventually, to the Great River.


‘Stanas!’ Nisha cried. ‘Are you in there?’


The old brewmaster’s voice was muffled and faint, but his panic was unmistakable. ‘Help! Help!’


Tal bent and peered at the collapse. ‘I hope the spring hasn’t undermined the foundations of the Old Tree,’ he muttered.


Nisha straightened and looked up. The oak beams and pillars looked as solid as they’d ever been, while the ceiling—the floor of the taproom above—was unbuckled. ‘We would have heard something, noticed something.’ She wiped her hands on her gown. ‘We need spades and shovels. We have to dig him out.’


‘I know where they are. I’ll have them in an instant.’


Tal hurried back to the main cellar. Nisha crouched again, crawling on all fours. ‘Stanas!’ she shouted when she reached as far as she could go. ‘Hold on! We’ll have you out soon!’


Nisha started to dig with her hands, dragging loose pieces of broken brick from the wall of dirt and pushing them behind her. She worked feverishly. She wondered whether she should try her fire magic, but discarded the idea straight away. She’d come to understand that her power was not an answer for everything. If she used a fierce, consuming flame, it could bring down more of the tunnel and injure the person she was trying to save. No, sometimes the wisest thing was knowing when not to use her magic.


‘Careful with those bricks!’


Nisha looked back over her shoulder. Tal stood outside the corridor with two battered spades. ‘Is that the best you could find?’


‘The good shovel wasn’t in the rack. Neither was the pick.’


Nisha took the spade Tal held out. ‘It’ll have to do.’


‘I shouted for help, too, but the door at the top of the stairs must be closed.’


‘It’s up to us, then.’


The spade was awkward in the enclosed space, but it was better than using her hands. Nisha held the spade halfway along its handle. She scraped away at the earth, pushing it to her left. Tal reached in and dragged each spadeful out into the brewery.


‘Stanas isn’t going to like the mess we’re making,’ Tal panted after Nisha had removed a foot of debris.


It was growing hot in the tunnel. Nisha shook sweat from her brow. ‘I hope Stanas is in a fit enough state to complain.’


A draft of cool air struck her face. Nisha jerked back the spade. A hole had appeared, right where the earth met the roof of the tunnel. She directed the ball of light through the gap and into what she hoped was the cavern of the spring.


‘Nisha?’ Stanas’s voice wavered. ‘Is that you?’


‘It’s all right, Stanas, we’re nearly through.’


The ‘nearly’ stretched out to more than half an hour, but eventually Nisha was able to wriggle through the enlarged gap. ‘Stanas?’


‘Over here.’


She brightened her fireball to illuminate the cavern. It was a space large enough to hold a concert, Arna had always said, and Nisha imagined music echoing from the lofty heights.


At the far end, the spring bubbled away, but to her left, just inside the cavern, a stretch of its wall had fallen away, taking the corridor with it. Her ball of fire showed grey-haired Stanas buried to his waist in gravel, earth and rock. Both his arms were trapped by a large wooden beam that had framed the entrance to the cavern. His eyes were closed and his breathing was laboured.


She scrambled to the mound of debris. ‘Stanas, are you all right?’


His eyelids stumbled open. ‘I was resting.’ His voice was weak, strained. ‘My legs hurt.’


Tal pushed his way through the gap and rolled to join them. ‘It’s all right, Stanas. You’ll be out of there before you know it.’


Stanas tilted his head slightly. ‘Is that you, Tal? Well, let’s be smart about it. I feel that I’ve been here quite long enough.’


Stanas’s bad temper reassured Nisha. If he had enough life in him to be irritated, it boded well. ‘I’ll go and get some help,’ she said, but Stanas reached out with one scrawny arm and gripped her shoulder.
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