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To Rachel Griffiths,

Thanks for taking a chance
on a writer named Janus Pope


‘You can only come to the morning through the shadows.’

– J. R. R. Tolkien

‘Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.’

– Lewis Carroll

‘Persons seeking to find scholarship herein will be sued; persons motivated to discover meaning will be exiled; persons hoping to unearth an allegory will be summarily ordained.’

– The Author
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

VEGA JANE – 14, Finisher at Stacks

JOHN JANE – 11, Vega’s brother

HELEN JANE – Vega’s mother

HECTOR JANE – Vega’s father

VIRGIL JANE – Vega’s grandfather

CALLIOPE JANE – Vega’s grandmother

HARRY TWO – Vega’s canine

DANIEL DELPHIA, ‘DELPH’ – 16, Vega’s best friend

DUF DELPHIA – Delph’s father, beast trainer

Council

THANSIUS – Chief

DUK DODGSON

JURIK KRONE

MORRIGONE

At Stacks

DIS FIDUS – doorkeeper

LADON-TOSH – staircase guard

NEWTON TILT – Cutter

QUENTIN HERMS – Finisher

JULIUS DOMITAR – Vega’s boss

At the Loons

ROMAN PICUS – owner, also bookmaker

CACUS LOON – lodge keeper

HESTIA LOON – Cacus’s wife

CLETUS LOON – Cacus’s son


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a strange and dangerous world you are about to enter, and paying attention to what follows will ensure that you do not run foul of something that could mar the journey ahead . . .

Wormwood is a place full of humans called Wugmorts, or Wugs for short. Wugmorts often have strange terms for certain words, as you will discover.

A canine is, obviously, a dog.

The Care is the place incurably sick Wugs are sent.

The Council is the governing body that runs Wormwood.

Dactyls are the very strong Wugs who work at Stacks banging heated metal into proper shape, like blacksmiths used to do.

An Event is when a Wugmort mysteriously vanishes into thin air for a reason no one knows. Quite exciting!

Finishers are those who work at Stacks, crafting pretty things to sell to others.

The Learning is a building where young Wugs go to school.

Light means various stages of the day, and night means the darkness.

Mendens are what we would call doctors, who attend to the sick in hospital.

A morta is what we could call a gun.

A session equals what we would call a year.

A slep is a horse, albeit with six legs, which is quite a strange beast indeed, and perhaps it once could fly.

A sliver is a short unit of time, like a minute.

Stacks is an old castle of sorts, with many secrets waiting to be discovered.

Steeples is a place for prayer, named after its pointed tower.

Farms abound, and they are worked by Wugs called Tillers.

You must understand that Wormwood is a place with vast, unrealized potential, like a young person waiting to grow up into someone extraordinary . . .

But life is hard and primitive in Wormwood, and only a few live in great luxury, while most exist in starkly poor conditions.

There are no cars or trains or aeroplanes – no computers, credit cards or TVs. Indeed, their world is like ours would have been many years past.

Wugmorts never leave Wormwood, for there is nowhere else they could go. Their entire existence is restricted to their city, for beyond its borders lies only death.

Or so they have always been told . . .


PROLOGUE

Soaring above Wormwood, the birds can see right to the horizon.

In the distance a barren landscape shimmers white, an ominous haze hovering above it.

Below, large chimneys spout sickly smoke into their path, as crowds of tiny figures trudge through winding, crowded streets.

Dense forest surrounds the city, an impenetrable tangle of thick, vine-choked trees, packed so tight together it is hard to see to the ground.

But there is one tree unlike all the rest.

Short wooden boards are nailed to its thick trunk forming a crude ladder, leading up to planks that make a floor. It is a hiding place far above everyone.

Here, a girl tosses and turns in her tortured sleep.

The girl is Vega Jane.

All is not right in her world.

And it is about to get far worse.

For her.
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A PLACE CALLED WORMWOOD
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I was dozing when I heard the scream. It pierced my head like a morta round, sending my mind in confusing circles.

I sat bolt upright, at the top of my tree. At first light, I was almost always there. It was a straight-to-the-sky poplar with a towering canopy. Twenty short boards nailed to the trunk was my passage up. Eight wide, splintered planks formed my floor. And a stretch of waterproof cloth draped over branches represented my roof. It was usually a peaceful time, but not this light.

From the edge of my planks, I looked down to the ground. Fresh screams were now joined by the baying of attack canines.

I scampered down and looked around. It was difficult to tell where the screams and baying were coming from.

Suddenly an attack canine hurtled towards me, its fangs bared.

I was fast, but no one could outrun an attack canine. Even as I ran, I braced for its fangs biting into me. But it flashed past me, soon vanishing from sight.

What could it be after?

I caught a glimpse of something between two trees – a black tunic. Council member. The attack canines must have been unleashed by them. The Council, with one exception, was comprised of males. They passed laws that all Wugs must obey.

Perhaps there had been an escape from Valhall, our prison? But no Wug had ever escaped from Valhall.

I kept running, following the baying, and soon realized that my path was taking me perilously close to the Quag. The Quag was an impenetrable barrier that circled Wormwood like a noose. No one had ever gone through the Quag because the terrible beasts in there would murder you instantly. My heart was pounding simply from being this close to it.

As I looked to the left, I glimpsed canines and Council members staring into the depths of the Quag. I let out a long breath and caught the movement of someone disappearing into the tangled vines and twisted trees. It was someone I knew well.

I looked to see if any of the Council or canines had seen what I had. It didn’t appear to be the case, so I turned back, but the Wug had gone. I wondered if I had simply imagined it. No Wug would voluntarily venture into that awful place.

When something touched me on the arm, I nearly screamed.

‘Vega? It is Vega Jane, isn’t it?’

I turned to look up into the blunt features of Jurik Krone. He was tall, strong, forty-five sessions old and a fast-rising member of the Council.

‘I’m Vega Jane,’ I managed to say.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, with hostility in his eyes.

‘I heard a scream and saw the canines. I saw Wugs in black tunics running.’

‘Did you see anything else?’ he asked sharply.

‘I saw only the Quag.’

His fingers gripped my shoulder more tightly. ‘Is that all? Nothing else?’

The image of the Wug’s face before he fled into the Quag slammed into me like a spear. ‘That’s all,’ I lied. It seemed a smart thing to do at the time.

Jurik let go of me.

‘What were you chasing?’ I asked.

‘It’s Council business, Vega,’ he replied dismissively. ‘Be on your way. It is not safe to be this close to the Quag. Now.’

He turned and walked off, leaving me breathless and shaking. I took one last look at the Quag and then raced back in the direction of my tree. I climbed it so fast, I felt dizzy. I wasn’t sure I would ever want to come back down.
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DELPH
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‘Wo-wo-wotcha, Ve-Ve-Vega Jane?’

The voice from below belonged to my friend Delph. His full name was Daniel Delphia, but to me he was simply Delph. He always called me Vega Jane, as though both names were my given one. Everyone else called me Vega – when they bothered to call me anything at all.

I said, ‘I’m up here, Delph.’

I heard him clambering up the short boards. Then Delph’s head poked over the planks. He was much taller than me, and I was tall for my fourteen sessions, over five feet, nine inches. I was still growing, because all the Janes were late bloomers. My grandfather Virgil, it was said, grew four more inches when he was twenty.

Delph’s shoulders spread broad, like the leafy cap of my poplar. He was about a session older than me, with a head of thick, black hair that appeared mostly grey-white because of the dust collected there. He worked at the Mill, lifting huge sacks of flour, so he was dusty all the time. He had a wide, shallow forehead, full lips, and eyes that were as dark as his hair.

He did not qualify to work at Stacks, where some creativity is required. I have never seen Delph create anything except confusion. No one knew what had happened to him, but something was not quite right with Delph. It had been so ever since he was six sessions old. And yet sometimes he said things that made me believe there was far more going on in his head than most Wugs gave him credit for. I think it would be fascinating to see what went on in Delph’s mind.

He settled next to me, his legs dangling over the edge of the splintered boards. Delph liked to visit me. He didn’t have many other places to go.

I pushed my long, dark straggly hair out of my eyes and focused on a dirt spot on my thin arm. I didn’t rub it away because I had lots of dirt spots. And like Delph’s mill dust, what would be the point?

‘Delph, did you hear all that?’

‘H-hear wh-what?’

‘The attack canines and the screaming?’

He looked at me like I was mad. ‘Y-you O-OK, Ve-Vega Jane?’

‘The Council was out with attack canines, chasing something.’ I wanted to say chasing someone, but I decided to keep that to myself. ‘They were down near the Quag.’

He shivered at the name, as I knew he would.

‘Qu-Qu-Qu—’ He took a shuddering breath and said simply, ‘Bad.’

I decided to change the subject. ‘Have you eaten?’ I asked. Hunger was like a painful, festering wound for many in Wormwood, including Delph and me. When you felt it, you could think of nothing else.

Delph shook his head.

I pulled out a small tin box, which constituted my portable larder. Inside was a wedge of goat’s cheese and two boiled eggs, a chunk of fried bread and some salt and pepper I kept in small pewter thumbs of my own making. Pepper cured many ills, like the taste of bad meat and spoilt vegetables. There had also been a sweet pickle, but I’d eaten it already. I handed him the box. It was intended for my first meal, but I was not as big as Delph. He needed lots of wood in his fire, as they said around here. I would eat at some point. I was good at pacing myself. Delph did not pace. Delph just did. I considered it one of his most endearing qualities.

He wolfed it all down in two swallows.

‘Better?’ I asked.

‘B-better,’ he mumbled contentedly. ‘Thanks, Ve-Vega Jane.’

I rubbed sleep from my eyes. I had been told that my eyes were the colour of the sky. But at other times, when the clouds covered the heavens, they could look quite silver, as though they were absorbing the colours from above.

‘Go-going t-t-to see your mum and dad l-later?’ asked Delph.

‘Yes.’

‘Ca-can I c-come t-too?’

‘Of course, Delph. We can meet you there after I pick up John from Learning.’

He nodded, mumbled the word Mill, rose and scrambled back down to the ground.

I followed him, heading on to Stacks, where I worked to help make hand-crafted items. Now, I didn’t know much. But in Wormwood, I did know that it was a good idea to keep moving.

And so I did.

But I did so with the image of someone running into the Quag, when that was impossible because it meant death. And so I convinced myself that I had not seen what I thought I had.

Yet not many slivers of time would pass before I realized that my eyesight had been perfect. And that my life in Wormwood would never be the same again.
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STACKS
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As I walked along the now quiet forest path, I calmed, and certain things I had been told long ago entered my head. I have found that these sorts of thoughts come to me at the oddest moments.

The first one was the most unusual, at least for me.

The most bitterly awful place of all is one that Wugmorts don’t know is as wrong as wrong can possibly be.

That’s what my grandfather told me before he suffered his Event and was gone forever. I was very young when my grandfather said those words, and I have to admit I wasn’t sure what he was talking about at the time. I’m not exactly sure now.

My grandfather had also talked to me about shooting stars.

He said, Every time you glimpse one making its haphazard way across the sky, a change is coming for some Wugmort.

It was a strange idea for a place like Wormwood, which never seemed to change.

I turned the corner on the path, and there was Stacks. We called it that because it had so many chimney stacks. Brick piled on top of brick far into the sky. I had no idea what Stacks’ original use was. It was an unfathomably large and extremely ugly building, but for some reason, I liked it.

A shrivelled Wug stood at the immense double doors with his little ink stamp. His name was Dis Fidus. I wasn’t sure how old Dis Fidus was, but he must have been close to a hundred.

I walked up to him and held out my hand. The top of it was discoloured by the accumulated blue ink of two sessions labouring here. I could only imagine what it would look like in ten or twenty sessions’ time.

Fidus gripped my hand with his skeletal one and then stamped my skin. I had no idea why he did this when my hand was already covered in ink. And things that make no sense trouble me no end. Because, I suspected strongly, it made sense to someone.

I walked into Stacks.

‘I like my charges to be here earlier than three slivers before second light, Vega,’ said a voice.

Julius Domitar was big and puffy like a plump frog, and his skin possessed a similarly pasty green hue. He was the most self-important Wug in Wormwood – and the competition for that title was a keen one. When he said he liked his ‘charges’ to be here earlier than three slivers, he really meant me. I was still the only female at Stacks.

He stood there in his little office, at his little tilt-top desk, holding his long ink stick and scowling. His desk was covered with bottles of inks and rolls of scrolls.

‘Three slivers early is still early,’ I said and kept walking.

‘There are many worse off than your lot, Vega,’ he replied. ‘Don’t forget that.’

I hurried on to the main work floor of Stacks. The kilns had long since been fired up. The huge furnaces set in one corner were never turned off. They gave the room a warm, humid feel, even on the coldest lights. The muscle-bound Dactyls pounded away on their metals with hammer and tongs, producing a sound like Steeples’ bells. The Cutters sliced through wood and metal while the Mixers ran their enormous tubs of congesting ingredients.

The Wugs here were just like me: ordinary and hardworking – simply trying to get by. And we would be doing this exact same work for the rest of our lives.

I went to my locker and put on my work clothes – trousers, a heavy leather apron, gloves and goggles – then headed to my workstation.

Some of my work was dangerous. Many who worked here had missing fingers, eyes, teeth and even limbs. I would rather not join their lot. I liked the parts I had just fine. They were just the right number and matched in the main.

I passed by the broad stone stairs with their marble balustrades leading to the upper floor of Stacks. They were quite elegant for this place, which made me think, not for the first time, that Stacks hadn’t always been a factory. I smiled weakly at the Wugmort who stood guard there.

His name was Ladon-Tosh, and I had never heard him speak. Over his shoulder he carried a long-barrelled morta. He also had a sword in a sheath and a knife in a small leather casing on his wide black belt. His sole task was to prevent access to the second floor of Stacks. With long, coal-black hair, a scarred face, a hooked nose, and eyes that seemed dead, Ladon-Tosh was scary enough even without the weapons. With them, he was terrifying in all respects.

One time, long before I came to work at Stacks, some gonk had tried to make it past Ladon-Tosh and up the stairs. It was said that Ladon-Tosh stabbed him with the knife, shot him with the morta, cut off his head with the sword, and then threw his remains into one of the blazing furnaces. I’m not sure I believed all that, but I wasn’t sure enough to test it.

For that reason, I was always unfailingly polite to Ladon-Tosh.

When I first started working here, there was a Wugmort named Quentin Herms, who had helped me. As I stood next to my station for the very first time, Quentin had hurried over and greeted me. He was a family friend and had always been very kind towards me.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ I’d said with a touch of desperation.

‘I know you showed artistic ability at Learning,’ he had said. ‘Or else they would not have sent you here to be a Finisher. But don’t worry – I will train you.’

And he did. Each light, I had come in with a smile, but only because Quentin was there. I had picked up things quickly until my skills rivalled his.

I recalled all this now because Quentin Herms was the Wug I had seen rushing headlong into the Quag with the canines and Council after him.

My only friend here was gone, and I wondered mightily why.
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THE MESSAGE
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I lifted up my first task of the light. A small, unfinished porcelain bowl that required painting and then kiln-firing. As I held up the object, the top slipped, and it nearly fell off. I set it down on the table and gripped the bowl more firmly.

That’s when I saw the small piece of parchment tucked in there. I glanced around to see if anyone was watching and then carefully dipped my hand into the bowl and took out the parchment. The handwriting was small and precise, the words clear.

I will not be back at Stacks, Vega. Go to your tree this night. What you will find there may set you free from Wormwood, if you so desire it. QH.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw four males enter Domitar’s office. They were all members of the Council. Jurik Krone was among them, which was not a good thing. I tore up the parchment and swallowed the pieces.

Thirty slivers passed before I heard Domitar’s door open again. I lifted my gaze to find all the black tunics staring at me. I felt my body stiffen like I’d been poked by one of the hot irons the Dactyls used in their work.

Krone came forward first, the other Council members in his wake. He held up an object. When I saw it, I was stunned – I recognized it immediately. I wondered how it was possible for Krone to be holding it now.

‘We meet yet again, Vega,’ said Krone, as he and his cohorts encircled me.

‘Yes, we do,’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

‘Do you recognize this?’ He held out the object. Seeing it close up, the memories came flooding back.

I nodded. ‘It is my grandfather’s ring.’ It had a distinctive design etched in the metal that matched a mark my grandfather had on the back of his hand. Three hooks connected as one. I had never known what it meant.

‘Can you explain how Virgil Alfadir Jane’s ring came to be found at Quentin Herms’s cottage?’ Jurik Krone asked patiently, but there was a definite edge to his voice.

I shook my head. ‘I assumed it had vanished along with him when he had his Event. As you know, there is nothing left of a Wug after an Event.’

Krone tossed the ring down on my workstation. When I reached out to take it, he slammed his knife blade into the ring’s opening, pinning it to the wood. I jerked my hand back and stared up at him fearfully.

He slowly pulled the blade free and picked up the ring. ‘You know Herms?’ Krone said quietly. ‘He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he?’

‘He’s a friend of my family’s. He’s the only other Finisher here besides me.’

‘Why is he not at work this light?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said quite truthfully. ‘Maybe he’s hurt or sick.’

Krone stepped closer. ‘Let us speak frankly. You were near the Quag at first light. You saw us chasing him.’

‘I told you, I saw nothing. And you didn’t tell me who you were after.’ I looked up into Krone’s face. ‘But why were you chasing Quentin?’

‘There are laws, Vega – laws that Quentin Herms has broken. And for that he will be punished.’ Krone gave me a deep, searching look. ‘If he tries to contact you, you will inform the Council immediately. The consequences for not doing so will be harsh.’ He paused. ‘I am speaking of Valhall.’

Every worker in the room, myself included, drew a sharp breath. No Wug wanted to be locked up in that cage in plain sight and be guarded by the brutish Nida and his ferocious black shuck – a giant canine that looked to me like a nightmare on four legs.

Krone put his hand on my shoulder and lightly squeezed. ‘I am counting on your help with this, Vega. All of Wormwood needs to stand together on this matter.’

Then he turned on his booted right foot and strode out. His colleagues followed.

I shot a glance at Domitar. I had never seen his green skin look so pale.

‘You will cooperate, or it will be Valhall for all of us,’ he said to me, then spun on his heel and disappeared back into his office.
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HECTOR AND HELEN
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After the bell rang for the end of work at Stacks, I changed back into my threadbare clothes and left to walk back to Wormwood. It did not take long, for the city of Wormwood was compact, like a small fist waiting to hit something. There was the enormous Stacks, the Hospital, the Care, and Learning, where younger Wugs were educated. Then there was the huge Council building, and Steeples with its great many colourful windows. The homes where Wugs lived were either in the city proper or spread across the footprint of the sprawling land. In the centre of the city were lines of shops set across from each other on streets made of wavy cobblestones.

As I trudged along, I passed the Loons. It had been my home for the last two sessions, ever since my mother and father had been sent away to the Care. Loons was a rectangle of warped boards, dirty glass and cracked slate shingles. There were two floors with five small cot rooms on the top floor and six boarders to a room. That added up to thirty Wugmorts with lax hygiene, all living close together.

That’s why I preferred my tree.

I passed by the front door of the Loons, and a Wugmort I knew well stepped out. His name was Roman Picus. He owned the Loons and many other such places. He was wearing his usual garb: a slouch hat with a dent in the middle, blue not overly clean dungarees, white shirt, black waistcoat, luminous orange-red garm-skin boots, and a long, greasy coat. He had whiskers running down both sides of his face, curving like a fish-hook into his sun-reddened cheeks. A heavy bronze timekeeper suspended by a knotty chain hung across the front of his vest.

‘Vega,’ he said grudgingly.

I nodded at him. ‘Roman.’

‘Going to get your brother from Learning?’

‘Yes. Then John and I are meeting Delph at the Care.’

He gave a loud snort. ‘Why you waste your time with that great gormless sack-a nothing, I’ll never know. But I suppose you don’t think too highly of yourself, and I can see why, female.’

‘If you think Delph is such a waste of space, maybe you can fight him in the next Duelum?’

The Duelum was where male Wugs battled each other in hand-to-hand fighting in order to win a great prize. It was really the only sporting contest we had.

Roman’s face reddened. ‘I’m too old for the Duelum. However, in my prime, female—’

‘How many Duelums did you win in your prime, male?’

He grimaced. ‘You best get along, Vega,’ he growled.

‘Speaking of going, where are you off to, Roman?’

He looked like I had slapped him. ‘You’re asking me such a question?’

‘We’re having such a nice conversation, I wanted to keep it going.’

‘D’you want to be written up at the Council, Vega?’

‘Absolutely. I hear that with three or more infractions the offending Wug is eligible for some sort of prize.’

He studied me. ‘Quentin Herms?’ he asked.

‘What of him?’

‘Hear he’s done a bunk.’

‘Maybe,’ I said cautiously.

Roman shrugged and looked at his boots. ‘Maybe a garm got him.’

Garms were wicked beasts that sometimes entered Wormwood from the Quag.

‘All lodging fees collected for the quarter-session?’ I asked, intentionally changing the subject. I did not want to discuss Quentin Herms.

He smiled wickedly and held out a large, grimy hand. ‘Speaking of, I’ll just take yours now, Vega.’

I held out a small sheet of parchment with writing and a seal on it. ‘I paid earlier. Your clerk gave me a bit of coin off for bringing it around and saving him a trip.’

His smile fell away to a frown. ‘Oh, he did, did he? Well, we’ll see about that.’

‘All mouth and no trousers, Roman.’

‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’

‘Your clerk showed me the scroll you signed authorizing the discount. I like to know things like that before I commit my wages to that dung heap you call a lodging.’

Roman could chuck my brother and me out of Loons if he wanted to. Maybe part of me wanted that. But he simply turned and stalked off. I hurried on.

The Learning was located at the other end of the high street. Learning was done in Wormwood, but it was not done with a lot of energy, as though ignorance was somehow better than knowledge. As I stood on the cobblestones and waited, the door opened and youngs started to trickle out.

The last Wug out was always my brother, and his gaze was always downcast.

John Jane was short and skinny, and his hair was dark and nearly as long as mine. John Jane did not look like much on the outside, but there was a great deal going on inside his head. I had seen him make observations about things I’d never thought of. It was only in private moments when we were together that I gained glimpses of what was really going on in his brain.

A shy smile crept across his face when he spotted me, and his shuffle picked up. I held up my tin box. On the way here, I had stopped and picked him some berries, and there was also a bird wing I’d got for him and smoked in the hearth at Stacks. He hurried across the cobblestones, opened the box, and saw the wing. He looked at me and smiled again. There was no food provided during Learning, although the time spent there was long. They said food distracted youngs. I believed a lack of food was far more distracting.

John took my hand with his free one, and we walked along. I looked around. There were clusters of Wugmorts talking in hushed whispers. I also saw Council members in their black tunics scurrying around like rats through rubbish.

After reading the note, it was clear to me that Quentin must have been planning on going into the Quag all along. His note said that what he had left would set me free from Wormwood. My mind leaped ahead to the obvious conclusion that was electrifying and terrifying.

There was some place beyond the Quag. Or so he believed.

I forced my focus back to John.

We had a ritual, John and I. Every other light after Learning, we went to see our parents at the Care, where Wugs were sent when they were unwell and the Mendens at Hospital could do nothing more for them. The place was guarded by a huge Wug named Non. I had often wondered why they needed such security here. But my queries had never been answered.

Non knew me and John because we came so often. But each time, he acted as though it were our first visit. It irritated me terribly but seemed to greatly amuse him.

As we walked up to the Care, I saw Delph step from the deepening shadows of a chestnut tree. His hair was even whiter from working at the Mill all light, and his face and shirt were sweat-stained. He nodded shyly and looked down at John.

‘Hello, Delph,’ said John. He held up his bird wing, which he had been hungrily chewing on. ‘Do you want a bite?’

Delph, I knew, was tempted. But he shook his head. He obviously didn’t want to deprive John of this small bit of food.

We all walked together to the entrance. I gritted my teeth and showed Non the Council parchment that allowed our visits. This was another of my queries that had gone unanswered: Why was permission needed to visit our own parents? He took his time examining the document before he flung it back at me and glared at Delph.

‘But his name ain’t on there.’

Delph took a step back, which made Non grin maliciously.

He said, ‘Y’know, for such a great big Wug, you’re more like a female, ain’t you, Delph? Scared of your own shadow.’ He made a lunge at Delph, and Delph jumped back. Non roared with laughter and tossed me the key to my parents’ room. ‘G’on in, then. Don’t think the likes of him can do much harm.’

I said nothing and didn’t look at Delph, because I knew how embarrassed he would be, but, in my mind, I slaughtered Non over and over.

We passed through the doorway and into a long corridor that was dark and cool.

We passed a Nurse in the hall. She was dressed in a grey cloak with a white cap on her head. She nodded, gave a terse smile, and hurried on.

There were locked doors opening off the long hall. There were brass plates bolted to the doors of each room with names of Wugs I didn’t know, but I had seen some of their families here. They had looked as blank and hopeless as I probably did.

The brass plates were removed only when the Wug whose name was on it ‘slipped away’, as they say in Wormwood. I wondered when our mother and father would slip away. We arrived at the door and I read out their names for what seemed the millionth time. ‘Hector Jane. Helen Jane.’

I unlocked the door and hesitantly stepped in. John followed, and Delph brought up the rear.

There were two cots in the room with a small wooden table set between them. The only illumination seemed to somehow come from the ceiling. There were no windows. When you’re in the Care, apparently sunlight is not required. There were also no chairs for us to sit in. They obviously did not like to encourage long visits.

While Delph hung back, I walked up to the first cot.

My father lay shrunken under a single dark blanket. I remembered him as tall and strong, his face pleasing to look at. I don’t know how you steal someone from the inside and leave a withered outside, but it appeared to have been done to him.

John crept up next to me and placed his hand on top of our father’s. When I looked at John’s face, it was scrunched up, like he was in pain.

I opened my tuck, which I had brought with me from work, and pulled out a cloth soaked in water from the pipes at Stacks. I put it on my father’s forehead. He always seemed hot even though the room was cool. I was careful not to let my fingers touch him. I adored my father and I used to love being hugged by him. But there was something in this room that made me not want to touch him. I had fought against it, but it was like a wall separating us that I couldn’t seem to break through.

I glanced over at Delph, who stood like a statue in the corner. ‘Delph, do you want to come and see him?’

Delph stepped forward. ‘Is he s-s-sleeping?’

‘Something like that, Delph.’

I left John and Delph and went to the next cot.

My mother too was small and shrunken, though she used to be nearly as tall as I am. Her hair, once long and light, was now chopped close to her head, almost like a second skull. The dark blanket covered her withered body, right up to her neck.

My mother had told me many things I needed to know to survive here. But I also sensed there was a part of her that was kept from me.

I opened my tuck again and took out the small bottle of water. I sprinkled some on my mother’s face and watched as it was absorbed into her skin. I don’t know why I did this, maybe to convince myself that there really was someone still in there.

I looked over at John. He glanced up and his gaze drifted to our mother. It seemed to me that John’s heart ached even more seeing her as she now was.

Delph drifted over and gazed down at my mother.

‘She was v-v-very nice t-to me,’ he said.

‘It was her way.’

He reached out a hand but didn’t touch her. Instead, it seemed like he was tracing just above where the drops of water had been taken into her skin.

Twenty slivers later, we walked back down the dark, cool hall and approached the door where Non stood guard. I braced myself for more inane comments. Why do you bother coming? Do your parents look better this light? How could that possibly be?

Yet, Non wasn’t there. But someone else was.

The figure was tall, looming, substantial. He seemed to fill the broad hall with his bulk. His robe was a dull burgundy, denoting his position on the Council. He held the top job. There was no one above him.

His name was Thansius. In many respects he was the Council. By comparison, Jurik Krone was but a gnat on a slep’s hindquarters.

John had glimpsed Thansius too, and I heard him gasp. And one glance at poor Delph showed he was about to faint.

When we reached Thansius, he did not move. He just stood there. He was taller even than Delph. His shoulders seemed to touch each side of the hall. It was said that in his youth, no Wug ever bested Thansius in a Duelum. Up close, the burgundy robe seemed like a sheet of blood frozen solid.

When he spoke, the low voice, though deep and dignified, still seemed insubstantial next to his large body. But I was riveted to every syllable.

He said, ‘A word, Vega Jane. I require a word.’
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THANSIUS
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John, Delph and I dumbly followed Thansius outside. There was a beautiful blue carriage waiting, pulled by four magnificent grey sleps, each standing patiently on their six muscled legs. It was said that sleps used to be able to fly. I have never believed this, although along a slep’s withers, it’s possible to see a slight indentation where something used to be attached.

Thansius looked at Delph. ‘Get along with you, Daniel. This conversation concerns private matters.’

Delph raced away, his long legs carrying him out of sight in half a sliver.

Thansius motioned John and I inside the carriage. Thansius settled in the seat across from us and smoothed down his robe. He glanced questioningly at John.

‘This is my brother, John.’

‘I know who he is,’ replied Thansius. ‘I am contemplating whether he needs to be here or not.’

Even though he sat in the shadows of his seat, I could clearly see his face. It was heavy, lined with worry, the eyes small, and the flesh around them puckered. His hair was long and an odd mix of cream and silver, as was his beard.

‘I think I’d prefer him to wait outside,’ said Thansius at last.

‘I would like my brother to stay,’ I replied, and then I held my breath. I had no idea where that came from. Talking to Thansius was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Talking back to Thansius was unthinkable.

Thansius cocked his head at me. He didn’t look angry, simply bemused.

‘And why is that?’

‘In case whatever you have to ask me concerns him. Then I will not have to repeat it because I am certain I cannot match your eloquence, Thansius.’

We all loved to listen to Thansius even if we did not always understand what he was saying.

The bemusement turned to a half-smile, and then his face became a stone.

From his pocket Thansius withdrew an object. I knew what it was before he even showed it to me. My grandfather’s ring.

‘It is quite an interesting design,’ he said.

‘Do you know what it means?’ I asked.

‘I doubt any Wug does, other than your grandfather.’ He edged forward, his wide knee nearly scraping my bony one. ‘It was found at Herms’s cottage.’

‘He was friends with my grandfather, so he probably gave it to him,’ I replied.

Thansius seemed to mull this over for a few moments. Then he said, ‘Quentin Herms was your mentor as a Finisher. Did you like him?’

‘I did.’

He stroked his chin with one large hand. ‘So you had no indication that he might go off . . . ?’

‘Where is there to go off to?’ I said quite innocently but hoping for some enlightenment.

‘So, no message left behind for you?’ he asked, ignoring my query.

I furrowed my brow and willed my brain to do the best job of answering without really saying anything of importance.

‘I don’t know what he would have to leave for me.’ This was perfectly true.

He stared at my face so intently it felt like my skin was melting away, allowing him to see into my soul. ‘You and your brother may be on your way.’

We should have left right then, but I needed to say something, and although half of me was terrified to do so, the other half of me won out. ‘Can I have the ring, Thansius?’

He stared at me. ‘The ring?’

‘Yes. We’re the only family left. So, can I have it?’

I could sense John holding his breath. I held my own, awaiting Thansius’s answer.

‘Maybe one light, Vega, but not now.’

He opened the carriage door and waved a hand, beckoning us to exit.

Before the carriage door closed, I saw Thansius stare at me. It was an enigmatic look, a cross between pity and remorse. I could understand neither end of it. The door closed, Thansius’s driver, Thomas Bogle, flicked the reins, and the carriage rumbled off.

As the carriage disappeared over the horizon, I took John’s hand and pulled him along in the direction of the Loons.

Cacus Loon opened the door for us. He had beetle brows, a low forehead, and hair that had not been washed for at least a session or two. His pants and shirt were as greasy as his hair, and he had a habit of forever twirling the ends of his enormous moustache.

Loon followed us into the main room of the lower floor. It was large and contained a long table where we took our meals. A kitchen adjoined it, where Loon’s wife, Hestia, spent much of her time doing the work that he told her to do. This included making meals, doing the wash, and making sure that Loon had whatever he wanted.

‘They say Quentin Herms has gone off,’ Loon said.

‘Where would he go off to?’ I asked.

‘You work at Stacks. Don’t you know?’

‘Over a hundred Wugs work at Stacks,’ I said. ‘Go ask them.’

Without another word, I pulled John upstairs with me. Thankfully, Loon did not follow.

We went down for our meal as the darkness gathered across Wormwood. John and I squeezed into the last two seats as Hestia, short and thin, scurried around carrying plates. I eyed the other two Loon females, still youngs, who also laboured in the kitchen. They were also small and skinny, their faces smoky from the kitchen coal fire.

They didn’t go to Learning. This was because Cacus Loon did not believe in education for the most part. I had heard him once say that he had never gone to Learning and look how he had turned out. If that was not reason enough to read every book you could possibly get your hands on, I don’t know what was.

Cletus Loon sat next to his father. Cletus looked more like his dad every light. He was only two sessions ahead of me, but his puffy face looked older. He was always manoeuvring to get the drop on me. I worried that one time he would wise up and bully John instead. The fact that he didn’t told me he feared me too much. Fear was a great thing if it was pointed in the right direction.

We shovelled the food quickly down, and afterwards, John and I went to our room and climbed under our blankets. I waited until I heard snores coming from the others then slipped out of bed and put on my cloak. I also snagged my only sweater and my blanket. A sliver later, I was clear of the kitchen and out the rear door.

I would take great pains to make sure I was not followed.

As it turned out, I should have tried much, much harder.
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THE WAY OUT
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The path to my tree had been clear enough under the milky ball in the heavens we call the Noc, but then clouds came and blocked it out, and I fell into darkness. I tied my blanket and sweater around my waist and lit a lantern I’d nicked from the Loons.

That’s when I heard it. Every sound in Wormwood needed to be considered, especially at night. I turned my lantern in that direction.

My other hand dipped to my pocket and clutched the cutting knife I often used at Stacks. I waited, dreading what might be coming.

Then the smell reached me and I knew what it was.

A garm! How could this terrible creature be so far from the Quag? I turned ready to flee, clutching my knife tightly, even though I knew it would be of no use. I put out my lantern, slung the rope tethered to the lantern over my shoulder, and shoved my knife into my pocket. Then I ran for it.

The garm was faster than me, but I had a bit of a head start. I followed the path by memory, though I took a wrong turn once and banged off a tree. That mistake cost me precious moments allowing the beast to nearly catch up to me. I redoubled my efforts. My heart was hammering so wildly, I thought I could see it thumping through my cloak.

I tripped over a tree root and sprawled to the ground. I scrambled on to my back, and there the beast was, barely six feet from me. It was huge and foul. It opened its fanged jaws, and I had but a moment to live because I knew what would be coming next. I flung myself behind a thick trunk an instant before the jet of flames struck the spot where I had been. The ground was scorched, and I felt the blast of heat all around me. I was still alive, though maybe not for much longer.

I could hear it taking in a long breath in preparation for another blast of fire that would surely engulf me. And in that brief time, I found a certain calm, knowing what I had to do.

I leaped out from behind the tree and hurled my knife straight and true. It struck the creature directly in its eye. Unfortunately, it had three more of them.

As the creature howled in fury, I turned and ran. I reached my tree, put one hand on the first rung of my wooden ladder and climbed for my life.

The wounded garm was coming on fast now. It is said that the garm hunts the souls of the dead. Others say it guards the gates of Hel, where bad Wugmorts are banished to spend eternity. Right now, I did not care which theory was right. I just didn’t want to become a dead soul this night, headed to Hel or any other place.

I knew the steps on my tree’s trunk as well as I knew my own face but, halfway up, my hand struck an unfamiliar object. I ignored it, grabbed the next board, and kept climbing.

I could feel the garm nearly upon me. It was large – easily thirteen feet long and over a thousand pounds in weight. Below, I heard claws on wood. I thought I felt heat rising towards me. Part of me didn’t want to look, but I did anyway.

I saw the hard, armoured face of the garm. Its chest was smeared in blood. It had killed nothing to get this. Its chest was always dripping with its own blood as though it were constantly wounded. Maybe that’s why it was always in a foul, murderous mood. It looked up at me, its thin, spiky tongue flicking out, its three remaining cold, dead eyes staring up at me. My knife was still sticking out from its fourth eye.

My only saving grace was that the garm, with all its strength, ferocity and ability, could not climb. However, momentum alone allowed it to get a few feet off the ground, but it fell back and hit the dirt with a thud. It roared and flames leaped upward, scorching my tree and blackening the edges of several of the wooden rungs. Even though the flames could not reach up this high, I jumped back. The garm rammed itself against the tree, attempting to knock it over. My tree shook under the assault and my oilcloth roof fell down—

And then disaster struck. One of my planks was knocked loose, tilted upward and caught me full in the face. I collapsed backwards and plummeted before my thrashing hands closed around one of my short climbing boards. My plunging weight nearly sheared it off the trunk. As it was, only one nail remained to hold it to the bark.

I looked frantically down below. The garm was up on its hind legs less than fifteen feet from me. Its mouth opened to deliver a blast of flames that would turn me to a blackened husk. With one hand gripping the board, I pulled my sweater from around my waist, balled it up, and threw it directly into the gaping opening. The garm choked and coughed and no flames came out. At least not yet.

I regained purchase with my other hand and fled back up the boards as the garm roared again to clear its mouth before the flames erupted anew. I leaped over the last short board, threw myself up on the wooden platform, and lay there panting.

I heard the garm make one more attempt to reach me and then it fell back again. Thankfully, it turned and headed off, no doubt looking for easier prey. I hoped it would not find any.

I sat in my tree, breathing hard and letting my terror recede. I could barely see the garm’s flames now as it moved in the direction of the Quag. The Quag made me think of Quentin Herms. He’d said he had left something that would set me free. And I intended to find it.

I looked in the waterproof tuck I kept hanging from a branch. But inside I found nothing. So where else could he have left anything?

I looked down my tree. Something was itching at the back of my brain, but I couldn’t think what. I went back over my frantic climb up here with the garm at my heels and it occurred to me. My hand had hit something unfamiliar.

I peered over the edge of my planks. I had nailed twenty boards as rungs against my tree’s trunk and now I counted twenty-one.

That was what my hand had hit. An extra board that shouldn’t have been there.

If I was right, then Quentin was brilliant. No one except me would have noticed.

Trembling with excitement, I climbed down to the board and examined it under my lantern light. Fortunately, the garm’s flames had not touched it. It looked exactly like the other boards. Quentin was indeed a skilled Finisher.

I scanned the front of the board for a message. There was none. But a message on the front would have been too easily seen. I tugged on it. It appeared firmly nailed into the trunk. Now I began to wonder whether Quentin was actually that smart after all. How was I supposed to pull the board out without falling and killing myself?

But as I looked more closely, I saw that the nail heads in the board were not nail heads at all. They had been coloured to look like nail heads. So what was holding the board up? I felt along the top edge of the wood. There was a slender length of metal that hung over the board. I felt along the lower edge and discovered an identical section of metal there. The metal had been darkened to blend in perfectly with the stain of the board. I put one hand on the end of the board and pulled. It slid out from between the two metal edges. The metal had acted as both a track and a support, to slide the board into place and keep it there. Now, with the board gone, I could see how Quentin had attached the metal to the trunk using stout screws.

I scampered back up to the top of my tree and sat on my haunches, the board in my lap. I turned it over and there it was: tethered to the back was an oilskin bag and inside it was a page of parchment.

I caught my breath. It was a map.

It was a map of the Quag.

More than that, it was a map of a way through the Quag.
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THE MAP
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As my eyes ran over the detailed drawings and precise writing, the enormity of what I was holding washed over me, making my skin tingle.

If I did not give Council this map, I could be sent to Valhall.

But curiosity overrode my fear. I studied the map closely. Quentin had not marked it with precise distances, but I saw quickly that the Quag was many times the size of Wormwood.

Then my dilemma became obvious. I could never use this map. Every Wug knew that entering the Quag meant death, and even if I managed to survive, where would I be? For all I knew, once I crossed the Quag, I would fall into oblivion.

In his message, Quentin had said I could escape this place if I had the desire. Well, I knew I could not leave my brother or my parents. I didn’t earn much at Stacks, but my meagre wages did support John and me.

I opened the glass folds of my lantern and held the map close to the naked flame. But I couldn’t destroy it.

You can never go through the Quag, Vega, so what does it matter? Just burn it. If you’re found with it, your punishment will be Valhall! You can’t risk that.

I slowly pulled the parchment away from the flames and pondered what to do. I knew I had to destroy the map because if it were found in my possession, my punishment would be severe. But could I destroy the map and yet also keep it?

My gaze moved to my waterproof tuck. I opened it and pulled out my ink stick. But transferring the map from one piece of parchment to another was not the answer to my dilemma.

Another idea came to me – a brilliant one, if I do say so myself.

It took some time, a bit of contortion, and a fair amount of ink, but when it was done, I held the map up to the spark of my lantern and let it ignite, watching it curl up and blacken. In far less than a sliver, it had reduced to ash and floated away on the breeze.

I slipped down the rungs with the extra board in hand, put it back into its metal slot and continued my descent. My feet hit the dirt and I looked around. I now had a map that I could never use. But I also had something else. A mystery surrounding a ring that had belonged to my grandfather. Quentin Herms had once possessed my grandfather’s ring and he had left me the map. So the two must be connected in some way.

This was about my family. This was also about my history, which, in the end, meant it was ultimately about me.

I trudged back to the Loons with far more questions than answers.
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THE DELPHIAS
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Next light, John and I went downstairs and used the pipe behind the Loons to wash ourselves. I was careful with the water on myself so as not to wash off the map marks I had carefully inked on to my body while sitting atop my tree. I had been faithful in reproducing them because I knew Quentin to be a methodical Wug. He would have included only necessary details, and I desperately wanted to study them more thoroughly, even if I was never going to venture into the Quag.

We entered the room and sat at the large table so John could eat his first light meal. I couldn’t afford such a meal for both of us. I bartered with others for food for myself with things I’d fashioned from throw-off scraps I’d scavenged at Stacks.

The other Wugmort at the table was Ted Racksport. A young entrepreneurial Wug, he owned the only shop in Wormwood that sold mortas. Racksport was a bit taller than me, with broad shoulders, thick legs, a barrel chest, a flattened face, cracked lips, a few whiskers on his weak chin, and four fingers on his right hand.

He smelt perpetually of sweat, metal and the black powder that gave mortas their killing force. I had seen one fired before. It tore right through thick wood and nearly scared me to the Hallowed Ground, where we lay our dead. The way Racksport looked at you, you began to realize that he knew the power he had, and he was quite happy that you didn’t have it.

Later, John and I walked together to the Learning, where we parted company.

‘I’ll be back to get you after Stacks,’ I said.

I said this every light so that John would have no worries. And he always replied, ‘I know you will.’

But this time he said, ‘Are you sure you’ll be back for me?’

I gaped. ‘Why do you ask that?’

‘Where did you go last night?’

‘To my tree.’

‘Why?’

‘Just to think. And I left something there I needed.’

‘What?’

‘Just go to Learning, John. I’ll be back for you. I promise.’

I felt painful levels of guilt for lying to my brother. But to keep him safe, I had to keep him in the dark.

And I had something important to do this first light. I needed to go and see Delph.

The Delphias’ cottage was due south of Wormwood. I had been racing to get there until my breath became gasps, but as I drew near, I slowed. Duf Delphia was Delph’s father and his only living relation. Unlike Delph, Duf was small, barely more than four feet high. Considering Delph’s great height, I’d always assumed that his mother must have been very tall too. But she’d died when Delph was born, so neither of us had ever seen her.

Their unusual cottage was the shape of a triangle, with a square door made of rough metal set on fat brass hinges. Next to the cottage was an opening that Duf and Delph had dug into a small hillside. Duf kept the things he used for his work in there.

Duf was a beast trainer. Wugs brought him their beasts, and he would teach them to do whatever you wanted done. He had a large wooden corral with smaller spaces fenced off inside it where the beasts were kept separate from one another.

I paused briefly and studied the beasts Duf had currently. There was a young slep, which made me think Thansius would soon be replacing one that pulled his carriage. There was also an adar, taller than I was, with wings twice my height. Adars were used to carry things and perform tasks by air for the Wugs who owned them. They could understand what Wugmorts said, and they had to be trained to obey. They could also talk back after training, which could be helpful but also a great bother. This adar had one leg chained to a peg buried deeply in the ground so it couldn’t fly away.

Next to the adar, there was a small whist pup, barely ten pounds in weight, with grey fur and a small, scared face. This hound at full size would be larger than me. Whists could outrun pretty much anything, including garms and the even more vicious amarocs and freks.

Finally I turned to the largest creature Duf was currently training. The creta already weighed about half a ton, though it wasn’t full-grown. It had horns that crossed over its face, hooves the size of meal plates, and a face that no Wug would like to see coming at him. It was kept in an inner corral where the wood was much thicker. The space was small too, so the creta couldn’t get a running start and crash through this barrier. It would be trained to pull the plough of the Tillers and to carry sacks of flour on its back at the Mill. It seemed to know this would be its lot in life because it did not look very happy as it pawed the dirt in its small space.

‘Wo-wo-wotcha, Vega Jane?’

I turned to see Delph stooping to emerge from the hole in the hill. I walked over to join him as his father came out of the cottage.

Duf wore boots caked with dirt, and his clothes were not any cleaner. A grimy bowler hat was on his head. His hands, face and exposed arms were scarred and scabbed from innumerable beast encounters.

‘Good light, Vega,’ said Duf. He was not really that old, but his beard was thick and dotted with grey. It was not easy, his life.

‘Hello, Duf,’ I replied.

‘What brings you round this early?’ he asked curiously.

‘Wanted to talk to Delph. Is that slep for Thansius?’

Duf nodded. ‘Yes, i‘tis.’ He pointed at the creta. ‘Now, that there scallywag is giving me trouble. Aye, he’s a stubborn one, that. But then cretas always are. Give me an adar any light, though once they learn to talk proper, they carry on like a bunch of females round the washing. But I have a soft spot for ’em. Loyal they are, if chatty.’

Delph said, ‘I’d be st-stubborn t-t-too if I knew I’d be c-c-carrying stuff me whole life on me ba-back.’

Duf shook his head at his son. ‘You best be jawing with Delph, then,’ he said, and he picked up a leather bridle and marched off to the corral.

I turned to Delph. ‘I need to talk to you about something important. And you can’t tell anybody. Promise?’

He didn’t seem to be listening to me. He stared up at the Noc, which was still there in the brightening sky. ‘How f-far you re-reckon i’tis?’

I looked at the Noc in frustration. ‘What does it matter? We’ll never get there.’

‘But th-that sh-shows it, right?’

‘Shows what?’

And now Delph was about to gobsmack me.

‘N-not just us?’

‘What?’ I asked.

He said, ‘It c-can’t be just us. I mean why, y’know? Ju-just Wor-Wormwood?’ He shrugged and smiled. ‘No p-point, really. Just this? No p-point far as I c-can see.’

Since he seemed to be in an introspective mood, I decided instead of talking about Quentin, I would ask a question.

‘What happened to you, Delph?’ I asked. ‘When you were six sessions old?’

His shoulders immediately bunched and his face scrunched and he did not look at me.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s none of my business, really.’

‘I li-liked V-Virgil,’ he mumbled.

‘He liked you back,’ I said, surprised that my grandfather’s name had come up.

‘His . . . E-Event.’

‘What about it?’ I said, completely thrown by his statement.

‘I . . . I s-s-saw it.’

That’s when it occurred to me that whatever happened to Delph coincided with my grandfather’s Event.

‘What do you mean, you saw it?’ I asked, my voice growing louder.

‘S-saw it,’ he repeated.

‘The Event?’ I said, more loudly than I should have. ‘His Event?’

I glanced quickly over at Duf, who was still attending the slep. He had looked my way but then turned back to his task.

Delph nodded mutely.

In a low voice I asked, ‘What happened?’

‘The Event. The Event ha-ha-happened.’

‘No one has ever seen an Event, Delph.’

‘I ha-have,’ he said in a hollow voice tinged with dread.

‘Do you remember what happened?’ I said as calmly as I could, though I still felt my heart thudding against my chest. It hurt. It actually hurt.

Delph shook his head. ‘I . . . I don’t re-re-remember, Vega Jane.’

‘How can you not remember?’ I demanded.

‘It’s not good to witness an Event, Vega Jane,’ he said clear as light. There was an underlying sorrow to his answer that made my heart hurt even more. He touched his head. ‘Does no good to you here.’ He next touched his chest. ‘Nor here.’

My heart went out to him, but my next blunt words came from my head, not my heart. ‘How can you say that if you don’t remember what you saw?’

I had raised my voice again and I caught Duf looking over at us with concern on his small face. I looked back at Delph and lowered my voice. ‘Don’t you see why I have to know? All I’ve ever been told was that he suffered an Event and there was nothing left.’

Delph picked up a spade and struck the ground with it. I could see his huge hands gripping the wooden handle so hard they were turning red.

‘Ca-ca-can’t say nothin’,’ he finally replied. He lifted up a spade of dirt and dumped it next to the hole.

‘Why not?’

That’s when I heard it – the turn of wheels. Thansius’s carriage came into view around the curve. Thomas Bogle had been Thansius’s driver for as long as I could remember. His cloak was black, his hands were huge lumps of bone, and his face looked like he had died many sessions ago. The pale flesh hung from his cheeks like shredded parchment as he stared at the shiny flanks of the sleps.

The carriage stopped next to the corral, and the door opened.

It wasn’t Thansius.

I gasped when I saw who it was.
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MORRIGONE
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Morrigone was the only female member of the Council. In Wormwood she was the female. Taller than I was, slender, but not frail, for there was strength in her shoulders and arms. Her hair was blood-red, redder than Thansius’s cloak. She strode over to where Delph and I stood.

She was dressed all in white, and against the white of her cloak, her blood-red hair was a dazzling sight.

Wugmorts greatly respected Thansius.

Wugmorts dearly loved Morrigone.

I could hardly believe she was here. I glanced at Delph, who looked like he had swallowed the creta whole. I looked at Duf. He still held the rope but appeared to have forgotten about the young slep tied to the other end of it. The young beast whinnied as it caught sight of the mature sleps, along with its own future, I imagined.

I did the only thing I could do. I turned to Morrigone and waited for her to speak. Was she here to see Delph? Duf? Or me?

I studied her face. If there was perfection in all of Wormwood, I was looking at it. I felt my face flush under the dirt on it.

Morrigone smiled at Duf, who had now dropped the rope and walked towards her with hesitant steps. Delph had not moved. His feet could be in the hole he was digging. As big as he was, he looked small.

‘Good light, Mr Delphia,’ said Morrigone in a mellifluous tone. ‘That slep appears to be a splendid specimen. I look forward to seeing another fine example of your peerless skill once he’s in harness.’

She next walked over to Delph and put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Daniel, I hear only good reports from your labours at the Mill. We appreciate your prodigious strength so very much. And if it’s possible, I think you’ve grown a bit since I last saw you. I am sure your competitors in the next Duelum will shudder to hear that.’

She handed Delph three coins as I looked on in surprise.

‘For the work you recently did at my home, Daniel. I believe I forgot to pay you.’

Delph nodded dumbly, and his big fingers closed around the coins and they disappeared into his pocket. Then he just stood there like a great lump of iron, looking mightily uncomfortable.

Morrigone turned and walked over to me. In her look I knew that I was the reason she was here. And that meant I had been followed here. My mind swirled with possibilities and pitfalls. I think she read all this on my face. I looked up at her and tried to smile. But my mouth felt lopsided.

‘Vega, what a pleasant surprise to find you here,’ she said. The remark was innocuous enough, yet the questioning tone implied the desire for an answer for my presence here.

‘I wanted to see Delph about something,’ I managed to say.

‘Really – what was that?’ asked Morrigone. Her words were unhurried, but I sensed urgency behind them.

I knew if I hesitated, she would know I was lying. But while Morrigone may have been one of the elites of Wormwood and someone I deeply respected, there were few Wugs who could lie as well as I could. The real skill was to weave in something true with a lie. It just sounded better that way.

‘I gave Delph my first meal last light. He promised to give me his this light.’

I looked over at Delph. Morrigone did the same.

Delph gripped the spade like it was the only thing tethering him to the ground. I braced myself for him to say something stupid and ruin my perfectly good lie.

‘G-g-got no food for Vega Jane this li-li-light,’ Delph stammered.

I turned back to Morrigone. ‘It’s OK. I have something to eat before Stacks.’

Morrigone smiled. ‘You have a reputation for making such fine things. As good as Quentin Herms, I’m told.’

Morrigone disappointed me with this tactic. It was a little obvious. As I looked closer at her, I saw a slight wrinkle at the left corner of her mouth. Not a smile line; it was going the other way. This calmed me for some reason.

I said, ‘Quentin Herms has gone. No one in all of Wormwood knows where he is. At least that’s what I was told.’

‘You were at your tree last night,’ said Morrigone.

My suspicions of being followed were just confirmed.

I said, ‘I often go there to think.’

Morrigone drew a bit closer to me. ‘Do you “think” about Quentin Herms? Are you sorry he has left us?’

‘He taught me how to be a Finisher. So, yes, I am sorry. I also don’t understand where he could have gone.’

‘Do you perhaps have a notion?’

‘Where is there to go other than Wormwood?’ I said, using the same tactic I had employed with Thansius. However, Morrigone’s next words took me by surprise.

‘There’s the Quag of course,’ she said.

Duf snatched a breath and exclaimed, ‘Quentin Herms ain’t no fool. Why in the name of all of Wormwood would he go in the Quag? Load-a rubbish, if you ask me.’

Duf shot an anxious glance at Morrigone and his face sagged. He tugged off his old, stained bowler, revealing a thick spread of dirty, greying hair, and looked thoroughly embarrassed. ‘Beggin’ pardon at me language, uh . . . ma’am,’ he finished awkwardly.

Morrigone continued to stare at me, apparently awaiting my response to her comment.

I said, ‘Going into the Quag means death.’

‘So, you have never ventured near the Quag?’ she asked.

I said nothing at first, because while I had no problem with lying, I also didn’t like to use the skill unnecessarily. It had nothing to do with morals and everything to do with not getting caught.

‘Never close enough to be attacked by a beast that lurks there.’

Morrigone said, ‘But my colleague Jurik Krone informed me that you were down by the edge of the Quag when Quentin Herms disappeared.’

‘I heard screams and saw the attack canines and Council members. I followed them out of curiosity and also to see if I could help with what they were doing. Before I realized it, we were near the Quag.’

‘And yet you told Krone you saw nothing?’

‘Because I didn’t,’ I lied. ‘I know now that it was Quentin they were after, but I still don’t understand why.’ I wanted Morrigone to keep talking. I might learn something important, so I said, ‘Why were they chasing him in the first place?’

‘Good question, Vega. Unfortunately, I cannot answer it.’

‘Can’t or won’t?’ I said, before I realized I had said it.

Duf and Delph each caught breaths, and I thought I heard Delph hiss a warning at me. Morrigone did not answer me. Instead, she motioned with her hand. I heard the creak of carriage wheels. Bogle guided the sleps and carriage back into view.

Morrigone didn’t board right away. Her gaze flitted over me.

‘Thank you, Vega Jane,’ she said, using my full name, like Delph did routinely.

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t much help.’

‘You were more help than you know.’

A bittersweet smile accompanied this comment, which for some reason caused my spirits to sink.

She disappeared inside the carriage, and then it was gone.

‘Har,’ gasped Duf, which was a term Wugs used when we were truly gobsmacked.

I couldn’t have agreed more.
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When I turned back to Delph, he was gone. I glanced over at Duf, who still stood there gaping at where the carriage had been.

‘Where did Delph go?’ I asked.

‘Mill, most likely.’

‘So, what sort of work does Delph do for Morrigone?’

Duf looked at the ground, stubbing a rock with his heavy boot. ‘Lifting stuff, I ’spect. Delph does that real good. Strong as a creta he is.’

‘Uh-huh,’ I replied, trying to think what Delph really did for the coins.

‘What happened to Delph when he was six sessions, Duf?’ I asked.

He immediately looked away. ‘You best get yourself off to Stacks, Vega. If another Wug don’t show up for the hand stamp, no telling what Domitar will do.’

‘But, Duf?’

‘G’on, clear off, Vega. Just let it be.’

He strode off leaving me standing there. I kicked a few clods of dirt back into the hole. I did have some time before Stacks, so I decided to go to Quentin Herms’s cottage.

I hurried along, keeping a watchful eye out for signs of that mighty blue carriage. I thought back to what I might have said to Morrigone that would make her believe I had told her something useful. She was so smart that perhaps it was what I didn’t say.

There was a low fence of piled stone that ran around the small patch of weedy grass that constituted Quentin’s property. I jumped over this and landed lightly in the side yard before scampering over another low wall and dropping to the ground. Directly ahead was the cottage. It was made of stone and wood, with dirty windows. The rear door was only a few feet away. I ran to a window on the side of the cottage and peered through it. It was dark inside, but I could still see if I pressed my face firmly to the glass.

From this window I could see most of the inside of the place. I moved to another window, which I judged would let me see into the only other room there. This was Quentin’s bedroom, holding a cot with a pillow and blanket on it. I looked around but I saw no clothes. I tried to remember if Quentin had been carrying a tuck with him when he went into the Quag, but I couldn’t be sure.

I took another deep breath and headed to the rear door. It was locked. That was not surprising. I defeated the lock with the little tools I had fashioned at Stacks. I was becoming quite a cracking lawbreaker. I opened the door and moved inside, closing it behind me as quietly as I could manage.

I was now standing in the main room of Quentin’s cottage. This was also his library, for there were some books on a shelf. It was also his kitchen, for there was a fireplace with a blackened pot hanging in it. And it was also where he ate his meals, for there was a small round table with one chair. On it was a wooden spoon, fork and knife on top of a plate made of copper. All neat and orderly, just like my friend had been.

As my eyes adjusted to the poor light inside, I lifted one book off the shelf. It was a book on ceramics. I knew for a fact that Quentin hated working in ceramics. I did all the finishing on ceramics at Stacks because of that. So why would he have such a book?

I opened it. The first few pages did indeed deal with ceramics, and I looked at sketches of plates and cups in various colours and styles. But as I kept turning the pages, I found something else. A book inside a book.

The title page brought a chill to my skin: Inside the Quag. This inner book was not printed. It was handwritten in ink on neatly cropped parchment. I turned through some of the pages. There were words and precisely hand-drawn pictures. And the pictures were truly frightening. Some were of creatures I had never seen before. They all looked to be things that would eat you, given the chance. Some made the garm look downright cuddly.

This had been clever of Quentin, since I would be the only one to know of his dislike of ceramics, and thus be suspicious of his having such a book.

Surely Quentin must have written this. The conclusion spawned from this was equally shocking: he must have gone into the Quag before I saw him do so.

I slipped the Quag book out of the other and stuck it in my cloak pocket.

The next moment I heard a key turning in a lock to the front door of the cottage.

I slipped behind a cabinet and held my breath. Someone came into the room, and I heard the door close. There were footsteps and low murmurs, which made me realize there was more than one Wug about.

Then a voice grew loud enough for me to recognize and, with its rise, my heart sank to the floor.

It was Jurik Krone.
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Krone said, ‘We have found nothing. The Wug was not that clever, was he?’

I could not hear the other voice clearly, but it seemed vaguely familiar.

‘The ring is the puzzlement for me,’ said Krone. ‘How came it to be here? Why would the accursed Virgil not leave it to his son?’

The other voice murmured something else. It was driving me mad that I couldn’t tell what was being said or who was saying it. And why had Krone used the word accursed in defining my grandfather?

Krone said, ‘He’s gone into the Quag, that we know. And I believe that Vega Jane knows something about it. She was there that very light.’

The other voice said something, in an even lower tone. It was as though the other Wug knew someone was listening. Then Krone’s reply nearly made my heart stop.

‘We could tell them Herms suffered an Event. Like Virgil.’

I had to stop myself from jumping out and screaming, What do you mean by that?

But I didn’t. I was paralysed.

The other voice murmured back in reply, but again I could not hear the words.

I knew it was risky, but I also knew I had to try. I eased forward on my knees. There was a bit of looking glass on the far wall. If I could just stretch out enough to see if there was a reflection of Krone and the other Wug in—

The door opened and closed before I could move another inch.

Throwing caution to the wind, I jumped up to find the room empty. I raced over to the window next to the front door and looked out. Disappearing around a corner of a hedge was the blue carriage.

How did I not hear the clops of the sleps as they approached the cottage? Or the turn of the wheels? Was it Morrigone in the carriage? Or Thansius?

But who said what paled next to what I had just heard. We could tell them it was an Event. Like Virgil.

That clearly meant that the idea of an Event was a lie to cover something else. If my grandfather had not vanished from an Event, what had happened to him? This destroyed everything I had been taught. This made me wonder what Wormwood really was. And why we were all here. I had to get out of here.

I was halfway out the window when the front door opened once more. I didn’t look back, but the heavy boot steps told me it was Krone. He didn’t call out, which meant he hadn’t seen me. Yet.

I slid out on my belly and hit the ground hard. I involuntarily yelped.

‘Who’s there?’ roared Krone.

I was over the low wall and out of sight of the cottage probably before Krone had even got to the window. I didn’t slow down until I was twenty yards from the entrance to Stacks, where I plunked down in the high grass, totally out of breath, my mind reeling.

A few slivers later, I rubbed my hand after Dis Fidus stamped it. He looked like he had grown a session older since Quentin vanished.

‘You mustn’t be late, Vega. I’ve set out water for you at your station. The heat is already fierce from the furnaces.’

I thanked him and hurried in, still rubbing at the ink on my hand.

The book weighed heavily in my cloak pocket. It was stupid to bring it here, but I didn’t have time to go anywhere else.

I stuck my cloak with the book in my locker and made sure the door was securely fastened. I put on my apron, work trousers and heavy boots before going to the main work area. With my goggles dangling around my neck, I slipped on my gloves and stared at the high pile of unfinished things next to my workstation. I knew it would be a long light’s work. I sipped the cold water that Dis Fidus had left me and began my tasks, working my way through them methodically, reading parchment after parchment of instructions and then improvising when the written directives allowed me to.

Before I realized it, Dis Fidus was ringing the bell that told us it was time to stop working. I was about to change my clothes when we were urgently summoned to the main floor of Stacks.

Domitar came out and stood in front of us as we lined up. We all waited as he paced back and forth.

‘Council has ordered that there shall be a reward,’ he began.

Though we were all knackered from our labours, this got everyone’s attention.

He paused for effect. ‘Two thousand coins.’

A gasp went up among us.

Two thousand coins represented a vast fortune, perhaps more than I would earn in all my sessions at Stacks. It could change everything about my life. And John’s.

Domitar’s next words, however, dashed any hope I had of earning that fortune.

He said, ‘This reward will be paid out to whoever provides sufficient information to Council to apprehend the fugitive Quentin Herms. Or it will be paid out to the Wugmort who personally catches Herms and brings him back.’

The fugitive Quentin Herms?

As I looked at Domitar, I found his gaze upon me.

‘Two thousand coins,’ he repeated for emphasis. ‘You would no longer need to work here of course. Your life would be one of leisure.’

I looked around at the males. They all had families to support. Their faces were blackened, their hands gnarled, and their backs bent from the toil here. As I stared at their exhausted faces, it did not bode well for Quentin, if he ever came back from the Quag. For no Wug would venture in there, no matter how many coins were offered in reward.

Domitar added, ‘We would prefer that he be taken alive. If this is not possible, so be it. But we will need proof. The body, reasonably intact, will do.’

My heart sank. That was practically a death sentence for poor Quentin. If he had risked everything to escape, I could not imagine him not fighting with all his might to prevent his capture.

I once more looked at the males around me, who were now talking in low voices. I could imagine them all going home, getting whatever weapons were handy, and heading out to hunt down Quentin and get the coins and, with them, their life of leisure. They would probably go in teams, to increase their chances of success.

Domitar said, ‘That is all. You may leave.’

We all started filing out, but Domitar stopped me.

‘A sliver of your time, Vega.’

‘Yes?’ I said expectantly.

‘You could use two thousand coins. You and your brother. You would no longer have to work here.’

‘But then I wouldn’t have the pleasure of seeing you every light, Domitar.’

His narrowed eyes grew even smaller. ‘You have brains, but sometimes you spectacularly fail to exercise them.’

‘A mixed compliment,’ I said.

‘Two thousand coins, Vega. And as I said, that includes information leading to Herms’s apprehension. You needn’t catch him yourself.’

‘Or kill him. Like you said, that’s also acceptable to earn the reward.’

His eyes opened fully, revealing pupils darker than I had ever realized. ‘That’s right. That’s what I said because that is what Council has said. You may go.’

As I started to move past him, Domitar gripped my shoulder and jerked me towards him. He whispered in my ear. ‘You have much to lose, Vega Jane. Far more than you know. Help us to find Quentin Herms.’

He let go of me and I hurried from the room. Outside, it occurred to me that the reward was meaningless to the other Wugs. Council knew Quentin had gone into the Quag, which meant no other Wug could find him. The idea of the reward had been directed at me. They wanted information on Quentin. And they thought I alone could provide it.

That’s when I suddenly realized that I hadn’t changed from my work clothes. Even more catastrophic, I had forgotten my cloak. And in the cloak was the book I had found about the Quag.

I felt sick to my stomach.

Would Domitar look in my locker and find it? If he did, would I have to become a fugitive as well? Would the reward for my return dead or alive be two thousand coins? Ten thousand coins?

I had to get the book back. But if I returned now, Domitar would grow suspicious.

Then, in a flash, I suddenly had a plan, one that turned everything upside down.
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It was the darkest part of the night and I was on the move. Drops of rain plopped on me as I hurried along, my head down, my heart full of dread.

I had never been to Stacks at night. Now I had no choice. I had to get the book back before it was discovered. I knew it hadn’t been, otherwise I’d be in Valhall already.

I stopped about twenty yards away from my destination. Stacks rose up out of the darkness like some imperious demon waiting for prey.

There was a side door hidden behind a pile of old, decaying equipment that had been sitting there probably since my grandfather was my age. As a storm raged overhead, there seemed to be a thousand eyes in that metal pile, and all of them were fixed on me. Just waiting to strike.

The door was solid wood with a large, ancient lock. I slipped my slender tools into the mouth of the lock and did my little bit of magic – the door clicked open. I closed the door behind me as quietly as I could.

Using my lantern I moved slowly along, peering ahead. A few slivers later, I opened the door to the locker room and slipped inside. There were no true locks on the lockers, just simple latches. I slowly opened the door of my locker, and that’s when something fell out and hit me.

I dropped my lantern and nearly shrieked. I stood there hunched over, trying to keep the meagre dinner I had eaten at the Loons inside of me rather than on the floor. I reached down and picked up the lantern and the book. It was only the book that had fallen out and hit me on the arm. I relit my lantern and leafed through the pages. It was all there. I couldn’t believe my good fortune.

I stopped thinking that when I heard the noise. I put the book in the pocket of my cloak and turned my lantern down as low as the flame would go while still allowing me to see in front of me. I stood still, listening as hard as I could.

OK, I thought with an involuntary shudder, that was the sound of something large and swift. I knew of several creatures that would make sounds like that. None of them should have ever been in Stacks.

After one more sliver frozen, I sprinted down the hall of the locker room, away from the door I came in. This turned out to be a good idea, because that door crashed to the floor. The sound was clearer now. It was not the clop of hooves, or the scratching of claws on wood. That ruled out a frek, garm or amaroc. That left basically one creature.

My fears were confirmed when I heard the hissing. We had been told about these vile beasts in Learning. I had never desired to see one for real.

They could move incredibly fast, faster than I could. To my knowledge, three Wugs had been killed by them when they had ventured too close to the Quag. I did not want to be the fourth.

I kicked open the other door and shot through it like I was being propelled from a morta. But the sounds were growing closer still. When I made it to the back hall, I could go one of two ways. The left would take me out of here by the side door from which I had entered.

The only problem was, I saw eyes that way. Big, staring eyes that locked on me. There were about five hundred of them, if I had time to count, which I didn’t. My worst fear had just been confirmed and then doubled.

There was a pair of them after me.

I went to the right. That would take me up the stairs. Up the stairs was forbidden. Anyone working at Stacks who tried to go up the stairs would have his or her head cut off by Ladon-Tosh and thrown in the furnace with the rest of their body parts. But Ladon-Tosh wasn’t here at night. And even if he were, I would take my chances with him over what was coming after me now.

I flew up the steps, hit the top landing and sped off to the right. I glanced back once and saw the innumerable eyes barely thirty feet behind me. I told myself I was never going to look back again.

Something occurred to me as I ran down the upper corridor. These things might be the guardians of Stacks, but only at night. You did not keep these creatures around as pets.

And that meant someone in Wormwood could do the unthinkable. Someone could control them, when we had always been told they were wildly uncontrollable. Not even Duf would ever attempt to train one.

I reached the only door on the hall. It was at the very end and it was locked. Of course it was locked. I grabbed the tools from my cloak, my fingers shaking so badly that I nearly dropped them. The creatures were coming closer now; they sounded like the rush of a waterfall. The screeches from all those awful mouths were so high-pitched that I felt my brain would burst with the terror of it all. It was said that the screech was always the last thing you heard before they struck.

As I inserted the tools in the lock and worked away frantically, all I could think of was John. What he would do without me.

They were right on top of me now.

The screech is the last thing you hear before they strike.

The screech is the last thing you hear before they strike.

I didn’t know whether I was brave to keep my back turned in the face of their charge, or else the biggest coward in Wormwood. As the door opened, I assumed it was bravery.

I slammed the door shut behind me and locked it. I ran my fingers over the wood, hoping it was thick enough. I was knocked down when they hit it. One of the fangs actually came through the boards and nearly impaled my shoulder. I propelled back along the floor and crashed into the far wall, knocking something over. Metal clanged down all around me.

I looked over at the door as it took another blow. More fangs split the wood.

Then one of the heads broke through. A pair of eyes stared at me, barely six yards away. The hole was too small for the rest of the bulk to get through, but either the hole would grow, or the door would come down. Either way, I was dead.

I groped around in the dark. That was when I noticed the tiny door behind the big metal thing that had fallen. The door was barely three feet tall and the knob was curious. I looked more closely. It was the face of a Wug screaming, cast in brass.

There came another smash against the door. I just had time to look back as it collapsed inwards and the beasts sprang through the opening. Now I could see them both fully. I wished I couldn’t.

Jabbits were massive serpents with one key difference. There were at least two hundred and fifty heads growing out of the one body along its full length. And all of them had fangs full of enough poison that one bite would drop a fully grown creta. All of those terrible mouths made the screech. And all of them were charging right at me.

They were a thousand nightmares rolled into a massive, thunderous wall of murderous devilry. And their breath smelt like dung on fire. I was not speculating now. The foul odour made me gag when I needed all the air I had to flee.

I grabbed the screaming-face knob, turned it and threw myself through the opening, kicking the door shut behind me. But this door, tiny and thin, had no chance to stop the relentless juggernauts that are jabbits after prey. It was said that nothing could stop them once they were on the blood scent. I stood and backed away. I drew the small knife I had brought with me and waited, my heart thumping, my lungs heaving.

I promised myself I would strike at least one blow before they killed me. It was said they lingered over their prey. I had also heard rumours that it was possible the poison didn’t kill but merely paralysed, allowing you to stay alive until they were halfway through devouring you. No one knew for sure. No one who had been attacked by a jabbit had lived to tell about it.

‘Goodbye, John,’ I said between tortured breaths. ‘Please don’t forget me.’

Every Wugmort had a time to die. This was surely mine. I stood there, my pitiful knife held in some ridiculous semblance of defence and my gaze on the little door, waiting for it to collapse inwards with my death to surely follow.

Yet the little door didn’t come crashing down. There was silence on the other side. I still didn’t move. All I could think was the jabbits were being tricky, perhaps waiting for me to let my guard down before attacking. Reason quickly dispelled this idea. I couldn’t possibly defend myself against them. They just had to knock down the door and eat me.

Finally, my breath started to level off and my chest stopped heaving. I very slowly lowered the knife, though I kept staring at the little door. I strained to hear anything. But it was as if sound from out there could not reach in here.

I put my knife away. For some reason, it was not completely dark. I could make out things, so I slowly turned in all directions. Because the door was small, I had expected the room to be as well. But it wasn’t. It was a vast cavern with walls of rock. I could not even see the ceiling, so high was it. And then my gaze fixed on one wall.

There was a drawing on it. I drew a quick breath when I saw what it was – three hooks attached as one. The same design as on my grandfather’s hand and on his ring found in Quentin Herms’s cottage.

As I stared around at the other walls, they were suddenly awash in different lights and sounds. I jumped back as I saw what looked to be a flying slep with a rider astride it, soaring across the rock. The rider threw a spear and there was an explosion so loud and real that I covered my ears and dropped to the floor. A million images seemed to flow across the stone as I watched in disbelief, my eyes unable to keep up with them. It was like watching a great battle unfold in front of me. Screams and moans and cries mingled with bursts of light and the sounds and visions of blows landing and bodies falling. And then the images faded and something else took their place. And that something else was even more terrifying.

It was blood. Blood that looked as if it had just been spilled. As I watched, it started pouring down the cavern’s walls.

If I’d had enough breath in my lungs, I would have screamed. But all that came out was a low, pitiable moan. Then another sound came to push my panicked thoughts in a new direction: a roar that was nearly deafening.

I turned to my right. Where there had been a solid wall was now the opening of a long tunnel. Something massive was heading towards me, but I couldn’t see what it was yet. I could only hear the sound. I stood rooted to the spot. A moment later a wall of blood exploded out of the tunnel and engulfed me.

I managed to flip over so I was facing the direction from which the blood was thrusting me. Up ahead, the tunnel ended. I was hurtling towards a sheer wall and my thought was that I would be smashed against it and die instantly. The roar became so loud I could barely think. And I suddenly saw why. The blood was cascading downward at the end of the tunnel. It just dropped off. If the roar I was hearing was any indication, the blood was falling a long, long way. And I was about to plummet over this edge with it.

I tried to swim against the flow. That turned out to be completely and utterly useless. The current was far too strong. I was maybe fifty yards from the edge, mists of red spray rising up from the abyss, when I saw it – something suspended across the end of the tunnel. I didn’t know what it was. But I did know what it could be. My way out of this nightmare. My only way out, in fact.

If I missed, I was going to die. But if I didn’t try, I was certainly going to die. There was an outcrop of rock to the left, just below the suspended object and just before the drop-off.

I timed my jump as best I could. I would not get a second chance. I leaped, pushing with my feet off the outcrop of rock, my arms and fingers stretching as far as they could. Only I swiftly realized it was not going to be enough. I hadn’t pushed hard enough or jumped high enough. I kicked with my feet as if I were swimming and angled my left shoulder lower and my right higher. I stretched until I believed my arm had popped out of its socket. The abyss seemed to scream at me. I heard the blood crashing on what I supposed were masses of rocks at the bottom.

My hand closed around what turned out to be a chain. The links were small and shiny, and at first I was afraid they would not be strong enough to hold me. Yet they did. But only for one quick breath.

Then I fell, screaming, into that awful chasm. When I thought my situation could not get any more terrible, I felt something truly horrible.

The chain was wrapping itself around me, link by link, until I was completely immobile. Now I had no chance of attempting to swim, even if I survived the drop. I closed my eyes and waited for the end to come.
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I fell a long way with my eyes shut. Yet in my mind I could see things in the bloody river as I plunged. Faces of people I knew came out of the dark depths for a moment. My grandfather, Virgil Jane. He loomed up and stared at me with sad, empty eyes. He held up his hand and showed me the mark on the back of it, the twin of the one on the ring. He was saying something. I strained mightily to hear, but then he disappeared. More figures slid past me as I continued my descent. Until finally I saw John, looking lost, followed by my father, holding his hands out to me. And, last of all, my mother looking pleadingly as her only daughter fell to her death. Then the swirling blood closed further in on me, like giant, gripping tentacles.

I finally opened my eyes. I wanted to face death with the little courage I had left. Astonishingly, I hit the bottom gently. It felt comforting somehow, like falling into my mother’s arms. I was not frightened any more.

I lay there because, well, actually, I couldn’t move. The chain was still wrapped tightly around me. I held my breath as long as I could to keep the blood out. But finally I had to take a breath. I expected the foul liquid to rush inside my mouth and my lungs to fill like a pair of buckets, but several deep breaths later, there was no blood in my mouth.

I looked straight up. The Noc stared straight down at me from a clear night sky.

I blinked and shook my head clear. I looked to the left and spotted a tree. I looked to the right and saw a ragged bush. I sniffed and smelt the grass

Then I screamed.

The chain was uncoiling itself from around me. As I watched in horror, it fell away and then neatly coiled itself up next to me like a serpent. I slowly sat up and tested my arms and shoulders for injury. I found none, though I was sore. But I wasn’t even damp. In fact, there was not a trace of blood on me. As I looked up ahead, I gasped.

Stacks stared back at me, about twenty yards distant.

How did I go from plummeting into an abyss all trussed up ready to drown, to being outside? At first I thought I had dreamed the whole thing. But you dream in your cot. I was lying on the ground! And there was the chain next to me and the book in my pocket as absolute proof of my adventure this night.

I stood and looked down at the coiled chain. I was afraid to touch it, but I tentatively reached out a finger. I kept reaching until my finger grazed one of the links. It felt warm to the touch, even though the metal should have been cold. I gripped the same link between two of my fingers and lifted it up. The chain uncoiled as I drew it upward. It was long. In the light of the Noc, it seemed to pulsate, glow even, as though it had a heart. I looked more closely and saw that there were letters imprinted on some of the links. Together they spelled –

D-E-S-T-I-N.

Destin? I had no idea what that meant.

I dropped the chain and it instantly curled back up. But the thing was, it never made a sound. I knew that when metal touched metal, it made noise. But not Destin apparently.

I took a long step away from it, and the most incredible thing happened.

The chain moved with me. It uncurled and glided along the ground until it was once more within an inch of my foot. I did not know what to make of this. I decided to focus on my most pressing issue. I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out the book and pondered what to do.

I had to hide it, but where? I started to walk. After perhaps a mile, with the mysterious chain slithering next to me, an idea skittered into my knackered mind.

The Delphias.

I broke into a run and didn’t notice until a sliver later that the chain was flying along beside me. Literally flying, straight out, like a long stick. I was so stunned that I pulled up, breathless. It stopped right beside me and momentarily hovered in the air before falling to the ground and coiling up once more.

Still breathing hard, I stared down at it. I took a step forward. It reared up as though ready to take off. I took another step forward and then a third. It lifted off the ground. I broke into a run. It rose completely off the ground, configured itself like a stick again and flew right next to me.

I stopped and it stopped. It was like having a pet bird.

I looked up ahead of me and then back at the chain. It hovered. Even though I had stopped, it seemed to be sensing my indecision. Could it have a brain as well as a heart?

I don’t know what made me do it, but I reached out, grabbed the chain, looped it around my waist, tied a knot with the links to secure it and started to run. And that’s when it happened. I lifted off the ground maybe six yards and flew straight ahead. I didn’t realize I was screaming until I gagged when a bug flew down my windpipe. My arms and legs were flailing around me as I looked down. That was a mistake – the looking-down part. I pitched forward and zoomed right into the dirt, tumbling painfully along until I came to a stop in a crumpled heap.

I lay there completely still. Not because I was scared, but because I thought I was dead. I felt the chain uncoiling from around me before re-coiling next to me. I rolled over and tested myself for broken bones. I seemed to be all right, just bruised.

I looked at the chain. It seemed remarkably calm for having just driven me into the ground. I stood on shaky legs and, sure enough, it rose up with me. I walked, and it hovered next to me with every step. I was afraid to put it around my waist again. I was afraid to even touch it. So I just walked, keeping my distance while it flew next to me.

Just over a mile later, I cleared the last bend and saw Delph’s cottage. I glanced over at the corrals. The creta’s huge silhouette loomed back at me from the far corner of his little enclosure. The young slep was sleeping standing up while leaning against the weathered fence boards.

The adar squatted in one corner, its foot still attached to the chain and the peg in the ground. Its great wings were pointed downward and it seemed to be sleeping in a cocoon of its own body. There was no sign of the whist hound. I hoped it was in the house with the Delphias, for whists could make a racket when disturbed.

I pulled the book from my pocket and peered around. I needed something to put it in. The answer reached me as I looked over at the door in the little hillside. At the entrance was an old lantern, which I lit with a match from a box next to it.

There was a very odd collection of things inside. There were great piles of salted and skinned dead birds and small creatures, which I assumed were food for the beasts. The enormous skin of a garm hung on one wall. I gave that a wide berth.

There were animal skulls lined up on a large trunk – a creta’s and what looked to be an amaroc’s. The amaroc’s upper fangs were as long as my arm. On one shelf was a line of old metal boxes. I looked through them until I found an empty one. I slipped the book inside and closed the box tight. I grabbed a shovel from against the wall and went back outside, taking the box with me.

I dug a hole behind a large pine tree and put the box in the hole. I covered it back over and then spread pine needles over the disturbed dirt.

The creta was starting to stir in the corral and the adar’s wings were now open and it was staring at me. This was a little unsettling. The last thing I wanted was the thing talking to me.

I hurried off down the dirt path and around the bend. I had decided to wrap the chain around my waist once more in case I met someone along the way. I didn’t know how I could explain a chain flying next to me! Now that I had separated myself from the book, I felt both relief and concern. At least no one could take it from me, but I was desperate to read it too. I wanted to know everything that Quentin Herms had found in the Quag down to the tiniest detail. I told myself that I would come back as soon as I could, dig it up and read it from cover to cover.

When I reached my tree, I climbed up. Settling down on the planks, I hiked my shirt and my sleeves up and my work trousers down and looked at the map again. The marks were still fresh and clear. From the map I could tell that the journey through the Quag would be long and difficult. It was vast and the terrain was harsh. It was fortunate for me, I thought, that I would never attempt the journey. For some reason, this caused a great sadness inside me.

As I slowly pulled my shirt down and my trousers back up, I felt a slight tug around my waist. The chain was moving.

I jumped up and tried to pull it off. It wouldn’t budge. I kept trying, my fingers digging painfully into my skin. It merely tightened around my waist. Duf had told me of serpents that do that. They squeeze the life right out of you.

Suddenly I stopped panicking. My heart stopped racing. My breath returned to normal. The chain had stopped squeezing and fallen limp. I couldn’t believe it, but, well, I think it was simply giving me a . . . hug. A reassuring hug, as though it had sensed my depression.

I slipped the chain off and held it up. It was warm and my fingers felt good holding it. I went to the edge of my tree planks and looked down. A long way, about sixty feet in fact. I glanced at the chain and despite what had happened last time, I was supremely confident that it wouldn’t let me down.

I jumped.

I plummeted down, the ground coming at me way too fast. Halfway down, the chain wrapped tightly around my waist and I straightened out and landed gently, the heels of my boots barely making a dent in the dirt. The chain was still warm and the links moved slightly.

I lifted my shirt and covered the chain with it, then drew a long breath and had an impossible thought. I might never take the chain off again. I knew I shouldn’t do it, but then again, how could I not? I was closer to fifteen sessions now than fourteen. I was female. I was independent and stubborn and headstrong and probably many other things that I didn’t yet realize or didn’t know enough words to adequately describe. I also had never had much in my life. But now I had the chain.

I took off running as fast as I could; I was light and nimble on my feet even with heavy work boots on. After twenty yards, I leaped into the air. The chain hugged me tight and up I went, straight up. I bent my head and shoulders forward slightly and levelled out into a horizontal plane. With my head up, my arms back by my sides and my legs together, I was like a metal projectile fired from a morta.

I soared over trees and open land. My breath came quick, my hair forced back by the wind. I passed a night bird and startled the thing so badly it spun downward out of control for a few feet until it righted itself. I had never felt so free in my life. My whole world had been Wormwood. I had been rooted here, never able to rise above it.

Until now.

A view of the place spread beneath me. It looked small, inconsequential, when before it had loomed so enormous in my life.

And around Wormwood, like a great outer wall, was the Quag. I banked left and did a slow circle in the air. That way I could see the Quag all in one pass. It dwarfed Wormwood. But what I couldn’t see, even from this vantage point, was the Quag’s other side.

I flew for a long time and then landed. The sky was brightening and I figured it was nearing first light. I needed to get John to Learning and then I would head to Stacks. I flew back towards Wormwood, landed about a quarter-mile from my digs and fast-walked the rest of the way. When I got back to Wormwood proper, I received a shock.

The cobblestones, which were usually quite empty at this time, were full of Wugs talking in large groups.

I stopped one of them, Herman Helvet, who ran a very nice confectionery shop and sold things I would never be able to afford. He was tall and bony with a voice as big as his body.

‘Where is everyone going?’ I asked in confusion.

‘Special meeting at Steeples,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Just got the notice fifteen slivers ago. Got Wugs outta their beds, I can tell you that. Nearly scared me to the Hallowed Ground when they thumped on me door.’

‘Special meeting called by whom?’ I asked.

‘Council. Thansius. Morrigone. All of ’em, I ’spect.’

‘What’s the meeting for?’

‘Well, we won’t know that till we get there, will we? Now I got to budge along.’

He hurried on to join what seemed to be all of Wormwood streaming towards Steeples.

A thought suddenly hit me.

John!

I hurried to the Loons and found my poor brother sitting in front of it, looking scared and lost.

When he saw me, he rushed forward and took my hand, squeezing it hard.

‘Where were you?’ he said in such a hurt voice that my heart felt shattered.

‘I . . . I got up early and went to my tree.’

‘But you always take me to Learning first.’

‘So, there’s a special meeting, then?’ I asked, wanting to quickly change the subject so the shattered look on John’s face would vanish.

‘At Steeples,’ he said, his face now full of anxiety.

‘I guess we best get on, then.’

Many reasons for a special meeting crossed my mind as we walked along.

None of them would turn out to be right.
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THE OUTLIERS ARE COMING
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John and I rarely went to Steeples any more. Before my grandfather suffered his Event, and our mother and father went to the Care, our family would regularly go and listen to Ezekiel the Sermonizer, always resplendent in his blindingly white tunic. Maybe it was simply to see the beauty of Steeples and listen to Ezekiel’s voice, which sounded like wind rushing between stands of trees, with the occasional thunder-thrust when he wanted to make a point as fiercely as a mallet introducing itself to a nail.

When we arrived outside Steeples, Thansius’s carriage was there. We hurried past it and inside. As we took our seats near the back, I looked around. The ceiling was high and laced with beams of blackened, gnarled wood. The colourful stained-glass windows were fully thirty feet tall and located on both sides of the structure. There were serene Wug figures and important events embedded in them, all looking properly pious.

There was a high altar at the front of Steeples with a carved wooden lectern in the centre of it. Behind the lectern, against the wall, was a face chiselled into the stone of the wall. This was Alvis Alcumus, who was said to have founded Wormwood. Yet if he founded the place, that meant he had come from some other place. I mentioned this once at Learning, and I thought the Preceptor was going to have me committed to the Care for spouting madness.

I could see Thansius and Morrigone seated next to the lectern. As I continued to look around, I saw Delph and Duf off to the right. And even those sentenced to Valhall were here, with their hands bound with thick leather cords and with the short-statured Nida standing next to them.

The Sermonizer stepped out from behind a screen of embroidered fabric that I had actually had a hand in making at Stacks.

Ezekiel paused to bow deeply to Thansius and then Morrigone before taking his place at the lectern. His tunic was the whitest white I had ever seen. It was like looking at a cloud.

He raised his hands to the ceiling and we all settled down. John snuggled next to me and I put my arm protectively around his shoulders.

Ezekiel cleared his throat impressively. ‘I thank all my fellow Wugmorts for coming this light,’ he began. ‘Now let us incant.’

Which of course meant let him incant while we sat silently and listened. Listening to a sermonizer who above all loves to hear himself sermonize at length is about as much fun as having your toes sheared off by an amaroc. All bowed their heads, except me. That gave someone the opportunity to get the drop on me. And Cletus Loon was sitting perilously close by and had already glanced sideways at me twice with a nasty look.

Ezekiel looked down upon us and said, ‘We gather this light for an important Council announcement.’

I craned my neck a bit and saw the other Council members resplendent in their black tunics, sitting in a row in front of the altar and facing us. Jurik Krone was prominent among them. As I looked at him, he suddenly stared back at me. I quickly glanced away.

Ezekiel continued. ‘Our fellow Wugmort Quentin Herms has gone missing.’

Thansius cleared his throat loudly enough for me to hear it in the back.

‘And now the Chief of Council, Thansius, will address you all,’ Ezekiel added hastily.

Thansius walked to the lectern while Ezekiel took his seat near Morrigone.

‘We have knowledge to convey to you this light,’ Thansius began briskly.

I wrapped my arm tighter around John’s shoulders.

‘It is now believed that Quentin Herms has been forcibly taken,’ Thansius continued.

There were instant murmurings. Herman Helvet rose and said, ‘Beggin’ your pardon, Thansius, sir, but couldn’t he-a suffered an Event?’

‘No, Mr Helvet,’ said Thansius. ‘It is well known that with an Event, there is nothing left of one.’ His gaze found me in the crowd and it seemed that Thansius was speaking directly to me. ‘There was something left of Herms.’ He held up something in his hand that I could not see clearly. But the Wugs in the front rows gasped and turned away

I rose to get a better look. It was an eyeball.

My immediate reaction was one of suspicion. Quentin had had both his eyes when I saw him running into the Quag. And I doubted very seriously that any Wug would have gone into the Quag to find these remnants. What was going on?

‘And it was not a beast either,’ added Thansius quickly. ‘He was taken by something else that lurks in the Quag.’

‘Oi! What be the somethin’ else, then?’ asked a Wug in the second row.

Thansius stared down at him with a sort of ferocious kindness. ‘I can tell you that it walks on two legs as we do.’

A gasp went up among the crowd.

‘How do we know that?’ demanded another Wug, his face was red and creased with worry. He looked like he wanted to hit someone.

‘Evidence,’ answered Thansius calmly. ‘Evidence that we have discovered during our investigation of Herms’s disappearance.’

Another Wug stood with his hat in his hands. He said, ‘Beggin’ pardon, but why offer a reward if something took him, see? We thought he’d broken laws, what we were told. See?’ He looked at other Wugs near him and they nodded back.

This, I had to admit, was getting interesting.

‘Fresh facts, that is the answer,’ he said directly to the standing Wug. The weight of Thansius’s gaze seemed heavy enough to buckle the Wug’s knees and he abruptly sat, though still looking rather pleased for having stood in the first place.

Thansius gave us all another long look as though preparing us for what he was about to say. ‘We believe there are Outliers who live in the Quag,’ said Thansius. ‘We believe that they have taken Quentin Herms.’

Outliers? Outliers? What were Outliers? I looked around and found John’s wide, scared eyes on me. He mouthed the word Outliers?

I shook my head and refocused on Thansius. Outliers? What rubbish was this?

Thansius drew a long breath and said, ‘These creatures walk on two legs and we believe that they can control the minds of Wugmorts and make them do their bidding. We believe they did so with Quentin Herms.’

Every Wug in Steeples turned and looked at his neighbour. Even I felt a chill along my spine. I suddenly realized that while it was true I had seen Quentin run into the Quag, I didn’t know what had happened to him after that.

Thansius continued. ‘We believe these Outliers are planning to invade Wormwood.’

If Thansius had intended to incite a panic, he did not fail.

Wugs jumped to their feet. Females clutched the tiniest Wugs to their breasts. Shouts and gesticulations and feet stomping sounded throughout.

Thansius’s voice boomed so loud I thought the multicoloured windows might break under the strain of holding it in. ‘Enough!’

Every Wug, even the very youngs, fell quiet.

Thansius’s gaze was deadly stern now. ‘As you know, long, long ago there took place the Battle of the Beasts here.’ We all nodded as Thansius continued. ‘Our ancestors defeated, at terrible cost, an attack from the beasts that made their home in the Quag. Ever since that time, the beasts have remained, in large measure, within the confines of the Quag.’ Thansius let this sink in for a bit. ‘It has been an uneasy balance at times, but a balance nonetheless. Now, however, I’m afraid that delicate balance has been upset by the emergence of the Outliers. We must take steps to protect ourselves from them.’

A Wug called out, ‘But from whence did they come, Thansius, these Outliers?’

Thansius said, ‘We have every reason to believe that they have been spawned by the unspeakable physical intermingling of vile beasts and other hideous creatures in the Quag, resulting in specimens of complete horror and depravity.’

If he thought that would keep us calm, Thansius had seriously underestimated our capacity for terror. Shouts boomed across steeples.

Thansius shouted, ‘Enough!’ once more and we calmed, although this time it took nearly a sliver to do so. He said, ‘We have a plan to protect ourselves. And it will involve each and every one of you.’ He pointed at us for emphasis. Then he paused again, apparently to gather his strength. ‘We are going to build a wall between the Quag and us, covering every foot of our border. This and only this will keep us safe. All workers without exception, from the Mills, the Tillers, Stacks especially –’ here he looked at me – ‘will be employed to build it. We do not know how much time we have. While the Wall is being constructed, we will take precautionary measures, which will include armed patrols.’ He paused and then delivered the next giant morta blast right into our very souls. ‘But there is every possibility that Herms is not the only Wugmort whose mind was taken over by the Outliers.’

Once more, every Wug turned and looked at each other. Their suspicious glances were clear enough.

‘How do we know they ain’t about us already, these Outliers?’ yelled one old Wug.

‘They are not,’ said Thansius firmly. ‘At least not yet.’

‘But how do we know?’ barked the Wug, holding his chest and sucking in one scared breath after another. He seemed suddenly to realize to whom he had raised his voice. He clutched his hat and wheezed, ‘Beggin’ your pardon o’course, Thansius, sir.’

However, similar shouts went up. The crowd threatened to get completely out of control. I believed we were one punch or a single accusatory word from a riot.

Thansius held up his hands. ‘Please, fellow Wugmorts. Let me explain. Please. Quiet down.’ But there was no quieting us down. Not until it happened.

‘We do know,’ said a firm voice booming above all others.

All Wugs turned their heads to her.

Morrigone was standing now, her gaze on all of us.

‘We do know,’ she said again. ‘As all of you know, I have been given a gift. This gift has allowed me to see the fate of Quentin Herms. He ventured into the Quag, and that is where the Outliers took him. They plucked out his eye and took over his mind and made him tell them certain things of Wormwood and of Wugmorts. After that I saw no more of his fate. We must protect ourselves. And we will. We must never let them take Wormwood from us. It’s all we have.’

I was holding my breath. Along with every other Wug.

We all released our collective breath at the same time and it turned into a cheer.

Morrigone raised her fist to the beautiful Steeples ceiling. ‘For Wormwood.’

‘For Wormwood,’ we all cheered back.

And despite all my misgivings, my cheers were among the loudest.
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MORRIGONE CALLS
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Outside Steeples, I saw Cletus Loon and two of his male chums taunting Delph, making moronic faces and talking in the halting way he does.

‘D-D-Delph s-s-smelts,’ cried out one.

Cletus said, ‘Seen better-looking faces on the back of a creta.’

Duf roared, ‘Get away from here, you heathens. Right outside Steeples no less!’

He grabbed Delph’s arm and pulled him along.

I just happened to walk next to Cletus, and my foot just happened to reach out and trip him. He fell face down in the dirt. When he rolled over and tried to get up, I put one of my boots squarely on his chest and held him down.

‘You try that again, Cletus Loon, my boot will end up in a place the light never sees.’ I removed my boot and walked on. He and his mates raced past, calling me names so bad that I finally had to cover John’s ears.

It had been hot in Steeples, but the air outside was cool and damp. I took John to Learning and then went on to Stacks. At mid-light meal in the common room, all the discussion was focused on the Outliers. To a Wug, they were all behind Morrigone and the plan to build the Wall. Morrigone had made a convincing case.

When John and I walked to our digs after Learning, the Loons were holding what looked like a war meeting at the table in the main room. Cacus had a knife lying close to hand. Cletus was eyeing it greedily, and then he glanced venomously at me.

As we passed by him, I made a show of taking my cutting knife from my pocket and examining its sharpness. And then I wielded it expertly, making tricky manoeuvres with the blade and tossing and catching it in a blur of speed. Then I tossed it ten feet, point first into the wall. As I wrenched it free, I glanced over and caught him watching me, wide-eyed.

While I put my knife away, I noticed something was off. There was no smell of food cooking from the kitchen.

‘Aren’t we having a night meal?’ I asked.

Loon looked at me like I was gonked. ‘After what we heard this light at Steeples? Outliers coming to kill us? Who can think of food at a time like this, eh?’

‘We can hardly put up a fight against the Outliers if we’re starving.’ I looked at Cletus and noted the crumbs of bread on his lip and a smear of what looked to be chicken grease on his chin.

‘It looks like you ate,’ I said angrily.

Hestia started to rise. I was sure she was going to go to the kitchen to make us a meal. But Loon put a restraining hand on her arm. ‘You sit, female. Now.’

She sat, not looking at me.

I glared at Loon and Cletus for a half-sliver longer and then led John back outside, slamming the door after us. John and I sat down on the front steps.

John rested his chin on his bony knees. ‘I’m scared, Vega.’

‘You heard Morrigone. The Outliers will not get to us.’

I pulled my tin box from my cloak and opened it. Inside was some food I had bartered for earlier. It was meant to be for my next light meal, but that wouldn’t work now. ‘Eat what you want, John,’ I said.

‘What about you?’

‘I had my meal at Stacks, so I’m not really hungry. Go on.’

I stiffened when I saw the carriage coming. It stopped right where we sat. Despite the chill, the flanks of the sleps were heavy with sweat. Bogle must have pushed them hard. The door opened and I expected to see Thansius step out. Instead, it was Morrigone.

John and I hastily stood. Over her white robe she wore a red cloak that very nearly matched her hair. Blood on blood, I thought. She looked at me and then at John and then down at the insignificant meal in my tin box. When she looked back up, her cheeks were tinged with pink, and her expression was one of, I think, shame.

‘Would you like to come and take supper with me at my home?’

John simply gaped at her. I did likewise.

‘Come, it would be my privilege.’ She held open the carriage door and motioned for us to step inside. As we did, I caught the gaze of the many Wugs who were watching us, open-mouthed. That included all the Loons, who had come outside.

Bogle whipped up the sleps and off we went. I was surprised at how fast and smooth the ride was. I looked out at the lantern-lit windows of Wormwood rushing by.

Morrigone was very private, and no Wug knew very much about her, but I knew her home was set off the road north of Wormwood proper.

Eventually the carriage rounded one last bend, where the road became crushed gravel, and a sliver later there appeared a set of massive metal gates. These parted on their own somehow, and the carriage swept through. I could see on the wrought-iron gates the letter M.

When I turned back, Morrigone was watching me closely.

‘I’ve seen where you live,’ I said haltingly, ‘but just through the gates as I was passing by. It’s very beautiful.’

She continued to gaze at me. ‘When you were a very young?’ she asked.

I nodded. ‘I was with my father.’

She looked relieved for some reason and nodded. ‘Thank you. It is a wonderful place to live.’ She glanced over at John, who was scrunched so far down in the corner of the carriage, he had almost become part of the cushioned seat. She said, ‘We will have our meal and then we can talk through matters.’

I gaped. What matters needed talking through with Wugs like us?

The carriage stopped and she reached across and opened the door. She stepped out first and we followed, with me last. I actually had to pull John up and push him out.

The house, compared to what else was in Wormwood, was like a crystal vase set among rubbish. The front door was large and made of wood as thick as the width of my hand. As we neared it, the door opened. I was startled by this, although the heavy gates had done the same.

And then I saw a Wug revealed behind the door. I had glimpsed him once before on the cobblestones of Wormwood, although I didn’t know his name. He bowed to Morrigone and then led us down a long hallway illuminated by torches set in bronze holders. There were large paintings on the wall. And a looking glass hung there as well. The wooden frame was of creatures twisted into different shapes.

Then I noticed a pair of silver candleholders on the wall.

‘I did the finish on those at Stacks,’ I exclaimed.

She nodded. ‘I know you did. They are extraordinarily lovely. One of my prized possessions.’

I beamed at this praise as we continued down the hall.

My feet sank into thick rugs awash in lovely colours. We passed several rooms, including one that I could see through the open doorway. This was obviously the library since it had books from the floor to the ceiling; a fire burned in a massive stone fireplace. It had a large chimneypiece fashioned from what I knew to be marble with a large, ornately carved looking glass above it. A suit of dark armour taller than I was stood next to the door to this room. Morrigone, I realized, was minted indeed.

As we reached the end of the hall, Morrigone, her gaze sweeping briefly over our less-than-clean appearances, said, ‘William will show you where you can, um, tidy up a bit before we take our meal?’

William was obviously the Wug escorting us. Short and amply fed, and wearing overly clean clothes, with skin that was as smooth and pristine as his garments, he motioned for us to follow him as Morrigone set off down another passageway.

William showed us to a door. I stared blankly at it, not knowing what to do. He opened it and said, ‘Hot water tap on the left, cold water tap on the right. Matters of a personal nature right where it looks to be,’ he added, pointing at the device set against one wall. ‘Meal is awaiting, so no loitering about.’ Then he gave us each a shove into the room and closed the door behind us.

Our personal business was normally done in the loo located in a shack behind the Loons. The pipes we used were next to it. There was no hot water, only the freezing variety that came out most times at little more than a trickle.

Here were thick cloths and a white cleaning bar of soap set next to a bowl. I looked at John, who did not appear capable of movement. So I turned on the left tap. Water flowed out with good pressure. I put my hands under it. It was warm! I picked up the soap and rubbed it across my palms. The grime came off. I wiped my face and then washed it all off with the water. I hesitated and then grabbed one of the cloths and dried myself.

I motioned to John to come and do what I had done.

When I put the cloth down, I could see that it was black with dirt, which made me feel ashamed.

While John was using the pipes, I stared at the looking glass hung above the bowl. I had not seen my reflection for some time. It was not a pleasing sight. My face was a bit cleaner, but my hair looked like an untidy stack of hay.

My gaze then flitted over my clothes. They were filthy. I felt embarrassed, unworthy to be in this remarkable place or ride in the elegant carriage.

I self-consciously rubbed at a dirt spot on my cheek that I had missed. My nose looked funny too, I thought. And my eyes appeared mismatched, one slightly larger and higher placed than its neighbour. In the light in here, my eyes looked more silver than blue.

I opened my mouth and counted my teeth. My mother used to do this with me as a very young. We would skip over the gaps where my teeth had fallen out and continue on. She made a game and a song out of it.

Tap, tap, tap, leap over the gap.

Smile big and wide, as you have nothing to hide.

John pulled on my arm. I looked down at his clean face as both the lyrics and my mum’s face faded from my mind.

‘I’m done, Vega,’ he said, his fear obviously gone and replaced with hunger. ‘Can we go eat?’
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A NIGHT OF QUERIES

[image: ]

William was waiting for us outside the door. As we followed him along another hall, I couldn’t resist snatching a glance here and there. I wondered how large Morrigone’s home was.

William opened another door and ushered us in. ‘Madame Morrigone, your guests,’ he announced.

Morrigone was already seated at a long wooden table with a starched linen cloth topping it. She had taken off her cloak. Underneath was the impossibly white robe she had worn at Steeples.

‘Please come and sit,’ she said pleasantly.

We did as she asked, though after seeing how dirty and dishevelled I was, I could no longer meet her eye. What occurred next was something I would never forget. A female Wug dressed in crisply ironed black-and-white clothing appeared and put a bowl in front of me with steam rising off it. She did the same with John and Morrigone.

‘Hearty soup will help fight off the chill of the night,’ said Morrigone. She picked up her spoon and dipped it into the soup that had been set before her.

We did not, as a matter of course, use utensils at the Loons, but my parents had done so, and thus John and I knew how to use them. We were a bit rusty, though, and it showed when I dribbled a bit of soup on to the white cloth. I was horrified by what I had done, and I felt the blood drain from my face.

However, Morrigone made no comment and the female merely stepped forward and dabbed it away.

After the soup came cheeses. After the cheeses came breads. After the breads came greens. And after the greens came meat that melted on my fork and then in my mouth along with round potatoes, ears of corn and warm green sprouts. Tiller fare rarely made its way to the Loons. We might get a few corn kernels and a bit of potato, enough for a mouthful, but that was all.

John’s face was hovering so close to his plate and he was eating so fast that I could barely spot the food disappearing into his mouth.

Males are males after all.

I too ate as much as I possibly could and then ate some more just in case I was dreaming and the feeling of being full would disappear when I woke. But there was more to come: plates of plump fruits and sugary confections that I had seen in the window of Herman Helvet’s shop but could never hope to buy. I noticed John slipping a few of them into his cloak. I think Morrigone saw this too, though she said nothing.

When we could eat no more, John and I sat back. I felt warm and sleepy and good.

Morrigone said, ‘Do you desire anything else?’

I glanced at Morrigone. ‘I think we’re fine. Thank you for such a wonderful meal,’ I added hastily.

‘Shall we go to the library, then?’

We followed her down the hall. I marvelled at how she carried herself, so tall and straight and graceful, and I found myself trying to walk straighter too. We passed a longcase clock standing against one wall. It gonged the time as we passed, causing John and me to jump. Most Wugs don’t have timepieces, much less case clocks.

We settled in the library, where the fire was still blazing. I sat, with Morrigone across from me. I felt my eyes grow heavy because of the meal and the fire.

John didn’t sit. He walked around the room, staring up at all the books.

Morrigone watched him curiously.

I explained, ‘John likes to read, but Learning doesn’t have many books.’

‘Then take any that you would like, John,’ said Morrigone. He glanced at her in disbelief. ‘Really, John, take whatever books you want. I’ve read them all.’

‘You’ve read all of them?’ I said.

She nodded. ‘My parents encouraged reading from an early age.’ She looked around. ‘This is the home I grew up in. Didn’t you know?’

I shook my head. ‘No one in Wormwood knows much about you,’ I said quite frankly.

‘Your parents never spoke about my family?’

‘Not that I can recall, no.’ I frowned because I felt I was disappointing her.

‘My grandfather was Chief of Council before Thansius. He actually served on Council with your grandfather, Vega.’

I sat up straight, my drowsiness gone. ‘My grandfather was on Council?’

‘He left before . . . well, before his . . .’

‘Event,’ I finished for her. And I wondered once more about what Krone had said back at Quentin’s cottage. Did Council simply use an Event to explain away some Wug vanishing to somewhere else? If so, where was my grandfather really?

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘You really didn’t know Virgil was on Council?’

I sat back, feeling quite inadequate. I was so ignorant of my birthplace, my own family history. I looked over at John. He had pulled a dozen books off the shelf and looked to be trying to read them all at once.

‘I was never told that much about anything,’ I said defensively. ‘But I am curious. Very curious,’ I added for emphasis. ‘Perhaps you can tell me a few things?’

‘Alvis Alcumus founded Wormwood long ago – no one knows the exact date.’

‘But where did he come from? Because if he founded Wormwood, that means he must have come from somewhere else.’

Morrigone gave me an uncertain look. ‘It’s not all that clear. Some say he appeared one light out of nothing.’

‘You mean like a reverse Event?’ said John.

We both shot him glances. He was on the floor holding a book whose title was Jabbits and the Jugular. After nearly feeling their bite, I felt sick reading those words.

Morrigone rose and went to the fire and held out her long, thin hands to the flames, while John turned his attention to another book, entitled Nefarious Wugs of Wormwood: A Compendium.

I turned to Morrigone, hoping she would continue the discussion.

‘My father suffered an Event when I was only six sessions old,’ she said.

‘Blimey, where?’ I blurted out before I could catch myself.

She didn’t seem to take offence. ‘He was last seen down by the Quag. He went there to collect a particular mushroom, which grows only along its edge. We never knew if that was where the Event occurred. There is nothing left to tell you the exact location of course.’

I went to stand next to her, gearing up the courage to ask my next question.

‘Morrigone,’ I began, and my tongue seemed thrilled to say her name, as though we were longtime friends. ‘If there is nothing left, how do Wugs even know it was an Event? If your father was down by the Quag, couldn’t a beast have attacked him and pulled him into the Quag? If so, no Wug would go in to find him . . .’

I stopped because I feared I had just spoken about Morrigone’s father in a way that could be deemed disrespectful.

‘Your question is a perfectly natural one, Vega. I had it myself.’

‘And did you find a satisfactory answer?’ John asked.

She turned from the fire and gazed at him. ‘Sometimes I think that yes, I have. Other times, well, it’s not an easy answer to arrive at, is it? Why some Wugs leave us,’ she added wistfully.

‘I guess not,’ I said doubtfully.

‘Now, I would like to discuss some matters with you,’ she said.

My heart started beating faster because I was afraid she wanted to discuss Quentin Herms. But once more, Morrigone surprised me.

‘What do you think of the Wall?’ She stared at each of us. ‘Do you believe it a worthy idea?’

‘It is if it keeps the Outliers from eating us,’ voiced John.

‘You said your vision had seen the attack on Herms,’ I said.

‘That is true.’

‘So what became of Herms? You said your vision stopped. But you assumed that he was dead because of what was found left of him?’

‘My vision did not stop. What I said was a bit of an untruth to spare Wugs the horror.’ We both glanced over at an open-mouthed John. ‘I have no desire to comment further on his fate. But Herms is no more.’

I looked back from John to find Morrigone’s gaze full upon me.

‘You were there that light, Vega,’ she observed. ‘And while I know you told Krone you saw nothing, are you absolutely sure you didn’t? Perhaps a glimpse?’

With a start I realized that with her gift of special sight, Morrigone might have seen what I had seen at the edge of the Quag. She might know I had lied to Krone. When I spoke, I did so with great care.

‘Everything happened so fast,’ I began. ‘The attack canines were making a lot of noise and there were Council members rushing around. Some of them were very near the Quag. Whether they actually entered it or not, I couldn’t be sure. Perhaps I glimpsed one of them darting into the place. But surely a Wug would not stay there long, right?’

She nodded. ‘No Wug in his right mind would stay in the Quag.’ She looked directly at me. ‘It means death, be very certain of that.’ She glanced at John. ‘Both of you.’

I looked at John, who needed no such warning. He looked ready to fall head first into the fire.

But something had occurred to me. ‘Thansius said that the Outliers can control the minds of Wugs. How?’

‘It is not clear. They are foul creatures to be sure, but their minds are advanced. Perhaps more advanced than our own.’

‘So they can make Wugs do their bidding?’ I asked.

She looked troubled by this question. ‘Let us hope you never have occasion to find out the answer to that, Vega,’ she said ominously.

I felt my face grow warm at her response and I looked away.

She said, ‘I trust you both will give all your effort to help with the Wall.’

John nodded vigorously and I did as well, though not quite so energetically.

He said, ‘What will the Wall look like?’

‘It will be high, made of wood with guard towers at specified intervals.’

‘That’s all?’ said John, looking disappointed.

She focused more fully on him. ‘Why? What would you suggest?’

He said with great conviction, ‘A two-layered defence. Height can be defeated in various ways. What would be much harder to overcome is if we combined the Wall with another obstacle that would reduce the effectiveness of any attack against us.’

I was impressed and I could tell by her look that Morrigone was too.

She asked, ‘What would this other obstacle be?’

‘Water,’ he promptly answered. ‘Deep enough to slow the Outliers down. If they are descended from beasts, I would imagine they are large and heavy, even if they do walk on two legs. Thus, I would dig moats on either side of the Wall. It would provide us great tactical advantage because it would allow us to control the situation and divide and conquer our opponent.’

‘That’s brilliant, John,’ I said.

Morrigone added with a smile, ‘Brilliant indeed. When did you think of all this?’

‘When I was using the pipes in your room to wash my face. I saw how the water collected in the little basin. It gave me the idea for the moats.’

My respect for John’s intellect, already high, increased a hundredfold.

Morrigone rose and fetched a book off the shelf and handed it to John. ‘This work is on numbers,’ she said. ‘I understand from the Preceptor at Learning that you like to work with numbers.’

John opened the book and instantly focused on what was there.

However, I was wondering why Morrigone had queried the Preceptor about John.

Morrigone looked at me. ‘We all must use our strengths in these difficult times. And it is incumbent on Council to determine what the strength of every Wug is.’

I looked back at her uneasily. Had she just read my mind?

Later, as we parted company, Morrigone said, ‘I would very much appreciate if neither of you talked about your trip here. I realize that most Wugmorts don’t live at this level of comfort. And I myself find it more and more difficult to remain here when I understand the challenges the rest of Wormwood faces. However, it is my home.’

John said, ‘I won’t say anything.’ I could tell in his voice that he was hoping for an invitation for another grand meal. John was quite smart, but he was also a young male with a usually empty belly. Sometimes it was as simple as that.

The carriage took us back, with Bogle at the whip. The sleps moved swiftly and we were soon at the Loons.

As we headed up to our cots, John, who was staggering slightly under the weight of all the books he had brought with him, said, ‘I will never forget this night.’

Well, I knew that I wouldn’t either. But probably not for the same reasons.
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Next light, I walked John to Learning. He had stuffed as many of the books from Morrigone’s into his tuck as possible. I knew he would spend the time at Learning reading them. I had loved books at his age too. I still loved books. But Morrigone had not extended her offer to me.

It was no wonder that she kept her living arrangements a secret as jealousy was not a lost emotion in Wormwood.

As I set off back towards my tree, I ran into them.

I first saw Roman Picus in his greasy coat and dented hat. A long-barrelled morta rode over his shoulder and a short-barrelled morta was in a garm-skin holder on his belt. With him were two other Wugs, Cletus Loon and Ran Digby, both carrying mortas and long swords.

Watching me in quiet triumph, Cletus Loon carried a long-barrelled morta nearly as tall as he was. He was dressed in some of his father’s hand-me-downs. The effect was comical. My face must have betrayed this because his triumphant look changed to a poisonous scowl.

Roman said, ‘And where might you be headed, Vega?’

I looked up at him blankly. ‘To Stacks. And where might you be headed, Roman?’

He made a show of checking his fat timekeeper and followed that by an equally impressive gazing up at the sky. ‘Early for Stacks o’course.’

‘I’m going to eat my meal at my tree, then head to Stacks. That’s my routine.’

‘Naught ru’teen n’more,’ said the other Wug, Ran Digby – a huge, filthy mess of a Wug, who followed this nearly unintelligible comment with a great wad of spit that hit within an inch of my boots.

‘Outliers,’ added Cletus Loon, looking self-important.

‘Rii-ight,’ I said in a drawn-out syllable. ‘But I still have to eat and, at least until Domitar tells me differently, I still have to go to work at Stacks.’

Roman scratched his cheek and said, ‘It is nae up to Domitar. Not any more.’

‘OK – who, then? Tell me!’ I demanded, staring at each of them in turn.

Cletus wilted under my confrontational gaze.

Finally Roman said, ‘Council’s who.’

‘OK, has Council acted yet? Is Stacks closed?’

When he said nothing, I decided to go on the offensive.

‘What are you doing out here with mortas?’

‘Patrol. Like was said at Steeples,’ replied Roman.

‘I thought that would be for lesser Wugs than you, Roman,’ I said tauntingly.

‘If ya must know, female, I’m Chief of the newly established Wormwood Constabulary. A powerful, high position truly worthy of a Wug like me.’ He indicated the others. ‘And these are two of my duly appointed Carbineers.’

I looked at Cletus. ‘Do you even know how to use a morta?’

Before Cletus could say anything, Roman replied, ‘If you’re going to Stacks, best get on. But from now on, every Wug must show proper parchment to the patrols.’

‘What kind of parchment?’

‘Allowing them to go where they’re going,’ said Cletus viciously.

‘Why?’ I asked.

Roman said, ‘Council orders, female. Way i’tis.’

Digby spat to confirm this and then grunted.

‘And where do you get this proper parchment?’ I asked.

‘Aye, ain’t there a brainer?’ said Digby with another dollop of spit going splat on the ground.

I drew a deep breath, trying to will my mouth from saying something that might cause a morta to go off in the general vicinity of my head. ‘What difference will parchment make to a bunch of Outliers?’ I asked.

‘You ask too many questions,’ snapped Cletus.

I kept my gaze on Roman. ‘That’s because I get too few answers.’

I turned and continued on my way. With all those mortas behind me, I really wanted to take off running before they could fire and later say it was a tragic mistake.

Later, as I finally headed to Stacks, someone was waiting for me on the path. Delph looked like he had not eaten or slept for a session. His huge body was slumped, his gaze on his brogans, his long hair hanging limp.

‘Delph?’ I said cautiously.

‘Wo-wo-wotcha, Vega Jane.’

Somewhat relieved by him using his typical greeting, I asked, ‘Are you OK?’

He first nodded and then shook his head.

I drew closer to him. In many ways, Delph was my younger brother too, though he was older than me. He looked lost and afraid, and my heart went out to him.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

‘Steeples.’

‘The meeting?’

He nodded.

‘There’s a plan, Delph. You heard Thansius.’

‘Heard Th-Th-Tha-Thans . . .’ he mumbled, before giving up on the name. ‘Him.’

I patted his thick shoulder. ‘You’ll be a great help with the Wall, Delph. You could probably build it all by yourself.’

His next words cast away my light-heartedness. ‘Virgil’s Event.’

‘What about it?’

‘Like I s-s-said, se-seen it, Vega Jane.’

‘What exactly did you see?’ I demanded.

He tapped his head. ‘Hard to say, all jar-jar-jargolled,’ he finally managed with enormous effort, and nearly choking in the process.

‘Can you remember anything? Anything at all? Something he said?’

Delph pulled on his cheek, mulling over this query. ‘Re-red li-light,’ he said.

‘What light? Where did it come from? What did it mean?’ My mouth wouldn’t stop asking questions. It was as if I were firing mortas loaded with words.

Under this verbal assault, Delph turned and walked fast away from me.

‘Delph,’ I cried out. ‘Please, wait.’

And then it happened. I didn’t intend it to, but it just did. I leaped twenty yards in the air, clear over Delph, and landed five yards in front of him, my hands on my hips and my gaze squarely on him. It was only when I saw the terrified look in his eyes that I realized what I had done. Before I could say anything, Delph turned and ran.

‘Oi! Delph, wait!’

But I didn’t go after him. He was scared and he had good reason. Wugmorts, as a generally absolute rule, do not fly. I stood there among the shadow of the trees, my heart pumping hard along with my jangled breaths. Then I groaned.

Delph had come here to tell me about the Event. And I had chased him away with my questions and my ill-timed leap.

‘You fool, Vega,’ I said ruefully. ‘You’ve ruined everything.’

I trudged on to Stacks, as depressed and bewildered as I had ever been.
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THE TAKING OF JOHN
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John soon finished reading all the books that Morrigone had lent him. He piled them under his cot, and then the most astonishing thing happened. More books appeared. John had to stack them against the wall next to his cot, the column rising higher than I was tall.

‘Morrigone,’ he said simply when I asked him where the additional books had come from. We were up in our room after last meal.

‘How did she know which ones to send?’

‘I told her it didn’t matter.’

‘You told her?’

He nodded. ‘She came to Learning two lights ago, to talk to the youngs about the Outliers and the Wall.’

‘How did the youngs react?’ I asked.

‘They were scared, but they understood the part they had to play.’

‘Which is?’ I was feeling more and more left out.

‘To do what Council expects us to do.’

‘OK, what does Morrigone want you to do? Come up with more brilliant ideas?’

‘She just wants me to read, for now. And go to her home,’ John added quietly.

I gaped at him. ‘Go to her home? When?’

‘Next light.’

‘When were you going to tell me?’

‘Morrigone said she was going to talk to you about it.’

‘Well, she hasn’t. Although having another meal there would be very welcome.’

Right then I heard the creak of the wheels. I raced to the window that looked out on to the cobblestones. Morrigone was already getting out of the blue carriage as the beautiful sleps came to a full stop and tossed their noble heads. I heard chairs scraping the floor, hurried footsteps, the front door opening.

Cletus Loon was rushing up the narrow, rickety stairs as I was coming down them.

Breathless, he said, ‘Morrigone is—’

‘I know,’ I said as I pushed past him.

Morrigone stood in the front room and the look in her eye was all business.

‘Vega,’ she said briskly. ‘I require a word with you about John.’

She walked back outside and I quickly followed.

Bogle was up in the driver’s box of the carriage, but Morrigone continued past him and motioned for me to follow. We walked down the mostly deserted high street.

‘I trust you have been given your proper parchment to move about Wormwood?’ she asked.

I nodded and pulled the sheaf from my cloak. It had many official signatures and seals on it. ‘Domitar handed these out to all Stackers. I am right glad to have it, with the likes of Roman Picus and his Carbineer lot patrolling and asking stupid questions of Wugs they know well.’

‘They are merely doing their job, Vega.’

‘That may be. But mortas in the hands of Ran Digby and Cletus Loon is a recipe for a mistake on a grand scale.’

She looked at me curiously. ‘I’ll speak to Council about the proper hiring, training and deployment of authorized Carbineers.’ She stopped and added, ‘But now we need to speak about John.’

‘All right,’ I said.

‘At times of crisis like this, we must take advantage of everyone’s special gifts.’

‘And what is John’s special gift?’

She looked at me in surprise. ‘His intellect, Vega. I thought it obvious. You heard the ideas he came up with for the Wall.’

‘So, what about John?’

‘I want him to come and live with me.’

I stopped walking. It felt like the blood had ceased moving inside me.

‘Come and live with you?’ I said slowly. I looked back at the Loons, and my heart soared. Trading that pit for Morrigone’s home was a dream that I had never even dreamed. Plenty of food to eat, towers of books to read, proper fires, and hot water in pipes that one did not have to go outside to enjoy. And then there was Morrigone to show us how to be more clean and proper and smart and just . . . better than we currently were.

‘Your brother has a great many special talents, Vega – talents that need to be cultivated for the good of all Wormwood. That was why I sent him the books. That was why I invited the both of you to my home for a meal. I wanted to observe John for myself.’

‘When will the move take place?’ I said, not really believing our good fortune.

‘John can come at first light. I will send Bogle for him.’

I was so excited, imagining all the possibilities of such an arrangement, that I, at first, did not quite comprehend her emphasis on the name John and word him. The smile slowly slid off my face. ‘So only John will be coming to live with you?’ I said, as my high spirits crashed back down like my first flight on Destin.

‘I will take especially good care of him. I will teach him many things. He will truly blossom under my tutelage, I can assure you, Vega. He will rise to great heights.’

I wanted to say, What about me? Can I not blossom? Can I not rise to great heights under your fine tutelage? But I could read the answer in her eyes and I suddenly did not want to give Morrigone the satisfaction of seeing even more evidence of my misinterpretation of her offer.

‘My brother has never been away from me. That may not be good for him.’

‘I can assure you that it will be very good for him. For one thing, he can stop living in that slop house that Roman Picus calls a lodging. And the Loons are not exactly the ideal role models in Wugmorts, are they?’

‘I am a good role model for my brother,’ I blurted out.

‘Yes, of course you are, Vega. And you can come and visit him.’

‘Have you told John that I won’t be going?’ I asked dumbly. I hoped that she would say no, because John had not seemed overly disturbed about the move. Perhaps he’d assumed I would be joining him?

‘Not yet. I wanted to talk to you first.’ She gave me a benign smile and added, ‘May I tell John I have your good wishes for this arrangement?’

I nodded, my mind largely blank as a lump formed in my throat and a profound ache gripped my chest.

‘Thank you, Vega. And Wormwood thanks you too.’

She turned and walked back to the Loons, which was apparently too awful for John to live at but perfectly fine for me to while away my sessions.

I watched her tall form glide back to where John was with his books. A chill so deep that I felt I had been dropped into freezing water settled into my skin when I realized fully that I had just lost my brother.
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The work on the Wall had commenced in earnest. Whole forests of trees had been felled. Involved in this process were long saws and axes and cretas and sleps and back-breaking Wug work. All able-bodied males were recruited to do these tasks, while other less physically fit Wugmorts and some females started digging out the foundations on the ground where the Wall would be erected and also the deep moats on either side. Council had wholeheartedly embraced my brother’s idea of a layered defence.

I continued to work at Stacks, but I stopped finishing pretty things. I was helping to build metal straps that would hold the logs and placement posts together once they were laid into place as part of the Wall.

Delph worked harder than anyone, his great muscles pulling and pushing and his lungs near to bursting as he dragged or carried heavy objects where they needed to go. We did not speak. Neither of us had the breath.

His father, Duf, led teams of sleps in bringing the felled trees from the forest to the Wall. His trained cretas were employed to pull on the stout ropes attached to strong pulleys that lifted the logs into place, their huge chests and muscled withers straining with the immense effort. I eyed the elaborate pulley system and figured it might be one of John’s creations.

The youngs brought food and water to the workers and did some of the tasks that required nimble fingers instead of muscled arms. The females kept the stoves burning and the meals coming for the hungry Wugs. All of us were driven to work hard by the idea that evil Outliers might turn up any sliver and devour the entire place. I was still not convinced this was the case, but it was better to hedge one’s bets. And every seventh light we would go to Steeples because it was now required. Ezekiel warned us in a booming voice filled with fiery brimstone that to not complete the Wall in the shortest possible time would spell our absolute doom.

I’m sure that provided much-needed pious comfort and solace for many a Wug’s frazzled nerves. I had never been at war, but I could sense that Wormwood was becoming a place preparing to be struck by the enemy.

I set about my work with great zeal. Perhaps it was to show Morrigone that John was not the only capable member of the Jane family. Maybe it was to demonstrate to myself that I had some worth.

I rose before first light most times and was on my way to my tree with my tin of food slivers after eating a morsel or two at the Loons. I suppose as some sort of token of gratitude for John going to live with Morrigone, the Loons had been instructed by her to increase my ration portions, including a first meal, however insubstantial.

‘More food for the likes-a you and why’s that, I ask?’ Cletus Loon had barked at me one night as I was heading up to my cot. ‘We males are out there killing ourselves felling them trees. And you’re at Stacks probably skiving off most of the time. ’Tain’t fair. Wugs are brassed off, I can tell you that.’

‘I don’t skip work at Stacks. Do you really think Domitar would allow that?’ I added with a malicious smile. ‘And I thought you were patrolling with your morta, shooting little, tiny birds before they can swoop down and get you.’

‘I work the trees at light and they expect me to patrol at night,’ he snapped.

‘Well, it’s good to keep busy,’ I told him and then headed up the stairs.

Over twenty lights after John had gone to live with Morrigone, I arrived very early at my tree. Our parting had been sad for both of us. John clearly had mixed feelings. What Wug wouldn’t want to live like Morrigone, in total luxury, and with servants to do what every other Wug had to do for themselves?

Yet I knew that John did not want to leave me. It wasn’t just the tears he spilt and the soft cries he let escape as Morrigone escorted him out to the carriage without me. It was the look on his face that spoke loudest to me. My brother loved me and I loved him and that was really all there was to it. But go he did. He had no choice.

On my first visit to John, he hadn’t changed all that much. Well, he was scrubbed clean and his clothes were new and his body looked a bit more filled out. He had been both sad that we had parted and thrilled with the potential of his new life. John confirmed that the pulley system was his invention. I marvelled at how quickly he had been able to do such a thing. He had shyly accepted my praise, which made me even prouder of him. As I was leaving, he gave me a crushing hug. I finally had to gently pry myself free.

At my second visit, a definite change had taken place. John was far less sad; his excitement about his new life and his important work for Wormwood was now paramount. He wore his new clothes easily and didn’t seem the least bit awed by his luxurious surroundings. Morrigone fed me, but she didn’t leave me and John alone this time. When I took my leave, John gave me a brief hug and then bounded up the stairs to his room to, as he said, ‘Finish up some important work on the Wall.’

After this visit, as Morrigone opened the front door to see me out, she’d said, ‘He is thriving. I hope you can see that.’

‘I can,’ I had said.

‘Be happy for him, Vega.’

‘I am happy for him,’ I had replied truthfully.

She looked me over and then held out a handful of coins. ‘Please take these.’

‘Why? I have done nothing to earn them.’

‘As a means of thanking you for allowing John to come and live with me.’

I had looked at the coins in her outstretched palm. Part of me wanted to snatch them out of her hand. ‘No, thanks,’ I had said, and then I turned and walked back to the Loons, foregoing the offered carriage ride.

I now looked down from my high perch in my tree. I had not seen any patrols on my way here and I strongly suspected that many Wugs were unable to carry out both hauling trees during light and acting as Carbineers at night.

Thus, I backed up to the very end of my boards, took off running and leaped into the sky. The air enveloped me as I soared upward. I flew straight for a few yards and then I did a barrel roll, not once but three times, making myself a bit dizzy in the process. Still, it felt wonderful.

I landed smoothly and stood there for a sliver or two, breathing in the cool air.

I heard it before I saw anything. Four legs, moving rapidly. But I was not afraid, not this time. I had Destin, so I could take to the sky in an instant if I needed to.

It came around one tree, slowed and then stopped. Its haunches went up and its long nose came down close to the dirt. I took a few halting steps forward, hardly able to believe my eyes. It rose up and then sat back on its tail.

‘Harry?’ I said.

But of course it was not Harry. Many sessions ago, I had a canine I’d instantly loved. I called him Harry because he was hairy. He was not too big and not too small, with beautifully soft dark eyes topped by long eyelashes, and a mingling of brown, white and rust fur. He walked into my life one light and instantly loved me with all his heart. He trusted me. And I missed him terribly.

I was also the reason Harry was dead. I had walked too close to the edge of the Quag with him, and a garm had come after me. Harry had got in between us trying to defend me, and the garm had killed him. Even now, as I recalled this terrible memory, tears filled my eyes. It had been my job to take care of Harry and I had let him down, costing my canine his life. I would never forgive myself for it.

Yet this canine, I swear, could have been Harry’s twin. I took a few more steps forward and he rose up on all fours, his tail sweeping back and forth and his tongue hanging out.

‘Harry?’ I said again.

The canine came forward hesitantly and then he broke into a run before skidding to a halt inches from me. Light was just breaking as the sun began its rise.

I touched his head. The fur was soft and warm, and his eyes were mismatched: right, blue; left, green. Harry had had the same, but their order had been reversed.

I knelt next to him and took one of his front paws. He allowed me to do so with a hint of mild curiosity on his face. The paws were large and promised that the little canine would grow to be large.

Then I noted that his coat was dirty and I could see his ribs through the fur. He also had a cut on his front left leg that needed some sorting out. I scratched his ears and thought about what to do. I knew that Loon was not keen on beasts at his digs. At the very least, he would demand more coin, which I did not have. I would have to let this canine carry on without me.

I rose and started to walk away. But he followed me. I picked up my pace, and so did he. On sudden impulse I took off running and soared into the air. I thought that would be the end of it. But when I looked down, he was right there, running hard and keeping up with me somehow. I swooped lower and landed, and he skidded to a stop at my feet, panting and his tongue hanging out. His blue and green eyes were fully on my face. He seemed to be wondering why I had just done what I had.

I opened the tin in my tuck and held out a knob of bread for him. As hungry as he no doubt was, I expected him to snatch it from between my fingers. But he slowly lifted his snout, sniffed at it and then gently eased it from my hand before devouring it.

I sat next to him and pulled out the bit of meat, a slice of hard cheese and the one egg that, along with the bread, was supposed to constitute my first meal. I laid them on the ground. Again, he sniffed at them before gobbling them up. Then he rolled over so I could scratch his belly, which I did.

When he turned back over, he nudged my hand on to the top of his head. Harry used to do that too. Yet maybe all canines do. Harry was the only one I’d ever had. I stumbled on to him in much the same way as this, walking in the woods and seeing him darting between the trees, chasing a rabbit. He didn’t catch the rabbit, but he did capture my heart.

Now I pondered what to do.

‘I can call you Harry Two,’ I said.

His ears peaked and he cocked his snout at me. Adars can understand Wugmorts, but I knew that canines really could not. Still, Harry Two seemed to know that I had just given him a name.

I looked to the sky. Soon, it would be time for me to go to Stacks. I rubbed Harry Two’s ears, letting my fingers slide up and down each one. Harry had liked that and I figured this one would too. He did, and licked my hand in appreciation.

I came up with a plan. On the way to Stacks, I threw sticks for Harry Two to chase. And he brought them back each time. I scratched his ears, and when we reached Stacks, I paused, bent down, pointed to Stacks and told him to wait.

He immediately sat down. I put down a small tin cup pulled from my tuck and poured some water into it from the cork-stoppered pewter bottle I carried. There was a tree above to provide shade. I figured if he were still out here when I finished work, I would worry what to do about him then.

I left Harry Two and walked into Stacks. After I put on my work clothes, I walked out on to the main floor and approached my workstation. I eyed the stairs up. Ladon-Tosh was no longer guarding them. He was probably felling trees along with all the other hardy Wugs. I was actually one of the few Wugs left at Stacks. All but three of the Dactyls were gone, using their muscle to bring down the great trees and strip them of their bark. The ones who were left had to do the work of many Dactyls, to whack and gong metal into the requisite shapes and thickness for straps. There were a few Mixers left, who were using all of their energy to ready the metal for the Dactyls. From the Dactyls the still-hot metal moved to the Cutters, who made the strips into the necessary lengths and widths. And then it was left to me to finish them. There seemed to be an infinite number of straps required for the Wall. That was testament enough to the enormity of the project.

During my meal break, I went outside and was heartened to see Harry Two still lying in the grass where I had left him. I went over and petted him.

‘No beasts in Stacks,’ barked a voice.

I turned to see Domitar behind me. I thought it ironic that he would not allow a canine in Stacks when jabbits were permitted to run freely.

‘He’s not in Stacks, is he?’ I countered.

Domitar drew closer. ‘Is he your canine?’

‘Perhaps. We’ll see.’

‘I had a pet once,’ said Domitar. I was stunned when he squatted down next to Harry Two and rubbed his ears.

‘You had a pet, Domitar?’ I wondered if it had been a jabbit.

He looked embarrassed. ‘When I was a very young of course. It was also a canine.’

‘What did you call him?’

He hesitated, perhaps afraid that I might consider him soft by naming a beast.

‘Julius,’ he finally answered.

‘Your given name?’ I said.

‘Yes. You think that’s peculiar, do you?’

‘No. You can name a canine whatever you want.’

‘What is yours called?’

‘Harry Two.’

‘Why Two?’

‘I had a canine named Harry when I lived with my parents, but a garm killed him.’

Domitar looked down. ‘I am sorry for that.’ And he indeed did look truly sad.

‘And Julius?’

‘He died when I was still a very young.’

‘How?’

‘It doesn’t matter, does it? Not much matters any more, not really.’

When I looked down into his face, I was surprised to see his eyes gazing out listlessly over the terrain in front of Stacks. He was a Wugmort who seemed totally lost.

‘Times are changing and Wugmorts must change with them, Vega,’ he said. ‘But we must carry on here. No bodge jobs ever at Stacks. Quality work through and through, so long as I’m in charge.’

I looked over my shoulder at the entrance to Stacks, my curiosity, always close to the surface, compelling me to ask a question. ‘Domitar, what did this place used to be?’

He didn’t look at me, although I saw his body stiffen with the query.

‘It has always been Stacks,’ he said.

‘Always?’ I said sceptically.

‘Well, since I have been alive.’

‘But you haven’t been alive as long as this place has been here, Domitar. I bet it’s hundreds of sessions old, maybe more.’

‘Then what good would an answer to your query be?’ he replied.

The words seemed harsh, though truthfully his tone was one of resignation.

‘Do you think the Wall will hold the Outliers back?’

Now he glanced up at me. ‘I am certain it will.’

The way he said it troubled me greatly. Not because I didn’t think he believed his own words, but because I could tell he absolutely believed them to be true.

‘Mealtime is over,’ he said, his usual harsh tone back in full force.

I headed back to Stacks. But when I turned around, I saw Domitar was still squatting next to Harry Two and petting him. I saw him pull out a piece of bread and some cheese and feed it to my canine. I even thought I saw Domitar smile.

Times indeed were changing in Wormwood.
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When I arrived back at the Loons with Harry Two, Cacus Loon met me at the door. He took one look at my canine, and his response was as coarse as it was predictable.

‘That ugly, foul beast is nae comin’ in these proper digs,’ he cried out.

I looked down at Harry Two, who was by far the most handsome creature of the three of us, his face far cleaner than Loon’s, his coat far more reputable than mine.

I said, ‘He’s a canine and they are acceptable inside Wug homes. I’ll take care of him, and his food, water and cleanliness will be my responsibility.’

‘There ain’t a chance of that beast staying in me home.’

‘It’s not your home. It belongs to Roman Picus.’ I knew this would provide me no help, but Loon made me mad just by breathing.

He swelled up his chest. ‘Oh, so you think Roman Picus will allow that thing inside his digs, do you? Well, you clearly don’t know him as I do.’

‘I can talk to Morrigone about it,’ I ventured.

‘You can waggle to any Wug you want, and the answer will be the same.’

He slammed the door in my face. I looked down at Harry Two, who gazed up at me with complete adoration, unaffected by Loon’s angry words. I stood there thinking and then decided that perhaps a silver lining had appeared unexpectedly from the darkness.

I went inside, marched up the stairs to my kip, collected my few belongings and stamped back downstairs. Loon looked at me dumbfounded, while a puzzled Hestia gazed at me from the kitchen doorway, wiping her coarsened hands on her dirty apron.

‘Where you be going?’ Loon asked when he saw the bundle representing all my possessions slung over my shoulder.

‘If my canine isn’t welcome here, I have to find other lodgings.’

‘’Tain’t none,’ he barked. ‘Other digs are full up. Stupid female!’

‘I know of a place,’ I shot back.

‘You won’t find a kip on the high street.’

‘I will on the Low Road,’ I countered.

Loon gazed at me darkly. ‘Are you meaning what I think you’re meaning?’

Hestia meekly came forward. ‘Vega, you’re too young to live on your own. You’re not yet fifteen sessions. That’s the law.’

‘Well, I’m not giving up my canine, so I don’t really have a choice,’ I said. ‘And I’ll be fifteen sessions soon enough.’ I aimed a warm smile solely at her. She was totally under Loon’s rule, but she had always treated John and me decently. ‘I thank you for your hospitality over these last sessions.’

Loon spat on the floor, and Hestia turned and went back into the kitchen.

He said, ‘We’ll see what Council says about this.’

I stared him down. ‘Yes, we will.’

I walked out and Harry Two obediently followed me down the cobblestones. Wugs here and there watched us go. I guess with a bundle holding all my possessions over my shoulder and a young canine playfully nipping at my heels, I made an unusual sight.

We reached the Low Road and turned down it. It was so named because it was apt to flood when the hard rains came and it was also old and worn down.

The plain wood-fronted home was tiny, nondescript and weathered, but to me it would always be beautiful and warm and inviting. I knew it well. I used to live here with my mother and father and John. John and I only left and moved to the Loons when our parents were taken to the Care.

I stopped and looked at the small front window. There was a crack from when John was a baby and threw his cup of milk against it. Glass was hard to come by in Wormwood, so we had never fixed it. I moved closer and looked through the window. Now I could see the table where I used to eat with my family. It was scuffed and covered in cobwebs. In a far corner was a chair I used to sit in. In another corner was a stack of family belongings that we never took with us because we had no room for them. Against another wall was the cot I used to sleep in.

I tried the door. It was locked. I took out my pieces of slender metal, and the lock was quickly sorted out. I opened the door and Harry Two and I went inside. I was immediately cold, colder than I had been outside.

It was said that the spirits one leaves behind are always cold, because they are alone, with nothing to warm them. We had left much behind here. Here, we were a family. Here, we had something together that we would never have apart. That we would never have again, in fact.

I shivered and pulled my cloak closer around me as I walked the space. I squatted down and picked up some things in the pile while Harry Two sniffed around his new home. In the stack were odd bits of clothes that would no longer fit me. I passed over the clothes and turned to some drawings that I had done as a young. Among them was a drawing I did of my brother.

Then I saw the self-portrait I had sketched. I did not look happy. That was because I’d drawn it on my last night here.

I unpacked, found some wood out back and managed to build a decent fire using one of my two remaining matches. I opened my tin and had my meal at the small table. I shared my food with Harry Two, who gobbled his portion down hungrily. Now that all meals were my responsibility, I would have to work harder on collecting, bartering, selling and hoarding, especially with Harry Two and John—

I stopped my thought. It was just my canine and me now.

I ran some water into a bowl for Harry Two from the set of pipes out back. At first the water came out dark, but it quickly cleared. That was good because this was the water I would drink as well. After Harry Two gulped down nearly the entire bowl, I let him out to relieve himself in the dirt behind my new lodgings.

I pulled a chair up close to the fire and stared into its flames as Harry Two settled next to me, his snout on his front paws. This place had belonged to Virgil Jane, and then it had passed to my father. I felt I had more of a right to it than any other Wug.

A knock on the door disrupted my thoughts. I turned to it with trepidation. Was I about to find out that our old home had been confiscated by Council? Or that because I was too young to live on my own, I would have to leave?

I opened the door to see Roman Picus standing there.

‘Yes?’ I said as casually as I could.

‘What’s got into ya, female?’ he said.

‘What’s got into me about what?’ I asked innocently. ‘Loons to here is what, o’course.’

‘Loon wouldn’t take my canine, so I had no other choice.’

Roman looked down at Harry Two, who stood next to me. His hackles were up and his tiny fangs were bared. I could see he was an excellent judge of character, because his negative opinion of Roman was completely in line with mine.

‘Givin’ up good digs over that beast? What rubbish.’

‘Well, at least it’s my rubbish.’

‘You’re too young to live on your own.’

‘Do you really think Cacus Loon looks after me? And John doesn’t live with me any more. I can take care of myself. If Council doesn’t think so, they can take it up directly with me.’

Roman appraised me with a cunning look. ‘Speaking of, ya heard ’bout your brother?’

‘He’s living with Morrigone now.’

‘Old news. Talkin’ ’bout his promotion o’course,’ he added triumphantly.

‘Promotion?’

‘Oh, ya mean you didn’t know?’ he said with glee.

I wanted to know what Roman was talking about of course, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of begging for it, so I said nothing.

‘So, his promotion,’ Roman began, taking an infuriatingly long time to spit it out. ‘His promotion to be special assistant to Council o’course.’

‘He can’t hold a position with Council until he’s much older.’

Roman replied in a condescending tone. ‘Well, now, Vega, that’s why they term it special. Parchment done and everything. Oh, it’s official all right. Thansius pushed it through with Morrigone’s blessing. Council had no choice, did they? Not with them two Wugs behind it. Even Krone went along, and he don’t agree with nothin’.’

‘And what does a ‘special assistant’ to Council do?’ I asked.

‘Well, you musta seen John going over plans for the Wall with the both-a them.’

‘I haven’t really been involved in the Wall other than making straps.’

Roman drew a bit closer but retreated slightly when Harry Two started to growl. ‘Well, now they’ve enlisted him to oversee the whole thing, haven’t they?’

I looked askance at him. ‘I thought Thansius was doing that.’

‘I hear John’s thinking ’bout the Wall and such. A great mind, so’s I’ve been told. Good thing one of the Janes ended up with something up here.’ He tapped his forehead.

‘You’re saying Virgil Jane didn’t have a strong mind?’

‘Just down to you and John now. You make an honest living at Stacks, but no more’n that. Reached your limits, haven’t you? Now, John, well, he’s got possibilities, ain’t he? After this special assistant job, with a bitta spiffin’ up, I could see him one light sitting on Council, I could.’

‘Why would he want to do that?’

Now Roman looked stunned. ‘Sitting on Council? Why would he want to do that? Are ya out of your mind? And you and your brother, the last of the Janes. Sad business. Sad business indeed.’

‘My mother and father are still alive!’ I said through clenched teeth.

‘Show me the difference ’twixt them and the dead,’ he said. ‘Corpses under sheets I call ’em.’

I could tell that Roman wanted me to take a swing at him, so I decided not to take the bait. But I went a different route to the same destination.

‘You know, it might be a good idea for John to sit on Council,’ I said abruptly.

‘Glad you seen the good sense in that. Mebbe you have a bitta brain after all, though I doubt it.’ He laughed heartily.

I continued, ignoring this. ‘He told me he thinks Council should run all lodgings because there are some Wugs who take advantage and charge too much. I’m sure he’ll share that idea with Morrigone – and with Thansius.’

Roman stopped laughing and his jaw fell.

John had never said any of this. This had been my idea, but since I was ‘merely’ a female, it would never be taken seriously.

‘You have a good night, Roman,’ I said, closing the door in his face. I smiled for the first time in a long while. But that wouldn’t last. I could taste it in my spit, as they said in Wormwood.

I put another small log on the fire and then gazed around my new, old home. My eyes went again to the stack of odds and ends in the corner. Harry Two sat next to me on his haunches and watched patiently as I methodically dug through what amounted to a history of my family. There were coloured images of my grandparents: Virgil and his mate, Calliope. They were a handsome couple, I thought. My grandfather’s features were vividly distinctive. There was a lot going on behind those eyes. Calliope was kind and bright and seemed to take great pleasure in seeing her family happy. I was quite her pet. Yet her time was to be cut short. My grandmother had succumbed to illness a session before Virgil suffered his Event.

I finally put all of these things away and stared into the dying embers of my meagre fire. I envisioned John, now firmly part of Council and, with it, the hierarchy of Wormwood, reading contentedly in front of a blazing fire in Morrigone’s beautiful library after having had a sumptuous meal.

‘Don’t feel sorry for yourself, Vega,’ I said out loud, causing Harry Two’s ears to prick up. ‘Fancy meals and fancier titles do not really matter. And be happy for John.’

Yet as I sat there, I began to consider something that I had never seriously contemplated till now: namely using Herms’s map and leaving Wormwood behind for good. I’d always felt too responsible for John to consider it before.

Well, John no longer needed me, which meant there was nothing keeping me here any more . . .

Later, unable to sleep, I rose and put on my cloak. Harry Two rose obediently and stood beside me.

I did have something left in Wormwood – something of great importance to me.
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I stared up at the hulking doors to the Care. It was long after visiting time, but I wanted to be with the family I had left.

Non was probably off patrolling as part of the Carbineers for I didn’t see him. I drew my tools from my cloak pocket, inserted them in the lock of the huge door, and I was soon on my way down the corridor.

I pushed open the door. For some reason, the mysterious source of light at the Care was dimmer in my parents’ room at night. Maybe it was that way in all the rooms. However, I could still make them out as they lay in their beds. I stood between their cots because I wanted to address them at the same time. I was soon pouring out my heart to them, complaining of wretched injustice, poor Quentin, fiendish jabbits, walls of blood, lost brothers, insufferable Council members like Jurik Krone, vile Outliers, and Wormwood simply going mad on me. I told them I wanted them back. No, I needed them to come back to me. Then I ran completely out of words and just stood there, tears running down my cheeks as I stared at the two Wugs who had brought me into Wormwood.

A sliver later I was rubbing my eyes because I could not believe what I was seeing. My father’s cot was vibrating. No, my father was vibrating. In fact, he was shaking so hard that I was afraid he would simply fly apart. When I looked at my mother, the exact same thing was occurring to her. I rushed forward to seize them, to try to stop whatever was happening to them.

I had to leap back to avoid being killed.

Towers of fire had sprouted from both cots at the same time. They rose together to the ceiling and then started to swirl in a circular motion, like a fierce, fiery funnel of wind trying to escape the narrow confines of whatever was trapping it.

I screamed, as the flames leaped higher. I looked around the room for something to put out the fire. There was a pitcher of water on a stand against the wall. I grabbed it and hurled the liquid against the inferno. It splashed back in my face, repelled by the flames.

I screamed, ‘Mum! Dad!’

I desperately looked around for something, anything, to use to defeat the flames. There was a stack of sheets on another table. I grabbed them, then charged at the fire, trying to beat the flames out.

I got no closer than a foot and a half when I was again thrown back against the wall. I slid down, dazed and sick to my stomach. As I staggered back up, it happened.

And all I could do was watch.

From out of the flames rose my parents, up to the ceiling. They were not burned. They were not hurt in any way that I could see. And their eyes were open. They seemed to be awake even as the flames devoured them.

I screamed at them again, trying to get them to notice me, but it was as though I didn’t even exist to them. And then came a blast of wind and a shriek that was so loud I covered my ringing ears. In a blink of my eyes, they were gone. So were the flames.

I sat there slumped against the wall and stared at two empty cots that were not damaged in any way.

And yet my parents were gone.

I looked to the ceiling, expecting to see a hole there where my parents had escaped. But it was still simply a ceiling and completely intact.

The room did not even smell of smoke. With a massive effort, I struggled to my feet and, keeping a hand on the wall, I staggered over to the door, pulled it open and raced down the hall.

I thought I might see my parents soaring through the air and, with the aid of Destin, I could fly with them to wherever they were going.

Hurtling outside I looked to the sky, desperately hoping to catch a glimpse of them. Then someone slammed me to the ground.

I had no idea how long I had been in my parents’ room, but first light was weakly managing to break through the clouds and the rain. Its dim illumination reflected off the raindrops, making them seem dirty, misshapen.

Then I saw that hulking idiot Non standing over me. He was the one who had knocked me down and ruined any chance of following my parents. Waves of rage swept over me, even as Non looked down at me, a malicious grin spreading over his face.

He glittered in the rain, for he was wearing a metal breastplate. Over his shoulder was a long morta. In his belt was a short morta and a dagger. He must have been on patrol.

‘Caught you, didn’t I? Breaking into the Care. Valhall for you, Vega. That’ll teach you not to break rules.’

I tried to get up but he pushed me back down.

‘You’ll stand when I say you can and not before.’ He touched the barrel of his morta. ‘Official Council business, I’m on. Lucky for me I came round here to see that things were all right. What, were you stealing from the sick Wugs in there?’

‘You idiot!’ I screamed. ‘Get out of my way.’

I jumped to my feet and once more he tried to stop me.

That was an enormous mistake on his part.

When I hit him with my fist, I felt the breastplate bend and then crack under my blow. The next instant, Non toppled to the dirt. I looked down at my hand astonished because I had never been able to hit anything that hard before. My hand was swollen and bleeding.

I focused on Non lying on the ground. He was injured, perhaps even dead. I turned and ran. And then I took a few steps and, without intending to, my feet lifted off the ground and I was flying.

I soared instinctively, searching the skies for my parents, but they were not there. They were gone. I sobbed even as I flew.

Slivers later I landed on the outskirts of Wormwood. How could two Wugs be engulfed in fire and not die? How could the fire transport them from where they were to somewhere else?

Though first light was breaking, the clouds and rain made it still seem dark and the gloom was thick upon Wormwood as I headed back to my digs. Then a noise made me turn and look back, prepared to run or even take flight again. But it was only Harry Two.

He jumped around my legs, his tongue hanging out. He must have got out of my digs somehow and come looking for me. I knelt down and hugged him. He licked my face once and then sat on his haunches, gazing up at me. I ruffled his head, and we walked home together.

Back at the house I fed Harry Two with the last bit of food I had. As he ate by the fireplace, where the flames had long since expired, I sat on the floor, my knees to my chest, and gazed around the room. This was all I had now. John was gone. And now our parents were gone too. And with a sickening feeling, I realized that I would have to tell John about our parents.

And what would happen when Non told what I had done? Would I end up in Valhall?

‘Vega Jane!’ the voice called out from the other side of my door.

I turned at the sound of my name. I also recognized the voice and my spirits sank. It was Jurik Krone.
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When I opened the door, Krone was standing there, armed with a long-barrelled morta and a sword.

‘Yes?’

‘You were at the Care earlier?’ he barked, the anger clear on his features.

‘Was I?’ I said dully.

He drew closer. I felt Destin tighten and turn hotter around my middle.

‘You were,’ he said firmly.

‘So, what if I was?’

‘Non has accused you of attacking him.’

‘Why would I attack Non? He’s three times my size.’

Krone looked me up and down. ‘But that is not all.’

I knew what was coming. I waited for him to say it.

‘Your parents are gone from the Care.’ He leaned in closer so his face was nearer to mine. ‘What did you see, Vega? You need to tell me. What did you see there?’

‘Go to Hel!’

‘Do you want to go to Valhall for this?’ he asked with maddening calm. ‘Or worse?’

He put a hand on his sword. I felt Destin turn ice-cold against my skin.

‘Krone,’ a voice said.

We both turned at the same time.

It was Morrigone.

I looked around for the carriage but did not see it. It was as though she had materialized in our midst on the Low Road.

Krone looked perplexed by her appearance.

‘Madame Morrigone,’ he said stiffly. ‘I was just about to arrest this female for criminal acts against other Wugmorts.’

Morrigone drew closer, her gaze fully on Krone.

‘What criminal acts?’

‘She has attacked Non outside the Care. He has given evidence of this. And Hector and Helen Jane disappeared from the Care at the same time Vega was there. These are serious matters that must be brought before Council.’

‘Have you spoken to Thansius about this?’ she asked.

‘I have only just been made aware—’

She interrupted him. ‘What does Non claim Vega has done?’

‘He caught her leaving the Care well after visiting hours. He was about to arrest her for that when she attacked him for no reason.’

‘Attacked him? How?’

‘Non says that she struck him a terrific blow and knocked him out.’

‘A Wug as large as Non was knocked out by a fourteen-session-old female,’ she said sceptically. ‘I find that very, very difficult to believe, Krone. And you simply accept Non’s word for this?’

‘You say that Non is lying?’

‘You’re saying that Vega is a criminal based only on Non’s statement,’ she retorted.

‘Did you know she has taken up residence here, in her old home? A Wug under the age of fifteen cannot live by herself, but she does not care for rules, do you, Vega?’ He glanced menacingly at me.

I didn’t answer Krone because I was unsure how to. I looked at Morrigone, whose gaze still held steady on Krone.

‘I am aware of it, Krone, as is Thansius,’ said Morrigone in a low, even voice that still managed to carry more menace than Krone’s louder words. She stared at him for a few moments longer. ‘Unless there is anything else, Krone, I think you may safely leave us.’

Krone bowed curtly. ‘As you wish, Madame Morrigone. But I trust this will be followed up appropriately.’ Then he turned and marched swiftly away.

Morrigone waited until he was out of sight before turning to me.

I started to say something, but she held up her hand. ‘No, Vega, I do not need to hear anything. I will speak to Non. He will not refer charges.’ Her gaze dipped to my hand.

I looked down and saw that it was swollen and cut from where I had struck Non. I hastily slipped it into my pocket.

‘I am sure you had good reason,’ said Morrigone quietly.

Neither of us spoke for a bit.

She finally said, ‘I know there has been much change in your life, and that this change has been difficult.’

‘Do you know what could have happened to my parents?’ I blurted out.

‘I could not possibly know, Vega, since I, unlike you, was not there.’

This statement split us like a wall of blood.

‘What exactly did you see, Vega?’

‘I saw nothing,’ I lied. ‘I went to visit my parents.’

‘At night?’ she said sharply.

‘Yes. I wanted to see them. I . . . I was . . . sad.’

‘And?’ she said expectantly.

‘And when I got there the room was empty. I ran outside and that’s where Non grabbed me and pushed me down. I struck him to defend myself.’

She considered all this and then said, ‘I ask you not to tell your brother about your parents, Vega.’

‘What?’ I said, gaping at her. ‘He has to know.’

‘His knowing of their disappearance cannot help in any way. And it will distract him from his duties on the Wall.’

‘His duties on the Wall?’ I cried out. ‘So we keep him ignorant of his mother and father being gone?’

‘I can assure you that he is indispensable, so, again, I would ask that you keep this information to yourself.’

She and I stared at each other over the threshold of my doorway.

Finally, I nodded my head. ‘I won’t tell him.’

Her next words truly astonished me.

‘I admire you, Vega. I really do. I can even say that I envy you.’

‘What?’ I said. ‘Envy me? But you have so much. And I have nothing.’

She said wistfully, ‘You have nerve and courage, and you accept and take risks like no other Wug I know.’

I stared at her blankly. She was both looking at me and not looking at me. As though her words were directed at a distant place that only she could see.

Then her gaze settled squarely on me. ‘You are sure your parents were already gone when you arrived at the Care?’

I nodded my head, not confident of my tongue to deliver another lie in a convincing way. It had occurred to me that my parents might have suffered Events. But I was not prepared to voice that to Morrigone.

She nodded, sighed and looked away. ‘I see.’

And I could tell that she did see, quite a lot, actually.

She said, ‘I hope, after all this darkness, that good fortune shines on you, Vega – indeed I do.’

Then she turned and slowly walked away.

I watched her until she dsappeared from view. Then I looked to the sky. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe to find answers I could never hope to discover down here.
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I continued on to Stacks, walking, not flying. I didn’t care if I was one or even ten slivers late. I didn’t care about anything any more. My parents had disappeared, vanished into fire and smoke. Maybe they were dead. Maybe they had journeyed somehow to another place, though I had no idea where that could be. The questions flooded my brain: Who was I? And who were they? And what really was this place I called home? I suddenly felt that nothing I’d ever been told was true.

At my table I took up the first strap that I would work on this light. It was many feet in length, very rough, and its edges would slice through bark, leather and certainly skin. My job was to smooth out the roughness. Then I would work in holes towards the ends of the metal. That would allow tethers to be used to hold both ends together for stability after the straps were wrapped around a stack of planed timbers. It was difficult, tedious work, and I found that even with my thick gloves on, my hands – one of which was already injured from striking Non – became cut and scarred as the straps’ edges on more than one occasion tore through the gloves’ leather and sliced into my skin.

During my meal break, I went outside and fetched a bowl of water for Harry Two and then gave him a bit more food I had managed to scavenge. I sat on the ground next to him and stared up at Stacks. It was a colossal building and I had only seen a small part of it in my two sessions here. Yet I wagered I had probably also seen more of it than any other Wug who had ever laboured here. I counted off the turrets and towers and floors, and it suddenly struck me that it was far taller than simply two storeys. This was puzzling because when I had headed up the stairs that night, they ended at the second floor. There were no other stairs. But that wasn’t exactly right. There were no other stairs that I could see.

As I passed back through the double doors, Domitar barred my way.

‘What were you doing, Vega?’

‘Just feeding Harry Two.’

‘You were nearly late this light,’ he noted harshly.

‘I had a good reason,’ I said.

‘I can hardly wonder what would be a good enough reason to be late to your job, particularly in times such as this.’

I hesitated. Ordinarily, I would not convey personal information to Domitar. ‘My parents seemed to have taken a turn for the worse at the Care,’ I replied.

He bowed his head, something that surprised me. But his next words stunned me. ‘I pray at Steeples for their recovery. They were good Wugs. And may the Fates be kind to them.’ We locked gazes for an instant before he turned and left.

The rest of my slivers at Stacks that light went by in a sort of blur. I must have worked hard, because when the end-of-work bell rang, all the straps I had been given to finish lay coiled on the trolley with their edges sanded, their surfaces smooth as a baby whist’s skin, and the requisite holes cut precisely as instructed in the parchment. I went to the locker room, changed into my other clothes and headed out.

Dis Fidus closed the doors behind me and I heard the lock turn. And that’s when I made up my mind. I was going back into Stacks. I remembered the vision of the fierce battle and the torrent of blood that had washed me away. I recalled the screaming Wug on the doorknob. I, of course, remembered the jabbits.

But what I most vividly recalled, as I plunged into the red abyss, were the images of my parents. I needed to find out what had happened to them. Wormwood was not what it seemed to be. It held secrets – secrets I was now determined to discover.

A sliver later, Dis Fidus came out from a side door and walked down a path away from me. A bit later, I saw Domitar emerge from the same door. I crouched down low in the tall grass. Harry Two copied me. Once Domitar was out of sight, I said to Harry Two, ‘OK, I’ll be back. You stay here.’

I got up and started to walk away. Harry Two followed me. I put out a hand. ‘You stay here, I’ll be back.’ I started to walk again. Once more he followed. ‘Harry Two,’ I said. ‘You stay.’

He simply smiled and wagged his tail and followed. Finally, I gave it up as a bad job. It looked like we would do this together.

I accessed Stacks through the same door as before. Harry Two followed me in. I wasted no time and made right for the stairs. I found the door the jabbits had knocked down. It was fully repaired. I opened it and went inside.

I could now see that what had toppled down on me and revealed the little door the first time was a suit of armour. It was all righted and shiny now. I managed to move it aside, again exposing the little door. Harry Two started growling when he saw the screaming Wug on the doorknob, but I told him to be quiet and he obeyed instantly. I closed the door behind us. At the same time, I braced myself for a wall of blood hurtling at me. I had already planned to use Destin to get to my parents’ images in that abyss. And I did not intend on drowning Harry Two and myself in the process.

But there was no blood.

As I stood there, the cavernous walls disappeared and an enormous pit was revealed directly in front of me.

Stacks had clearly been something else many sessions ago. There was something in this place, some force that was absolutely foreign to me.

I squared my shoulders and stepped forward until I came to the edge of the pit. I stared down, unable to process what I was seeing. So stunning was it that I felt myself teeter on the edge. That’s when I felt Harry Two bite down on my cloak and pull me away from the abyss before I might topple in.

I composed myself and once more drew close to the pit and stared down again. What I was looking at filled me with both anger and hopelessness. For what was down there were all the things that Wugs who had long laboured at Stacks had made. The ones on the very top I recognized as objects I had very recently finished: a silver candlestick and a pair of bronze cups.

How could all these things have ended up here? I had always assumed they were being made for the Wugs who had ordered them. I could never afford any of these things, but other Wugs I believed could. They were custom-made. They— Here, my ridiculous thoughts broke off as the truth hit me. They were made so they could be thrown into this pit. They had never left Stacks. All my work was in that hole.

Without thinking, I slammed my already-injured hand against the hard ground, then yelped in agony. I grabbed it with my other hand and squeezed, trying to stop the pain. But it only grew worse.

I bent down and, using my injured hand, I picked up a white stone lying on the floor next to the pit. I wanted to see if I could form a grip. I could, barely.

I glanced at Harry Two, who stared up at me with a helpless look, as though he could feel every painful thought of mine. He licked my bad hand and I absently patted his head.

‘Let’s go, Harry Two,’ I said in a determined voice.

We marched around the pit and through a tunnel on the other side. It eventually opened into a vast cave.

I looked all around. Nothing but blank, rock-studded walls stared back.

My frustration boiling up inside, I screamed, ‘I need answers. And I need them now!’

Immediately, a movement came from my left. I wheeled in that direction and called out, ‘Who’s there?’ I blinked as a small orb of light glimmered from the part of the cave furthest from me. The orb grew and then transformed to a shadow. And then this shadow evolved into a small being holding a lantern. As it came forward and stopped in front of me, I looked down at it and it looked up at me.

‘Who are you?’ I asked in a quavering voice.

‘Eon,’ came the response.
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The creature named Eon wore a blue cloak and carried a brass-tipped wooden staff in its other hand. As the lantern light illuminated him more clearly, I saw a small, wrinkled face. His eyes were protuberant, his ears tiny, and instead of being round, they were peaked at the top, like Harry Two’s. His hands were thick and plump, and the fingers short and curved. I could see small toes poking from under his cloak.

‘What are you doing here, Eon?’

‘This is where I am,’ replied Eon.

I shook my head in bewilderment. ‘And where is this?’

‘Where I am,’ he answered. It did not seem that reason applied to this bloke.

‘My name is Vega Jane.’

I held out my hand for him to shake, but I winced with pain.

Eon looked at my battered and bloodied hand.

He pointed to the white stone I held in my other hand. ‘Wave that over your injured hand and think good thoughts.’

‘What?’ I couldn’t imagine what good that would do.

‘Wave the stone over your injured hand and think good thoughts,’ he repeated.

‘Why?’

‘It’s the Adder Stone. You can tell by the hole through it.’

I looked at the rock and sure enough, there was a small hole that ran completely through it. For the first time I also noticed how truly brilliantly white it was.

‘What does it do?’ I asked warily.

‘Just wave it over your hand and think good thoughts.’

I sighed and then did as Eon had asked me to do. My hand instantly healed. No more pain and not a trace of blood. I stared down in utter amazement. ‘How did that happen?’ I exclaimed.

‘The Adder Stone has the soul of a powerful sorceress embedded in it.’

I stared at him blankly. ‘A sorceress?’

‘A magical being.’ Eon fixed his great, bulging eyes on me. ‘With the power to heal, as you can see for yourself.’

I felt a chill soar up my spine at holding something in my hand that could heal wounds with a wave and a wish. ‘And yet you just leave it lying around?’ I asked.

‘Sometimes it is simply where you need it to be.’

‘It can do anything?’ I asked eagerly. ‘Grant any wish?’

He shook his head. ‘It heals. But it has its limits.’

‘Like what?’ I asked curiously.

‘You must never wish ill of anyone with the Adder. Terrible consequences will befall you in such an attempt.’ He stopped, looked me over and said, ‘Are you injured a lot?’

‘A bit more than I’d like, actually. So, what do you do here?’

‘My race is the guardian of time.’

‘Time doesn’t need guarding.’

‘Follow me, Vega Jane.’

Before I could say anything, he turned and walked slowly into the cave. I glanced at Harry Two, who looked at me with a curious expression.

We walked for a long way until we reached the back of the cave. Eon stopped and turned to me, pointing at the wall. I looked where he was indicating, expecting to see only rock. Instead I saw a pair of enormous iron gates that glowed a flaming red.

‘Is it on fire?’ I asked, keeping my distance from it.

‘No. It is actually cool to the touch. You may see for yourself.’

I touched it gingerly. It was cool.

Eon held up two keys that he had taken from his cloak pocket and handed them to me. ‘One will take you to the past; the other, your future.’

‘They’re gold!’ I said in wonder.

Eon nodded. ‘Any key used to open something enchanted is made of gold.’

I smiled at this strange remark. ‘Is that a rule?’

‘It is more than a mere rule, for rules can be changed. It is truth.’

‘I think I understand that,’ I said slowly.

Eon said, ‘So many fascinating events that might have taken place did not because one lacked the courage to open a certain portal.’

‘Well, sometimes it might be smarter not to open it,’ I said stoutly. Then I added, ‘How do you tell the keys apart? Which is past and which is future?’

‘You must take your chances. And you may pick only one.’

‘And if I pick the past over the future?’

‘Then you will see the past. Your past.’

‘And if I pick the future?’

‘You will see what lies ahead of course.’

‘I’m not sure I want to see what will be coming up for me.’

Eon said firmly, ‘But you must choose.’

I stared down at the two keys. They were identical. But depending on which one I selected, the outcome would be very different indeed.

‘Is there really no way to tell them apart?’

He cocked his small head. ‘Do you have a preference?’

I had made up my mind. ‘The past,’ I said. ‘Even though I have lived it, I have recently found that it remains as murky as though I had not. I need to understand it fully if I am to have a future. At least I believe that to be true.’

Eon considered this. ‘Then, Vega Jane, I would tell you the vast majority of choosers end up going into the future, because they return here and tell me of their experiences.’

‘But if there’s truly no way to tell, I guess my odds are split right down the middle.’

‘All I can advise is for you to look at the keys and see if you can feel which is the right one for you, taking into account all that I have said to you,’ replied Eon.

I took a few steps back and held both keys side by side in the palm of my hand. They were identical, down to the teeth. But then something occurred to me. Something that Eon had said.

There was a marginal difference between the keys. One had more black scratches than the other. I glanced at the heavy iron gates. The lock was irregularly shaped. It would be difficult to insert a key without scratching it against the blackened iron plate. Eon had said that most ended up in the future. So that key would have been used far more. And thus have far more scratches. I had my answer.

Grinning, I handed the badly scratched key to Eon.

He pocketed it and said, ‘You have a good mind, Vega Jane.’ He looked at the gates and then at me. ‘And now it is time you were off.’

Drawing a deep breath, I marched over to the gate and prepared to insert the key. I looked back at Eon. ‘How exactly will it happen?’

‘You will not be seen nor heard, and you cannot be harmed. Neither can you intervene in any way in the events you will witness, no matter what happens. That is the law of time.’

‘How do I get back?’

‘Through this gate. But do not dawdle, Vega Jane. And do not think yourself mad, though madness you may think you see.’

With this disturbing thought in mind, I took a deep, replenishing breath and inserted the key. I gave Harry Two a hopeful smile and opened the gate.
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The gates swung open and Harry Two and I simply walked through. Everything was fuzzy, as if the clouds had deflated and fallen to the ground for a lie-down. If I was to see my past, it seemed it would be through this filter of fog.

The cry startled me. There was something about it that seemed distantly familiar. I hurried along, until I reached a clearing in the mist and stopped. My mouth sagged.

I was back in my old home. And the scene I was looking at was remarkable. I knelt down next to my father as he hovered over the small bed. On the bed was my mother. She looked pale and spent, and her hair was slicked back against her head. A female dressed in a white cloak and a domed cap stood next to my father. I recognized her as a Nurse who helped bring new Wugs to life.

My mother was cradling a tiny bundle in her arms. I could just glimpse the small head and black hair of my brother, John. The cry had come from him. John and I shared a birthlight, so from this I knew I was exactly three sessions old. When I lifted my gaze from this sight, I was startled to see my younger self peering into the room from the doorway.

I was smiling as I stared at my new little brother. There was an innocence and hope in that look that brought tears to my eyes.

My father rose, beaming first at John and then at the younger me. He slapped his palms together and, as if on command, I ran and leaped into his arms.

I gasped. I had forgotten that I used to do that. My father hugged me and then held me low enough to see John close up. I touched his little hand. He made a belching sound and I jumped back, squealing with laughter.

With a sudden pang, I realized how long it had been since I had laughed like that. I looked last at my mother. Helen Jane was beautiful despite her ordeal of giving birth to what would become the smartest Wug in all of Wormwood. I knew from Eon that she couldn’t see me, but I drew closer and knelt down next to the bed. I reached out and tried to touch her, but my hand merely passed through her image. They were not actually there with me of course, or I with them. But they were real enough.

It had been so long since we were a family that I had almost forgotten the joy that came with having one. All the small and large moments, many that I had taken for granted at the time, no doubt bolstered by the certainty that there would be many more.

It made me tremble to think what I had lost.

And then the mists clouded over once more and a new image replaced the old.

They were running hard, the female a bit ahead of the male. I chased after them. The trees towered above. As I caught up, I saw them more clearly. The female was perhaps five sessions. The male then must be one session older, or six. I knew this because the male and female were Delph and me.

He was already tall for his age, as I was. His hair was not very long yet. We jumped a narrow creek and landed on the opposite side, laughing and pushing each other. Delph’s face was animated, his eyes bursting with possibilities. For the life of me, I had not remembered this part of my past until just now.

Then I realized that Delph would see my grandfather’s Event this session, and he would never be the same. And neither would I. I wanted to call out to them, to warn of what was coming, but there was no point because they couldn’t hear me.

This image faded and I found myself in the Hallowed Ground, where Wugs who had slipped away were laid in the soil. I was staring down at the hole in the dirt as my grandmother Calliope’s box was lowered into it. Other Wugs stood around solemnly watching this take place. This timing of events was wrong, because she in fact had died from the sick soon after John was born but before me and Delph had been running through the trees.

And then it occurred to me. Calliope going into the ground meant that my grandfather Virgil was here. I found him in the crowd of Wugs on what I now remembered was a miserably cold light full of drizzle with not even a glimpse of warming sun.

My father stood next to him, his arm on Virgil’s shoulder. My mother, holding my brother, stood next to them. And holding my grandfather’s other hand was my younger self.

I stood next to Virgil and looked up. It was painful to see his sorrow, etched so heavily across his features. Once more, I felt an enormous sense of loss. I could have spent so much more time with him. I should have spent so much more time with him. But I had been robbed of that opportunity.

At the end of one’s lifetime, it seemed that family was really the only important thing there was. And yet how many of us truly appreciated that significance before our last breath left us?

I put my hand to my eyes and wept quietly. My body shuddered and I could feel Harry Two right next to me, as though he were trying to buck me up.

Once I stopped crying, my gaze settled on the ring on my grandfather’s hand. The same ring that had been found in Quentin Herms’s cottage. I looked at the back of my grandfather’s hand and saw the same design etched there: the three hooks connected. It was becoming clearer all the time that there was much I didn’t know about my family. And it was crystal clear that those were mysteries I had to solve if I was ever going to find the truth. About my family. About Wormwood. Even about myself.

I had my ink stick in my pocket and I used it to draw the three connected hooks on the back of my hand.

The crowd of Wugs was large. I wasn’t surprised by the size. Calliope was much loved in Wormwood. Near the front of the crowd I saw a younger Ezekiel, and next to him was Thansius, so large and solid. He hadn’t really changed at all. But I was startled to see Morrigone in the back of the crowd. She was many sessions younger at that point, but she also looked nearly the same as she did now.

I was just about to go over to her when the mists crowded me out once more.

That’s when I heard the scream. As the mists cleared, I saw Delph. He looked the same age as in my last memory, which meant it was still around the time of my grandfather’s Event.

He was running down a hard-packed gravel road that looked instantly familiar to me. I looked up ahead and saw the gates with the large M on them. Delph was running from Morrigone’s home. As I watched, he looked back in terror and then passed by me. That’s when I realized what was happening. That’s when I saw her. Or rather me.

My younger self was standing in the lane staring after Delph. I recognized the little dolly I carried. It had been a present from my mother on my fourth birthlight. To my shock, my younger self started to walk up the gravel path towards the big gates. They opened at my approach. Harry Two was jumping and growling around my legs as I followed my younger self on to the grounds of Morrigone’s home. We arrived at the large wooden door. It was partially open. I heard sounds from inside but I couldn’t make out what they were. I drew closer, as did my younger self.

Suddenly, the door flew open all the way and there stood Morrigone, her brilliantly red hair awry and her robes askew. Yet what I was really drawn to was her eyes. They were the eyes of a female who had been struck clean of all reason.

Morrigone caught sight of my younger self standing there clutching the dolly. She took a step forward and waved her hand. There was a blinding blue light. I heard another scream. And then there was a thud. I closed my eyes. When I reopened them, the mists had enveloped me.

I sat down on my bum and gripped my head while Harry Two danced and yipped around me. The blue light seemed burned into my eyes. I couldn’t shake it. And then the scream. What had Morrigone done to me?

I rose on quivering legs, wondering where Harry Two and I would end up next.

That thought died just about the time the blow struck, knocking me off my feet.
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I fell hard to the ground and rolled over twice from the force of whatever had hit me. I started to rise, but something was holding me down. When I glanced up, I could see it was Harry Two with his paws on my shoulders.

I finally managed to push him off and sit up. The field was far bigger than the Duelum pitch back in Wormwood, but I could see nothing that would have knocked me down. There were blurs of light racing here and there and emitting sparks and rays of colours. At first it seemed truly beautiful and somehow melodious, though it made no sound. But when a silver ray of light hit one of the blurs that I saw racing across the sky, there was a tremendous explosion. An instant later, a body dropped from the heavens and ploughed into the dirt less than two feet from where I sat.

I screamed and scrambled to my feet. Harry Two barked and jumped next to me. I stared down at the body. It was blackened, and bits of it were blown off, but I could see the great bearded face and the metal cap and breastplate the male wore. There was liquid all over it, like blood, except instead of red, it was a sparkling green the likes of which I had never seen before. I screamed again and this seemed to rouse him. For a moment, he stared up at me with the one eye he still had. Then he gave a great heaving shudder, the eye froze and he just died, right in front of me.

I backed away in horror until I heard Harry Two howl. I turned in time to see a steed racing at me. Its size would have put any of Thansius’s sleps to shame. And on the steed was a tall, lean figure outfitted all in chain mail. The figure also wore a full metal helmet with face shield. Only when it raised the visor did I see with astonishment that it was a female.

In her gloved hand was a long, golden spear. She took aim as she rode and hurled it right at me. Only it didn’t hit me. It sailed six feet over my head and I whirled in time to see it strike a male full in the chest as he was charging me astride another enormous steed. There was a sky burst like I had seen come down from the heavens on stormy nights, and the bloke simply disappeared in a hail of black dust and red fire.

The spear emerged from the ball of fire, turned in the air and flew back into the female’s throwing hand. Only now she was right on top of me. I covered my head and waited to be trampled. When I looked up, all I saw was the underbelly of the steed as it rose up in the air, lifted by wings that had seemingly sprouted from its withers. It soared into the sky and I watched in fascination as the rider engaged in battle with another figure perched on a winged creature that looked like an adar, only three times as large.

Everywhere I looked, something was attacking something else. From the air and the ground, powerful streams of light whizzed by at unfathomable velocities. If the streams managed to hit their targets, they simply exploded. If they missed and hit the ground, the concussive force lifted me off my feet. Suffice it to say, I was off my feet just about all the time.

Then it occurred to me that this was identical to the scene I had observed on the wall in the cavern at Stacks before the river of blood had come to nearly hurl me to my death. A fully fledged battle was raging and now I was right in the middle of it.

As I watched, there came a slight lull in the fighting. I took the opportunity to run full out, with Harry Two slightly ahead of me. I knew if I stayed here, I would die. As a silver beam ricocheted off a boulder, it struck the ground a glancing blow barely five yards from me. I was thrown into the air and came down hard on something. When I rolled away, I saw that that something was a body. It was the female rider in the chain mail, the one who had destroyed the male bearing down on me.

She had evidently been blasted out of the sky. Yet even as I started to get up, her hand reached out and gripped my arm. A strange, near-terrifying sensation went through my entire body at her touch. My mind clouded over. I felt cold, then warm, and then cold again. An instant later, my reason cleared, but I couldn’t seem to move.

‘Wait,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Please wait.’

Again, I was struck by the utter absurdity of all of this. How could she possibly see me?

As I looked down at her, she touched the side of her helmet. It took me a moment to comprehend what she wanted. I carefully lifted it off and her long auburn hair swirled around her metal shoulders. I could now fully see her face, and her features were beautiful. As I stared down at her, I was certain I had seen her before, somewhere. Then my gaze went lower and I saw the hole in her chain mail dead centre of her chest. Red blood just like mine flowed from this wound. She was dying.

I had a sudden thought. I whipped out the Adder Stone and waved it in front of the wound and wished her to be healed. But nothing happened. I supposed that although – contrary to what Eon had said – I had been seen, touched and almost killed – the law against intervening stood true. There was nothing I could do to help her.

I slowly put the Stone away and gazed down at her. She was tall, even taller than I was. I had felt the immense strength in her grip when she grabbed my arm. And she must be extraordinarily powerful to have wielded the sky spear the way she had, and to wear the chain mail while astride a steed.

The spear! It was lying beside her. I reached for it. But as I did, she spoke again.

‘No, wait,’ she gasped, but with urgency in her tone. She struggled up a bit and held out her right hand. On it was a glove made of a bright silver material.

‘Take . . . this . . . first,’ she said, each word separated by a gurgling breath.

I hesitated, but only for a moment as the battle raged with increased ferocity all around us. I took the glove off and slipped it on to my own hand. It looked like metal but was as soft as leather.

She dropped back to the ground. ‘Now,’ she said breathlessly.

I reached over and picked up the spear. It was lighter than it looked.

‘The Elemental,’ she said in a low voice that I had to bend down to hear.

‘What?’

‘The Elemental.’ She took a long burbling breath that I knew heralded the end of her life. ‘When you have . . . no other friends . . . it will be there . . . for you.’

I couldn’t think how a spear could be a friend. ‘Who are you?’ I said. ‘Why are you fighting?’

She was about to say something in reply when a sound came that shook the very ground. When I looked up, I saw to my horror that advancing upon the battlefield were three gigantic figures, each standing at least twenty yards tall, with huge, muscular bodies and small heads. They were grabbing flying steeds and riders out of the air and crushing them in their grasp even as they galumphed across the ground.

I looked back down when the dying female grabbed my cloak. ‘Go!’

‘But—’

‘Now.’ And what she said next shocked me more than anything ever had in my life.

She took a shuddering breath, gripped the back of my head and pulled me so close I could see that her eyes were so brilliantly blue they made the colour of the entire sky look insignificant. Those eyes bored into me. ‘You must survive, Vega Jane.’ Her body shook violently and her hand fell away. Her eyes glazed over as she stared upward.

She was gone.

I stared down at her. She had called me Vega Jane. She knew who I was. But who was she? And how did she know my name?

When I looked down at her right hand, my heart nearly stopped. On one of the fingers was a ring, with the same three hooks that my grandfather’s held. I reached out to touch it. And then take it. But it would not come off. I would have had to cut off her finger to leave there with the ring. And I could not do that, not to a brave female warrior who had saved my life.

I took a moment to close her eyes, gripped the Elemental, scooped up Harry Two in my free hand and ran for my life.

While the giants were now the focal point on the field, the battle raged on, both on the ground and in the air. As I turned back once to see how close they were, a steed and rider swooped low, wielding a great sword nearly as long as I was tall. He ducked under the outstretched arms of one of the giants, and, using both hands, he swung his great blade with incredible force. It sliced the giant’s head clean off its shoulders.

‘Take that, you bloodthirsty colossal!’ he screamed before he swooped safely away.

A colossal?

As the colossal started to topple, it was clear that his massive bulk was about to crush me and Harry Two.

I ran as fast as I’d ever run, even as I could see the shadow of the colossal blocking out the light and reaching ahead of me by a handful of yards. I was never going to make it, not while carrying both the Elemental and Harry Two. And I was unwilling to sacrifice either one.

And then it occurred to me. ‘You fool,’ I told myself.

As the shadow of the falling colossal engulfed me, I lifted off the ground and soared straight ahead, barely a yard in the air. I needed distance now, not height. I half closed my eyes because I was still unsure if I was going to squeak past. A thunderous crash right behind me jarred my eyes fully open. I glanced back. The dead colossal had missed me by less than two feet.

I soared upward, but this only made me more of a target. Streams of light were coming at me from all directions. Harry Two barked and snapped at them, as though his teeth could defeat them all. I used the only tool I had: the Elemental. I found out quickly enough that the lights ricocheted off it. One deflected blue streak knocked a rider clean off his steed.

I wanted to get out of here. But to do so, I had to find the gates. And I had no idea where they were.

As I flew, I looked ahead and saw my own death speeding towards me. Six abreast they were. All huge males wearing chain mail. They were riding steeds with withers as wide across as I was tall and they carried unsheathed swords. Yet they didn’t wait to get close enough to swing them at me; they brought them down in a slashing move and out of each sword blasted shafts of white light. I gripped the Elemental like I had seen the dead female do. In my head I knew what I wanted the thing to do, but I had no idea how to make it happen.

I hurled the Elemental with all my strength, but I didn’t throw it straight at the oncoming shafts of light. I threw it to the right side of the shafts with as much backspin torque as my poor arm could muster. The spear turned to the left, gained speed and shot straight across the air. It hit the first white shaft, then the second, the third, and then the remaining three. It caused them to bounce off and head in reverse, like an orb thrown against a wall.

When the deflected shafts of light struck the wall of riders and their steeds, there came the loudest explosion I had yet heard on the battlefield, even louder than when the first colossal had fallen. Harry Two and I were knocked heels over bum as the shock waves pummelled us. When the smoke and fire cleared, the riders and their enormous steeds had vanished. I did not dwell on my improbable victory. I had righted myself in time and had caught the Elemental squarely in my gloved hand as it reversed course and soared back to me.

As I pointed downward and looked towards the ground, I saw it in a valley, miles away and partially obscured in a sea of mist. But it was still unmistakable to me: the flaming-red gates. I went into a dive. I had to. For a new peril had emerged from the heavens. Right behind me was a creature I can only describe as a jabbit with wings. And if it were possible, the vile thing was even more terrifying than the dirt-bound variety. And as fast as I could fly, the winged jabbit was swifter.

I looked at the Elemental. The chain-mailed female had said that, when I had no other friends, it would be there for me. Well, friends are supposed to be good listeners. I looked back at the jabbit. It was now or never.

I spun in the air, faced the oncoming jabbit and threw the Elemental. In my mind, it flew straight and true at the target.

The jabbit exploded and the Elemental flew in a graceful curve right back into my gloved hand. I landed, set down Harry Two and we ran full tilt towards the gates. I’d had quite enough of the past. As soon as I passed through the portal, everything became black.

I could feel the grass around me. I heard Harry Two’s yips, the impact of his four paws on the ground near me. Part of me just wanted to lie there with my eyes closed for the rest of my sessions. But I slowly sat up and opened my eyes. Stacks was in the distance. The only things to tell me I had not imagined it all was the glove on my hand and the Elemental gripped in it.

And the small bulge in my cloak pocket was the Adder Stone.

I rose and held the Elemental tighter. What was I to do with the thing? It was as tall as I was. I couldn’t carry it around Wormwood. I couldn’t really hide it.

And as though it could read my mind, it shrank down to the size of an ink stick. I stared at it, dumbstruck.

It occurred to me that I had not returned to Eon even though he had said time travellers did. Then again, he had also said that I would not be seen, heard or harmed while I travelled back in time. I looked at a burn on my arm. Well, I had been seen, heard, injured and nearly killed. It made no sense at all.

I touched the burn and pain shot all the way down my arm.

I took out the Stone, waved it over my wound and thought good thoughts. The pain eased a bit, but the burn did not heal fully. I sighed resignedly and put the Stone away.

I walked along, trying to take in everything that had happened, but it was impossible. My head truly felt like it would burst at any moment.

Who was the female? How did she know my name? And perhaps most importantly, why did I have to survive?

All good questions and I had no answers to any of them. Yet despite that, I had a really vivid feeling that my life would never be the same.
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I spent the next few nights practising flying with Destin and throwing the Elemental. During the lights, I kept the Adder Stone and the Elemental hidden under a floorboard at my digs. Destin always rode around my waist. I would never dream of removing it at this point because I never knew when taking to the skies might save my skin.

The next light, I was walking along the forest path to my tree before Stacks when I was confronted by Non wearing his battered metal breastplate. I looked behind him and there was Nida, who no longer guarded Valhall. The prisoners had been bound into servitude to help build the Wall. Nida had his shuck with him, and the huge canine was growling and snapping its immense jaws.

Harry Two started snapping his jaws and growling right back. My canine had grown surprisingly fast since I had taken him in. His chest, neck and legs were thick and powerful. I put a hand down in front of his face and Harry Two immediately sat on his haunches and grew silent.

Non and Nida paired together were bad enough. But next to Nida was Cletus Loon holding his morta and sporting a malevolent grin.

Non held out a hand. ‘Pass parchment.’

I gave it to him. He flicked a gaze over it and then flung it back at me.

He leaned down and said, ‘What are you doing, female?’

‘What I’m doing is I’m going to my tree to eat my first meal,’ I said, holding up my battered tin box. ‘Would you like to see for yourself?’

I shouldn’t have made the offer because Cletus snatched the tin from me and opened it.

‘Good stuff in here,’ he said. He pulled out a hard-boiled egg, popped it into his mouth and swallowed it whole. The next instant, he was on the ground holding his belly because that’s where I kicked him.

Non snagged my arm to hold me back. ‘We’ll nae have that.’

‘He just stole my food!’ I shouted.

Cletus was on his feet now and appeared to be about to point his morta at me. But Nida smacked him in the head and sent him sprawling again. Nida never said much, but when he hit you, you knew it.

Cletus moaned in pain and grabbed his head. ‘What’d you do that for?’

‘Simmer down, Loon,’ advised Non. ‘Or he’ll have the shuck on you.’

Cletus stood, looking embarrassed, his cheeks red. I didn’t feel sorry for him. I snapped, ‘I’ll be coming round and taking that egg from your meal portion at the Loons.’

‘You will not,’ he shot back. ‘I was testing it to see if there was something in it what shouldn’t-a been.’

I pulled my little knife and smiled wickedly. ‘You want me to check your belly, then?’

Cletus leaped back, got his feet tangled and fell on his head. Non roared with laughter and the shuck growled at the sudden noise, but Nida held him back on the chain. I grabbed my tin off the ground where Cletus had let it fall.

Non gripped my arm and leaned in close. ‘One lucky strike nigh means nothing, female,’ he whispered in my ear. I glanced at the dent I had made in his breastplate the other night but said nothing. He continued. ‘Krone has told me the lay of the land. You and Morrigone. She will nae always be there to protect you.’

I ripped my arm free. Around my waist Destin felt on fire. ‘I didn’t need her to do that, did I?’ I shot back, pointing at the dent.

I hurried on my way. I didn’t like being stopped by Wugs with mortas. I didn’t like having my stuff male-handled and my food eaten. I didn’t like that lout Non threatening me. But that seemed how Wormwood was going to be from now on.

I reached my tree, gave a searching look around to make sure no one was watching, picked up Harry Two, gave a great leap and landed neatly on my planks.

We sat and I divvied up our meal. I had to protect myself from discovery because I intended to keep practising with Destin and the Elemental. I had studied the map of the Quag on my skin every night. I now knew it by heart. I had to keep the Adder Stone and the Elemental a secret, obviously. Unless they saw me flying around, there was no cause to throw me in prison.

That’s when I sat bolt upright.

The book. Quentin’s book of the Quag. I had forgotten about it. I needed to study it closely if I were to survive even one light in the Quag. It would give me valuable information about the creatures. Without the book, I could not flee this place. And, I now promised myself, I was going to flee.

This decision had not come swiftly or easily. But Wormwood was unrecognizable to me now. And the more I had thought about it, the idea of Outliers coming for us seemed like rubbish. I wanted the truth and had concluded that I would not find it here. And the only other place was the Quag.

That night after I finished work, I snuck from my lodgings, leaving Harry Two sleeping. I entered the forest, looked to make sure no Wug was around, and then I started sprinting and leaped into the air. I caught an updraught of wind and soared high. The breeze sailed through my hair and over my body. It felt cleansing, like I was taking a long bath under the pipes.

I reached the Delphias’ property and dropped to the ground with little sound. The creta Duf had been working on was gone now, taking its muscle to the building of the Wall. The whist hound was nowhere to be seen. The young slep was still here being trained up proper for a place on Thansius’s carriage. And the adar was also here and asleep, its leg still attached to a peg in the ground.

In the darkness, I suddenly realized I had a problem. I couldn’t remember where I had buried the book. I walked past each pine tree, examining the ground underneath for the little pile of needles I had placed over the hole I’d dug. Of course, after all this time, the little pile of needles had been blown away by the wind or else carried off by creatures to construct their nests. I was cursing myself again for being so blindly stupid, when I heard it. Or rather, heard him.

‘Wo-wo-wotcha, Vega Jane.’

I turned slowly around and saw Delph standing there. ‘Hello, Delph,’ I replied.

He drew even closer and held up my book.

I stared at it and then at him, unsure whether I should claim ownership.

‘C-c-can I c-come t-too, Ve-Vega Jane?’


29

THE WALL OF LIES

[image: ]

I stared at Delph, dumbfounded.

He drew closer and held the book up even higher. ‘To the Quag, I’m meaning, eh,’ he said in a too-loud voice.

‘I know it’s the Quag,’ I said fiercely, finally finding my voice. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘Box in the ho-hole you d-dug.’

‘How did you know about that?’

‘Wa-watched you, di-didn’t I?’

‘Have you read it?’ I asked in a whisper.

‘N-not all. But it don’t s-say h-how a Wu-Wug gets th-through it,’ he said.

He eyed my waist. Rather, he eyed the chain around my waist.

‘You ca-can fly,’ he said. ‘Cos-a that thing?’

‘You’re sounding very logical, Delph. Was it all an act before?’

‘I ca-can talk, Vega Jane, when I want to. But th-things get mu-mu-muddled up here.’ He touched his head and sat down on a stump and gazed pitifully up at me, the book dangling between his fingers. My anger faded as I looked at his hurt features.

‘Where’d y-you ge-get it?’

‘I found it at Quentin Herms’s cottage. He was the one who put it together.’

‘So’s he’s b-been through the Qu-Quag?’

‘I guess so.’

We eyed each other for about a sliver but said nothing.

He held the book up to me. ‘Ta-take it,’ he said, and I did. ‘No map-a the Qu-Quag,’ he pointed out.

‘I have one,’ I replied.

‘Where?’

‘Someplace safe.’ I sat next to him on the ground. This actually would be my best opportunity to have my most pressing question answered and I intended to do just that. ‘I had a vision. Would you like to hear it, Delph?’

‘Vi-vision? What, like Mor-Morri . . . gone?’

‘Maybe more certain even than that. I went back in time. Do you see?’

I saw him mouth the words back in time. But no realization spread over his features.

‘Wha-what, like when y-you was a ti-tiny thing?’

‘Even before that. But when I was younger I saw someone, Delph. I saw you. I saw you at Morrigone’s house.’

He shook his head savagely. ‘You ca-can’t ha-have.’

‘I saw you running away from her home. You were so scared, Delph.’

He put his hands up to his ears, covering them. ‘’Tain’t true, ’tain’t.’

‘And I saw Morrigone. She was scared too.’

‘’Tain’t true!’ Delph exclaimed.

‘And I think I know what you saw.’

‘No . . . n-no . . . no,’ sobbed Delph.

I put my hand on his quaking shoulder. ‘The red light? You remember you told me about the red light? Was it Morrigone’s hair you saw? Was that the red light?’

Delph was swinging his head to and fro. I was afraid he was going to jump up and run off. But I swore to myself that if he did, I would fly after him. I would run him down and make him tell me the truth. I needed to know it that badly.

‘She was there, wasn’t she? And my grandfather? At her home? His Event? It happened then and there, didn’t it?’ I shook him. ‘Didn’t it, Delph? Didn’t it?’

He shouted, ‘I was there, Vega Jane!’

‘With Morrigone? And my grandfather?’

He nodded.

‘Why were you there? Why? You have to tell me.’ I shook him again. ‘Tell me!’

His face was scrunched in agony. He doubled over, but I pulled him back upright. I had to know some part of the truth. I had to know right this sliver.

I slapped him. ‘Tell me!’

‘G-gone to see her new wh-whist hound me dad brung her after he tr-trained it up. H-Harpie. L-loved H-Harpie, I d-did.’

‘Then what?’

‘Th-thought I could h-hear Harpie inside. T-took a peek.’

‘And you went in?’

He nodded, his eyes closed. I kept a grip on his arm. I was willing him to keep going.

‘D-didn’t see no Wug n-n-nowhere. No Har-Harpie neither.’

‘Keep going, Delph. Keep going.’

‘H-heard a noise. Still n-no Wu-Wug. So’s I w-went up the stairs. I w-was sc-scared.’

‘You were only six sessions, Delph. I would’ve been scared too.’ I was keeping my voice level now, trying to force the same calm on him.

‘G-got closer, h-heard ’em. Argu-arg-arguing.’ He finally got the troublesome word out of his mouth.

‘My grandfather and Morrigone?’

He said nothing. I shook him. ‘Was it them?’

‘C-can’t do th-this, Ve—’

‘Was it them?’ I roared, twisting his face until it was lined up with mine. ‘Look at me, Delph. Look at me!’ He opened his eyes. ‘Was it Morrigone and my grandfather?’

‘Yes,’ he said breathlessly, tears dribbling from his eyes.

‘Any other Wug?’ He shook his head. ‘Brilliant. Keep going, Delph.’

‘Them ar-arguing like that, sc-scared me. But . . . but may-maybe I c-could help, calm ’em down. L-like I’d do w-with the beasts with m-me dad. C-calm ’em down like.’

‘I would have thought the same thing, Delph. Calm them down. Trying to help.’

He let out a little sob and I felt so guilty for making him remember all this, but there was no other way. He put his head in his hands and started sobbing, and I jerked him back straight so he had to look me in the eye.

‘You can’t stop now. You have to get this out. You have to.’

‘T-two doors d-down that way. Nothing b-b-behind the first one.’

‘And the second?’ I said, my voice like fragile chips of ice in my throat.

‘When I saw . . .’ His voice trailed off and he started to whimper. I thought I was going to lose him again. But I didn’t yell this time.

‘You saw something that made you really afraid, didn’t you?’

He nodded miserably. ‘They wa-was f-facing each uh-other.’

‘Was she mad at him? Was she angry? And he was trying to calm her?’

His response stunned me. ‘’Twas the uh-uh-other way round, Ve-Vega Jane. ’Twas M-Morrigone what l-l-looked scared. She b-be tr-tr-trying to calm him d-down.’

I stared at him in disbelief. ‘What was she saying to him?’

Delph took deep, shuddering breaths, his body twitching with each of them. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he was trying to throw off some sickness that had got hold of him. He finally stopped twitching, rubbed his face clear of tears and sat up. He looked directly at me. His expression was clear. There was no more pain there.

‘Not to go,’ Delph said simply. ‘Please not to go.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘That he had to. He had to try. He just had to. He kept saying it over and over. So terrible-like. Hear him in me dreams . . .’ His voice trailed off again.

‘Go? Go where?’ I said more harshly than I’d intended.

Delph glanced down at me, his face pale.

‘Didn’t say. And then it happened.’

‘The red light?’

The look on his face was so fearful, my heart went out to him. ‘’Twas fire. Fire the likes of which I ain’t never seen. It flamed up all around Virgil, like a serpent swallowing him whole. And then . . . and then he floated up in the air. And then . . . and then . . . he was gone. Without making a sound.’ Delph paused, staring ahead. ‘Not one sound,’ he added in what was no more than a whisper.

I could barely draw a breath. What Delph had just described was what had happened to my parents. My parents had suffered Events right in front of me. I had seen it! Only I hadn’t known that’s what it was. I must have been looking blank, because I was only roused when Delph gripped my shoulder and shook me.

‘Vega Jane, are you all right?’

I still couldn’t speak.

‘Vega Jane?’ he said in a panicked voice.

I finally focused on him. ‘I’m sorry, Delph. What happened then?’ I asked in a hoarse voice, the terrible image of my parents in flames still firmly in my mind’s eye.

He paused, licked his lips. ‘And then I run cos Morrigone saw me.’

‘What did she look like?’

‘Like she would kill me if she could get to me. I run harder than I ever run in all my sessions. But she was faster. She was there, before I got out the door, she was. Then that’s when it happened.’

‘What happened?’

‘The red light.’

‘But I thought the red light happened with my grandfather. It was the flames.’

‘No. The red light . . . the red light happened to me, Vega Jane.’

I thought back to when I had visited the past at Morrigone’s home. After seeing Delph run away. She had seen the younger me, waved her hand and there had been a blue light.

I looked at Delph. ‘Delph, are you sure the light wasn’t blue?’

He shook his head. ‘’Twas red, Vega Jane. ’Twas red. Like the fire.’

‘And what happened after that?’

‘My head felt all funny-like. But I was running still. I kept running. And . . . and then that’s all. Just running.’ He turned to me, looking drained by all he had recounted. ‘Why did you ask if the light was blue?’

‘Because that’s the colour it was when Morrigone waved her hand at me.’

He looked nearly petrified by these words. ‘You were there?’

‘But I never remembered it, Delph. It was gone until I saw it again in the past.’

‘But why did I just remember pieces of it, then? Until now?’

‘Difference between blue and red light, I guess,’ I said, feeling as drained as he looked.

But I was also thinking of something else. When I told Morrigone I had visited her home once before, she had seemed immediately tense and suspicious. Now I knew why. She had thought I remembered seeing her all those sessions ago, when she had run out all mad-looking and hit me with the blue light, erasing from my mind what I had seen.

Then something else struck me. I stared hard at Delph.

He finally said, ‘What is it, Vega Jane?’

‘Delph, you’re not stuttering any more.’

He looked shaken by this observation; his mouth dropped open and then a smile slowly spread over his features. ‘You’re right.’ He smiled more broadly.

‘But why?’ I asked.

‘The words ain’t jargolled no more, Vega Jane.’ He touched his head. ‘In here.’

I put a hand on his arm. ‘The weight has lifted from you, Delph. I don’t think you’ll ever stutter again. I’m so sorry I had to put you through that. So very sorry, Delph, because you’re my friend. My only one.’

He looked at me and then to the sky. In the Noc light he looked like a very young again, running carefree alongside me through the woods. And the same for me. I couldn’t even imagine feeling that way again. Even though we weren’t old, we felt old with all that we carried inside.

He touched my hand with his. ‘You’re my friend too. And I’d take you over all other Wugs put together.’

‘I’m glad we got through that together, Delph.’ I paused and then decided to just say it. ‘My parents had Events. I saw them. They’re not at the Care any more. They’re gone.’

He looked at me in horror. ‘What?’

The tears slid down my cheeks as I continued. ‘The fire swallowed them up. It was just like you described, Delph. I had no idea what had happened to them, but now I do.’

‘I’m sorry you had to see that, Vega Jane.’

‘I’m sorry for you too.’

I looked down at Quentin’s book in my hand.

‘What about Outliers? Are they in the book?’ I asked.

He glanced at me and shook his head. ‘Outliers? Load-a rubbish.’

I hiked my eyebrows. I agreed with him, but that was because I had seen so much that he hadn’t. ‘Why?’

‘If Outliers are out there, what are they waiting for, then? For us Wugs to build this stonking Wall for them to have to get over? Barmy.’

‘But you’re helping to build the Wall,’ I pointed out.

‘What else can I do?’ he said helplessly. ‘They’d probably chuck me in Valhall if I didn’t.’

‘That’s why they had to put the reward on Quentin’s head,’ I said. The answer had just occurred to me, in fact.

‘Why?’ asked Delph. ‘What do you mean?’

‘They couldn’t simply say he’d had an Event, or a garm had got him. Because that would not have laid the groundwork for the announcement of the Outliers.’

Delph seamlessly picked up my line of thought. ‘And then to the building of the Wall. Cos the one made the other happen.’

‘Right,’ I said, impressed by his logic. Gone was the mumbly-bumbly Delph. He was now strong of both mind and body.

What I was about to say might sound to Delph like a spontaneous thought, but I believed part of my mind had been thinking this ever since John left me.

‘Delph,’ I said slowly.

‘What?’

‘You asked me if you could come with me through the Quag?’

He kept his gaze right on me. ‘That’s right. I did.’

‘But why would you want to leave Wormwood? It’s all you’ve ever known.’

He scoffed. ‘What is there here, really, Vega Jane? Forty sessions from now, what will be different about here? And who’s to say there ain’t somethin’ out there, beyond the Quag? If there ain’t been no Wug to go there, how do they know there ain’t nothin’ else? Tell me that. And now they’re putting up this bleedin’ Wall? Har!’

I was so proud of Delph at that sliver that I wanted to hug him.

‘I don’t think the Wall is being built to keep Outliers out, Delph. I think it’s being built—’

‘To keep us in,’ he finished for me.

‘Council has lied to us. Krone, Morrigone, even Thansius,’ I said quietly.

He nodded absently. ‘I’ll go with you through the Quag, Vega Jane. On the grave of me mum, I will go with you.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘But if we’re really going to do this, we have to have a plan.’

He glanced at me. ‘What sort?’

I touched Destin around my waist. ‘For starters, you’re going to have to learn how to fly too.’

He looked terrified. ‘Fly? What, up there?’ he said, pointing to the sky.

‘Well, that’s sort of the point of flying, Delph.’

He put his huge hands up in protest. ‘I never. I couldn’t, Vega Jane. I’m . . . I’m too big.’

I stood and motioned for him to stand too and then I turned my back to him. ‘Put your arms around me.’

‘What?’

‘Put your arms around me, Delph. And hold tight.’

He looked self-conscious, but his arms encircled me.

‘Tighter, Delph – you don’t want to fall.’

He squeezed me so tight around my middle that I could barely breathe. ‘Not that tight!’ I barked at him. His grip relaxed a bit. ‘Now, together we’re going to jump, on the count of three. One . . . two . . . three.’

We leaped at the same time, straight up. We shot skyward. I could feel Delph’s grip around me tighten out of anxiety no doubt. I slowly moved myself forward so that he was now on my back. We raced along about thirty yards up. The wind whipped over us.

‘Not so high!’ Delph exclaimed.

I looked back and up and saw that his eyes were closed.

‘Delph, open your eyes. The view is amazing from up here.’

He did as I asked and looked ahead of us. His grip lessened and I felt his body, stiff as a rock before, grow relaxed. ‘’Tis beautiful,’ he said in an awed voice.

‘Yes, it is. Just don’t look down yet. It takes some getting used to and—’

That was a mistake. As soon as I said ‘don’t look down’, Delph, of course, looked down. His grip around my waist became iron, his body tensed and he screamed and rolled. That sent us into a dive. We were heading to the ground far faster than I ever had, but then I realized I had never before flown with a 250-pound Wug on my back.

We were totally out of control. Delph screamed. I screamed. We were a few yards from the ground when I reached back and slapped Delph in the face. He immediately stopped thrashing. I regained control, zoomed upward and then back down in a controlled dive this time, and we landed, not smoothly, but we landed. As we sprawled on the ground, I looked over at him.

‘You almost killed us,’ I said hotly. Then my anger faded as I remembered how it had been on my first flight. And at least I had been in control. He was just along for the ride. I stood and helped him up. ‘That was my fault, Delph. It will be better the next time.’

He looked at me like I was asking him to be best mates with Cletus Loon. ‘Next time?’ he said incredulously. ‘There ain’t going to be no next time, Vega Jane.’

‘Do you want to get through the Quag. Because if we can fly over parts or all of the Quag, we won’t have to worry about being eaten by the beasts that are in there.’ I stared at him expectantly, tapping my boot against the dirt.

Delph blinked, slowly took this in and said, ‘Let’s give it another go, then, Vega Jane.’
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The next two nights, we practised our flying. Well, I practised while Delph hung on for his life. Finally, I slipped Destin off and handed it to him.

‘You have to try, Delph,’ I said.

‘You can fly – all I need to do is hold on.’

‘We don’t know what might happen. You knowing how to do it by yourself is important.’

He gingerly took Destin from me and I helped get it around him. I then snapped closed a metal clasp I had fashioned and added to the chain.

He just stood there. ‘Now what?’ he asked.

‘Now what?’ I said in amazement. ‘Delph, you’ve been flying with me for how long now? Just do what I do.’

He backed up, got a running start and leaped. He flew straight and fast. Right into a large bush. I ran over and helped him out. He was coughing and his face was scratched from the prickly leaves.

‘I can’t do this, Vega Jane. I’m no good a’tall. Me feet belong on the ground.’

‘You can do it,’ I said firmly. ‘Now, when you run and leap, point your head and shoulders upward. Then you won’t hit the bush again. To turn, you point with whichever shoulder is in the direction you want to go. To head higher up, point your head that way. To come down, point your head and shoulders down. Right before you land, swing your feet down and you’ll land upright.’

‘I’ll bash my head in.’

‘If you do, I’ll put it back together and you can try again.’

He looked at me dubiously. ‘You cannae put no smashed head back together.’

I took the Adder Stone out of my cloak pocket and waved it in front of his face and thought good things. The scratches there vanished. He backed away, looking fearful.

‘What is that thing?’ he exclaimed.

‘It heals, Delph. Scratches and smashed heads. Pretty much anything.’

On his fourth attempt, Delph soared into the air, flew for about a quarter-mile, made a long, if ragged, bank, turned back towards me and landed. On his feet. He was so excited that he snatched me off the ground and whirled me around until I thought I might be sick.

‘I did it, Vega Jane. I’m like a bird, I am.’

‘A very big bird,’ I replied. ‘And put me down before I vomit on you.’

I decided to show Delph the Elemental. When I first pulled the tiny spear from my cloak pocket, wearing my glove, it was not very impressive to him. And considering it was barely three inches long, I could hardly blame him. But when I focused my thoughts and asked the Elemental to return to its normal state, it grew in my gloved hand to its proper length and assumed its dazzling golden colour.

Delph exclaimed, ‘How does it do that, Vega Jane?’

‘I don’t know, Delph,’ I said. ‘It’s only important that it does it when I need it to.’

He reached out to take it, but I stayed his hand. ‘Only with this, Delph,’ I said, holding up the glove.

‘If you touch it without the glove, what happens?’ he asked.

‘Neither one of us wants to find out, do we?’

He slipped on the glove and hefted the Elemental. I looked over at a tree about thirty feet distant. ‘Think in your mind that you want the Elemental to hit that tree. Then throw it that way, like a spear.’

Delph scrunched up his face in concentration, took aim and let fly.

The Elemental travelled a few yards and then dived into the dirt. Delph looked over at me, smiling. ‘Cor blimey. Is that all it does? Har!’

I took the glove from him, picked up the Elemental, thought about what I wanted it to do and let it fly. The tree disintegrated in a flash of light when the spear struck it. I held out my gloved hand, and the Elemental flew back to it, like the hunter hawks I had seen Duf training up.

Delph had thrown himself to the dirt when the Elemental hit the tree. When he looked up, I gazed down at him with what I hoped was a sufficiently patronizing look.

‘No, that’s what it does, Delph. Har!’

Soon, Delph could hit just about anything with the Elemental. I didn’t know if it would be necessary when we tried to pass through the Quag, but I didn’t know it wouldn’t be either.

Late that night, Delph and I sat at my digs in front of a meagre fire while Harry Two snoozed at our feet. Making up my mind, I stood and said, ‘Now you need to see something.’

‘What?’

Quickly I pulled down my trousers and lifted up my tattered shirt and my shirtsleeves, exposing my belly and my arms. ‘Look, Delph!’

His astonished gaze ran up along my legs to my belly and up my arms. His jaw fell.

I smiled because it was clear he had no idea what any of this was. ‘It’s the map through the Quag, Delph. Quentin Herms left it for me. He had it on parchment. But I was afraid to keep it, so I inked it on my skin.’

He drew closer.

‘I’ve memorized all of it, Delph. But you need to as well. We both have to know the way, just in case.’ I held up the Quag book. ‘You know what awaits us in there.’

For the next thirty slivers, Delph studied the marks on my skin as I walked him through the map of the Quag. I would do this for as many nights as possible until the directions were firmly entrenched in his brain. As the slivers passed, Delph’s eyes slowly closed. Soon he was snoring in his seat. I lowered my shirt, sat in my only other chair and looked through the book on the Quag.

On nearly every piece of parchment there was something that could kill you.

But there were some beneficial creatures as well, including something called a Hob that would help you so long as you gave it a small gift. Cheeky blighter, I thought, trading kindness for coin.

I finally closed the book and peered into the fire. One smouldering log caught my attention, reminding me of my grandfather and my parents – swallowed whole by flames.

They had all left by choice. Which meant that they had chosen to leave me.

That was a hard thought to reconcile with but I had other things to focus on. To leave Wormwood and find my grandfather and my parents, because now I knew they were not dead. They were simply no longer in Wormwood. Which meant they were somewhere else. Which meant there was somewhere else other than Wormwood. And that was an astonishing thought.

But then the thought of my entire family, including John, abandoning me seized me once more. I sat down on the cold stone floor and did something I almost never did. I started to weep. I rocked back and forth. I hurt all over. Almost like I had been swallowed by fire myself.

I was startled when I felt Delph’s arms wrap around me, comforting me. I looked up and there he was, holding me and weeping too.

Harry Two sidled over to us and was inching my hand up with his snout, as if he were trying to make me feel better.

‘’Tis OK, Vega Jane,’ Delph said into my ear, his warm breath tickling my skin. ‘’Tis OK,’ he mumbled again.

I touched his hand to let him know I’d heard. But it would not be OK.

Nothing again would ever be OK.

But come what may, I was going to leave this place.

Because I had come to learn that while Wormwood was full of many things, the truth was not one of them.

And the truth was what I needed.

I had nothing else left.
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When I left for Stacks one light, there it was. The cloth banner was strung across the high street in Wormwood, connected by metal hooks and stout ropes into the fronts of two buildings facing the cobblestones. It read:

GREETINGS, ALL WUGMORTS. THE NEXT DUELUM WILL BE HELD IN A FORTNIGHT AT THE PITCH. FIRST PRIZE FIVE HUNDRED COINS. ALL ELIGIBLE WUGMORTS MUST COMPETE.



Underneath this was a statement that a meeting would be held in the square that night where more information would be provided, along with a directive that all Wugmorts attend.

Duelums were twice-a-session competitions pitting strong males against one another on a broad pitch on the edge of Wormwood proper. And even though he had just turned sixteen sessions, Delph had won three of them, including the last. To be eligible, a male Wug had to be of sound mind and body, and be over the age of fourteen, but not older than thirty sessions.

The coin prize was startling enough. For as long as I could remember, the only prizes one got when winning a Duelum were a metal figurine of a male Wug holding another male Wug over his head and a mere handful of coins.

I wondered if Delph would win again. He and Duf could certainly use five hundred coins. Yet I wondered why the Duelum was still being held when all the young males were working so hard on the Wall.

I headed on to Stacks, changed and went to my workstation to begin my tasks. It was obvious that every Wug at Stacks had heard of the Duelum and was sizing up the competition. I was the only female there, so none of them was looking at me.

In the locker room later, when work was done, I changed into my regular clothes after the males had left. I lifted my shirt and looked down at my flat belly. Parts of the map had faded so badly that I had had to re-ink them back in several times now. It took a long time and was quite the bother, but I reminded myself that it was also important, since Delph needed to memorize it. I lowered my shirt and headed out of Stacks.

Later that night, with Harry Two at my side, I trudged to the centre of Wormwood and joined the crowd massing there. A wooden platform had been set up. I was not surprised to see Bogle and the blue carriage already there. I was also not surprised to see Thansius and Morrigone seated on the platform. But I was flummoxed to see John sitting next to them. And he wore the black dress tunic of Council!

There was a whisper in my ear. ‘’Tis John.’

I turned to see Delph standing there.

Indeed ’tis John, I thought. And indeed ’tis not John.

Pretty much every Wug was here. Roman Picus and his Carbineer mates – Cletus, Non and Ran Digby – were standing at comical attention with their knives and long and short mortas. I was thankful to be downwind from Digby. The niff that bloke sent off would have me barfing. As a female, I had thought about skiving off this meeting, but I was too curious to stay away.

The one Wug missing was Jurik Krone. I scanned the row of Council members seated in front of the platform, but he was not there. It was not like him to skip a public event where he could preen for the audience. I also wondered what the other far more senior Council members thought about John sitting up there while they were relegated to being down with us average Wugs. I was startled to see Ladon-Tosh, armed to the teeth, guarding the steps up to the platform. He looked as maniacal as ever.

All the males looked tired and dirty. All the females, while a bit cleaner by comparison, looked even more knackered. They had to work on the Wall as well, but they also had to take care of their families – cooking, cleaning and being mother Wugs. Despite all that, I sensed excitement in the crowd. And the reason was obvious. Five hundred coins.

Thansius stood and raised his hands above his head. ‘Greetings, fellow Wugmorts. We have asked you here this night to announce the latest Duelum. It will begin at the second section of light a fortnight hence. The reward for the champion, as you no doubt already know, will be five hundred coins!’

Whispers and murmurs zipped through the crowd. However, my gaze held steady on my brother. He was seated next to Morrigone, and the two of them seemed to be having a conversation about something. John seemed happy, content. And Morrigone, well, she appeared to be like a proud Preceptor with her prize prodigy. Then Thansius said something that made my attention snap back to him.

‘This Duelum will be different from all the others, however.’ He paused, seeming to gather oratorical strength. ‘This Duelum will also include all females between the ages of twenty and twenty-four sessions.’ And he added the stunner. ‘The females’ participation is mandatory as well.’

Now the whispers went up a thousandfold. Most males were guffawing. Females were looking confused and frightened. I shot a glance at Delph. He looked as confused as I did. I next eyed Cletus Loon. He was snickering with two of his loutish friends.

Thansius cleared his throat and asked for silence.

We Wugs quieted down. Of course, there would have to be two champions, I thought, male and female, because there was no way they could expect females to fight males.

Thansius cleared this up with his next comment. ‘There will be only one champion.’ I looked up at him, stunned. He continued. ‘And now here is Morrigone to more fully explain the reasoning behind this decision.’

I supposed the ‘reasoning’ behind that was it took a female to explain to other females why it made sense to get your brain smashed in. Morrigone rose and glided to the front of the platform. She was perfectly composed and took a sliver to look over the crowd and let them feel her presence. Well, I would be composed too if I were her. She was certainly older than twenty-four sessions and therefore would not have to pit herself against males. But then again, she might be able to win against them.

Morrigone said, ‘No doubt many of you are wondering why this decision has come about. First, let me state that all females within the age requirement who are mates with males, or mothers, or who are currently with child, or had a child within the last full session will not have to compete.’

A collective sigh of relief flowed through the crowd. There were a great many females who would qualify for these exceptions, I knew.

Morrigone continued. ‘As well as any females with physical disabilities or other weaknesses or infirmities. This last exception of course will apply to males as well.’

I looked around the crowd of Wugs and saw a good many relieved females who would also qualify for this exception, along with about a dozen males.

She added, ‘But all others must fight. They will be pitted against the males. Some may say this is unfair. But times have changed in Wormwood. The Outliers surround us. They do not care who is male and who is female. They will attack us all. Thus the able-bodied and younger females among us must be prepared to fight. And the way to do that is to train to fight. To learn how to defend themselves. That is why a fortnight has been given for all eligible females to learn these skills. And professional fight Preceptors will be available for all, males and females, who desire to be trained up. I would recommend that all females competing in the Duelum avail themselves of this opportunity.’

I gazed up in disbelief at her. Time to learn these skills? In a fortnight? Was she serious? When females were already killing themselves building the Wall? The males wouldn’t have to waste time training, just the poor females. They couldn’t suddenly develop a male’s strength.

Thansius nodded at one of the Council members down below. The Wug stood and held up a cloth bag. Thansius said, ‘The prize of five hundred coins.’

Wugs made a great fuss over this great bag of wealth. And then Thansius added, ‘We clearly realize the inherent unfairness of this situation, male versus female. Thus, if a female were to win the Duelum, the prize will be increased to one thousand coins!’

There was no cheering over this from any females. They obviously could see that no female would claim it, so what was there to get excited about?

Thansius then told us that the competition rounds would be posted soon, showing who would be competing against whom in the first round. He said that they had already calculated that five rounds would be necessary to declare a champion. He wished us all good luck and then told us the ‘meeting’ was over.

As Wugs started to slowly drift away, I made a beeline for the platform. I wanted to see John. However, before I could get there, someone blocked my way.

Cletus Loon looked me up and down, a murderous expression on his face. ‘It’s a good thing you’re too young to fight. I might draw you in the first round,’ he said.

‘It is a good thing,’ I replied. ‘A good thing for you. Now get out of my way.’

I tried to brush past him, but he put a hand on my shoulder. Before I could react or a growling Harry Two could take a bite out of him, Cletus was flying backwards before landing hard on the cobblestones, his morta and knife flying away.

Before he could even attempt to get up, Delph put a huge boot on his chest and held him down.

Cletus yelled, ‘You take your filthy foot off me.’

One of Cletus’s friends came up and stammered, ‘L-look at Da-Da-Da-Delph.’

Delph grabbed him by the shirt, hoisted him full off the cobblestones and held him close to his face. ‘The name is Daniel Delphia to you, you little prat. And next time I won’t be so polite in reminding you. Now shove off.’

He let the Wug drop, and he ran off as fast as he could. Then Delph removed his foot from Cletus, who was staring up with an amazed look.

‘Y-you’re not stut-stuttering,’ said Cletus in a quavering voice.

Delph knelt down so he and Cletus were eye to eye. ‘You best hope I don’t draw you first, Loon. And if you lay another hand on Vega Jane, you’ll pray for death by garm once I get a hold of you. Now clear off!’

Cletus scrambled to his feet and raced away.

‘Thanks, Delph,’ I said, beaming at him with deep gratitude.

‘You could have taken care of him yourself, Vega Jane.’

‘I know. But it’s nice to have help.’ Then I remembered where I was going. John was almost at the carriage. ‘Good luck in the Duelum, Delph,’ I said. ‘I hope you win the five hundred coins.’

I turned and sprinted down the cobblestones and reached John just as he was about to climb aboard after Morrigone.

‘John?’

He turned and smiled, but the smile was . . . forced. I could tell that instantly.

‘Hello, Vega,’ he said stiffly.

Morrigone leaned out the door. When she saw me, she said, ‘John, we must go. There is last meal and then we must work on your lessons.’

‘It’ll only take a sliver, Morrigone,’ I said hurriedly.

She nodded curtly and sat back in her seat. However, I suspected she would be eavesdropping intently.

‘What is it, Vega?’ asked John. He looked down at Harry Two but made no move to pet him or even ask about him. My brother’s hair was shaved very close to his scalp. He was very nearly unrecognizable to me.

‘How are you?’ I said. ‘It seems like our last visit was a session ago.’

‘I’ve been very busy with the Wall and my lessons,’ he said.

‘Yes, the Wall is keeping every Wug busy,’ I replied, hoping he heard my emphasis.

‘But we’re still behind schedule,’ John said. ‘The official timetable will not be met. We need to work harder. The Outliers may strike at any time.’

His strident tone caught me off guard.

‘Uh, you look well,’ I said, changing the subject.

He seemed to calm, but all enthusiasm drained from his face as he focused on my simple observation. ‘I am very well. And you?’

‘Fine.’ It felt like two strangers meeting.

‘Have you been to the Care?’ asked John.

I flinched and then my gaze darted to the carriage. ‘Not recently, no.’

‘I’ve wanted to visit our parents, but Morrigone says I must stay focused.’

I hesitated. I was trying very hard not to jump into the carriage and have a personal Duelum with Morrigone. But I had given her my word. ‘I’m sure she does,’ I said loudly so that Morrigone was certain to hear.

Morrigone poked her head out. ‘We must go, John.’

‘Just one more sliver,’ I called out, staring directly at her. ‘And don’t worry, Morrigone – I’ll keep focused on what needs to be said and what doesn’t.’

She gave me a piercing look and then withdrew into the carriage once more.

‘I miss you, John.’ I stepped forward and hugged him. I could feel him tense under my embrace.

I felt him mechanically patting my arm. ‘You have a canine now, I see.’

I stepped back and looked down at him. ‘I’m living in our old house.’

He looked startled by this. ‘Our old house?’

I nodded. ‘Loon won’t allow canines. But it was good to go home. Very good. Reminds you of how important family is.’

Morrigone looked out of the window and glared at me.

‘I hope you have been enjoying your time, Vega.’

I did a bit of a double take as I focused on the emphasis she had placed on the word time.

‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

‘You’ll find out,’ she said cryptically.

And for a fleeting moment, I thought I saw great sadness in Morrigone’s features, but it happened so fast that I could not be sure.

She looked past me and said, ‘Come along, John. We have things we must accomplish this night.’

John boarded the carriage.

Morrigone and I stared at each other for a half-sliver longer and then Bogle whipped up the sleps and they were off.

I spun around on my heels and walked off, pushing my way through huddles of Wugs who were lingering to talk about the Duelum. I felt a sharp pain in my side and looked over to see Cletus Loon running away with what looked like a rock in his hand. I called Harry Two back because he had started to tear off after Cletus. I took a deep breath, stopped thinking about the pain and hurried on. Harry Two snorted twice and glanced back at Cletus, obviously miffed about being called away.

I reached my digs, pulled out the Adder Stone, waved it over my hurt and thought good thoughts. The pain instantly vanished, as did the swelling. But it couldn’t take away the pain of losing John.

I placed the Stone, along with the shrunken Elemental, in my cloak pocket and hung it on a wall peg. I even took Destin off and hung it on another peg. It was a bit awkward to sleep in I had found. As I rubbed my side, I truly believed this was to be the last time I would ever be pain free.
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Late that night, I heard Harry Two bark. That was actually the second noise I heard. The first was my door crashing inwards.

I sprang off my cot, my heart pounding painfully in my chest.

I saw Harry Two fly backwards and strike the wall next to my cot. He lay there stunned even as I looked around and saw what was happening.

Jurik Krone stood before me. Behind him were Non, Ran Digby and Cletus Loon. Their mortas were all pointed at me.

‘What is going on?’ I shouted as I ran over to Harry Two and made sure he was OK. He lay there, his tongue hanging out and his breathing heavy, but nothing seemed to be broken and he did lick my hand.

‘We are here to take you to Valhall, female,’ announced Krone.

‘You are not taking me anywhere. I’ve had quite enough—’

Krone held up Quentin Herms’s book of the Quag.

His smile was as triumphant as it was cruel.

I made the mistake of glancing at the floorboard where I had hidden it.

‘This was taken from your digs earlier this night during the meeting at the square,’ said Krone. I winced at the utter glee in his voice. That explained why he was not at the meeting. He had been here, searching.

Krone continued. ‘It appears to be a book on the Quag. An illegal thing if ever there was one. Was it the Outliers that gave it to you, Vega? Does it show the routes they will use to attack us? How much are they paying you for your treachery? Or have they simply taken over your puny mind?’

I looked at each of them, my heart pumping so fast I had to steady myself by holding on to the wall. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not a traitor. And I’m not working with any Outliers.’

Krone drew nearer and held the book close to my face. ‘Then explain how you came by this.’

‘I found it.’

‘You found it!’ exclaimed Krone. ‘Then why did you not report it to Council?’

‘I . . . I was going to,’ I said lamely.

‘You lie,’ he snapped, his features twisted into an ugly ball of fury.

He looked at Digby and Non. ‘Take her.’

They came forward and seized me by the arms. Harry Two started to attack them, but I ordered him back. Cletus had taken aim at my canine’s chest and I was terrified he would shoot him.

‘Don’t!’ I screamed. ‘I’ll come with you. I won’t fight. Harry Two, you stay here. You stay!’

I was hustled out of my home and down the Low Road. All the noise must have woken everyone up, because many Wugs in their nightclothes were out on the cobblestones as we reached the high street and witnessed what was happening.

A sliver later, we were outside Valhall. Nida had evidently been forewarned and placed back on duty, because he had the cage door open. The shuck stood next to him, its ferocious eyes on me, its nostrils quivering as though it were taking in my scent in case it had to run me down later.

I was thrown inside the cage, and the huge door slammed shut behind me. Nida securely locked it.

Krone stared at me through the bars. ‘Formal charges will be brought against you this light. And those charges will be proved. And the penalty for treason of course is beheading.’

I looked at him in disbelief. Beheading?

As he turned away to speak to Nida, my mind raced. It was stupid for me to have kept the book, but there was nothing in it to suggest attack plans against Wormwood. It was information about creatures that existed in the Quag. My spirits sank as I thought about this. How could I explain having such a book without revealing that I had taken it from Quentin’s cottage? And how could I explain him even having such a book? I glanced down at my arm. I thanked Steeples that I had fallen into an exhausted sleep this night and not bothered to take off my clothes. If they had seen the marks of the Quag map on my body, they would probably tear me limb from limb here and now. I pulled my sleeve down further and made sure my trousers were securely fastened and my shirt tucked in them.

Krone drew closer so that his mouth nearly touched the bars. ‘And not even Madame Morrigone can get you out of this, Vega.’

I reached through the bars in a futile attempt to hit him. Then I jerked my hand back as the shuck snapped at me with his teeth. I came within an inch of losing my fingers.

Nida’s club hit the bars with a powerful whack. He roared, ‘Never reach through the bars, female. I will not tell you this again.’

I crawled to the centre of the cage and sat there, dazed by what had happened. I was hoping this was simply a nightmare from which I would soon wake. But as the darkness deepened and I lay there shivering in the chill, I had to accept that this was real.

For a time, I watched Nida and the shuck patrol up and down the cobblestones. Then Nida went into his little shack, and the shuck became the sole sentry. If I moved even a muscle, it would stop its pacing, turn and make such a menacing growl that my arm and neck hairs would rise heavenward.

I watched the black of night turn to grey and then deepening red and then brilliant gold as the sun began its climb into the sky. Finally, I fell into an exhausted sleep, which allowed my mind and body a bit of a reprieve.

When I awoke, the sun had brightened Wormwood. I blinked heavily as I saw Delph near the cage.

He had Harry Two with him. The shuck instantly started to growl. Nida came forward and stared up at Delph.

‘You will move along, male,’ said Nida. ‘And the canine too.’

‘I want to talk to Vega Jane,’ said Delph forcefully.

‘You cannae talk to a prisoner. Now move along.’ Nida slapped the club against the palm of his hand.

‘I saved your life once, Nida. And you will not grant me this?’ said Delph sternly.

Nida stared up at Delph. I could see the conflicting thoughts racing across his small, brutish features.

‘You have five slivers, no more. And our debt will be settled.’

Nida stepped aside and whistled at the shuck, which stopped growling and drew next to his master as Delph and Harry Two passed by to the cage door.

I flung myself against the bars. ‘Delph, you have to help me.’

‘What be the charges against you, Vega Jane?’

I couldn’t look at him as I said in a low voice, ‘They found the book about the Quag.’

He sucked in a breath and looked nervously over at Nida.

I said, ‘Krone is saying I’m a traitor. That the book is a way to help the Outliers attack us.’

‘Rubbish.’

‘I know, Delph. But Krone said I could be put to death for this. I’m really scared.’

He reached out a finger and touched my hand.

An instant later, we had leaped back because Nida’s club had come down on the bars, nearly crushing our fingers.

Nida barked, ‘Talk, not touch. And your slivers are almost up, Delphia.’

I looked down at Harry Two. ‘Delph, can you look after Harry Two?’ I swallowed a huge lump in my throat. ‘Just while I’m in here.’

He nodded. ‘O’course. What’s one more beast to the Delphias?’ He tried to smile at his little quip but couldn’t quite manage it.

I looked at Harry Two. ‘You’re going to go with Delph, OK?’

Harry Two, I thought, shook his head, but I pointed my finger at him and told him again. He finally lowered his head, and his tail tucked between his hind legs.

‘I have to get on to Wall building,’ Delph said. ‘I’m already late.’

I nodded.

He glanced over at Nida, who was busy adjusting the shuck’s spiked collar.

Delph reached in his pocket and handed me a hard roll, a bit of meat and an apple.

‘I’ll be back soon as I can.’

I nodded again. With one more look back at me, Delph and Harry Two disappeared down the cobblestones.

I retreated to the far corner of the cage, squatted down with my back to Nida and had my meal. My belly was hungry, but my mind refused to focus on the food in front of me.

I couldn’t believe they would kill me for merely possessing a book. But the more I thought about it, the worse my thoughts became. Would they accuse me of actually going into the Quag to learn this? Should I tell them I had nicked it from Quentin Herms’s cottage? Then they would want to know why I was there. No answer I could give would help me.

As the light wore on, eventually I heard wheels rumbling over the cobbles. What turned the corner and headed to Valhall was a wagon with a cage set in the back. Two Wugs who I knew worked for Council were in the driver’s box. A single old slep was pulling it.

They stopped in front of the cage door and one of them jumped down. He handed Nida a parchment. ‘The prisoner is wanted at Council.’

Nida nodded, glanced at the parchment and then unhooked the large key from his wide belt. He unlocked the cage door and said, ‘Come, now!’

I stumbled forward and the Wug shackled my legs and hands. He lifted me into the back of the wagon and I was forced into the cage, which was bolted after me.

The Wug got back in the wagon, and the other Wug whipped up the slep.

And off I went to Council.

Off I went, perhaps forever.
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The Council building was constructed of stone and marble with soaring columns out front and grand steps leading up to it. The doors were made of iron with intricate scrollwork that, as a Finisher, I had long loved to gaze at. As the Chief of Council, Thansius maintained his living quarters on the first floor. I had never been inside the building. I had had no reason to – until now.

They did not take me in via the front entrance – I supposed prisoners were not given that privilege – but instead through a rear door. After my shackles were removed, I was led into a chamber that was nearly as large as the main room at Stacks, but far nicer. The floors were marble, the walls of stone, the ceiling a combination of the two, with enormous, old worm-pitted beams criss-crossing the high space.

On a raised dais behind an intricately carved wooden waist-high wall sat the full Council. Thansius was seated in the centre. He wore his blood-red robes, which I did not take as a good sign. To his left was Krone, dressed in his usual black. Next to him was a Wug named Duk Dodgson, who was simply a younger version of Krone. Seated next to Thansius was Morrigone. She too was dressed in red.

I was led to a small table with one chair. Next to it was a lectern, like the one the Preceptors at Learning used when teaching.

I looked up at Council. And they looked down at me. I felt like a mouse quivering before a garm.

‘Sit down, prisoner,’ ordered Krone, ‘while charges against you are made.’

I sat, surreptitiously tugged down my shirtsleeves and tried to stop my heart from bursting out of my throat. From the corner of my eye I saw Ladon-Tosh seated to one side of the chamber. He was not looking at anyone or anything. I couldn’t understand why he was present, but then my gaze drifted down to his waist.

There was an axe held there in a special sheath fitted to his belt.

Punishment for treason is beheading.

I turned back to look at Council while tendrils of cold dread formed around me.

Krone looked triumphantly at his fellow Council members. His victorious gaze, at least it seemed to me, lingered longest on Morrigone.

‘We found this book in the possession of Vega Jane.’ He reached in front of him and lifted it up for all to see. ‘It gives a detailed description of the creatures living in the Quag with, in certain circumstances, ways around said creatures. It also identifies species in the Quag that may be of help to those seeking to traverse the Quag. Like the . . .’ He paused, and I knew exactly what he was going to say next. I mouthed the word before he spoke it.

‘Outliers,’ finished Krone.

On this, Council started murmuring among themselves. I noted that only Thansius and Morrigone did not look at the others.

Thansius’s gaze occasionally flicked to me. Morrigone never once looked at me. I did not take that as a good sign.

Krone continued. ‘The only possible reason for Vega Jane to harbour a book like this is to aid the enemies of Wormwood. For such treasonous acts –’ on this he gave a significant glance in the direction of Ladon-Tosh – ‘execution is the only appropriate punishment.’

Krone looked at each of the Council members in turn and then saved his most scathing look for me.

Thansius rose and said, ‘Thank you, Jurik, for your, uh, typically energetic parsing of the facts.’ He then picked up the book and turned to me.

‘How came you by this book, Vega?’

I looked around, unsure of what to do. Finally, I stood.

‘I found it at Quentin Herms’s cottage.’

‘You were never inside his cottage,’ protested Krone.

‘I was,’ I said. ‘And I saw you there.’

‘Rubbish. Lies and more lies.’

‘“The ring is the puzzlement for me. Why would the accursed Virgil not leave it to his son?” That’s what you said in the cottage, Krone. I was hiding behind the cabinet in the front room. You weren’t there alone.’ I hesitated, and then my instinct told me to go for it. ‘Would you like me to say who you were there with?’ I didn’t know who that was, at least not for certain, but Krone couldn’t know that.

‘Enough!’ shouted Krone. ‘So, you were at the cottage? That merely proves you knew of the book and took it.’

‘I did—’

‘Did you help the traitor Herms create it?’

‘I am trying to—’

‘Do you expect us to believe your pathetic lies?’

‘Jurik,’ Thansius’s voice boomed.

The entire Council seemed to shudder collectively.

Thansius said, ‘She is trying to tell us her side of things. Your interrupting before she does so is not especially productive or a good use of Council’s time.’

There were murmurs of agreement on this point and Krone sat down and looked off as though he would not bother to even listen to what I had to say.

Thansius looked at me and said, ‘Go on, Vega.’

‘I didn’t know about the book. I went to the cottage because of the reward.’ A lie plus a truth was far better than two lies, at least in my estimation. ‘I went to the cottage to see if I could find any clues to where Herms had gone.’

‘He had not gone anywhere,’ countered Krone, who was once more staring at me. ‘Outliers took him.’

‘But I didn’t know that at the time, did I? It was only announced later and then explained at Steeples to all Wugs.’

‘Then why did you keep the book?’ asked Krone, a tone of triumph in his voice. ‘Why did you not turn it in to Council?’

‘I was scared,’ I replied.

‘Of what?’ snarled Krone.

‘Of Wugs reacting just like you’re reacting now!’ I shot back. ‘Even if I turned it in, I knew you, Krone, would find some way to twist it into a verdict of guilt. When you came for me last night, you said I would be executed. You’d obviously already made up your mind before the Council hearing. Where is the justice in that?’

My statement had the desired effect. Instantly, there were mutterings among the Council members. I saw two of the members give Krone pointedly harsh looks.

Morrigone stared at the wall across the room. Thansius kept his gaze on me.

Krone sputtered, ‘I did no such thing.’

‘Then why did you take me from my digs in shackles?’

‘He did that?’

We all turned to look at Morrigone, who was now staring at Krone.

‘He did,’ I answered.

‘You said you were taken last night, Vega,’ said Thansius. ‘To where were you taken?’

I stared at Krone when I said, ‘Valhall. I was there until I was brought here. And no food or water has passed my lips.’ Well, I had eaten some of what Delph brought me, but I was still starving.

‘Then you must be very hungry and thirsty,’ said Morrigone. She clapped her hands and an assistant instantly left the chamber. He came back a sliver later carrying a platter with bread and cheeses and a carafe of water and a glass. He set it down in front of me.

Morrigone said, ‘On behalf of Council, Vega, I apologize. No Wug goes to Valhall who has not first been convicted.’ She added in a withering tone with a scathing look at Krone tacked on, ‘As my colleague well knows.’

Krone had said nothing this whole time. As I attacked my meal and drank down the water, I shot glances here and there at Council. I saw Krone looking down at his hands and no doubt wondering where his advantage had gone. I was thinking that I might even be let go in a sliver or two when I noticed the carafe had a slight crack in it. Water had dribbled out of it and on to my sleeve. A puddle of dark liquid was pooling on the table.

I stared at it for a long moment, wondering what its source was. I wasn’t that dirty.

I didn’t even know he was beside me until I looked up.

Krone was staring at the dark pool of water. Then he looked at my arm and then he looked at me. Before I could stop him, he had ripped up my shirtsleeve, exposing the marks I had made copying the map of the Quag that Quentin Herms had left me.

‘And what in the name of Steeples is this, I ask you?’ he roared. He twisted my arm and I cried out in pain.

Thansius stood. ‘Krone, stand down this instant.’

Morrigone was on her feet too and hurrying over to us. She stopped next to me and her gaze ran down my arm. I saw her attempt to say something but then it was like the words froze in her throat.

Krone said, ‘Unless I am much mistaken, fellow members of Council, what I perceive on this female’s arm is nothing less than a map of the Quag.’

I wanted to yell back at him and ask how he knew it was the Quag, but I was struck dumb by the looks on the faces of Council. Thansius alone held me spellbound. He slowly walked over to me and looked down my arm. He gently pulled up my other sleeve and looked there as well.

‘Are there any more marks on you, Vega, other than these?’ His voice was filled with disappointment and, even worse, betrayal.

My eyes clouding with tears, I found I could not lie. ‘On my belly and legs.’

‘And where did you come by them?’

I looked at Morrigone. She had not taken her eyes off the marks. Her expression of profound surprise was crushing to me.

‘Quentin Herms left them on parchment for me,’ I said. ‘Before he disappeared.’

‘And did he tell you it was a way through the Quag?’

‘In a way, yes.’

‘And where is this parchment now?’

‘I burned it.’

Krone broke in, ‘But not before copying the marks on her skin. And why do that if she were not planning to use it somehow, and no doubt against her fellow Wugmorts.’

‘I was not!’ I cried out. ‘I was never intending to use it at all.’

‘Then why keep it on your skin?’

This query was from Morrigone. She was now looking directly at me.

I forced myself to meet her gaze. And in holding that gaze, I decided to tell the truth. ‘Because it showed a way to a place other than here.’

‘A confession,’ shouted Krone. ‘The female has as good as told us she is working with the Outliers.’

Morrigone was still staring at me, great sadness in her eyes. She looked at Thansius and said, ‘I believe that we have heard all that is necessary. We shall deliberate and then render our judgement.’

I wanted to scream at her not to do this. That I was innocent. That they needed to hear more from me. But I said nothing. I knew beyond all doubt that I could say nothing else that would matter to them now.

She looked at Krone. ‘But she will not be taken back to Valhall. She will be taken to her lodgings and a guard placed over her.’

Krone looked mortified at the idea. ‘She is a traitor. She will attempt to escape and thus avoid justice on this most serious matter. She has the map of the Quag on her. She will use it to—’

‘To what, Krone?’ interrupted Morrigone. ‘To go through the Quag? A fourteen-session-old Wug? She will be dead in two slivers. We all know what lies in there, Vega as well.’ She looked at me when she said this. ‘And she has other reasons not to leave Wormwood. These she knows as well.’

Krone was about to say something, but Thansius forestalled another outburst.

‘I am in agreement with Madame Morrigone. Vega will be taken to her lodgings and a guard placed there. However, before this is done, a female assistant to Council will see to . . . to the washing away of the marks on her . . . self.’

Krone said, ‘I want a guard with her every step of the way.’

Thansius looked like he wanted to strangle his colleague. ‘I highly doubt Vega can escape from the Council building, Krone. But if you wish, you may go stand outside the door of the washroom.’

Without waiting for a reply, Thansius walked back to the dais and used the hilt of an enormous jewel-encrusted sword lying there to smack the wood.

‘Council will take up the matter of Vega Jane immediately.’

As I was led out, I looked back first at Thansius and then at Morrigone. Neither one of them would look at me.

My heart and spirits in my boots, I was led from the chamber and taken to a loo, where all the marks were washed off me with such energy that my skin was reddened and painful. But I didn’t utter a sound as the marks I had kept hidden for so long disappeared from my skin. Afterwards, I was taken back to my lodgings, where a very happy Non stood guard outside my door.

Delph had brought Harry Two around to me, and my canine stayed right by my side.

It was quite dark now and I lay on my cot and wondered what my fate would be.

Would they take my life?

Would they place me back in Valhall? Perhaps forever?

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, but it was impossible. Until I knew my fate, there would be no rest for me.
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DO OR DIE
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When the knock came at my door, Harry Two started growling.

The tendrils of first light were just beginning to leach into my window, dispelling the darkness. I staggered up, half asleep, waves of cold dread making me feel unbalanced and sick to my stomach for I had no idea who would be coming for me at this hour.

I opened the door.

It was Morrigone. She looked deadly pale and tired, her exhausted features neatly matching how I felt. Her cloak even had a few spots of dirt on the hem. I looked over her shoulder but did not see the carriage. She must have walked from the Council building to deliver the news.

‘May I come in, Vega?’

I nodded and moved out of the way to allow her entry.

She sat, or rather fell, into one of the chairs. She stifled a yawn and rubbed at one of her eyes.

‘You haven’t slept all night?’ I said.

She slowly shook her head but didn’t really seem to have heard my query. She looked at Harry Two and held out a hand to him. He cautiously approached and allowed her to rub his ears.

‘A fine canine,’ she said.

‘He would do anything for me,’ I replied, sitting on my cot across from her. ‘Will he be denied that opportunity?’ I asked cautiously.

She looked up. ‘You will not be executed, if that’s what you’re asking,’ she said bluntly. ‘Krone fought long and hard all night on that point, but Thansius and I used all our resources and support to make Council see reason.’

‘Why does Krone hate me so much? What have I ever done to him?’

‘It’s not about you,’ Morrigone said quietly. ‘Krone actually hated your grandfather.’

‘What?’ I gasped.

‘When Virgil was leaving Council, it was rumoured that Krone would take his spot. Virgil did not think much of Krone, and they had a terrific row in front of the entire Council. It was humiliating for Krone. Another Wug was appointed to replace Virgil based, I believe, solely on that verbal dust-up. And though Krone did eventually become a Council member, it did not happen for several sessions. I am certain he held your grandfather responsible for this delay in his career. And his hatred for your grandfather seems to have been transferred to you.’

‘And to my brother?’ I said anxiously. ‘No. I think just to you.’

‘Why just me, then?’ I said, bewildered.

She looked at me with a bemused expression. ‘It is because you are so very much like your grandfather, Vega. So very much.’

‘You liked him?’ I thought back to Delph’s description of the pair arguing right before my grandfather had left Wormwood.

‘I respected him, which is even more powerful, Vega. Virgil was a great Wugmort. He has been . . . He has been sorely missed since his . . .’

She did not seem able to finish the thought.

‘I miss him too,’ I said. ‘I wish he were here right now, to be with me.’

Morrigone reached out and gripped my hand. ‘I see you have drawn the symbol he carried on your skin.’

I had not let the female at Council wash it off. I had told her it was not part of the map and she had relented.

I hesitated before asking, ‘What is my fate? If not execution, then it must be Valhall.’

‘It is not Valhall.’

I looked at her, puzzled. ‘Then what is my punishment?’

She gathered her own breath. ‘You must fight in the Duelum, Vega. You must fight your heart out. You cannot surrender or go down easily, for if you do, you will be put in Valhall for the rest of your sessions. That is the vote of Council and it is final.’

‘But I’ll be fighting against fully grown males.’

She rose. ‘The fact is, Vega, they don’t care. If you fight valiantly, all will be forgiven, and you will owe nothing else. If you won’t fight, then you will be taken to Valhall immediately. And in truth, I cannot guarantee that Krone will not push again for your execution. And this time he might succeed.’

‘Then I give you my word that I will fight my hardest.’ I paused and then asked, ‘What happens to me until the Duelum starts?’

‘You are the only Finisher left at Stacks. You can return to your work next light.’ Morrigone held up a cautionary hand. ‘Krone and his allies are convinced you will attempt to flee Wormwood and use the map you had to lead you.’

‘The marks are gone from my skin,’ I said.

‘You could have memorized them. In any event, if you were to attempt to flee, Delph would take your place in Council’s eyes. And it would not simply be Valhall.’ She paused. ‘They will take his life.’ She paused once more and studied me intently. ‘And I would do nothing to block it.’

‘Why, Morrigone? What does Council care if a Wug goes into the Quag? If he makes the decision and dies, it’s his life.’

‘Council’s job is to ensure the survival of Wormwood. If Wugs started going into the Quag and dying, it would embolden the beasts there to perhaps once more take up battle against us. We might not survive a second war with them.’

‘And then of course there are the Outliers.’ I thought it enlightening that she had forgotten to mention them since we were building a gargantuan wall supposedly to keep them out.

Morrigone looked at me with a bittersweet expression. ‘I was very serious, Vega, when I said I admired you. I have no wish to see such a promising life snuffed out. But there are limits to even my feelings for you. Please do not forget that. I have my duty and I intend to carry it out. I cannot and will not play favourites.’

With that ominous statement, she left me.
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Delph arrived at my digs right after he finished work on the Wall.

‘Wotcha, Vega Jane,’ he called out through the door.

I opened the door and looked up at him while Harry Two jumped around our ankles.

‘What is it, Delph?’ I asked.

‘I heard you got to fight in the Duelum.’

‘Yes.’

‘We need to practise, then.’

I looked at him, dumbfounded. ‘Practise what?’

‘Practise for you to win.’

‘Delph, I’m not going to win the Duelum.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’m a female. And I’m only fourteen sessions old.’

‘Very nearly fifteen,’ he amended. ‘So, you’re not going to even try? Don’t sound like Vega Jane to me. Flying and throwing that spear thing so good-like.’

‘That’s different.’

‘Is it?’ he said, staring at me.

I considered this. ‘How would I practise?’

‘You showed me how to fly and throw. I can show you how to fight.’

‘But where do we do this?’

‘At my digs. Lots of privacy there.’

‘When?’

‘Now.’

It was dark as we approached the Delphias’ cottage. The usual sounds associated with a beast trainer’s home were no longer in evidence. There were no new beasts, as I was sure Duf had no slivers to train them. All his time was spent on the Wall.

But there were sounds, because the adar had seen us approach. ‘Hello,’ it said.

‘Hello,’ I said back.

‘And who might this be?’ the adar asked.

‘This might be Vega Jane,’ I answered.

It stood very tall and its great chest swelled. ‘Ooohhh, Ve-Vega Jane. So pr-pretty, Ve-Ve-Vega Jane. So be-be-be-beautiful, Ve-Ve-Vega Jane.’ It sounded exactly like Delph.

Delph roared, ‘Shut up, you great pile of feathers, before you end up in the pot for me sup!’

‘Be-be-beautiful, Ve-Ve-Vega Jane,’ the adar said one last time and then gave Delph a surly glance before tucking its head under a wing and going back to sleep.

I was stunned by this outburst. The thing was, adars only use words they’ve heard. I had no time to think about it really because as I looked over, Delph was charging straight at me full speed. I only had time to put my hands up before he collided with me. He lifted me off the ground, raised me over his head and was about to crush me against a tree when he stopped. He looked up. I looked down.

‘What are you doing, Delph?’ I gasped.

He slowly lowered me to the ground. ‘At Duelum, there’s no stopping. No rules really, neither fair nor foul. Blokes come at you right from the first clang of the bell, Vega Jane. Charge, pin your arms to your sides, lift you up and smash you against the hardest thing they can find. Then you won’t be getting back up. Trust me. I did it to Non last Duelum. He got careless-like, the big oaf.’

I looked at the tree and then back at Delph and shivered.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I get the point. So what now?’

‘So we fight.’ He backed up a few paces and went into a crouch. ‘Now, with Ladon-Tosh—’ Delph began.

‘Ladon-Tosh!’ I exclaimed. ‘He’s older than twenty-four sessions. He won’t be in the Duelum.’

‘Well, he says he’s twenty-three, so he’s in the Duelum, Vega. Just the way ’tis.’

I was fuming. ‘That is the biggest load of tripe. Fine, who else?’

‘Non. Ran Digby. Cletus Loon. Lots of blokes.’

‘But none so big as you.’

‘Most ain’t. But it’s not only the big ones you have to look out for, Vega Jane. The little blokes are quick and cagey and they pack a wallop. My last Duelum, I almost got knocked out by a bloke half me size.’

‘How?’

‘Threw dirt in me eyes and then hit me with a board he had hidden on the pitch.’

My eyes bulged. ‘They can do that?’

He straightened up and looked at me in exasperation. ‘Don’t you watch the Duelums, Vega Jane?’

‘Well, just the championship bout. Sometimes.’ The truth was I could not stand to see Wugs trying to kill one another. The last time I had watched Delph win, I was violently sick as blood flowed from him and the other Wug.

He nodded. ‘Aye, they don’t let you fight as dirty in the last round, to be sure, because the full Council is watching. But to get there, you got to expect anything.’

He went into a crouch again, keeping his hands up and his arms tight to his sides. ‘Protect your body, Vega Jane. A blow to the belly or your side is right painful.’ He held his fists up higher. ‘And watch your head. Hard to fight with a cracked skull.’

I began to feel sick to my stomach. ‘A cracked skull?’

‘Got one two Duelums ago. Had a headache for half a session.’

My mouth had gone totally dry. ‘How can I protect my body and my head at the same time?’ I croaked.

‘Just got to keep moving.’ He danced around a bit on nimble feet, showing more agility than I would have allowed him credit for, given his size.

He said, ‘You can hit a bloke with anything. Fists, head, legs, knees.’

‘And boards,’ I reminded him.

‘Now, when you get hit—’

‘So you’re presuming I’m going to get hit?’ I interrupted.

He said matter-of-factly, ‘Every bloke gets hit in a Duelum. Count on about a dozen times a bout. Meaning the hard shots. ’Bout fifty times total, but I don’t count the little shots that just make ya wonky for a bit.’

I wanted to turn and run screaming.

‘When you get hit, no matter how light or hard, I would recommend you going down.’

At first I rejoiced at this proposition, but then I recalled Morrigone’s words. If I did not fight to my fullest, I would be going to Valhall for the rest of my sessions. But Delph’s next words showed he was not planning for me to surrender.

‘Going down dinnae mean you’ve lost the bout, Vega Jane. The bloke will just jump on you and pound you till ya can’t see or hear nothing no more. It hurts,’ he added unnecessarily. ‘Now, ’tis true if ya put both your hands up in surrender, the bout is over and no Wug can hit you without getting a foul called.’

‘I can’t surrender, Delph,’ I said. And I thought, No matter how much I may want to.

‘You’re nae surrendering, Vega Jane. What you do is go down in a special way. Like this.’

He fell on to his back, his knees tucked up to his chest. He continued. ‘He’ll charge head-on at you. Now, you wait till he’s just a wee bit away and then you do this.’

Delph kicked out with both feet with such force that I jumped back even though I was in no danger of being hit. In the next instant, he was on his feet. He leaped into the air and came down with both feet on top of his imaginary opponent. Then he jumped up again and came down with his right arm in the shape of a V and his elbow pointed downward. He sprawled on the ground with his elbow poised a quarter-inch above the dirt.

‘That’s the bloke’s throat. Elbow strike there, he can’t breathe, can he? He passes out. And you win. And go on to the next round. Clean and quick. Har.’

I felt my own throat constrict. ‘But if he can’t breathe, won’t he die?’

Delph rose and dusted off his trousers and hands. ‘Well, most blokes start breathing on their own pretty quick. For those what need a bitta help, there’re Mendens standing by to come over and beat on their chests. That usually does the trick. Sometimes they have to cut open the throat to get the air flowing again, but the scar is pretty small, and it don’t bleed all that much.’

I turned around and heaved the meagre contents of my belly into a bush.

I felt Delph’s big hands around my shoulders a moment later. He supported me while I finished being sick. I wiped my mouth and turned to face him, my cheeks red with embarrassment.

‘Delph, I had no idea the Duelums were like this. And you winning three of them already? Well, that’s about the most amazing thing ever.’

‘’Tain’t all that special,’ he said modestly.

‘But what you’ve taught me will help.’ I didn’t believe this of course, because even if I jumped off the tallest tree in Wormwood and landed on Non’s throat, I doubt he would even cough.

‘This is just the start, Vega Jane. There’s a lot more for you to learn. And you’ve got to build up your strength too.’

‘I’m pretty strong.’

‘That’s not good enough.’

‘How do I get stronger? I work all light at Stacks building straps for the Wall. When will I have a sliver to train? I have to sleep.’

‘We’ll think of a way.’

‘When will we know who we have to fight?’

‘They’ll post the first bouts seven nights before the Duelum starts,’ he replied.

We worked some more on various moves and strategies until I was exhausted.

Before taking my leave, I glanced over at the adar.

‘Delph, that adar—’

‘Dad’s been having no end of trouble with the durn thing,’ he grumbled.

‘What kind of trouble?’

Delph would not meet my eye. ‘Saying things we got no idea where he heard ’em. Dad says some adars have minds of their own, they do.’

‘But adars can’t naturally stutter, can—’

‘Gotta go, Vega Jane.’

And then he disappeared into his cottage and closed the door tight.
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Next light, I rose early. I wanted to get out of Wormwood proper before other Wugs got up. As Harry Two and I walked down the cobblestones, we passed an old Wug I didn’t know but had seen before. He glared at me and aimed a slop of spit at my boot. I hopped away and kept going, my head down. Obviously, word had got around about my arrest and sentencing to fight in the Duelum. It might be that every Wug loathed me now, although it was hard to fathom how they could turn against me so quickly.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Roman Picus coming down the cobblestones. I braced myself for his insults and slurs. But he did something that bruised me even more. He pulled down his hat and cut between two buildings, apparently so he would not have to talk to or perhaps be seen with me.

I kept shuffling along, my energy sapped, and I had a full light of work ahead.

As I passed the Loons, Hestia Loon stepped out to put some rubbish in the dustbin. I tried not to make eye contact, but she called out, ‘Vega?’

I stopped, fearing the worst. Hestia had always been nice to me, but she was under Loon’s thumb completely. I eyed the broom in her hand and wondered if she was going to take a swat at me.

‘Yes?’ I said quietly.

She walked over, gave Harry Two a pat and said, ‘’Tis a beautiful canine.’

My spirits lifted a bit at her kind words. ‘Thank you. His name is Harry Two.’

She glanced up at me, her features hardening. ‘It’s rubbish, what they’re saying ’bout you. Know that as well as I know me own frying pan.’

I felt my face grow warm and moisture crept into my eyes. I hastily rubbed this away and continued to stare at her.

She looked over her shoulder back at the Loons and came forward, drawing something from her pocket. She held it up. It was a little chain with a metal disc on the end.

‘Me mum gave this to me when I was but a nipper. For good luck, they say.’ I looked at her in confusion. She spoke hurriedly. ‘Luck, for in the Duelum. Heard you had to fight. Council is a bunch of fools, if you ask me, but no Wug did.’ She gripped my hand and placed the good-luck charm in it and curled my fingers over it.

‘You take this, Vega Jane. You take this and you beat them males. I know you can do it. Outliers! As if you’d be helping them, and your grandfather being Virgil Alfadir Jane. Don’t have the sense they were born with, the lot of ’em.’

She looked down at my thin, dirty frame, and I saw her heavy cheeks start to quiver. ‘Give me a mo’,’ she said.

She nipped into the Loons and was back a half-sliver later with a small cloth bag. She handed it to me. ‘Just between us,’ she said and gave my cheek a pinch. Then she was gone.

I looked in the bag and saw a loaf of freshly baked bread, two apples, a jar of pickles, a wedge of cheese and two fat sausages. My stomach rumbled in anticipation of devouring it.

I looked at the charm she had given me. The disc of metal was copper and had the image of a star with seven points to it. I lifted it over my head, and the chain settled around my neck. I stared back at the Loons and found Hestia peering at me from a window. She disappeared quickly when she saw me looking.

I continued on, my spirits heartened by her gesture of kindness. However, that feeling would not last long because when I arrived at my tree, and saw what was happening, I dropped the bag and ran forward screaming furiously.

‘No. No!’ I yelled. ‘That’s my tree.’

There were four Wugs, all males, all twice my size. One of them was Non. He had an axe and was about to strike my tree a vicious blow. Two other Wugs stood ready with a long saw, while the fourth Wug had a morta, which he now pointed at me while Harry Two growled and snapped at him.

They were going to chop down my tree.

Non stopped, but still holding the axe up high, he said viciously, ‘Traitors dinnae get to have trees, female. And it’s needed for the Wall.’

He started his downswing with the huge axe.

‘No!’ I screamed. ‘You can’t. You can’t.’ I paused and then said, ‘You won’t!’

Non hit my tree with a staggering blow, and the most amazing thing happened. There was not a dent or cut in the bark. Instead, the axe broke in half and fell to the ground.

Non stood there looking in disbelief at where he had hit my tree and then down at his shattered tool.

‘What the—?’ he roared. ‘Bring up the saw, lads.’

I just stood there, staring at my poor tree, willing with all my heart for it to survive this unjust attack.

The two Wugs set the saw’s teeth against my tree’s bark and started to cut. Or they tried to. The teeth disintegrated against the trunk.

The Wugs straightened and looked in puzzlement at their ruined saw.

Non stared fiercely over at me. ‘What sort of tree is this?’ he demanded.

‘It’s my tree,’ I said, pushing past the Wug holding the morta. ‘Now, clear off.’

‘It’s bedevilled,’ exclaimed Non. ‘You’re working with them Outliers. Evil scum. They’ve bedevilled this tree, they have!’

‘That is utter nonsense.’

We all looked around and saw Thansius standing about five yards from us. He was dressed in a long grey cloak. He held a long stick in one massive hand, and I imagined he had gone for an early walk.

‘A bedevilled tree?’ said Thansius as he drew nearer and looked up at my beautiful poplar. ‘How do you mean?’

Non shuffled his feet nervously and kept his gaze downcast. The other Wugs had all taken steps back and were studying the ground.

Non said haltingly, ‘Well, Thansius . . . sir, axe and . . . and saw don’t touch it, did they . . . sir?’

‘Easily explained,’ said Thansius, looking at me.

He rapped my tree with his knuckles. ‘You see, over time some trees that are ancient become petrified. That is to say their bark hardens to such a degree that it becomes stronger than iron. It’s no wonder your tools fell victim to its trunk.’

He picked up the pieces of the broken axe and the toothless saw and handed them back to Non and the other two Wugs. ‘I would say that this tree will still be standing when we are all long since dust.’ He looked directly at Non. ‘So, be off with you, Non. I’m sure you and your colleagues have labours on the Wall to perform.’

Non and his cronies hastily made their way down the path and were soon out of sight.

I touched my tree’s bark and then looked at the boards I had nailed into it leading up to my planks. How could I have nailed into it if it were petrified? I looked at Thansius and was about to ask this very query when he said, ‘It is quite a magnificent tree, Vega. It would have been a terrible shame to see it perish.’

In his features I could tell that he wasn’t talking only about my tree. He was also referring to me.

I wanted to tell Thansius that I was not a traitor and that I never would have used the map to help anything that wanted to hurt Wormwood. But he had already turned away and walked off. I watched until I could no longer see him. Then I turned to my tree and gave it a hug.

I worked at Stacks all light long, and after finishing, I helped transport a shipment of straps by a wagon pulled by two cretas to the section of the Wall that was currently being completed. As I helped lift the heavy straps off, I was thinking this was a great way for me to build up my strength – if I didn’t die of exhaustion first.

As I finished unloading the straps, I stayed to look around. The Wall rose up well over thirty feet. The stripped timbers were thick, planed and mitred. Straps that I had finished were wound around the logs and locked down tightly through the punch holes, giving the wood a strength and stability it would not otherwise have had.

The activity was frenetic, but seemed well co-ordinated, with Wugs marching here and there with tools and materials. I spotted John on a raised platform with lit torches all around, overseeing the construction. Next to him were three members of Council and two other Wugs I knew were good at building things.

It was startling to me how quickly my many sessions with John had been efficiently overridden by his time under Morrigone’s wing. Or claw, more like it. And yet she had saved my life. Was she my ally or enemy?

I walked over to the large holes dug for the water and gazed down at them. Another Wug came up to me, carrying some tools.

‘When will the water be piped in here?’ I asked.

He looked down at the hole. ‘They say in six more lights and nights, but I don’t see how. We’re behind schedule.’

I remembered John’s earlier comment about being behind schedule. ‘It seems that Wugs are working as hard as they can,’ I said.

‘Tell that to them,’ said the Wug, motioning to the platform where John was. The Wug looked back at me. ‘’Tis your brother, ain’t he?’

‘He is.’

The Wug stared hard at me. ‘Then you have my pity.’

As he started to walk off, I grabbed his arm. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Only that it don’t matter to him how tired or sick we are or that our families need us. He flat-out don’t care, does he?’

‘I thought he was just working on the plans?’

The Wug shook his head. ‘For a young, he acts very old. And he hasn’t a heart a’tall. I know you’re family and all, but that’s just how I feel.’

Scowling, he stalked off leaving me staring at the ground, thinking many things and none of them pleasant. I glanced back over at John, hoping that the Wug had been exaggerating. Yet, even as I watched, he started pointing and yelling at a group of Wugs who were struggling with a heavy timber. John rushed down to them and started gesticulating. The Wugs looked stonily at him, any response they might have had no doubt muted by the large Wugs armed with mortas who stood behind John.

I walked up to John, who was still raging at the Wugs standing there with the log balanced precariously over their weary shoulders. I said, ‘Why don’t you let them put it down, John, while you tell them what you want?’

He turned to me, an expression of great annoyance on his face. At first, I didn’t think he even recognized me.

‘We don’t have time for that!’ he exclaimed. ‘We’re already behind this light, and night crew will be here in slivers.’

‘And these Wugs have been working hard all light. You’ll be even more behind schedule if Wugs start getting sick or injured from being overworked.’

‘It is not your place to give orders,’ he said, gazing stonily at me.

‘Maybe it isn’t. But I’m the only family you have left.’

He gave me a condescending look. ‘Have you forgotten the Care?’

I knew I shouldn’t do it, but at this point I was no longer concerned about John’s feelings. Besides, I wasn’t sure he had any left. And I was destined to either get my brains bashed in fighting in the Duelum or die in Valhall.

‘As I said, I’m the only family you have. I thought Morrigone would have told you by now. Our parents both suffered Events. There is nothing left of them.’

With that I turned on my heel and marched away.

I had just committed the biggest mistake of my life.
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The next few lights and nights followed a uniform pattern. I worked all light at Stacks and then delivered straps to the Wall. After that, Delph and I practised my Duelum skills late into the night. He had put together a long pole with the ends weighted by bundles of rocks. He had me lift that over my head and put it on my shoulders and squat down to build up my upper and lower body. My limbs hurt so badly the next light, I cried out in pain after I tried to get off my cot. But I kept doing it. Wanting to live is a great motivator.

At first we were at his digs, then we moved to the forest and sometimes we fought inside my digs, occasionally knocking over my few pieces of furniture and scaring Harry Two half to death.

On the seventh light after Thansius had made his announcement about the Duelum, I was passing Cletus Loon and his chums on the way to my digs. Loon stepped in front of me while his chums made a circle around me. Harry Two started growling and the hair on his back rose as they closed in on us. I patted Harry Two on the head and told him it was OK.

Cletus said, ‘So you have to fight in the Duelum or else you’ll rot in Valhall for being a traitor.’

I stood there with as bored a look on my face as I could manage. Even his simple mind finally seemed to grasp that he would either have to say something else or shove off.

Cletus finally said, ‘You know what I wish, Vega?’

‘I don’t want to try and see inside your head, Loon; I might go blind.’

‘I wish that I draw you in the first round of the Duelum.’

His friends laughed while I stood there staring at Cletus like he was not worth a sliver of my time.

Finally I said, ‘Be careful what you wish for, Loon; you might just get it.’

He got right in my face. ‘I can’t wait to see you get a right good beating and I hope I’m the one to do it.’

‘I suppose you’ve got some brilliant moves you’re itching to try out.’

‘You bet I do,’ he said, grinning maliciously.

I waited patiently for Cletus to do what I knew he was going to do. What he so desperately wanted to do.

He feinted with his right hand, swung his left to within an inch of my cheek and then pretended to knee me in the stomach.

I just stood there stoically, not even batting an eye.

His grin finally disappeared. ‘You best watch yourself.’

‘Right,’ I said.

He stepped to the side, allowing me to pass. I walked on with Harry Two protecting my flank.

‘Thanks, you idiot,’ I said under my breath.

I heard Wugs calling out further down the Low Road where it turned into the high street cobblestones leading into Wormwood proper. Other Wugs were rushing towards that destination as well. I picked up my pace to see what was going on. I turned on to the high street and saw that Wugs were collecting around a wooden board that was used for official announcements.

Then it occurred to me. The first Duelum bouts were being posted this night! I sprinted hard down the cobblestones and pushed my way through hordes of Wugs until I could see the long parchment strips pinned to the wood. I ran my eye down the list, finally reaching my name near the bottom. As I gazed across at my opponent for the first bout, my mouth twitched. Cletus Loon indeed would be getting his wish, for I had drawn him in the first round. I would have to fight and win four times to reach the championship match. Not that I expected, despite Delph’s encouragement, to get that far.

Yet I knew one thing. I was going to beat Cletus Loon. That would be enough for me. I prayed the other females in the competition would survive the first round reasonably intact.

I then looked for Delph’s name and found it less than a sliver later. In the first bout, he would be fighting the huge, vile Ran Digby, the patrol Wug.

A hand grabbed my arm. I turned to see Jurik Krone. Next to him was a simpering Duk Dodgson. I pulled my arm free and stared up at him. I could sense other Wugs giving us space, but staring all the same.

‘Madame Morrigone has no doubt told you of your lucky escape from justice,’ he snarled.

‘Lucky?’ I said in a scathing tone. ‘Lucky to fight males three times my size so they can beat me to death?’

In a loud voice he proclaimed, ‘I would much prefer to see you in Valhall, traitor. Or with your head no longer attached. That would be real justice.’

OK, enough was enough. Now it was my turn.

‘And I would much prefer to see my grandfather sitting on Council instead of you.’

The Wugs surrounding us gave a gasp and took a collective step back.

I stepped forward. It had been a long light; I was tired and I was angry. And if I did not speak my mind right now, I felt like I would explode.

I pressed my finger into his chest. ‘My grandfather saw you for what you are and that’s why he didn’t want you on Council. You are a vindictive little weasel that would make a garm seem honourable. All you care about is yourself and your career and forget about every other Wug. I’ve met some prats in my time, Krone – some nasty, stupid prats of the highest order – but you, you beat them all, you lying, worthless piece of dung.’ I turned away, but only for an instant. I whirled back around and said, ‘Oh, and for the record –’ now my voice rose to a shriek – ‘the only thing I’m sorry for is that you are not in the Duelum because I would kick you from here to the Quag!’

I turned around and stalked off. I hoped and prayed to Steeples that Krone would attack me because I was so furious that I would not only knock him to the Quag, I would knock the Wug right through it.

I stopped only when I saw Delph staring at me from across the cobblestones. From his stunned expression, it was clear he had seen and heard everything.

I walked over to him.

‘Who’d have thought, Vega Jane,’ he began. ‘And Jurik Krone no less.’

‘I don’t want to talk about Krone, Delph. He is nothing.’

I watched as Krone and Duk Dodgson shoved through the crowd of Wugs and headed to the Council building. Krone shot me a loathsome look and then he disappeared from my sight.

I turned back to Delph. ‘Did you know Ran Digby is your first opponent?’

Delph smiled. ‘He best hope he has teeth left to spit his slop through.’

‘Well, he only has three of them that I can see. I got Cletus Loon.’

‘You’ll beat him, Vega Jane. I’ll make sure of it.’

In truth, I wasn’t all that worried about fighting Cletus Loon. What I was thinking about was my meeting with John. I had told him that our parents were gone and not even waited to see his reaction. That had been so cruel on my part.

Delph touched me on the shoulder and lifted me from these painful musings. ‘You ready to practise this night?’

I wanted to, but I shook my head. ‘Not this night, Delph. This night I need to rest.’

He looked disappointed, then nodded, turned and walked off.

I watched him go for a bit and then set off. Not for my digs. I was headed to the Care with Harry Two beside me. I wasn’t sure why I was going, because my parents were no longer there. But something inside me was telling me I had to go.

When we arrived there, rain started pelting down. Harry Two glanced up at me a few times, probably wondering why we were out in the driving rain. It was cold and I started shivering. I had no idea if the doors were locked. I pushed on the wood and, surprisingly, it opened. I poked my head into the darkened corridor.

My canine kept close to my shins. He wasn’t growling or making any sound at all. He seemed as intimidated as I felt.

I reached my parents’ old room and gazed up at the brass plate. Or where the plate had once been. When I pushed open the unlocked door, I was immediately aware of the presence of someone else huddled in the corner. The room was no longer illuminated by the Care’s mysterious light source. But I could still make the shape out.

It was John.


38

MAGICAL ME

[image: ]

John didn’t look up as I walked in. I just heard his sobs. He didn’t look remotely like the grand special assistant to Council who was running roughshod over the poor Wugs building the Wall. Even with his scalped hair and fancy clothes, he now looked like a little Wug who was totally lost.

I went to him, wrapped my long arms around him and held him. Harry Two sat on his haunches while I did so. I said things to John that I had said to him pretty much every light growing up. That everything would be OK. That he would always have me. That he should not be sad, for the next light would be better.

When I heard the door creak open about fifteen slivers later, I knew who it was before I saw her. Morrigone came into the room and walked directly over to John.

‘It’s time to go, John,’ she said without looking at me.

He stifled his sobs and nodded, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his pristine black tunic. Morrigone put a hand on his arm. I did not let go of his other one.

I said, ‘Let him cry. They’re gone. Let him cry.’

Morrigone gave me what I can only describe as a withering look and I decided to give it right back. She leaned in close and said, ‘We have you to thank for this, Vega.’

I walked away from John and stood waiting for her in a far corner. It was about time we had this out, I had decided. I’d had my say with Krone and now it was Morrigone’s turn. She strode over to me. I must have grown a bit because I noted that without her heels, I would be taller than her. Yet even in my faded, falling-apart work boots, I was not far off her height. I stood as straight as possible, trying to match her loftiness.

She snarled, ‘John has come here every night since you told him what you promised me you would not.’

‘It was wrong to keep the truth from him.’

‘You are not the one to make that sort of judgement.’

‘And you are?’ I said, the scepticism as thick in my tone as I could make it.

‘It seems that you have forgotten your place here, Vega.’

‘I didn’t know that I had a place, so thank you for reserving me one.’

‘That sort of talk does you no credit. Not while your brother is huddled in that corner, crying his heart out night after night. It is shameful what you did.’

‘He should be crying his heart out. I did.’

‘You disappoint me. I thought you were made of stronger stuff.’

‘Like my grandfather?’

‘Virgil had a tremendous will.’

‘I suppose he would have needed that to survive the fire that swallowed him on his last night here.’ It was as though my words had turned Morrigone to marble. I could not even swear that she was still breathing.

When she spoke, her words were like morta rounds. ‘What exactly do you mean by that?’

Warning signals in my head were blaring, telling me to stop talking. But I couldn’t and wouldn’t. I didn’t care if she had saved me from execution or Valhall. I did care that she had made me keep from my brother a truth that she never should have asked me to withhold. And she had turned a warm, loving, trusting Wug into someone I could no longer recognize.

‘Tell me something, Morrigone, how did it feel to watch my grandfather disappear into the flames? Despite you not wanting him to go?’

She said in a deadly tone, ‘You must be careful, Vega Jane. You must be very careful at this very sliver.’

I had to admit that her words sent a chill up my spine. I happened to glance away and for the first time noticed that John was watching us intently.

‘Morrigone?’ he began.

She instantly held up her hand, and my brother fell back, his next words seemingly struck from his lips before they had a chance to fully form. This simple gesture enraged me even more.

I said, ‘You once taunted me with the word time. But I wonder if you fully understand all that I know? All that I have seen over the course of time?’

Again, I knew I should have stopped right there, but I simply couldn’t.

‘I met a female, Morrigone, who looked remarkably like you, lying mortally wounded on a great battlefield. Do you know what she told me? What she gave me?’

‘You lie!’ she hissed.

‘She died right in front of me. She spoke to me. She knew me!’

‘This cannot be true,’ gasped Morrigone, her calm exterior having totally collapsed.

I said, ‘Have you ever been chased by a flying jabbit or a creature so gigantic it can block out the sun, Morrigone? They’re called colossals. It’s quite exhilarating. So long as you survive it. And I did. Does that make me as special as John? Does that place me in the same league as my grandfather in your eyes?’

‘You are deluded.’

‘She wore a ring. The same ring that my grandfather had.’

Morrigone gasped. ‘What did she say to you?’ she snapped.

‘What was her name?’ I countered.

‘What did she say to you?’ she shouted.

I hesitated and then just said it. ‘That I had to survive. Me, Vega Jane. That I had to survive.’

With a monumental effort Morrigone regained her composure and said icily, ‘John deserves better in a sibling, Vega. Consider yourself very fortunate this night.’

She turned on her heel and marched off.

John said to me, ‘I will miss them. I will miss them greatly.’

Before I could respond, he turned and followed Morrigone.

I stood there for a while staring at the floor. Then I finally left, Harry Two at my side. The carriage had long since gone, taking John back to his new life. I was glad he had come here each night to grieve. I was happy I had told him. It was the right thing to do.

When I got back to my digs, I just wanted to collapse. But when I entered my room, I nearly screamed. Morrigone was standing by the fireplace. I looked around for John, but he wasn’t there. It was just Morrigone. And me. She came forward.

‘The things you said back at the Care.’

‘What of them?’ I said.

Harry Two was growling more deeply with every step Morrigone took towards me. I put my hand on his head to calm him, but I kept my gaze on Morrigone.

‘You cannot know such things.’

‘But I do know such things,’ I said.

‘Those are two very different points,’ she replied.

In an instant I understood: she meant I couldn’t be allowed to remember these things. And so I also knew what she was about to do. It was the same thing she had done to Delph and me all those sessions ago. Her hand went up. My hand darted to my pocket. Her hand came down. My hand went up. On my hand was the glove, and in it was the Elemental, at full size. The red light ricocheted off the golden spear, struck my window and shattered all of the glass.

Both of us stood there, breathless. The look in Morrigone’s eyes was truly hideous. She was no longer beautiful. She was the most ugly Wug I had ever witnessed.

Her gaze darted to the fully formed Elemental.

‘Where did you get that?’ she demanded in a hiss.

‘From the female warrior,’ I shot back. ‘She gave it to me. Before she died.’

Now I took a step forward and Morrigone drew back.

‘What was her name?’ I asked, holding the Elemental at the ready.

‘You have no idea what you are doing, Vega.’

‘I have every idea,’ I shouted back.

‘I will not let you destroy us!’

‘Where do Wugs go when they have their Events, Morrigone? They have to go somewhere. And it surely isn’t Wormwood.’

She was shaking her head and backing up. ‘No, Vega. No.’

I raised the Elemental and positioned it to throw.

‘I have no wish to harm you.’ Well, actually I wanted to turn her to dust, but I saw no good coming from telling her that.

Before I could take another step, she was gone. I blinked and looked around in bewilderment. She had simply vanished. I looked down at Harry Two. He was whimpering with his tail between his legs. When I looked up, I saw it, barely visible in the darkness. It was a trail of blue light that carried out the window. As I watched, it lifted to the sky and then vanished, just as Morrigone had.

I angrily waved my hand after this trail of mist. And the most extraordinary thing happened. My shattered window flew back together and became whole once more.

I looked at my hands, then at the repaired glass and wood. How had that happened?

But then a smile crept across my lips because that’s when I realized it. Morrigone indeed had special powers.

Yet, apparently, so did I.
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All Wugs were required to attend the opening of this Duelum. I thought that a bit interesting since we were supposedly surrounded by bloodthirsty Outliers. I had tried to sleep the night before but couldn’t. So I decided I would get down there early to see what I could see.

The pitch site was called the Peckwater Quadrangle after Ronald Peckwater, a long-ago mighty Duelum champion of Wormwood. The inside of the pitch was uneven and dented in innumerable places from large male bodies colliding violently with the dirt over the course of many previous Duelums. A wooden platform had been erected in the centre of the pitch. Here would sit the VIWs, or Very Important Wugs. Behind the platform was a large board with all the names of the competitors, where the progress in the Duelum would be chronicled for all to see. There were also betting circles set up on the pitch’s perimeter, where wages would be placed. The ever-enterprising Roman Picus ran a right successful betting pool through which he had relieved many Wugs of their hard-earned coin over the sessions.

I had left Destin back at my digs under the floorboards. I was terrified that during the course of the fighting, I would unconsciously take flight and my secret would be exposed. And after my experience with Non, I knew the chain also gave me great strength. I did not want to win by cheating.

The air was fresh and warm, and the sky clear. As the time to fight drew closer, the flutters in my stomach seemed to multiply. In my mind I went over and over what Delph had taught me. I felt stronger, more nimble and tougher because of his training. This past session Cletus Loon had grown far bigger than me. Still, he was a bully and I simply refused to lose to a bully.

As time passed, the crowds started assembling. Some Wugs smiled and gave me encouraging words. However, many others shunned me. Huge numbers of Wugs hurried to the betting areas, probably to wager coin on Loon bashing in my brains.

Delph showed up with his father in time to see Bogle and the carriage arrive. Morrigone, Thansius and John alighted and took their places on the platform along with other members of Council.

Delph patted me on the shoulder and said, ‘How do you feel, Vega Jane?’

‘I feel great,’ I lied. ‘I can’t wait for it to start.’ Now, that wasn’t a lie. I wanted it to start before my head exploded. I just kept telling myself that it would be terribly bad form to vomit on Cletus Loon before the fight bell had even rung.

Multiple bouts would take place at the same time in the quadrants of the pitch. There was no time limit on a bout. Wugs kept fighting until one no longer could. That was a stark rule and one that any sane Wug might have questioned. However, sanity seemed to be in limited supply these lights and nights in Wormwood.

I was not in the first set of bouts, so I sat on a small knoll overlooking the pitch and awaited Delph, who was in a first bout pitted against Digby. I was sure that most gamblers had wagered on Delph, and when I looked over at the betting board, I could see that he was a heavy favourite. Digby was in the process of removing his great, filthy shirt. I had always imagined him to be flabby and hideously dirty without clothes on. Thus, I was surprised to see him so muscular. Though I had been quite correct about the hideously dirty part.

Digby went through a series of stretches and then started running on the spot. Then he started to do a bit of practice boxing, weaving and bobbing and punching. He seemed quite good at it, very fast and accurate. I glanced worriedly over at Delph. He had not removed his shirt and he was not stretching or pretend-boxing. He was just standing there with his gaze squarely on Ran Digby. And in his look I began to see a Delph with whom no one would want to tangle. I wanted to tell Delph good luck, but I was afraid of breaking whatever trance he was putting himself in.

Thansius rose and addressed us. ‘Welcome to the Duelum,’ he said in a booming voice. ‘And what a fine light for it. I want to wish luck to all fighters. We want clean bouts and I have confidence in our referees to ensure that that will indeed be the case.’

I was really only half listening. My gaze flitted over to John and then away again several times. Finally, our gazes caught each other. I saw him actually smile at me encouragingly before Morrigone drew his attention away.

I caught her once looking at me. Her expression was unreadable, and all I could think about was her vanishing in a mist of blue. She was an extraordinary Wug, I had to give her that. But she was also dangerous. Anyone with such powers was. And it was only an instant later that I realized I might have to include myself in that group.

Delph and Ran Digby entered their quadrant. Delph had taken off his shirt revealing a lean, chiselled physique. There was not a smidgen of fat on him. He still looked only at Digby, who stared back at him as he flexed his massive arms and worked kinks out of his thick neck.

Right at the strike of the second section of light, the competition bell rang. I had to blink because I would not have thought it possible that two males that large could move that fast. They collided in the very centre of the quadrant, and the sound of bone and muscles crashing together made me light-headed. It was like two cretas ramming together.

Digby got a headlock on Delph and looked like he was trying to rip his head from his torso. Delph strained to free himself with his hands and this exposed his body. Digby took advantage of this by delivering thunderous knee kicks to Delph’s stomach and sides.

I cringed with each blow. I was stunned that Delph was still upright. But then with a mighty effort, he broke Digby’s hold on him and the two huge Wugs faced off. Digby was breathing heavily. Delph looked calm and in control. I marvelled at his composure.

It was over more quickly than I could have imagined. After they each threw a few punches that careened off their hardened torsos, and Digby missed with a kick, Delph got a chokehold on him. He lifted him full off the ground, spun around and delivered his opponent face first into the hard dirt. There was a crunching sound and Digby lay still.

Delph let go of Digby’s neck and rose. The referee checked Digby’s status and then waved over the Mendens, who hurried in with their bulky bags. While they were resuscitating Digby, the referee raised Delph’s hand to the sky and declared him the winner. I cheered louder than anyone. When Delph came back over, he was the old Delph again, the steely, disquieting look gone and replaced with a lopsided grin.

I gave him a hug, and when I drew my hand back, it was covered with blood. I looked up in horror at him.

‘’Tis Digby’s, not mine, Vega Jane.’

I glanced over at Digby, who was slowly sitting up, his face covered by a veil of blood and his nose cleanly broken.

Ten slivers later the first set of bouts was over.

The bell for the next bouts rang immediately after the fighters had gathered on their respective quadrants. Twenty hard-fought slivers later, more fighters were out of the Duelum, while their opponents had moved on.

Eventually, the final set of bouts was called, and it was my turn. I had seen on the competition board that I was the only female left. I took a long breath while Delph gripped my shoulder and gave me encouraging words.

‘He’s a soft Wug, he is,’ he told me. ‘Loon won’t know what hit him.’

I smiled weakly and nodded. ‘We can celebrate this night,’ I said.

But on the inside I was scared. There was no other way to describe it. Cletus had taken off his shirt. He was not as flabby as he used to be, with his body growing as much as it had. I had to concede that he was probably stronger than me, but the bloke was not tougher than me.

Loon grinned maliciously and puffed out his chest and flexed his arms while I stood rock still. Our referee appeared and told us the rules, of which there were precious few. One that did surprise me was that if you were forced out of your quadrant by your opponent, he was given a free blow to any part of your body. Why Delph had failed to mention that one, I had no idea. It was no wonder Wugs charged each other on the bell.

The referee stepped back.

Right before the bell was to ring, Cletus said, ‘If you pretend to faint, I’ll go easy on you. You’ll be able to see out of your eyes and chew your meal this night.’

‘Funny, I was just about to make you the same offer.’

His grin disappeared and was replaced with a determination I had seldom seen on his features. So much for my bravado.

I glanced over his shoulder and was not surprised to see Delph gazing anxiously at me. But I was startled to see that my brother was staring just as anxiously from the platform. To my left stood Cletus’s parents. Cacus Loon looked very confident. Hestia looked like she might be sick.

My heart was beating fast and I had no saliva left in my mouth. I felt like I had forgotten how to breathe. Before I realized it, the bell had rung, and Cletus came charging at me. I managed to block most of his first blows, but my arm instantly started swelling. I fell back, giving up precious ground of which Cletus took full advantage.

He swung a kick at my midsection that I just barely managed to avoid. But I was near the edge of the quadrant and if Cletus got a free shot on me, I seriously doubted I could withstand it. At the last instant I ducked under his blow, whipsawed around him and stood back up on the other side of him. He whirled and came at me.

‘What’s the matter, Vega – afraid to fight?’

I would have said something clever back, only my mouth was so dry all that came out was, ‘Aaaghmllff-prat.’

We danced around for a bit, each probing the other’s defences. I threw a few awkward punches, which he easily blocked. His confidence was growing by the sliver, I could tell. I swung a kick that he easily flicked away. He laughed.

But I had my plan and I bided my time. And then it came. He feinted with his right hand. I kept the grin from showing on my face as I pretended to block this blow. When he threw his left, I had already struck. I slammed the top of my head into his face, a move that Delph told me Wugs fighting in a Duelum quaintly termed a ‘Wormwood kiss’. As Cletus had done when I tricked him into revealing his fighting manoeuvres, he brought up his knee, aiming for my belly. However, my blow to his head having staggered him, Cletus’s strike was slow and off-target, allowing me to hook his leg with my arm. With all my strength I ripped upward on this limb. He flipped over backwards and landed on his head. Then I pounced. Scissoring my long legs around his torso and pinning his arms to his sides, I pounded away with my fists until Cletus, teary and wailing like a hungry baby Wug, screamed out that he was surrendering.

The referee quickly stepped in. When he tried to help Cletus up, he pushed him away, nearly causing the referee to fall. The referee lifted my hand in victory at the same time that Cletus punched me full in the face. I fell backwards and carried the referee down with me.

Cries of ‘Foul!’ and ‘Valhall for him!’ came from the crowd of Wugs.

Cacus Loon grabbed his enraged son by the arm and dragged him off the pitch while Delph raced over and lifted me off the ground.

‘Are you OK, Vega Jane?’ he asked anxiously.

I rubbed the blood off my mouth and nose and checked to make sure my teeth were all still there. They were, but I felt my eye swelling already. Despite all that, the biggest grin spread across my face.

‘I won, Delph,’ I gasped.

‘I know you did,’ he replied, grinning back.

With his help I staggered off the pitch. The first round was done. Only four more to go. With this thought, the grin slipped off my face. But only for a sliver. I had won after all. The first female to ever do so in a Duelum.

As I looked up at the platform, I saw John standing and clapping while Morrigone put her hands together once and then stopped. As we passed the betting circle, I saw Roman Picus giving what-for to Cacus Loon. My victory had apparently cost Roman dearly.

I was surprised when Delph went over to Roman and held out a tiny slip of parchment. Roman eyed him resentfully and then proceeded to count off ten coins and hand them to Delph. ‘Beginner’s luck,’ Roman said bitterly, casting a glance at me.

‘She won fair and square,’ replied Delph. ‘No luck about it. Har!’

As we walked off, I said, ‘You bet on me?’

‘Course I did.’

‘Delph, you’re unbelievable – you really are.’

‘And we’re also winners this light, Vega Jane.’

We were winners, both of us. I hadn’t felt this good in a really long time.

Even with a bashed-in face.

Later, Delph told me he planned to use his coins to treat us to a meal at a place on the high street called the Starving Tove. I had never eaten a meal out before. It was not something that a working Wug like myself could ever have considered.

Before setting out for the Starving Tove with Delph, I washed and put on the only other set of clothes I owned – a wool skirt that nearly reached the ground and a long-sleeved shirt made from amaroc hide that had belonged to my mother. I even found an old hat of hers from a pile of odds and ends in the corner. It was wide-brimmed and faded and looked, I’m sure, hideously old-fashioned. But I wanted to wear it that night more than anything I had ever owned. I ran cold water from the pipes over my eye, but it was still so puffy I could barely see out of it. I decided against using the Adder Stone to heal it. Wugs might get suspicious at such a speedy recovery.

Delph and I sat at a table in the back of the Starving Tove. Other Wugs sat at several tables nearer the front. I didn’t know if that was because we weren’t dressed as nicely, but it probably was. The other Wugs eating there – two of whom were members of Council – occasionally glanced over at us and then had whispered conversations.

Delph, who had obviously noted this, said, ‘Everybody knows you now, Vega Jane.’

I focused on him. ‘What?’

‘Beat a male, didn’t you? Famous you are.’

I thought about this for a sliver or two and looked around at some of the Wugs who were staring at me. A couple smiled and nodded encouragingly. Maybe Delph was right.

When our food came, I couldn’t believe the abundance of it. I didn’t even pick up my fork. I just looked at the heaped plate in front of me. I whispered to Delph, ‘Do we just take a bit and then pass it on to the other tables?’

‘’Tis all yours, Vega Jane.’

‘Are you sure?’ I said incredulously.

‘Yup.’

‘But you’ve never been here, have you?’

‘Once.’

‘When?’ I demanded.

‘After I won a Duelum. Roman Picus took me here.’

‘Why would that lout take you anywhere?’

‘It was me first Duelum. I was the underdog. Picus bet many coins on me and won. So he treated me to a meal. Only thing I ever got from him, o’course.’

I looked down at the cornucopia of meats, vegetables, cheeses and breads, and licked my lips like a hungry canine. Which reminded me, I had to save some of this for Harry Two, who was patiently waiting outside on the cobblestones.

Thirty slivers later, I set down my fork and knife. I had my berry juice topped off and took a last long draught and rubbed my full belly. I then let out a long sigh and stretched like a feline after a nap. Delph grinned at me.

‘Good eating,’ he said.

‘You shouldn’t have, Delph. It cost a coin apiece. I saw the menu board out front.’

‘Coins you won me, so there.’

Well, I couldn’t really argue with that. And I had the bruises and cuts to show for it. I got a small bag from the server and put the rest of my meal in it for Harry Two.

Outside I gave him his meal right there, and he gobbled it up.

I turned to Delph. ‘Thanks for this.’

He smiled. ‘It was a good light.’

‘It was a great light. When will the next Duelum round be?’

‘Two lights.’

I groaned. I had thought there would be a longer interval.

‘When will we know who we have to fight?’

‘Next night.’

We walked back to my digs and sat in front of the empty fireplace.

It was night now and my eyes felt as heavy as stones.

Delph had clearly noted this, so he rose and we said our goodbyes. I watched him walk off down the Low Road until I could see him no longer. I closed the door and lay on my cot, Harry Two next to me. And then, exhausted, I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

My last waking thought was, I won!
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A WAGER TO WIN

[image: ]

The next light at Stacks began with Newton Tilt, a tall, muscular, eighteen-session-old Dactyl coming over to me to congratulate me on my victory.

‘I’m glad you beat that bully Loon,’ he said with a wide smile. He lowered his voice. ‘You have a friend in the Tilt family, Vega, never fear. Done me heart good to see you tell Krone off like that.’

I smiled and thanked him and watched him walk off, my heart growing warm.

The next round of competitors would be posted at the first section of night. If I drew Delph, I didn’t know what I would do. I thought about us making a run for the Quag now. That would prevent them from taking my punishment out on Delph. Yet something held me back. Well, it was quite clear what was holding me back. I had given my word that I would fight my hardest in the Duelum. That had been my deal with Morrigone. She was not my favourite Wug. But a promise was a promise. I didn’t mind lying occasionally, particularly when it helped me survive. To go back on my word, though, that was something my grandfather never would have done. And neither would I.

I would never forget the look Thansius had given me when the marks were revealed on my skin. I just wanted to show him that, well, that I was an honourable, if not overly clean, Wug.

I looked up quickly when I spotted a shadow across my workstation.

Domitar was staring at me. I glanced up at him expectantly.

‘You did well last light, Vega – very well indeed.’

‘Thank you, Domitar.’

‘I won twenty coins on you, in fact,’ he added in a giddy tone.

I was very surprised by this, and my features must have revealed that.

He waved this look off. ‘I knew you would win. Cletus Loon is an even bigger idiot than his father.’ He toddled off, chuckling to himself.

The day passed by in a blur of boredom and toil, but finally I left Stacks and headed to my digs. En route, I was surprised to run into Delph. Then my surprise turned to shock because he was walking with the aid of a wooden crutch. There were pieces of wood tied around his leg to keep it supported and straight.

‘What happened to you?’ I said, eyeing his injured leg.

‘Creta broke loose from the wagon while we were loading it. Managed to catch the beast, but it broke my leg.’

‘But what about the Duelum?’

‘Tis over for me, Vega Jane.’

‘No it’s not. I can fix your leg in a jiffy, with the Adder Stone.’

He shook his head. ‘Menders already looked at my leg. They know it was broken. That’s why they splinted it up. How would it look if I showed up to fight all healed?’

I said slowly, ‘Oh, Delph, I am so very sorry.’

He cracked a grin. ‘Now you just have to win it, for both of us.’

The next light, I woke to find something licking my hand and I sat up and patted Harry Two on the head. When I looked outside my window, I saw Wugs streaming past in large numbers.

I took a sliver to realize what was going on. The Duelum! It was at second light. I was late. I jumped off my cot, nearly scaring Harry Two to death, and scrambled into the clothes I had let fall to the floor the night before. I stopped, looked down at Destin where I had also dropped it on the floor. With that I could defeat any Wug in the Duelum. One thousand coins. It was a lot of wealth, more than I would ever have. But it wasn’t the coins that mattered. Other Wugs would think highly of me if I were crowned champion.

Still I made no move to pick up Destin. I finally used my foot to edge the chain under my cot. I didn’t have to win the Duelum. I just had to fight my hardest. I also wanted to win fair and square. I was a liar, and a sometime thief, but apparently I had some morals.

It occurred to me that I had not checked the board last night to see who I would be fighting. I arrived as the bell sounded and looked quickly around. Was I in this set of bouts? I spotted the betting board and rushed over to it.

‘When do I fight?’ I cried out breathlessly to the Wug there collecting coins and doling out parchment in return. His name was Litches McGee. He was Roman Picus’s chief competitor when it came to the betting business, which was reason enough for me to deal with McGee, as I saw it.

He looked at me. ‘Second set of bouts, Vega, for the good it’ll do you,’ he said snidely.

Then I looked up at the betting board and saw there were fifty bets placed on my match. And not a single Wug had picked me to win. My gaze went across the wood to see who I would be fighting. When I saw the name, I realized why the odds on my victory were so poor – well, non-existent, to be precise.

Non. I was fighting blithering, bleeding Non.

McGee smiled at me. ‘Nae Cletus Loon this light, female. Say goodbye to that thousand coins, or me name’s Alvis Alcumus.’

I trembled with rage at his words. I stuck my hand in my pocket, pulled out the only coin I had and held it out to him.

He nodded approvingly. ‘You’re betting on Non, o’course. Make up for having your brains beat outta you. But with the odds so in favour of Non, it won’t be much you win.’

‘I’m betting on Vega Jane to win,’ I said with far more confidence than I felt.

‘You’re joshing, o’course,’ McGee said in an incredulous tone.

‘Give me the parchment with my name as winner,’ I said between clenched teeth.

He sighed, gave me a patronizing smile, wrote it out and handed it to me.

‘’Tis your coin. But like taking it from a nip of a Wug.’

‘Exactly what I was thinking about you,’ I retorted, but my spirits plummeted. That coin was my last. I had not a single bean to my name after that.

The first bouts this light went by more slowly than in the first round. The competition had become harder as the weakest fighters had already fallen. This gave me time to work myself up into a ball of nerves so tight I found I couldn’t even speak.

It didn’t help that word had got around that Delph had withdrawn from the Duelum. I knew his absence from the field would make Non a favourite to win, as he had narrowly lost to Delph in the last Duelum. This would only give that oaf more incentive to crush me, not that he needed any.

I walked around the pitch, swinging my arms and trying to keep loose. I wasn’t paying attention and knocked into something so hard that I fell back on the ground. When I looked up to see what I had hit, Non was staring down at me. And behind him was Cletus Loon, with his face all bandaged, several cronies of Cletus, and Ted Racksport.

Non wore his metal breastplate, the dent still there.

He smiled and bent down so only I could hear him when he spoke.

‘Luck dinnae strike twice, Vega. If I were you, I’d see to a bed at the Care before you step in the quad with me.’ He put a knuckled fist in my face and said in a loud voice, ‘Be sure and count all your teeth. That way you’ll know how many you have to pick up when I’m done with ya.’

Racksport, Cletus and his chums roared with laughter even as I picked myself up and walked off on jelly legs. I was wondering if I had time to go back to my digs and retrieve Destin when the bell for the second set of matches rang.

My mouth as dry as the bank of a dead river, I headed for my assigned quad. I had not previously looked up at the spectator platform, but now I did. Thansius was there, but there was no sign of John or Morrigone. Well, at least Morrigone wouldn’t have the satisfaction of seeing Non beat me senseless.

Harry Two followed me to my quad and I had to tell him in no uncertain terms that he could not attack Non while we were fighting. Then I whispered in his ear, ‘But when he finishes me off, have at the bloke and don’t leave much behind.’

Harry Two was now nearly ninety pounds and none of it was fat. And his fangs were nearly as long as my longest finger. He looked at me with what seemed like the greatest understanding. I believe he even smiled. I dearly loved my canine.

As I stepped into the quad, I glanced to my left and saw Delph shuffling up with his bad leg and crutch. He smiled encouragingly, but when he glanced at Non, who had stepped into the other side of the quad, I could see his encouraging look fade to a morose resignation.

I swallowed hard as the referee gave instructions. That’s when I noted that Non had not taken off his metal. When I pointed this out to the referee, he looked at me like he didn’t understand.

‘Unless he takes it off and beats you with it, female, ’tis well within the rules of the Duelum.’

‘And if he hits me with it and kills me?’ I said angrily.

‘Then he will be appropriately penalized.’

Non laughed. ‘But you’ll still be dead.’

‘Non!’ admonished the referee, a small, wizened old Wug named Silas. I suspected he had very poor eyesight, because he had looked at my belly button when addressing me and had looked to Non’s left when addressing him. ‘Let’s have a good, clean fight,’ Silas added, now staring at my knees.

Non cracked his knuckles. I tried to crack my knuckles but succeeded only in bending one of my pinkies back so far I cried out in pain. Non laughed.

The fight bell was rung and Non hurtled straight at me. I instinctively backed away, sidestepped Non at the last instant and poked one of my long legs out. He tripped over my shin, sending shock waves up and down my entire body, and he fell like a great tree to the dirt. I skirted away from him as he rose and whirled around, blood in both eyes. He came at me again and once more I dodged him. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep this up. At some point I would be out of puff. One punch, and I had little doubt I would go down. I once again lamented leaving Destin behind.

‘Stop mucking about, female,’ snarled Non. ‘You’re here to fight, not run like a skittish baby slep.’ But as he said these words, he was also breathing heavily. It finally dawned on me. The lout’s metal breastplate was very weighty, no doubt. Wearing it and having to chase me was tiring him out faster than he had anticipated.

He lunged at me again and I let him get within a gnat’s whisker before I leaped out of the way. My labouring with the bundles of rocks that Delph had made for me was actually paying off. I felt very light on my feet. And strong, even without Destin.

Non dropped to one knee to regain his breath and I took the opportunity to slam my boot into his behind, driving him head first into the dirt.

Delph yelled, ‘Atta female, Vega Jane!’

When Non regained his feet, I could see he was in a paddy, nearly foaming at the mouth. But, as with Cletus Loon, I now had a plan. It seemed that on the field of combat, I was becoming good at keeping my wits and employing tactics on the fly.

Non continued to chase me and I continued to keep just out of reach. I got a bit overconfident once, though, and his backhanded blow swiped across my head and knocked me more than three feet into the air. I tasted my blood as a great gash was opened over my left eye. I also believed I felt my brain bounce off both sides of my skull. When I landed, I rolled just in time to avoid Non coming down on top of me with his elbow pointed down, like Delph had once demonstrated. Instead of colliding with my neck, his bony arm hit the hard-packed dirt and he howled in pain and toppled forward on his belly. This time I did not let him get back up.

I tucked my hands inside the opening of the breastplate around his neck and pulled with all my strength. The breastplate came halfway off and did what I had intended it to do. It pinned his arms helplessly straight up in the air and his head was now inside the metal, so he was also blinded. I leaped up and came down on the back of the breastplate with both boots. Even though I was far smaller than he was, I still carried a big wallop when I struck. Non’s face was propelled not into the dirt but, instead, into the far harder metal of the breastplate. I did this four more times until I heard something crack and he screamed.

I jumped off him, grabbed the breastplate, pulled it completely off and coshed him on the head with it. There was a sound like a melon dropped from a great height hitting the dirt, and Non became very still.

Silas hurried over to examine him and then waved the Mendens over. I stood there, my breath coming in short bursts, my head bloody and swollen where his fist had connected, and my legs nearly numb from stomping on the metal. As the Mendens worked away on Non, Silas glanced at the breastplate, looked in my general vicinity and then glanced at the breastplate once more. He tapped his fingers against his chin. ‘I will have to look this up in the rule book,’ he said. ‘As I told you, the breastplate cannot be used as a weapon.’

‘By him,’ I blurted out. ‘He chose to wear it. It’s not my fault if he was stupid enough to let me get it off him and use it against him, is it?’

‘Hmmm,’ he said as he considered this.

‘She’s right, Silas,’ said a voice.

We both turned to see Thansius standing there. ‘Vega is right,’ he said again. ‘Section twelve, paragraph N of the Duelum Rules of Combative Conduct. Anything that an opponent wears into the quad can be legally used as a weapon against him by his opponent. In other words, he who brings into the quad what can be weaponized does so at his peril.’ He glanced at the prostrate Non. ‘An apt description in this case.’

Silas nodded. ‘No need to look it up. As a past Duelum champion many times over, your knowledge on the subject is far better than mine.’

Silas turned to me and held up my hand in victory.

I just stood gaping as six Wugs lifted a groaning Non on to a stretcher and carried him off. I hoped he later would be delivered to the Care, where no one would ever come and visit him. When Silas let my hand drop, I stayed there, unable to move. My paralysis was broken by Thansius, who gripped my shoulder. I turned to look up at him.

‘Well done, Vega – well done indeed.’

‘Thank you, Thansius.’

‘Now, I think we best leave the quad. The next bouts are about to commence.’

We walked off the pitch together.

‘Your fighting skills are quite ingenious,’ Thansius commented. ‘You sized up your far larger and stronger opponent and used his own strength and tools against him.’

‘Well, if I had fought him toe-to-toe, I would have lost. And I don’t like to lose.’

‘I can see that.’

The way he said it, I wasn’t quite sure if he thought that a good or a bad attribute.

He pointed to my face. ‘You might want to get a Menden to tidy you up a bit.’

I nodded and wiped at the blood. What with the dirty shot to the face I had taken from Cletus and now these fresh wounds, it was a wonder I could even see.

‘So, on to the third round with you,’ he said pleasantly enough.

I stared at him, wondering why he was even bothering to talk to me.

‘Do you really expect me to keep winning?’ I said.

‘I can’t say, Vega.’

‘But why would you even care?’

He seemed startled by the bluntness of my question. ‘I care about all Wugmorts.’

‘Even those accused of treason?’ I asked.

He flinched with this comment. ‘Your frankness is often spellbinding, Vega.’

‘I’m not a traitor. I had the book and the map, but I would never use either against my fellow Wugs. Never.’

He searched my features. ‘You’re a fine warrior, Vega. If all Wugs could fight as well as you, we would have little worry in case of invasion.’

‘Or Morrigone could simply exercise her considerable powers and vanquish the so-called Outliers in a sea of blue mist with one sweep of her graceful hand.’

I had no idea why I said this. And I did not know what his reaction would be to my words. But his response was unexpected.

‘We have many things to fear in Wormwood, Vega. But that is not one of them.’

I gaped at him, trying to decipher his words precisely.

He said, ‘Now, don’t forget to have your injuries sorted out. We need you at your best come the third round.’

He picked up his pace and was soon well ahead of me. I slowed my walk, suddenly grinned and bolted to the betting circle. There was a long queue, but this light I had a patience that was inexhaustible.

When I reached the front of the queue, I held out my parchment to Litches McGee. I expected him to be very angry, but he wasn’t. He gleefully counted out a great many coins from a very fat bag of them and handed them to me. I stared down at them in wonder. I had never held more than one coin at any one time, and then only briefly as it would quickly go to pay a bill or two.

McGee said, ‘I made a small fortune this light, seeing as how every Wug wagered against you.’

‘Not every Wug,’ said a familiar voice.

I turned to see Delph holding out his parchment.

As we put our coins in our pockets, I said to McGee, ‘So you’ll be changing your name now?’

‘What say you?’ he asked with a puzzled look. ‘Change me name to what?’

‘To Alvis Alcumus, you prat.’

I walked off chortling with Delph.

‘On to the third round,’ said Delph eagerly as Harry Two sidled up next to us.

I rubbed my bloody, swollen face and looked at Delph out of the only eye I could. ‘I’m not sure I’ll last.’

‘Just three more times and you’re champion,’ he said, smiling broadly.

Only I wasn’t sure I had many tricks or strategies left.

We were both hobbling along when a Wug named Thaddeus Kitchen, who worked in the Mill with Delph, came running up. He was breathless and his face pale.

‘Delph, you need to come quick!’ he gasped.

‘Why – what’s wrong?’ asked Delph, the smile struck clean from his face.

‘It be your dad. He’s terrible hurt down by the Wall.’

Kitchen turned and rushed off.

Delph threw aside his crutch and, bad leg and all, limped full tilt after him, with me and Harry Two right behind.
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ALL FALL DOWN
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Terrible hurt.

That’s what Kitchen had said about Duf.

It still didn’t prepare either of us for what we saw.

Duf Delphia lay on a patch of dirt in front of the great and ugly Wall that to me now seemed as grotesque and evil as any vile creature I had yet faced. Delph raced to his father’s right side while I knelt at his other. We at once realized that Duf’s lower legs were smashed nearly flat at the knees. He was delirious with the pain and writhing wildly even as two Mendens worked feverishly over him with their instruments, bandages and salves.

Delph gripped his dad’s hand. ‘I’m here,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘I’m here, Dad.’

‘What happened?’ I asked.

Thaddeus Kitchen was standing behind me. He pointed to the Wall. ‘Section of timbers fell, caught him at the knees. Blood and bone, ’twas everywhere. Never seen nothing like it. Why, ’twas like the most disgustin’ bitta—’

‘All right, we get the idea,’ I said, my worried gaze on Delph.

I looked over at a gaping hole in the Wall nearly thirty feet up.

‘How did they fall?’ I asked.

‘Strap failed, what done it,’ replied Kitchen.

I nearly fell over.

A strap failed? One of my straps?

Kitchen said in a loud, patronizing tone, ‘If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a dozen times, haven’t I? We’re all rushing around like we’re mad for it, and now we’re a right pig’s ear, ain’t we? Cut Wugs. Smashed Wugs. Dead Wugs. And for what? A bunch of stacked wood that will no more keep away the Outliers than me female could waving her hanky at ’em. One biscuit short of a picnic was the Wug thought that up, ask me.’

‘Well, nobody did ask you, Thaddeus Kitchen!’ I exclaimed.

I shot a glance at Delph. He was looking directly at me, his features a jumble of emotions including confusion, but the only one that really stood out for me was disappointment. Disappointment in my straps. I was so focused on Delph that I never heard one of the Mendens say that Duf needed to be taken to Hospital.

A cart and burly slep was brought around and Duf, now no longer conscious, was hoisted into it. I helped lift him along with some other Wugs, while Delph just stood there helplessly. I finally gripped his arm and pushed him into the cart with his father.

‘I’ll be there shortly,’ I said.

As the cart headed off, I turned to the Wall and walked over to the section that had given way. Several Wugs were inspecting the pile of splintered wood, but I focused my attention on the metal strap. I had etched my initials into each of the straps and I could see the letters of my name clear as first light. The strap was in two pieces – one large, one smaller – because it had torn. I couldn’t conceive of how that could have happened. Everything had been planned out so carefully in the specifications. And I had carried out those details as meticulously as I had ever done on a job at Stacks, for the simple reason that I well knew how much weight the straps would be supporting.

I squatted down for a closer look and what I saw caused my jaw to drop. Two additional holes had been cut at the bottom of the strap, and then these additional holes had been widened considerably more than I had done to the other holes. By about four inches was my rough judgement. The tear had come right in the middle of one of the extra holes. It was crystal clear to me that by adding holes and making them bigger, someone had considerably weakened the strap.

‘You can see right there where it done give way,’ said Kitchen, who had followed me over and was pointing at the tear in the strap.

‘Who added the holes and made them larger?’ I asked, gazing up at him.

He drew closer and gathered his focus. ‘Blimey, them pair are bigger, ain’t they?’

‘They were not done like that at Stacks. How did they get that way?’ I demanded.

Another Wug joined us. He was a bit taller than me, with a bristly beard, gangly limbs and a self-important look.

‘Design change,’ he said.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Holes lower like that, they can load more timber with each one that way. Simple, see. We made the fresh cuts right here on-site.’

I said, ‘But by doing that, you also made it weak. It was never meant to hold that many timbers,’ I said, pointing at the splintery mess on the ground. I rose and eyed him severely. ‘The specifics of the straps were not to be changed.’

He puffed out his chest. ‘What do you know about it, eh, female?’

‘Because I punched the holes in the straps at Stacks,’ I shot back. ‘I’m the Finisher.’ I looked up at the Wall. ‘How many more of the straps did they do this to?’ He didn’t answer. I grabbed him by the collar and shook him violently. ‘How many more?!’

‘Blimey, you the female in the Duelum, ain’t ya?’

‘She beat Non this light,’ added Kitchen, looking nervously at me.

‘How many more?!’ I screamed.

‘A great many more,’ said the voice.

I turned and Morrigone stood there before me, in her resplendent cloak, a sheet of white in a sea of dung. ‘Please let poor Henry go, Vega. I don’t think he deserves to be throttled for simply doing his job.’

I let ‘poor’ Henry go and advanced on her. ‘Do you know what happened to Duf?’ I asked.

‘I was fully apprised of the unfortunate incident. I will go to see him in Hospital.’

‘If he’s still alive,’ I retorted.

Another Wug came up to her with a scroll and an ink stick. She looked at the scroll and then took the ink stick from him, wrote some notes on the scroll, and I watched as she signed her name in an elongated motion that took up nearly half the page. She motioned for me to join her as she moved away from the two Wugs.

‘So what exactly is your grievance?’ she asked.

‘Whoever changed the strap design is responsible for what happened to Duf.’ My pointed finger hovered near her perfect chin. ‘The fools should be in Valhall.’

She glanced to her left and said, ‘I am surprised that you of all Wugs would advocate for him to be sent there.’

I followed her gaze, and my eyes settled on my brother standing on the raised platform and working away on a tilt-top desk, massive amounts of scrolls laid in front of him. My jaw dropped for the second time.

‘John changed the design on the straps?’ I managed to say, my confidence and, with it, my voice having nearly vanished.

‘He worked out the numbers on it and pronounced it sound,’ she said casually.

Her smug attitude brought my anger roaring back. I pointed to the mess of timbers. ‘Well, there’s your proof of how sound it is. John may be brilliant, but he has never built anything before in all his sessions.’ My voice rose. ‘You can’t expect to just thrust him into something like this and have no mistakes made. It’s unfair to ask it.’

‘On the contrary, I do not ask it. In an undertaking like this, mistakes are certain to be made. We must learn from them and move on.’

‘And what of Duf?’

‘All that can be done will be done to ease Mr Delphia’s situation.’

My anger swelled. ‘He’s a beast trainer. How can he do that with no legs!’

‘He will be supported by Council. Injury wages shall be paid.’

‘And what of his self-respect? What of his love for his job? You give him a few coins and tell him to be happy with what he no longer has?’

Tears were welling up in my eyes because all I could think of was Delph staring at me. The disappointment in his face. As though I had let him and his father down. As though I had taken his father’s limbs and maybe his life along with them.

‘You’re emotional, Vega. It is not sound to try and think clearly under those circumstances.’

As I watched her queenly, condescending chin slowly descend, followed by a pair of eyes that seemed to define haughtiness as something far more than a word or a look, I did calm. Remarkably, my reason did return amid all the chaos festering in my mind.

‘I saw you emotional, Morrigone,’ I said in speech as smooth as her own. ‘With your lovely hair all awry, and your pretty cloak stained, and your eyes full of not simply tears but fear. Real fear. I saw all that and more, much more.’

Just the barest of tremors appeared at her right cheek.

I continued primarily because I couldn’t stop. ‘And in case you hadn’t noticed, I repaired the window at my digs. After you left on your trail of blue mist of course. I just waved my hand, thought it, and it happened. Was that how it was for you, Morrigone? Because Thansius really didn’t elaborate on your powers when we spoke.’

I thought she was going to raise her hand to strike. But instead, she spun on her heels and walked away.

I looked over at John as he used his ink stick to jot notes and redesign plans and come up with the most wonderful Wall of all. His enthusiasm was as beautiful as it was terrible to behold. I walked back over to Kitchen and Henry.

‘If he tells you to make more holes, you will not obey. Do you understand?’

‘And who are you to be giving orders, female?’ said Henry indignantly.

He looked at my grimy clothing and still bloody and bruised face. Kitchen took a few steps back. He no doubt saw the murderous look in my eyes. My rage was such that I felt tremendous energy coursing down to what seemed my very soul. It was all I could do to contain it: I drew closer and when I spoke, my voice was low and even but radiated more power than a thousand gospels from Ezekiel.

‘Non is in Hospital this light because I smashed his head so hard I heard his skull crack.’ Henry swallowed so slowly, it appeared he thought it would be his last gulp as my gaze threatened to split him in half. ‘So if I find another section of Wall has bellied up because of extra holes in my straps –’ I pushed my fist firmly into the side of his bony, whiskered face – ‘I will come to your home and do four times to you what I did to Non. Do I make myself understandable to you, male?’

Henry tried to speak even as Kitchen let out a low whistle and seemed poised to run for it. Finally, Henry just nodded his head. I dropped my fist, turned and headed to Hospital as fast as my shaky legs could carry me.

Hospital was a mere quarter-mile from the Care, the theory being that unfortunate Wugs often went from one to the other. It was a stark, flat-faced building, grey and foreboding and set at the end of a dirt road. Even if one had hopes of survival, it was doubtful they would remain after seeing this awful place.

As I passed through the large double doors, a Nurse dressed in a grey cloak and domed white cap came forward. I explained who I was and why I was there. She nodded, her look sympathetic, which I did not think boded well for Duf’s prospects.

His room was at the end of the hall. I heard quiet sobs coming from inside. My heart shuddered and I felt a bit queasy. I thanked the Nurse and she left me. I stood just outside the door and tried to steel myself for what I was about to encounter. I told myself that whatever it was, Delph and I would face it together.

I gently pushed open the door and went in. Delph was leaning over the cot, his face littered with fresh tears. Duf lay in the cot, his eyes closed and his chest rising and falling unevenly. I crept forward until I was next to Delph.

‘How is he?’ I whispered.

‘Me-Me-Mendens just in. Say they got to co-co-come off.’

‘What? His legs?’

‘Say ’tis th-th-that or he’s next for the Ha-Ha-Hallowed Ground. Don’t underst-st-stand it all, Ve-Ve-Vega Jane.’

I could well understand his stammering returning, what with all he was feeling. I closed my hand around his arm and squeezed lightly.

‘When will they do it?’ I asked.

‘S-s-soon,’ he replied.

I gripped his arm harder. ‘Delph, I’m going to get the Stone.’ He looked at me quizzically. ‘The Adder Stone,’ I said in a low voice. ‘I can heal him in no time with it.’

‘But they say he could di-die.’

‘I know, Delph,’ I snapped. ‘I know,’ I added in a calmer voice. ‘If the Menders come for him, just try and stall. I’ll do my best.’
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I sprinted at the top of my speed to my digs. When I got there, I stopped dead. My door was open. Fearing the worst, I ran inside and found Harry Two slumped next to my cot.

‘Harry Two!’ I cried out, racing to my canine. He didn’t appear injured, only in a deep sleep, his breathing steady and normal.

Who had done this, I wondered?

I ran to my cloak where I had last put the Adder Stone. It was gone! Fortunately, I had hidden the shrunken Elemental and Destin under another loose floorboard. I checked and both were still there. I slipped Destin around my waist and placed the Elemental in my pocket. I raced back over to Harry Two and was cheered to see that he was stirring.

‘You stay, Harry Two. You stay and rest.’

I shut the door firmly behind me and ran back out into the street.

Hestia Loon was walking down the road and stopped when she saw me.

‘Vega, that was so wonderful to see you beat that awful Non.’

I could tell she was bursting with pride, but I had no time for this.

‘Hestia, did you see anyone around my digs earlier?’

‘Well, I was passing by earlier, come to think, and I saw the blue carriage right outside about fifty slivers ago.’

‘Was it Thansius?’

‘Couldn’t have been. I saw him outside the Council building right before I saw the carriage.’

My suspicions confirmed, I cried out, ‘Thank you,’ as I raced off.

It had been Morrigone.

Throwing caution to the wind, I ran into the woods and then leaped into the air. Luckily low, thick, darkish clouds had rolled in and I was able to fly just inside them. So no one below could see me, though I was drenched by the moisture in them when I got to my destination.

My boots hit the ground right outside Morrigone’s stately home. The gates and front door opened at my advance. I entered and began to race from room to room. There was no one in the house as far as I could tell. I finally stopped in the library where the fire suddenly roared in the fireplace. I looked around and was about to leave when I saw it. The mirror over the chimneypiece. I walked over, and there it was, in the glass, barely inches from my hand. The Adder Stone!

I reached out tentatively, my fingers lightly touching the glass. I jerked them back although nothing had happened. I decided I was just being an idiot. I touched the glass again. It was hard, like glass should be, and impenetrable . . . unless I smashed it. I wondered if I should use my Elemental to do so. But what if the Elemental also smashed the Stone? I couldn’t take that chance.

Then I recalled what I had done in fixing the window in my house. I wasn’t sure how I’d done it exactly, but I looked at the glass and imagined that it was simply a wall of water. I focused all my thoughts on transforming glass to water.

I reached out again, and my hand passed through the glass. I had done it!

As my fingers closed around the rock, I felt a sense of profound triumph – until something seized upon my wrist and pulled me off my feet and head first through the looking glass.

I landed on something rough and warm to the touch. Momentarily stunned, I quickly picked myself up and stood ready to defend myself. The darkness was all around me, quite a change from the well-lighted room I’d just vacated.

I thrust the Stone into my pocket and stiffened when I heard something coming towards me from out of the black. I took out the Elemental and willed it to full size. Yet, for the first time ever, nothing happened. When I glanced down at my gloved hand, the Elemental remained as small as a long splinter of wood. I shoved it back into my pocket and tried to take to the air. But Destin seemed as powerless inside the looking glass as the Elemental had been, and I fell back to the floor. I pushed down the lump in my throat and faced what was coming with none of my special tools.

A vague silhouette a shade lighter than the darkness around it emerged into my line of sight. As it drew closer and I could see it better, I gasped in shock.

It was a very young, dressed only in a cloth diaper. It had a few hairs on its head, and its skin was as pearl-white as the Adder Stone in my pocket.

It closed to within a yard of me and then stopped. I felt my heart go out to the tiny creature because its mouth drooped, and its eyes narrowed, and tears dribbled out from them. Then it gave a little bit of a cry and something truly remarkable took place.

Its features softened and turned Wug-like. When it was done, I could only stare transfixed. It was my brother, John, at age three sessions. He started to cry once more. When I instinctively put out my hand, he immediately drew back.

‘It’s OK, John,’ I said in a hushed voice. ‘I’m going to get you out of here.’ A small part of me knew none of this made any sense. My brother couldn’t be here, and even if he were, he wouldn’t be only three sessions old. But my mind wasn’t working very well in here, and despite my misgivings I put out my hand once more. And once more he shrank back. Throwing caution to the wind, I lunged forward and gripped his hand tightly.

John looked up at me, his tears now stopped. ‘Vega?’

I nodded. ‘It’ll be OK. I’ll get you out of here.’

As I turned to look around for a way out, I let go of his hand. Or at least I tried to. I looked down at my hand and what I saw made me more than slightly sick. His fingers were now part of my fingers. They had somehow grown together. I jerked my arm back, but all that did was lift John off the floor. His other arm reached out and gripped my shoulder.

Instantly, I felt a weird, invasive sensation. I looked down and his hand and arm were now growing into my shoulder, right through my cloak. And when next I looked at his face, John was no longer there. Instead there was the most odious, foul creature I had ever seen. It was like a mouldering skeleton with bits of skin dangling in odd spots. And there we no eyes in the sockets, only ripples of black flame. Its teeth were black and grinned at me like some savage demon.

I screamed, turned and ran. All this did was allow the thing to wrap its small legs around my waist. I felt the invasive feeling again, but I kept running. I just wanted to go back through the looking glass, yet I had no idea how. I could feel the thing melding on to my back. And then I suddenly felt like I weighed a thousand pounds. My legs buckled. I fell forward on to my face. I felt my nose shatter and my already injured eye swell even more. A dislodged tooth fell out of my mouth. I spat up blood.

The thing was on my head now. I could feel fingers like tentacles encircling my skull. And in my mind grew darkness so profound, so overwhelming, that I felt paralysed. And then something vanquished the darkness. What I saw next made me wish the darkness would return.

It was every nightmare I had ever had times a factor of a thousand. From my earliest memories to seemingly the last sliver of my life, every painful fragment of memory I had ever experienced exploded on to my consciousness.

Then I was on a flying steed dressed all in chain mail, like the female I had seen. I was fighting. I had a sword in one hand and the Elemental in the other. Bodies were falling all around me as I cleaved and thrust my way through a horde of attackers. And then a light hit me directly in the chest. The pain was unimaginable.

The next instant I was falling through the sky, down . . . down . . . down . . .

I tried to scream but nothing came out. I felt the creature on my back tightening its grip around me. I swung my arms back and tried to hit it. But in hitting it, I was only striking myself. This was so awful, all I wanted was to die. I was being dissolved from the inside out.

I’m not sure how it came to me because I don’t really remember doing it. My hand reached down to my waist, and I managed to slip Destin free.

I flipped it upward over my head and felt it settle around the creature’s neck. I crossed my arms as fiercely as I could. This, in turn, made Destin replicate that movement. It encircled the creature’s neck and then tightened. I pulled with all the strength I had left. I heard a gurgle, the first sound the creature had made since it stopped crying.

The next thing I saw struck me first with horror and then with relief as the chain grew lax. The thing’s head hit the floor in front of me, bounced once and then lay still. Slowly, an inch and a sliver at a time, I felt the grip of the thing begin to ease and then fall away. In three excruciatingly long slivers, it was gone. My mind cleared. I rose on wobbly legs.

I turned and ran as fast as I could. Only this time I knew where I was going because the darkness inside wherever I was had started to lift. It was as though the evil dead thing was absorbing all the blackness, allowing the light to shine once more.

When I saw my reflection, just up ahead, I sped up and leaped, my hands outstretched. I flew through the looking glass, tumbled to the hard floor, and was up in an instant. The Adder Stone safely in my pocket, I raced outside and I soared into the air. I had to get back to Hospital as fast as possible.

Slivers later, I pushed through the doors of the Hospital and raced down the hall. Another sliver passed and then I was back in Duf’s room. Breathing hard, I skirted around the sheet that hung from the ceiling giving the space some privacy.

Then I stopped dead. The room was empty. I rushed back down the corridor, thinking only terrible thoughts.

Then I heard the scream. I looked wildly about because I recognized the voice. I hustled towards the sound, rounding one corner and then another. The screams kept coming and then they abruptly died out. I reached a set of double doors, pushed them open and hurtled into the room.

Duf lay on the table, a sheet covering the top of him. As I looked down below, my stomach gave a lurch. There was nothing there. His legs below the knees were gone. Duf was covered in sweat and was unconscious.

Delph was just standing there, his big hands tucked into fists, his great chest heaving, the tears spreading over his cheeks as he peered at his father. I looked at the Menden who stood there with blood smeared across his white gown. A Nurse stood next to him, staring anxiously at Delph.

‘What happened?’ I asked breathlessly.

‘Cu-cut ’em off,’ said Delph, not looking at me. ‘Just cucu-cu—’

I gripped his hand and looked at the Menden. ‘When did you do this?’

He was staring at my injured face, but then focused on my question.

‘Finished about a sliver ago. Delph wanted to wait for some reason, but it had to be done. Otherwise, we’d have had a dead Wug.’

I couldn’t find the breath to speak. My mind was so full of things that it was impossible to form a response.

A sliver. A sliver!

I didn’t think even the Adder Stone could help now. Still, I slipped it from my pocket, thought of Duf with his legs fully healed and then waved the Stone over his stumps, disguising the movement by pretending to straighten the sheet.

I held my breath, waiting for the legs to be regrown. And I kept waiting. And nothing happened. Finally, sick to my stomach, I let go of the Adder Stone and it fell to the bottom of my pocket.

I said to Delph, ‘I’m so sorry. So very sorry.’

He sniffled and rubbed his eyes. ‘You tried, Vega Jane. I know ya did. Just ran out of slivers, didn’t we? Just ran out of . . .’ His voice trailed off.

‘But he’ll live,’ I said.

‘If you can call it that!’ said Delph in a sudden rush of anger. He calmed just as quickly and looked tenderly at me. ‘Glad you’re here.’ He saw my face and gaped. ‘Vega, you’re hurt bad. You need to—’

I gripped his arm tighter. ‘It’s nothing, Delph. It’s really nothing. I’ll be fine. I tripped and hit some stone. Just stupid of me. That’s all.’

‘OK. Uh, do you mind if I have a mo’ with me dad?’

I nodded quickly and hurriedly left the room.

I waited until I was well down the dark and dank corridor before I sank to the cold floor and sobbed uncontrollably.

But then I stopped crying, I grew calm and my expression hardened.

I rose on unsteady legs. One thought dominated everything.

Morrigone.

I raced from Hospital and took to the air. Slivers later my boots hit crushed gravel. My skin still ached where that awful thing had pinned itself to me. And my head reeled from the impressions of a lifetime of nightmares bundled into one continuous dark vision.

I knew what the creature was because it had been in Quentin Herms’s book.

It was a maniack, an evil spirit that attached to your body and then your mind and drove you irreversibly insane with every fear you’ve ever had.

I hurried up the walk, pushed open the now closed gates and sprinted to the massive doorway. I didn’t bother to knock. I just opened the door and stormed inside. William, the pudgy Wug in his sparkling clean uniform of the servant, came into the hall and looked at me in surprise.

‘What are you doing here?’ he exclaimed.

‘Where were you when I was here before?’

‘Here before?’ he said, looking puzzled.

‘Never mind. I need to see something.’

He continued to bar my path. ‘Madame Morrigone is not here.’

‘I don’t want to see her,’ I barked.

‘Neither is Master John.’

‘Or Master John,’ I snapped.

‘She told me of no visitors. And so, no visitors will be admitted—’

He stopped because I had hoisted him off the floor and hooked the back of his collar over an unlighted torch holder set on the wall. With Destin around my waist, William was as light as air.

‘Just stay there,’ I said. ‘I’ll let you down when I’m done.’

Blocking out his cries of protest, I rushed down the hall to the library. I threw open the doors and entered. No fire was lit. The sunlight streamed in through the windows. I stepped up to the looking glass that had recently been my prison.

I drew my Elemental, willed it to full size, took aim and hurled it dead centre of the mirror. It was blasted into tiny pieces and they sprayed all over the beautiful and, up to that moment, immaculate room. As the debris settled over all her pretty things, I allowed myself a grim smile.

I rushed back down the hall and lifted the still sputtering William off the torch holder and set him gently down. He looked at me indignantly and smoothed down his ruffled clothes. ‘Rest assured that I will inform Madame Morrigone of this most inexcusable trespass as soon as she returns.’

I said, ‘That’s exactly what I want you to do.’

As a parting shot, I ripped from the wall the silver candleholders I had made and took them with me. When I was high up in the air, flying on a seam of wind, I flung them as far away as I could manage. And all I wished was that I could fling myself just as far from this horrible place.
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Jurik Krone’s young disciple Duk Dodgson was my next opponent. He was tall and strong but had never won a Duelum because, at least to my mind, he was too cocksure to acknowledge that he had weaknesses on which he should work. He was handsome, though his mouth was cruel and his eyes arrogant. He clearly loathed me because his master did.

I was very glad I had drawn him in the Duelum. Getting even was not just fun; sometimes it was all you had.

Delph had beaten Dodgson in the last Duelum. He had told me that Dodgson would hang back and not attack right away, and that he had a bad habit of keeping his fists too low, which made his neck and head vulnerable. This gave me an idea, and I had snuck into Hospital the night before the next round and pinched a book. I pored over the pages late into the night.

At the next first light, I was up early and slipped on my cloak. I had left Harry Two at my digs.

When I got to the pitch, I saw on the betting boards that the odds were running fairly even, meaning as many coins had been placed on me to win as on Dodgson. I was on at the second bell this light. I placed my bet and then turned and nearly bumped into him.

Krone wore his black tunic like it was a halo of gold. When he spoke his tone was one of derision.

‘Do you like to lose your coin?’ he said. ‘You can’t have that much.’

‘Excuse me?’ I said curtly.

‘You wagered on yourself. My esteemed colleague barely lost to Delph in the last Duelum. You won’t stand a chance. Why not just surrender and we can take you away to Valhall where you belong.’ He made a show of handing Litches McGee twenty-five coins wagering on his ‘esteemed colleague’ to beat me.

‘Why don’t you simply give me the coins now,’ I said. ‘It’ll save McGee the trouble of handing them over to me when I’ve finished with your precious little Wug.’

Before he could respond I turned on my heel and stalked away to the pitch.

I watched Ted Racksport skilfully dispatch a quivering Wug who worked at the Mill in just under five slivers. As his hand was raised in victory, Racksport eyed me and smiled wickedly. He pointed at me as if to say I was next.

My pleasure, I thought.

The second bell sounded, and I marched towards my quad. Dodgson stood across from me, his shirt off and his muscles flexed in an intimidating manner. When the referee called us in for instruction, Dodgson eyed me and said, ‘I won’t hurt you too much.’ He smiled with those cruel lips, but the smile never reached his eyes. He next spoke in a voice only I could hear. ‘That was a lie. I am going to hurt you very much. You should be in Valhall. It is Krone’s wish and I serve him well.’

I didn’t respond to this. Instead I turned to look at Krone, who stood right on the edge of the quad to cheer on his Wug. I held up five fingers and opened and closed my hand five times representing his twenty-five wagered coins, and then pointed to myself.

I turned back to Dodgson. He had seen this exchange and his face was full of fury.

He flexed his muscles. ‘No mercy for you, female. None!’

‘I don’t remember asking for any,’ I said in a deadly calm voice.

With my battered face, I knew I looked scary. And right now I was perfectly fine with that. Because, as I continued to stare over at Dodgson, I could see something I had yet to see in one of my opponents.

I saw fear.

The bell rang, our bout began, and I charged straight at Dodgson. As Delph had said, he liked to hang back and he did keep his hands too low. I leaped and wrapped my legs around his torso and arms, locking my ankles together as I had done with Cletus in my first bout. By being forced to carry my weight too, he was thrown off balance just enough that when I twisted my body to the right, he toppled over. I squeezed my legs tighter, trapping his arms by his side. I gripped his neck and pinched the throbbing pipes of blood that ran up to his head. He struggled to break my leg lock, but I was a lot stronger than I looked and my legs were far stronger than my arms.

He did succeed in ramming his head against my face again and again until I thought I might actually pass out. I felt fresh blood run down my lips, and I tasted it in my mouth. I thought I felt my cheekbone crack and my good eye puff up. But I held on. I was not going to let this Wug go.

As the blood going to his head was constricted by my grip, his eyes fluttered once, twice, he stopped struggling and his arrogant eyes closed. I released my grip and stood. Dodgson remained where he was, senseless.

The book I had taken from Hospital had explained this little medical fact and I had employed it to full measure. Dodgson would rise shortly and be no worse off for it, except for his wounded pride and a splitting headache. The referee checked Dodgson’s status and then raised my hand in victory.

As I stood there, bruised and bloodied, I found Racksport’s gaze on me. I could tell by his amazed look that he had lost coin on the bout.

I rubbed a bit of blood off my face and pointed my reddened finger at him, just as he had at me, until he gave a nervous, hollow laugh and turned away.

And then I looked at Krone. I didn’t smile. I didn’t laugh. I didn’t say a word. I simply stared. And then I held my five fingers up five more times and pointed to myself.

His face filled with hatred, he stalked off, leaving his precious Dodgson still unconscious on the dirt. So much for ‘esteemed colleagues’.

After this round was completed, there would be only four combatants left standing. And after that, only two. I meant to be one of the two. And then the one of the one: the champion. I had never won anything in all my sessions. Now I was determined to win the Duelum.

I collected my winnings and walked down the high street with many slivers on my hands wondering what best to do with them.

As I passed the Golden Cask, the only pub in Wormwood, Thaddeus Kitchen ambled out, looking the worse for a pint or two or three.

‘No work on the Wall this light?’ I said.

He glanced at me and in that look I could tell something was wrong.

He hiccupped and said, ‘Me and Henry got sacked, thanks to your lot.’

‘My lot?’ I replied, stunned by this.

‘Cos of the Wa-Wall (hiccup) tumblin’ down on D-Du . . . That bloke whatsis—’

‘I didn’t make the Wall fall. Your lot doctoring the straps did. Who sacked you?’

‘Your brother, that’s who.’ He belched.

‘John sacked you? I thought he was the one who made the design change?’

‘He did. But what matter is it to mister (hiccup) high-and-mighty Wug that he is? And I got me a family to su-suppo . . . take care of, now don’t I?’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, though I really wasn’t. ‘But Duf Delphia lost his legs. You can always get another job.’

He wobbled about on his feet before regaining his balance. ‘Oh, can I now? Not with a bad reference from him, I can’t.’

‘My brother sacked you because you made something weak,’ I said angrily. ‘I’m sure when he found out what happened, he was furious with himself.’

Kitchen drew closer and leaned into my face. ‘He sacked us, female, cos we took you at your word and didn’t punch no more holes in them fancy straps-a yours. When he found out, that’s when he sacked us. He didn’t care a thing for poor D-Du-whatsis.’ He hiccupped again.

I said nothing to this because I could think of nothing to say.

Taking my silence for acquiescence, Kitchen belched again and said, ‘A pox on the house of Jane, I say. What good are you?’ He stumbled a bit and then refocused on me, a silly grin spreading over his face. ‘But I got a coin or two on you in the next round, Vega, so (hiccup) don’t let me down. Har.’

As he staggered off, I heard footsteps on the cobblestones behind me and I turned to see who it was. Roman Picus looked none too pleased. With him were Cletus, Ran Digby with his nose bandaged and, bringing up the rear, Non, who looked as bad as I felt.

‘Gotta question for ya, Vega,’ Picus said.

‘Don’t keep me in suspense, Roman.’

‘You’ve beat three males, including Non here. And you done this in your very first Duelum. Now, tell me, how can that be?’

‘I’m a quick learner and I got better.’

‘Non tells me before the Duelum you laid him out with one blow. And put a dent in his metal.’

‘So.’

Roman was still staring at me. ‘I think I’ll have a talk with Council. ’Tain’t right for no Wugs to have unfair advantage in a Duelum.’

‘I agree,’ I said. ‘So, the next Wug who outweighs me by more than a hundred pounds with arms bigger than my legs can just stand on his hands while I hit away.’

‘You’re missing my point, female.’

‘Then try explaining it in a way that an intelligent Wug can understand.’

‘I think you’re cheating!’ he snapped. ‘And so does every other Wug. A female beating the likes-a Non, what are the chances of that, I ask you.’

The fact that I had beaten all of my opponents without the aid of my special weapons made my face flame with indignation. ‘I’d say the likelihood is one hundred per cent, since it happened.’

‘I still say you’re cheating,’ Roman said.

‘Then take it up with Council. I’ll see you to collect my winnings after the Duelum is over. Why should I let Litches McGee have all the fun?’

‘You sound pretty confident of victory,’ he said suspiciously.

‘If I can’t believe in myself, who can?’
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I stopped by my digs, picked up Harry Two and together we walked to the Care. Since Non was no longer guarding the place, I hurried in and found Duf’s room. I was surprised because they had put him in my parents’ old quarters.

I eased the door open and peered in. As I suspected would be the case, Delph was perched on the edge of his father’s cot, rubbing Duf’s head with a wet cloth. I opened the door all the way and Harry Two and I strode in. Delph looked up.

‘Duelum?’ he said.

‘I won.’

‘Who’d you fight?’

‘Doesn’t matter. How’s Duf?’

I drew closer to the bed and looked down at him. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully. I stole a glance at his legs, or where his legs used to be. The sheets lay flat against the mattress there, them having nothing of Duf to cover.

Delph replied dully, ‘OK, I guess. Timbertoes coming next light.’

With timbertoes, Duf would be able to hobble about, but that would be all. No more beast training for him. Sometimes, no matter how good he was, a trainer had to run for his life. And you couldn’t do that on timbers.

I struggled with what to say next. How could I tell him that my brother had redesigned the straps and that had caused them to fail? In the end I said nothing about it.

‘Delph, the Quag?’ I said in a low voice. ‘After the Duelum?’

I could see the range of emotions flitter across Delph’s face. He looked from me to his father. And his gaze symbolically held there. He lowered his head.

‘S-sorry, Vega Jane.’

I turned away as I felt the tears climb to my eyes. I patted him on the back and said, ‘I understand, Delph. It’s the right choice. It’s . . . family.’

I wish I had some left.

I headed to the door.

‘Good luck in the Duelum, Vega Jane.’

I turned to see him staring at me.

‘I hope you win it all,’ he added.

I left him there with his father. As I walked out into the warmth of the light, I had never felt such cold in my heart.

My next stop was the Council building. I trotted up the steps and pushed open one of the massive front doors.

I walked in to see a great chamber with soaring ceilings and lit torches. The temperature felt about as perfect as was possible. Council members and their staff were walking to and fro.

I approached a marble-topped counter where a short, prim-looking female stood dressed in a grey tunic, her white hair pulled so tightly into a bun that her eyes were catlike. She turned her nose up at my roughened appearance and said in an officious voice, ‘Can I help you?’

‘I hope so,’ I said. ‘Is Thansius here?’

Her nose turned even more upward.

‘Thansius? You are seeking Thansius?’ she said imperiously.

Her tone implied that I might as well be here for a consult with the sun.

‘Yes, I am.’

‘And how are you called?’ she asked in a perfunctory voice.

‘I am called Vega Jane.’

There was a flicker across her face that indicated she recognized my name.

She said in a friendlier tone, ‘Course you are. The Duelum.’ Her gaze ran over my battered features and she clucked in pity. ‘Oh my Steeples, your poor face. I’ve seen you around Wormwood, come to think of it. And you were so pretty too. So sad.’

A mixed compliment if ever I’d heard one. ‘Thanks,’ I mumbled in reply. ‘So is Thansius in?’

She instantly looked more guarded. ‘And why do you need to speak with him?’

‘A personal matter. As you know, my brother is a special assistant—’

Her lips formed a frown. ‘I know all about young John Jane, thank you very much.’ She pondered my request. ‘Half a mo’,’ she said and slipped out from behind the counter. I watched her scuttle off down the hall, twice casting backward glances at me.

I wandered over to the massive paintings on the long walls. As I grew closer to one of them, I saw a scene depicted that was very familiar to me. It was a warrior in chain mail on a slep, carrying a golden spear and leaping over something. I observed the silver glove that the warrior wore on the right hand. I examined the spear and saw that it was identical to the one that was, right this instant, in my pocket. The warrior was undoubtedly the female who had expired on the battlefield, but not before bequeathing to me the Elemental.

Yet the thing she was leaping over was a small rock. Such an obstacle would not require a leap at all. And the beast she was after was a frek. There had been no freks on the battlefield that light. She had thrown her spear, destroyed a charging male on a flying steed, leaped over me and soared into the air when her slep sprouted wings, in order to do battle in the sky with another figure on a giant adar. I knew I had seen all this. I could never forget it.

I realized that this painting could have been about a battle where I had not been present. But everything else was so exactly as I remembered it that I did not think this was the case. What had been erased was me, as had the male on the flying steed, with the frek added in its stead. And the shield of the warrior was down when I clearly remembered she had raised it, allowing me to see that she was a female. And there were certainly no colossals in the painting.

I stepped backwards when I heard rapid footsteps coming down the hall. The prim Wug was returning, her face a bit flushed, I thought.

‘Thansius will see you,’ she said breathlessly, her eyes bulging at this prospect. ‘By all merciful Steeples, he will see you right this sliver.’

‘Is that unusual?’ I said.

‘No, not a’tall. If you think asking a garm over for tea and biscuits is usual.’

She led me down the hall to a large metal door that stood at the end. She timidly knocked and a loud ‘Enter’ was heard. She opened the door, pushed me through, slammed the portal shut, and I could hear her heels clickety-clacking back down the marble floor.

A bit breathless, I turned and took in the large room filled with innumerable objects. Then my gaze fixed on the large Wug sitting behind a desk that seemed too small by half for him or this huge room. Thansius rose and smiled at me.

‘Vega, please come and sit.’

I walked over and took a seat in an upholstered chair opposite his desk.

Thansius had resumed his seat and was staring at me expectantly. His desk was littered with letters, rolled scrolls, reports and Wall plans, along with blank official parchment of Council.

I cleared my throat and said, ‘I won my bout this light.’

He held up a sheet of parchment from the piles on his desk. ‘The report came a sliver after you so quickly subdued Mr Dodgson. That is quite an achievement. He’s strong and has good technique. But if he has a weakness—’

‘He’s too conceited to admit he has weaknesses on which he should improve.’

Thansius nodded thoughtfully. ‘Precisely.’

‘Well, maybe it’s harder for near-perfect Wugs to acknowledge they have problems. Me, I have so many shortcomings, I try to work on them all the time.’

Thansius smiled. ‘I think that would be a good lesson for us all.’

‘I bet on myself to win,’ I said, rattling the coins in my pocket.

‘The laws of Council forbid my wagering on any Duelum. However, if I were to have a flutter, I would have fluttered on you, Vega.’

‘Why?’ I asked, suddenly very interested in his answer. ‘Dodgson was a formidable and experienced opponent.’

His eyes narrowed, but his smile remained. ‘There is strength here,’ he replied as he held up a massive arm and flexed. I saw a muscle pull hard against the confines of his robes. ‘And there is strength here,’ he continued, touching his chest. ‘You have a great deal of strength, I think, here, which is where true power resides.’

I said nothing but continued to stare at him curiously.

He added, ‘One more victory and you battle for the right to be champion.’

‘And a thousand coins,’ I added.

He waved his hand dismissively. ‘What does coin really have to do with it? I fought in many Duelums and never was coin part of the prize. I think—’

Here he broke off and I think I know why. His gaze was taking in how thin I was. How dirty my cloak was. How old my brogans were. And how filthy was my skin.

He looked down for a moment. ‘As I was saying, I think that a prize of coins is a good thing, actually. It can help Wugs . . . and their families.’

‘Yes, it can,’ I said. ‘But I come to you on another matter.’

‘Oh?’ he said expectantly, seeming relieved with the change in topic.

‘Duf Delphia?’

He nodded. ‘I saw him at Hospital before he was moved to the Care. It is quite tragic.’

I was surprised that he had visited. Delph hadn’t said. But then again, Delph had a lot to think about now.

‘Morrigone said that Duf would be taken care of by Council.’

‘That is quite correct. He was struck down while on Council work on the Wall. He will receive life wages and timbertoes at our cost.’

‘That is very generous,’ I said. ‘But what of his occupation?’

‘You mean as a beast trainer? I have never seen a finer one in all my sessions – but now, with no legs? You can well see the difficulty.’

‘I can. But if he is paired with another Wug who has an interest in beast training? Duf could teach him. The Wug could act as Duf’s legs while he is properly trained up.’

Thansius added, ‘And that way Mr Delphia could have not just coin with which to live on, but a proper purpose for his remaining sessions?’

‘Yes,’ I replied.

I saw his eyes crinkle and his mouth widen into a smile. ‘I think it a sound idea. I will make preparations for doing just as you advise. Did you have anyone in mind?’

I gave him the name of a Wug who I thought would be a fine beast trainer. He turned to take up his ink stick and put on his specs to write the name down. As he did so, my hand shot out and scooped up a blank piece of parchment with Thansius’s name and the official seal of Council at the top of it. By the time Thansius turned back around, the parchment was safely in my pocket.

I watched closely as he wrote the name in a particularly stiff hand, so unlike the flourish with which I had seen Morrigone write. I thanked Thansius and left.

Going down the steps, I patted my pocket where the official parchment sat.

I was going to write a letter.
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I walked directly back to my digs, where Harry Two was waiting not so patiently for me. I pulled the chair over to my table, took out my ink stick, filled it and then set to my task with the parchment. I had to see out of one eye, but I knew what I wanted to write.

I had once seen Morrigone write on a report that a Wug working on the Wall had given her. Thus, I’d had a good look at her handwriting, and I knew now that all the instructions for finishing my items that I’d been given at Stacks for two long sessions had been written in her hand. I did not think my fury at the female could have increased, but it had. She had me work my fingers to the bone for low wages, and all the objects had ended up in a hole at Stacks. Except for the candleholders I’d ripped off her walls.

Yet it was not Morrigone’s handwriting that I would be replicating this light. It was Thansius’s. And I had seen several examples of Thansius’s penmanship on his desk. The letter was composed slowly as I took great pains to make it look like it had come from the Chief of Council, using words that I had heard him employ many times.

I set the parchment aside after it was completed. My stomach was rumbling and I looked in my larder, which, unfortunately, was empty. As I stared at the barren space, I put my hand in my pocket and fingered the coins that I had won from Litches McGee. I started to head out, but then I looked down at myself. I was battered, bloody and filthy.

I went to the back of my digs with a bit of suds, took off all my clothes, and spent ten slivers rubbing the dirt off with water from the pipes. I dried off and went back inside. My hair was wet but clean and I could stand the smell of myself for once in a great while. I again looked at the coins in my hand and a thought occurred to me.

It was an impossibly silly idea, but I thought, Why not?

I quickly got dressed and set out.

There was a shop on the high street called Fancy Frocks that sold female clothing. I had passed it often with never a thought to going inside. When I opened the door, a bell tinkled and a shop assistant, a plump female about forty sessions old, quite nattily attired, came out from the back. She looked at me with a severe eye.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked in a way that told me she believed me beyond assistance.

I was suddenly tongue-tied and my confidence, shaky at best in situations like this, vanished. I mumbled, ‘I was hoping for some new things.’

‘What was that?’ she said in a loud voice.

‘Some new things,’ I said half-heartedly. I had about made up my mind to turn and walk back out. Wugs like me just didn’t do things like this. Our clothes came as hand-me-downs when they came at all.

‘Well, why didn’t you say so, dear?’ she said. ‘I suppose you’ve got coin?’ she added inquisitively. I held out a palmful for her to see. Her face brightened. ‘More than enough.’ She put on a pair of thick specs. ‘Now let me look at you.’ Her eyes behind the glasses widened. ‘Why, you’re that lass in the Duelum. Vega Jane.’

‘Yes, I am.’

She looked me up and down. ‘You’re tall and slender and you’ve nice wide shoulders and long legs. Clothes will hang very well on you, my dear.’

‘They will?’ I said in a perplexed tone. Clothes ‘hanging well’ was something I knew nothing about.

‘Now, let me just bring some things out and we’ll see what we’ll see, shan’t we?’

Many slivers later and many garments tried on, some discarded and others settled upon, she had packaged my new clothes while I now wore the outfit she had fitted me with because, well, I fancied it the best. The clothes I had come in with went directly into the dustbin.

Now I wore a blue dress and shoes that had heels on them.

She gazed in admiration at her handiwork. ‘I knew there was something under there, dear. We just had to dig for it, didn’t we?’

‘I guess so,’ I said in a half-whisper.

‘Now what about your hair, my dear?’ said the kindly if exuberant Wug, who had long before introduced herself as Darla Gunn.

There was a looking glass mounted on the wall. I stared at myself in it.

‘What about my hair?’ I asked.

Darla eyed it with what I thought was a professional appraisal. ‘Well, it needs a bit of sorting out. Tidying up, like. Maybe a cut or two or three, if you know what I mean. Nothing too drastic – well, maybe just a wee bit drastic.’ She sighed and added in an apologetic tone, ‘It does need some work, dear. And seeing as how you’ve surely spent a good many coins this light, I’ll throw the tidying up in for free.’

I smiled and thanked her.

She said, ‘Saw you best Non, Vega. Cheered like a mad female, I did. Just didn’t want to go on about it when I recognized you. You’re, well, famous now, aren’t you?’

I flushed at these words.

‘But your poor face. Well, I’ll see what I can do to tidy you up till you heal good and proper.’

She was as true as her word. The things she did to my hair and how she doctored my face were totally foreign to me. When she was done and had laced a white ribbon with a bow through my newly done hair, I looked in the glass and caught my breath. It seemed that I had disappeared and been replaced by another female.

She took out a little bottle with a tiny hose attached to it and a round inflated part at one end. She squeezed on the inflated part and some liquid misted on my neck and cheek. I flinched and she just laughed.

‘Take a wee sniff, Vega,’ she said.

I did so and the most wonderful aroma entered my nostrils. ‘Lavender,’ I said.

‘With just a touch of honeysuckle. Made it myself.’ Darla gazed at me, and her face crinkled into a smile. ‘Very nice, Vega. Very nice indeed. Now, once your face heals up proper-like, what a stunner you’ll be, my dear.’

I paid over my coin and took my packages and walked out of the shop, feeling things I had never felt before.

A stunner?

As I came out, two Wugs I knew were passing by. One was a young Tiller named Rufus, the other was Newton Tilt, the Dactyl at Stacks who had congratulated me after beating Cletus Loon. Rufus gaped and ran into a post supporting the roof over the walkway and knocked himself to the cobblestones. Newton simply stood there looking at me with a silly grin on his face.

‘Vega, is that really you?’ said Newton.

I hurried on, my face reddening.

I had one more shop to go to and one more item to purchase. I paid my coin and had it wrapped in pretty paper and then hurried on. I had shopped more this light than I ever had before. Which wasn’t saying much because I had never really shopped before.

I got back to my digs and threw Harry Two for a loop. It seemed that at first my canine didn’t know me, and his hackles rose and he bared his teeth. But after he’d sniffed around me for a bit, he seemed satisfied I was actually his mistress after all.

I found a scrap of looking glass that had once belonged to my mother. I managed to angle it so that I could see my face and hair. I again shook my head in disbelief. But my eyes were still swollen and the skin blackened, my nose broken and my cheek bruised and swollen as well. It sort of ruined everything.

I sighed and then a wistful desire crept into my head.

I found my hand going into my pocket and pulling out the Adder Stone. I held it in front of my face and thought good thoughts and the blemishes instantly vanished. My eyes were normal, the swelling and bruises were gone and I could feel my nose reset and mend immediately. I slowly put the Stone away and then set off.

I checked the falling sun and believed the time to be right. I walked quickly, for my energy had returned with my physical transformation.

The trip to Morrigone’s went quickly and I was able to sneak up to the front door and push the parchment through the slit there. I knew that Morrigone would not be home yet, nor would John. But I was certain the ever-faithful William would ensure that Madam Morrigone would receive it.

That errand complete, I hurried on to my next destination. The Care.
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After leaving Harry Two to wait outside, I spoke with a Care Nurse I found in the corridor. A coin was passed after I told her what I wanted. As I thought, Delph was perched on his dad’s cot. He looked up when I opened the door.

‘Vega Jane? What are you doing here again?’

‘I’ve arranged for a Nurse to sit with Duf.’

‘What?’ he said, looking puzzled.

‘When was the last time you had a proper meal, Delph?’

As I came fully into the light provided in each room, I could see Delph’s eyes widen in amazement.

‘Vega Jane, whatta ya . . . whatta ya done to yourself?’ he sputtered.

‘Just . . . just tidied up a bit,’ I said shyly.

He rose and walked over to me. ‘Tidying up? Is that what you call it?’

‘What would you call it, Delph?’ I asked bluntly, and then wondered why I had.

This query caught him off guard. He scratched his head, looked unsure.

‘Uh, I think I’d call it . . . Well, you do look quite tidy, now that you mention it. Quite tidy indeed.’

I smiled. ‘I’m here to take you to have a meal. Just as you did for me.’

He started to say something but then shook his head. ‘Dunno, Vega Jane – just dunno.’ He looked over at Duf. ‘What ’bout me dad?’

‘That’s why the Nurse is coming.’

‘You look so, well, you look so, you know and . . . and I don’t.’ He ran his gaze down his dirty self.

I hooked my arm through his. ‘I think you look perfectly respectable. And I’m going to eat a meal at the Starving Tove and I want you to come with me.’

He suddenly grinned. ‘What’s the occasion?’

I decided to just tell him. ‘It’s my birthlight. I’m fifteen sessions old, Delph.’

He looked dumbstruck. ‘But I ain’t done nothin’ . . . I mean, with my dad and all, I forgot . . .’

‘There’s no need for you to do anything other than accept my offer to join me for a meal to celebrate.’

With one more anxious glance at his dad, which was relieved when the Nurse I’d paid walked in and announced herself ready to look after Duf, we set off.

Wugs watched goggle-eyed as we passed by on the high street, Harry Two bringing up the rear. Delph wasn’t dressed as fancy as me, but I had caught him wetting his hand with his tongue and using it to drive his wild hair a bit into place. And he had stopped at the pipes outside the Care to wash his face and arms and rinse some of the grime off his clothes.

‘Been meaning to do it for some lights,’ he explained sheepishly. ‘Just ain’t got round to it is all.’

We were seated at a table not in the back this time but up near the front.

Delph said, ‘Every Wug’s watching you, Vega. Har.’

‘Well, they’ll get over it. Can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.’

He gazed at me blankly. ‘Do ya hear yourself? Sow’s ear, my eye. You’re . . . you’re . . .’ He took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘You’re beautiful, Vega Jane.’

Now he turned so very red in the face that I thought he was choking.

‘Thank you, Delph,’ I said, although I was also blushing. The only Wugs to ever call me beautiful were my parents and my grandparents, and I had always believed they had done so out of a sense of duty.

We ordered and had the best meal I had ever had. Later, our bellies so full I could not pack one more thing inside mine, I managed to do so anyway. It was a bit of cake that we ate together as Delph wished me a light and night of happiness.

‘I am happy, Delph,’ I said. ‘Very happy you came this night.’

He tried to stop me, but I paid for the meal with my coin.

‘I should be giving you something,’ he protested. ‘Not the other way round.’

I reached over and gripped his hand. ‘You’ve given me the pleasure of your company on a very special light.’

He smiled bashfully and squeezed my hand back. ‘Wouldn’t want to be no other place, Vega Jane.’ He paused and his lips quivered. ‘’Cept maybe with me dad.’

‘I know,’ I said quietly.

Delph and I walked back to the Care together and I left him there with Duf.

Then I looked to the sky and calculated how much time I had for my plan. I made it back to my digs, changed into my new trousers, jumper and boots. I picked up Destin, wrapping it around my waist and under my new cloak. I also pocketed the Elemental and the package wrapped with pretty paper, that I’d purchased earlier, and then I set off.

I reached my planned hiding place at the exact sliver I’d wanted. The carriage rattled out from Morrigone’s home two slivers later. I knew Morrigone was inside. I knew she was going to meet with Thansius at the south portion of the Wall near Stacks. I knew this because I had written that request in Thansius’s hand on his official stationery. I had chosen the south side of the Wall because it was the furthest away from Morrigone’s home and would give me the most time to complete my task.

When the carriage was well past, I hurried up not to the front door but to the back. I took out my tools and soon the lock gave way and I slipped into the house. I looked around quickly for any sign of William or the maid I knew also worked here.

En route to my planned destination on the second floor, I changed direction on impulse and poked my head into the library. I saw that the mess I had created had been tidied up and the smashed mirror replaced with another. I continued on and silently mounted the stairs. On a previous visit, John had pointed out his bedroom door to me, though he had not shown me into the space. I reached his door and knocked quietly. I stepped back as footsteps came.

The door opened and there John was. He seemed to have grown a bit taller and his frame had continued to fill out. His clothes were beautiful, but this time so were mine. And I would wager coin that this night I was as clean and smelt as nice as he did.

He looked at me curiously and I suddenly realized he didn’t fully recognize me.

‘John, it’s me, Vega.’

His mouth fell open slightly.

‘Have I changed that much?’ I said in amusement.

‘What happened to you?’ he asked.

‘Some new odds and ends.’

‘What are you doing here?’

I felt my face pale. There was no warmth in that query. There was only suspicion tinged with impatience. ‘I came to visit you.’

‘Morrigone has told me what took place between you. She saved your life before Council. Your life, Vega! And you repay her kindness with betrayal.’

‘You did not say this when we were at the Care. When you were crying your eyes out over our parents being gone. You were glad I told you. You said so.’

He waved this away. ‘I have had more time to think of it. Yes, I needed to know about our parents. But you still betrayed Morrigone.’ He stopped and stared darkly at me. ‘What do you want, Vega? I have much to do this night still.’

I collected my composure and said in a softer tone, ‘I came to visit. I wanted to before now, but I’ve been so busy. And I know you have been too with the Wall.’

‘You told my workers to disobey my orders,’ he said sharply.

I thought to myself, Your workers? ‘They were weakening the straps by punching more holes in them. You know what happened to Duf Delphia. He lost his legs.’

He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. ‘Morrigone reported this to me.’

She reported this to you? I thought.

He continued. ‘He will be taken care of. Timbertoes. Sticks. Injury wages. He will have no reason to complain.’

‘He will have no reason to complain?’ I said incredulously. ‘With his legs gone? How would you feel if you were getting the timbers and sticks and not him?’

‘He is a worker Wug, Vega. Injuries to those types happen. But they will be taken care of. And their families. We are grateful for their service for the greater good.’

We are grateful for their service? Since when did John start talking like this about himself?

‘I’m a worker Wug,’ I said. ‘What if my legs or arms got lopped off while I was performing for you and the greater good?’

He stared up at me, his expression unchanged by my blunt words.

I looked past his shoulder and into his room. Every inch of every wall was covered with scrolls, and on them were symbols and drawings that made me gape. Most of them were foul things. There was one creature whose head was a mass of slimy tentacles, and another whose legs were those of a spider and whose mouth was literally lined with fangs.

I shot him a bewildered glance, my jaw slack with the horror I was feeling. No wonder he hadn’t shown me his room before.

He quickly closed his door, blocking my view.

‘What are those terrible things, John?’ I demanded.

‘Many of the things we will be pitted against are horrible, but that does not mean we cannot learn from them. In fact, the more we know, the better prepared we will be.’

‘I just don’t want you delving into things that may . . . overwhelm you, John.’

‘I’m up to it, Vega, I can absolutely assure you.’

I swallowed and finally said what I had come here to say. ‘John, would you consider coming back to live with me? At our old home? We could—’

But he was already shaking his head. ‘Impossible, Vega. Morrigone assures me that I am absolutely indispensable.’

All the hopes I had carried with me here instantly vanished. Before I could say anything, John hurried on. ‘You should not be here,’ he said. ‘Morrigone will not be pleased. She had to go out to meet with Thansius, but she’ll be back soon.’

‘What has she been saying about me to you? Other than my betraying her?’

‘Nothing – not really.’

He was lying. And he was not good at it because of having had no practice. Unlike me.

‘Did she mention that we did battle?’ He blinked rapidly. ‘Did she tell you that she wrecked the window at my digs and then vanished?’ He blinked more rapidly. I pointed over his shoulder towards his room. ‘Is that what Morrigone wants you to learn about?’

‘My studies are no concern of yours!’ he said defiantly.

‘Do you think our parents would want you knowing about such things?’

‘The more I know, the better.’

‘For the greater good? How likely is that?’

I let the silence linger. I wanted him to really think about what I had just said.

‘You . . . you’re still in the Duelum.’

‘I know I am. I’m surprised you’re even aware of it.’

‘I . . . I hope that you win.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You should go now.’

I reached in my pocket and pulled out the package wrapped in pretty paper and handed it to him. ‘Happy twelve sessions, John.’

His face registered surprise as he looked down at the package. My brother and I shared the same birthlight. He looked up at me with guilty eyes. ‘But that means . . . I lost track . . .’

‘It’s OK. As you said, you’ve been very busy.’ I was gratified to see that under a shell that was hardening with each passing light, my brother was still in there somewhere. But for how much longer?

‘Open it,’ I said.

His fingers dispatched the pretty paper. It was a journal inside.

‘You’ve read so many books, John, that I thought it quite unnecessary to give you another. But as smart as you are, I thought you might want to start writing one of your very own.’

He looked up at me with tears in his eyes. Slowly, we both reached out for the other and embraced. I squeezed John as tightly as I could and he did the same to me.

‘I love you, John.’

‘You best go,’ he said anxiously.

I nodded. ‘I best,’ I replied.

And so I did.

As I left Morrigone’s beautiful home, I doubted I would ever see John again. In truth, I had come here to see if he would leave Wormwood and go through the Quag with me. That was obviously not to be. So now that Delph could no longer go either, it was just me.

I would have to win the Duelum first and then I would go through the Quag alone.

Happy birthlight to me.


47

THE BLOW FROM NOWHERE
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The next round of the Duelum pitted the last four combatants against one another. My opponent was Ted Racksport. I arrived at the pitch early, in my other set of old clothes. The betting this time showed me to be a slight favourite. I put two coins on me to win, with Roman Picus. He snarled in response and threw the parchment at me.

‘How are the Carbineer patrols coming, Roman?’ I asked. ‘I haven’t seen you blokes around much lately.’

‘We’re there, female – you can be sure-a that.’ His gaze drilled into me. ‘Your face.’

‘What about it?’

‘It looks a lot better. How can that be?’

‘It’s called face paint,’ I said quickly.

He sniffed the air. ‘And what’s that smell?’

‘Lavender and honeysuckle,’ I answered. ‘You should try it sometime.’

I walked over to the quad. Since there were only two matches scheduled, Racksport and I would battle first. The second bout would take place directly after. The crowd was growing larger by the sliver. As I looked towards the raised platform, it seemed that many more Council members and their mates were there. I also thought I saw a glimpse of Thansius.

Silas, the aged Wug referee, headed over and I readied myself. I was taking no chance with Racksport. I had seen up close how tricky and resourceful he was when fighting. I could not use the same move I had employed against Duk Dodgson, for Racksport would be ready for that. So I had something else up my sleeve.

But it was not to be.

Silas came up to me and raised my hand in victory. I looked at him, puzzled, as a groan went up from the crowd of Wugs, who had been all set to see some blood.

‘What happened?’ I asked him in bewilderment.

‘Win by default is what,’ he answered promptly, looking at my left ear.

‘Why? Where’s Racksport?’

‘At hospital.’

‘Hospital? Why?’

‘He accidentally shot himself in the foot with one-a his blasted mortas,’ barked Roman Picus, who had drawn close to the edge of the quad. ‘Just now heard. Can’t fathom how lucky you are, Vega. Ted’s a right good fighter.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘I was just thinking how lucky the bloke was. A shot in the foot with a morta is nothing compared to what I was going to do to him.’

‘And I ain’t paying off on no bets. Not with no bout,’ he added. Then he turned on his heel and stormed off.

Grinning, I turned to watch the other match that would now take place immediately. The grin fell off my face quick as a heartbeat.

Newton Tilt from Stacks was stepping into the quad. I had watched two of his other bouts and knew how strong he was, especially his grip. He was a good, capable fighter. Still, I feared for him. Because stepping on to the quad to face him was Ladon-Tosh. I had lost track of the remaining combatants, and on the betting board I had always focused only on my own bout. But the simple fact was, I would be facing the winner of this round. And when I looked at Ladon-Tosh, I had little doubt it would be him.

I drew closer, along with pretty much every other Wug here.

The referee gave instructions and Tilt put out his hand for Ladon-Tosh to take. He didn’t. Tilt grinned at this sporting insult and retreated a few yards, his arms raised, his shoulders squared and his jaw set.

Ladon-Tosh didn’t move. He just stood there staring off like he always did at Stacks. The bell sounded. Tilt came rushing on, his fist cocked back, his other arm up as his guard.

He had drawn within a yard of Ladon-Tosh, who still hadn’t moved, when it happened. I’m not sure I even saw the blow fall. No, I am sure. I didn’t. All I saw was Tilt rise up in the air and hurtle backwards far faster than he had ever rushed forward. He landed in a crazy pile of arms and legs a good twenty feet out of the quad and didn’t move again.

The referee rushed over to his prostrate body and I saw him grimace painfully at the state of Tilt. He frantically waved over a team of Mendens. They rushed forward with their bags and huddled around the fallen Wug. We all held our collective breath. All except Ladon-Tosh, who was quickly leaving the pitch. When I turned back to the Mendens, I saw with horror that they were placing a sheet fully over Tilt, including his face. I turned to the old male Wug standing next to me.

‘Is he . . . ? He can’t be . . .’ I said shakily, all my limbs tingling and trembling.

In a quavering voice he said, ‘’Fraid he is, Vega. Ladon-Tosh has killed that poor lad with one blow. I can’t believe it neither.’

They hoisted Tilt upon a stretcher and carried him off. His sobbing mother came rushing up and grabbed the hand of her dead son that dangled off the side of the stretcher. She walked beside him, overcome with the grief of it all.

I looked around at other Wugs and they were as stricken as I was. Even Roman Picus stood over by his betting circle with his eyes wide as teacup saucers. As I continued to watch, bits of parchment dribbled unnoticed by him out of his clenched hand and littered the ground around his boots.

I felt something touch my arm and I looked down.

I was surprised to see that it was Hestia Loon. She gripped my wrist firmly and said in a fierce whisper, ‘You are not to step one foot inside the quad with the likes of Ladon-Tosh. Not one foot, mind you, Vega. Your poor mum. Why, she would never have allowed it. And since she’s not here to speak up for herself, I will. I’ll talk to Thansius himself if I must, but you are not fighting that . . . that thing.’

She stormed off, leaving me open-mouthed.

As I was leaving the pitch a few slivers later, Roman Picus came over and handed me back my two wagered coins. He eyed me nervously and then said in a subdued tone, ‘Listen, Vega, you saw? I mean you saw?’

‘I saw,’ I replied quietly.

I could see his hands were trembling and his lips quivered. ‘It’s not like you and me have always seen eye to eye on things, o’course.’

‘No, we haven’t. In fact, you accused me of cheating.’

‘I know, I know,’ he said miserably. He gazed over my shoulder at the pitch. ‘But I liked your mum and dad. And Virgil too, truth be known. And there weren’t a finer Wug than your granny, Calliope. And o’course John and all his good work.’

‘What are you trying to say, Roman?’

‘The thing is . . . ya see, the thing is . . .’ He suddenly pulled me closer. ‘Ain’t enough coin in all of Wormwood to get yourself killed for it, that’s what.’

‘You think Ladon-Tosh can beat me?’

He looked at me as if I had a chimney growing out of my head. ‘Beat you, female? Beat you? They’ll be not a bitta you left to put in the Hallowed Ground, which is where poor Newton Tilt is headed. You can’t fight him, Vega. He’ll kill you just like he done that strapping lad.’

‘But I have to fight unless I’m injured like Racksport.’

‘Then I’ll shoot you in the foot this night with one of me mortas and Ladon-Tosh can win the damn Duelum!’

‘I can’t do that, Roman.’

‘Why in the name-a Steeples? Not for the coin. You got by all this time without it.’

‘You’re right – it’s not about the coin.’

If I didn’t fight, I would be right back in Valhall. And now without Morrigone’s support, I would probably end up executed. And if I tried to escape through the Quag without winning the Duelum first, they would go after Delph. My only way through this was to fight. And the thing was, I wanted to fight. I wanted to win. And if I had to beat Ladon-Tosh to do it, so be it. I had never considered myself a warrior female, but right now, that’s exactly how I felt. Like the courageous female on the battlefield from so long ago. She had given her life fighting against something – something that I could sense was evil and wrong. I wondered if I had the courage to die for such a cause.

Roman gripped my shoulders tighter, tearing me from these thoughts. ‘Vega, for the love of your mum and dad’s memory, please don’t do this.’

‘I am touched by your concern, Roman. I really am.’ And I really was. ‘But I have to fight; I have to finish this.’ I paused. ‘I am a Finisher after all.’

He released his grip and slowly walked off, his head hanging, his arms swinging aimlessly at his sides.

As I left the pitch, I noted that the combatant board had just been updated. In three more lights, there would be one more bout and then a champion decided, crowned and coined. And perhaps the loser laid to rest in the Hallowed Ground with an eternity to think about the quality of her choices.

Vega Jane, age fifteen sessions (just), versus Ladon-Tosh, exact age unknown but definitely older than twenty-four sessions.

My throat started to dry up a bit as I walked back towards my digs. I passed the high street to get there and thus had to traverse pocket after pocket of Wugs talking about one thing only. Well, maybe two. Newton Tilt dying. And me being next.

I had seen the look in Ladon-Tosh’s eyes. He knew that he’d killed poor Tilt as soon as he struck. And the thing was, he didn’t care. He just didn’t care. Where had a bloke like that come from? But as I walked along, I realized it wasn’t just a question. It was a possible solution too. And I knew just the Wug to ask.

I had three lights left to find a path to victory and probably save my life. And I meant to take it.

I was twenty slivers early to work at Stacks the next light. This was something unusual for me, but these were unusual times.

‘Good light, Domitar,’ I said as I stood in the doorway of his office.

He looked up from his desk. ‘What do you want, Vega?’

‘I just had a question.’

‘What is it?’ he said suspiciously.

‘Where does Ladon-Tosh hail from?’

‘Would this be because you’re facing him in the final bout of the Duelum?’

‘It would. And because he killed poor Newton Tilt with one blow.’

Domitar bowed his head. ‘I know,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘’Tis a terrible, terrible thing. The Tilts are fine Wugs. Fine Wugs. For this to happen, well . . .’

I ventured further into Domitar’s office.

‘You look different, Vega,’ he noted as he glanced up.

‘I’ve lost weight. Now, about Ladon-Tosh?’

‘’Tis complicated.’

‘Why?’ I said reasonably enough. ‘Isn’t it easy to tell where Wugs come from?’

‘In most cases, yes. In Ladon-Tosh’s case, no.’

‘So why is that?’

‘I inherited him, as i’twere.’

‘You mean he was here before you were at Stacks?’

‘That is precisely what I mean.’

‘So how can he compete in a Duelum restricted to Wugs no older than twenty-four sessions?’ I snapped.

‘A reasonable question you must take up with Council, I’m afraid.’

‘Many Wugs have come up to me and told me not to fight Ladon-Tosh.’

‘And Racksport shot himself in the foot with one of his mortas? Curious indeed.’

I perked up at this. ‘Why? He runs a morta business. Accidents happen.’

‘He’s been running that business for five sessions now and had yet to shoot himself.’

I took this in and said slowly, ‘Meaning it might have been done so I would face Ladon-Tosh in the last bout?’

‘The truth is, Vega, you’ve made enemies. And now the price for that is coming due.’ He hesitated, glancing away and then seeming to make up his mind. ‘Though not being on Council, I have learned a little of your situation.’

‘Then you know why I must fight?’

He nodded. ‘And perhaps your ally is now your enemy?’

‘Morrigone, like Ladon-Tosh, has quite the mysterious past.’

‘I cannot deny that.’

‘Words and events have passed between us, many of them unpleasant.’

‘She is a formidable Wug, Vega. Perhaps the most formidable of us all.’

‘How do I beat Ladon-Tosh, Domitar? For that is why I am here. I believe you know how it can be done. And I need you to tell me or else I will surely perish in the quad.’

Domitar looked away for a sliver. When he turned to face me, his expression was truly strange. ‘You already know how to defeat him, Vega.’

I gaped. ‘I do? How can that be?’

‘Because you’ve done it before.’
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DUST TO DUST

[image: ]

After I finished my work that light, I met Harry Two outside and walked back to my digs. I had a bit of food, changed into my blue frock and headed back out. All of Wormwood was heading to the Hallowed Ground. This night we would be putting Newton Tilt into the dirt.

I had not been to the Hallowed Ground since they had buried my grandmother Calliope. It was a peaceful place, granted, but not a happy one. And there was enough unhappiness in Wormwood without adding to the burden by plunking yourself down in the middle of more. I moved through the rusty iron gates, which bore the image of a mother and a very young. Crowds had already started to gather around the hole.

As I drew closer, I saw the long, plain wooden box with Tilt’s remains inside. His mum and dad were sobbing next to it. Tilt had three brothers and one sister. They were all there, all crying just as hard.

I stopped drawing closer when I saw Morrigone sitting in a chair next to Thansius as he stood by the hole that would quite soon become a grave. She was dressed in black. I had to admit I had never seen a Wug look more stricken than Morrigone. Her face was a hard knot of rigid pain. She looked sessions older. Lines on her face I had never seen before now were bared to us all. Tears stained her cheeks and, while she was doing her best to hide it from us, every so often her body shuddered.

From time to time, Thansius placed a large, supportive hand on her shoulder and spoke quietly to her with words I could not hear.

As I continued to look around, I noted that Ladon-Tosh was nowhere to be seen. What he had done was murder in my eyes, plain and simple. He could have beaten poor Tilt easily and with no need to kill him. It was an evil act, but then again, I wondered if the rules of the Duelum exempted combatants from any such punishments. If they did, the rules should be changed. Everything had a moral hitched to it if one bothered to look.

I was surprised to see Delph slowly coming up the path. He was limping along supported by the cudgel. However, I was stunned to see Duf walking next to him, wearing his new timbertoes and using his new stick, which he gripped in his right hand. It was hard to tell who was supporting whom more, injured son or legless father, because each had an arm around the other.

I hurried over to them and hugged first Duf and kissed him on the cheek, and then I embraced Delph, who was as cleaned up as I had ever seen him.

‘Heard ’bout your last round, Vega Jane,’ said Delph. ‘But we need to talk,’ he added solemnly.

I shushed him as Ezekiel came forward, the only sparkle of white in a sea of dark.

He prayed out loud and then led us through another. We sang. He committed the body of Newton Tilt, a fine Wug struck down long before his proper time, to the dirt.

Then Thansius rose and said some comforting words, his huge frame quivering with emotion. All of Wormwood was distraught, but I had heard no protests that the Duelum should be cancelled before the last bout was held. Our collective empathy apparently had certain limits.

Later, as the crowd started to disperse, I was surprised to see Morrigone leave her perch and walk over to the Tilts. She put her arm around Tilt’s parents and started speaking to them in a low voice. They nodded and seemed consoled by her words.

I turned to Duf. ‘You seem to have taken to the timbertoes and stick very quickly,’ I said encouragingly. ‘You’re getting around like your old self.’

He seemed pleased by my words, but in his gritted teeth I saw the pain behind his smile. And I noted how his hands kept clenching and unclenching. ‘Takes a bit of gettin’ used to, I’ll grant you that. But I’m gettin’ there, I am.’ He added with a lifeless chortle, ‘And I’ll never have to worry ’bout me bad knees no more, will I?’

‘No,’ I said with a smile, admiring greatly his attitude but feeling awful at seeing his obvious discomfort.

‘Still, I probably should-a kept to me bed this night,’ said Duf, his face suddenly contorted in pain. He gasped and held on to Delph for support. Then he righted himself and added weakly, ‘But known the Tilts for ages. So sad. Couldn’t not come, could I? Wouldn’t be right. Can’t believe little Newtie’s gone. Held him in me arms when he was just a wee Wug. Never gave no one a lick of trouble. A good lad. A fine lad.’ A tear trickled down his face even as he gave a sharp cry and grabbed at his right stump.

I was becoming more and more bewildered by this. I thought with the legs gone and the timbertoes on, there would be no more pain for him. When I looked over at Delph questioningly, he explained, ‘They had to burn the ends of his legs, Vega Jane, to get the stumps ready for the timbers.’

His father said admonishingly, ‘This pretty female don’t need to hear no rubbish talk like that, Daniel Delphia.’ He smiled back another bout of suffering that crossed his face and said, ‘Now, that is the loveliest frock I believe I’ve ever seen, Vega.’ He nudged his son. ‘Ain’t it, Delph? Eh?’

Delph nodded shyly and said, ‘’Tis, Dad. ’Tis.’

I reached in the pocket of my frock where the Adder Stone lay. After having it taken by Morrigone, I’d decided to always keep it with me. I palmed the Stone so it could not be seen by either of them. Maybe it could not regrow limbs, but I knew it could make pain vanish. When they turned and spoke to some other Wugs who enquired how Duf was doing, I surreptitiously waved the Stone over what remained of Duf’s legs and thought as good thoughts as I could. The change in Duf was almost instantaneous. I had just put the Stone back in my pocket when Duf turned to look at me, the most serene expression on his face.

‘Are you OK, Duf?’ I asked innocently.

He nodded, looking surprised. ‘OK? Yes. I do seem to be.’ He cautiously tapped his thigh. Then, he slapped it.

Delph saw this and exclaimed, ‘What the . . . Don’t do that, Dad.’

Duf slapped his other thigh and then stood totally erect without his son’s help. ‘Look’t that, Delph. No more pain. It’s a miracle, i’tis.’

Delph eyed his father’s legs and then he turned to me, suspicion all across his features. He knew. I could just tell he knew what I’d done. When Delph glanced away, I passed the Stone over him too. He turned once more to stare at me. His leg was now fine. His arm no longer hung funny. He was healed too, and some of my guilt at what had happened to father and son melted away.

We parted company on the high street. Delph and Duf were headed back to the Care. But Duf felt he could go home soon, especially with the pain gone.

I heard the carriage wheels long before I turned. I was on the Low Road now and the carriage shouldn’t have been. I finally looked back to see Bogle pulling his sleps to a halt next to where I stood.

As she stepped from the carriage, Morrigone still looked awful, which made me feel immeasurably better, despite the grief she had shown at the Hallowed Ground, despite her consoling words to the Tilts. Her gaze searched mine. I merely stared back quizzically. I did notice with unconcealed relish that I was now taller than her. She had to look up to me.

She said, ‘I was glad to see Duf here this night. The timbertoes seem to be working for him.’

‘I think they’ll work just fine now,’ I replied tersely, watching her closely.

‘And I have spoken with Delph recently. He . . . he seems far more assured in his speech than he once did.’

‘He is,’ I said. ‘It simply took him remembering something that others did not want him to recall.’

‘I see.’

‘So you can stop paying him coin, Morrigone. He doesn’t need it any more to recompense for what you did to him.’

I had finally figured that one out too.

‘You have much to learn, Vega. However, I came not to speak of Delph but of the Duelum,’ she began.

‘What about it?’ I said.

‘You versus Ladon-Tosh.’

‘That’s what the competition board says.’

‘He didn’t mean to kill poor Newton Tilt.’

I shook my head stubbornly. ‘He didn’t need to hit him that hard.’

She looked down and I thought I saw her lips tremble. She looked back up and her features were tight and composed. ‘I think he sees that now.’

‘Lucky for me, since I’m next. Where is he, by the by?’

‘I asked him to stay away. I didn’t think it would be . . . appropriate.’

‘Why is he even in the Duelum?’ I asked.

‘Why shouldn’t he be?’ she said warily.

‘He’s clearly older than twenty-four sessions, for starters.’

‘Not according to his records.’

‘I’d like to see those records. Just to confirm where he came from.’

She looked at me with a degree of incredulity that I found pathetic under the circumstances. ‘He came from Wormwood. Where else would he have come from?’

‘Well, if he is a Wug, he’s a most unusual one. I’ve never even heard him speak. You have to admit, it’s all a bit dodgy.’

‘It is a bit dodgy,’ was her surprising reply. She had lowered her eyes again, but then she raised her head and looked directly at me, her green eyes glowing as though they had been ignited. ‘You don’t have to fight Ladon-Tosh, Vega.’

‘Then I’ll end up in Valhall, won’t I?’

‘I can meet with Krone. I can work something out. Any sentence in Valhall would be relatively short. But there would be another condition.’

I folded my arms over my chest. ‘What?’

‘You know far more than is good for a Wug.’

‘You mean I know the truth,’ I shot back.

‘And what do you think the truth is?’

‘You have powers, Morrigone, that other Wugs don’t. And you said you have your duty. Well, I think that duty is to keep Wugs from finding out where they truly came from.’

‘I will not debate with you, Vega.’

‘Then what do you want?’

‘The condition is that you will not be allowed to think such things.’

‘So the red light, then?’ I remarked coolly. ‘I think I’ve figured that out. Red must be more powerful than blue. Delph was much bigger than me, even back then. The blue light was sufficient to wipe my thoughts nearly clear, although I could still remember the scream, Morrigone. And the blue light.’

‘What?’ she said, clearly astonished by this.

‘I thought it was just a nightmare. But Delph eventually remembered what had happened to him, with a little help from me. That’s what I meant when I said he no longer stutters. He remembers, Morrigone. All of it.’

We stared at each other in silence. I finally said, ‘So I’ll take my chances in the quad, thanks anyway.’ Then I added firmly, ‘You’re not messing with my mind ever again.’

‘I am well aware that you dispatched your other competitors with relative ease.’

‘Except for Racksport. He shot himself accidentally. Or so they say.’

‘What do you mean, “Or so they say”?’

‘A suspicious Wug would think that Racksport was persuaded to get out of the way so I would have to meet Ladon-Tosh in the final bout.’

She said, ‘If true, that would be a very evil thing to do.’

‘I completely agree,’ I replied, staring back at her. ‘And so might be trying to kill someone in a mirror.’

We stared at each other silently. I could sense the tension between us; it was like a wall of fire.

Morrigone finally spoke. ‘I know that you visited my home while I was away. May I ask why?’

‘To wish my brother a happy birthlight. And to give him a present.’

She looked down. ‘That was thoughtful of you – very thoughtful, considering the circumstances.’

‘He is my brother, Morrigone. No matter what happens, he will always be my brother. And I love him. Unconditionally.’

‘I can understand that,’ she said. ‘Blood is blood.’

‘And if I die in the Duelum, so be it. I die with the truth in my heart. Not like the other Wugs, who don’t understand what Wormwood really is.’

‘And what do you think Wormwood is, Vega?’ she said, giving me a deadly stare.

‘Well, speaking for me – it’s a prison.’

‘I’m sorry you feel that way.’

‘You say you had a chat with Ladon-Tosh, and that he understands he was in the wrong?’

‘That’s right.’

‘So he does talk, then?’

She seemed caught off guard by this. ‘Yes – I mean, he . . . communicates.’

‘Well, put in a good word with him for me, will you?’ I said casually.

She suddenly gripped my arm tightly. ‘If nothing else, think of your brother. You would not want to be lost to him, would you?’

‘I think he might already be lost to me,’ I replied slowly. ‘So you see, there is really nothing left for me here. Nothing at all.’

She released my arm, stepped back and looked down. ‘I see.’

I squared my shoulders and stared down at her. ‘If I fight, I was told I would be free. I intend to fight to the end. And if I survive, I intend to be free. Really free.’
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A HODGEPODGE PLAN
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I was just thinking of crawling into my cot and pulling the covers over me when someone rapped at my door. Harry Two barked and started clawing at the wood. I walked to the door and said, ‘Who is it?’

‘Wotcha, Vega Jane.’

I opened the door, stepped back and let Delph pass through. He knelt to pet Harry Two while I closed the door and motioned him to the chair by the empty fireplace. I perched on the cot, my hands in my lap, and stared at him.

‘What do you want?’ I asked.

He gave me a furtive glance. ‘You don’t look good.’

‘Well, let me see. I went to watch a Wug being planted at the Hallowed Ground. I no longer recognize my brother. My parents are gone. In two lights, I’m probably going to die in the Duelum at the hands of a murderer. So, spot on – I’m definitely not OK.’

He bowed his head and I felt bad for having said what I had.

‘I’m sorry, Delph. None of this is your problem.’

‘But ’tis my problem. You dying? Can’t let that happen, can I? I mean, I just can’t.’

‘I have to fight Ladon-Tosh,’ I said.

He nodded at this, which surprised me. ‘So the thing is, you got to not get killed.’

‘That point I understand.’

‘Some blokes told me what he done to poor Tilt.’

I sat forward, suddenly feeling engaged. ‘The thing is, Delph, I never even saw Ladon-Tosh strike. That’s how fast the blow was. It knocked Tilt completely out of the quad. He was dead before he hit the dirt. I’ve never seen anything like it.’ This all came out in a rush of fear that had been welling up inside me ever since Tilt had struck the ground.

‘But think what you could do if you had Destin when you fight Ladon-Tosh.’

‘That would be cheating.’

‘Rubbish! Do you really think Ladon-Tosh is a normal Wug? You having Destin when you take him on won’t be cheating. It’ll be making the fight fair, way I see it.’

I sat back and thought about this. I had won all my other matches on my own by a combination of luck, planning and instinct. But I knew in my heart that none of those would allow me to prevail against Ladon-Tosh.

‘OK, I guess I can see that,’ I finally said.

‘So it comes down to you landing your blow before Ladon-Tosh can land his.’

‘I’m nowhere near as fast as Ladon-Tosh.’

‘Then we have to come up with a way that you’re even faster. Or else you have to make him keep missing till you can finish him off.’

‘And how exactly am I supposed to do that?’ I said incredulously.

‘Fought in enough Duelums, haven’t I? Know my way around the quad, don’t I?’

‘OK, what suggestions do you have?’

‘Watched Ladon-Tosh’s second round. He dinnae kill no Wug that time, but there are some things I noted.’

‘Like what?’

‘He don’t move on the bell, not up or back.’

‘That’s right – he didn’t move against Tilt either.’

‘He lets you come to him, then he strikes.’

‘Faster than the eye can see,’ I groused.

‘Where’s the chain?’

‘Why?’

‘Want to see something.’

I fetched Destin and put it around my waist. Delph stood and put up his hands. ‘Put your hands up.’ I did so. ‘Now I’m going to throw a punch, and I’m not going to say when—’

He snapped a blow at my head. I easily flicked it away.

He smiled, but I didn’t. ‘That wasn’t nearly as fast as Ladon-Tosh,’ I said.

‘Back up to the wall over there.’

‘What?’

‘Wanta try something else.’

I did as he asked. From his coat he pulled out a long strip of twine with a small square patch of leather attached halfway down it. On the patch he placed a stone he’d taken from his trouser pocket. He started to spin the thing, which I now realized was a shotslinger, faster and faster.

‘Can you see the stone?’ he asked.

‘Barely.’

He spun it faster. ‘How about now?’

‘Just a glimpse.’

He whirled it even faster. ‘Now?’

‘Not at—’

Before I finished speaking, he had fired off the stone right at me. When I looked down, I saw the stone cupped in my hand.

I looked up in amazement. ‘How did I do that?’

Delph grinned and pointed at Destin. ‘Reckon the answer lies there.’

‘But it lets me fly. And it gives me strength. But—’

And now Delph was about to shock me.

‘I think what it does, Vega Jane, is give ya what i’tis you need at the time you need it.’

I touched Destin. It felt warm, as though it had just had a bit of exercise.

‘But that’s not all, Vega Jane.’

I looked at him with wrinkled brow. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Chain is a big help, no doubt. But you got to have more than one way to beat Ladon-Tosh.’

‘What, then?’

‘At the bell you don’t move either. It’ll confuse the lout. Make him come to you. He’ll throw a punch. Then you’ll move away. Hit him if you can. Taps at first. Let his confidence build.’

‘I think he has plenty of confidence already.’

‘Keep moving. Spin him like a top. Get him all jargolled and tired.’ He pointed a finger at me. ‘You’ll get one shot to get ’er done. Then you got to bring all ya got. All you and the chain got.’

‘You really think I can beat him, Delph?’

‘You’re going to beat him.’

‘Thanks, Delph.’

‘Thank me after you win the Duelum, Vega Jane.’

Everywhere I went the next lights and nights, Wugs came out of all corners of Wormwood to wish me well or, in some cases, to say their goodbyes. Pieces of parchment were slipped under my door. Most were kind and encouraging. However, one was particularly nasty. But I recognized Cletus Loon’s poor scrawl and I didn’t take any heed.

Delph and I had practised his strategy over and over until I could do it in my sleep. It lifted my spirits. I felt as if I had a fighting chance, which is the least one is entitled to in my view.

Thansius visited me on the night before the Duelum’s final bout. Harry Two let Thansius scratch him on the head before settling down by my cot. At first, Thansius remained silent, his face brooding and his long fingers slowly stroking his beard. Finally, seeming to have reached a decision, he leaned forward and focused on me.

But I broke the silence first. ‘I’m fighting Ladon-Tosh. So please don’t bother trying to talk me out of it.’

‘I believe you must fight him.’

This stunned me.

‘You’re surprised by my statement?’

‘I am.’

‘So many of our fellow Wugmorts never manage to see past the borders of Wormwood or their own narrow minds. For our borders are indeed narrow, Vega.’

‘You put it far more eloquently than I could, Thansius.’

‘I understand that you and Morrigone have had words on a number of occasions. Harsh words.’

‘If she said so, I don’t deny it.’ I paused, sensing that this was a time to choose my words carefully. ‘The things Morrigone can do, Thanisus? Where did that ability come from?’

He paused and gave me a stare so sharp that I thought I would bleed. ‘You mean the things you can also do?’

This gobsmacked me. ‘How did you—’

He waved away my surprise. ‘I know that the powers with which Morrigone has been endowed are showing themselves in you. There is, however, a critical difference, I think.’

‘And what is that?’

‘Simply that your powers are far greater.’

I turned away from those penetrating eyes. ‘I have no idea what I’m doing. She does.’

‘You recall your tree?’

I turned back to him. ‘What about it?’

‘It wasn’t petrified of course,’ said Thansius matter-of-factly. ‘But I knew that explanation would suffice for the likes of Non and his followers. You, Vega, you saved your tree.’

‘How?’

‘By willing it to survive.’

I slowly took this all in. ‘And my grandfather?’

‘I think you know the answer to that. These things are handed down in Wug families. Only a few possess it. It seems that the passage of time has diluted it to almost nothing for most of us.’

‘But what is it, Thansius?’

‘Power, Vega. Your grandfather possessed it in abundance. It is the reason he is no longer among us.’

‘So you know where he’s gone?’

‘A place assuredly beyond the Quag.’

‘But we have always been taught that Wormwood is all there is.’

‘Yet that does not make it true, does it?’

I shook my head. ‘And what of the Outliers? The Wall?’

For the first time I could ever recall, Thansius, mighty Thansius, looked embarrassed, even ashamed.

He said, ‘There is a sense of duty sometimes, Vega, which compels even the most honest of Wugs to do things that lack that very honesty.’

‘So it’s all a lie, then?’

‘Lies are sometimes given for the very best of intentions.’

‘My grandfather once told me that the most bitterly awful place of all is one that Wugmorts don’t know is as wrong as wrong can possibly be.’ I grew silent and looked at him questioningly.

Thansius studied his large, strong hands for a few moments before looking up at me. ‘I would say that your grandfather was a very wise Wug.’ He rose. ‘And now duty calls and I must be off.’

At the door, he turned back. ‘Good luck, Vega, next light.’ He paused and seemed to stare off for a moment before looking back at me. ‘And beyond. For I knew this time must come at some point.’

And then Thansius was gone.
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That night, it was no surprise that I found it difficult to sleep. I finally gave it up as a bad job. I pulled out my cloak and, using strong thread, sewed Destin into the garment’s sleeves and across its shoulders. This would hide my chain from view. I put the Stone and the Elemental in my pocket and set off with Harry Two.

I had previously fashioned a harness and a cradle of sorts, using scraps of leather and metal from Stacks. When we were safely away from Wormwood proper, I tied the shoulder straps around me, placed Harry Two in the cradle and buckled him in against my chest. I had bound him up like this before and he had taken to it good-naturedly.

I took a running start and soared into the air. This might be my last chance to leave the ground and feel the wind in my face, let it lift my hair.

I flew along for a great many slivers with Harry Two dangling happily underneath me. I don’t know which of our grins was bigger. But there was a melancholy behind my smile, for obvious reasons. And as I looked down at Harry Two from time to time, I could sense the same with him. Canines were indeed curiously marvellous beasts.

We landed on the dirt, and I freed Harry Two from the harness. I had a biscuit in my pocket, and I broke it in half and gave my canine his share, which he wolfed down while I took my time with mine. I chewed methodically, probably because I wanted to slow every sliver down now.

At that moment, something in the sky snagged my attention and I felt a sudden thrill when I saw it.

A shooting star. It raced across my point of view while all the other winks of light remained stationary. I harkened back to what my grandfather had said. When you see a shooting star, it means change is coming for some Wugmort. Maybe he knew that one light, it would come for me. Whether it would be my death or my escape from here, only this coming light would tell.

Since I had never glimpsed one before, I had no idea how long it would be visible. For some reason, in my head, I desperately wanted to keep it in sight. If it disappeared, it seemed to me, then so might I.

And it was there, for the longest time, until the glow finally vanished, with the break of the first section of light. I rubbed my eyes and stretched my limbs. I picked up Harry Two and settled him into his cradle. I soared into the sky, performed a long dive and then came swooping back up into the lightening sky. Harry Two seemed to love this and barked happily.

I landed on the outskirts of the Delphias’ property. I didn’t wake them, though they would be up soon enough. I had brought a bit of parchment with me and used my ink stick to mark a few words down and then slipped it inside the Delphias’ door.

I bent down and gave Harry Two a long hug. It was hard to leave Wugs. It seemed just as hard to say goodbye to a beloved canine. I told Harry Two to stay with the Delphias. That the note would be read and they would understand.

In the note I had asked Delph to take in Harry Two if I was killed this light. I knew he would. My canine would make a wonderful addition to the lives of Delph and Duf, and that was a good thing. Harry Two had given me much happiness in the brief time I’d had him. I hoped I had at least done the same for him. Other than Harry Two, I really had nothing left that anyone would care about. John was provided for. My parents were gone. My digs would go back to being empty. Another Finisher would take my place at Stacks. Life in Wormwood would go on, just like it always had.

I didn’t fly back to my digs. I walked. By the time I got there, it was nearly time for me to go to the pitch. I was surprised to see some flowers that Wugs had left in front of my door with parchments attached containing hopeful words. I took them all inside and placed them on the table, where they looked awfully fine.

I sat alone in my chair in front of the empty fireplace and counted off the slivers in my head. I turned to the window when I heard footfalls outside. Wugs were headed to the pitch. I waited a bit more and then rose and checked to make sure Destin was securely sewn into my cloak. As I touched the chain, it was warm. I took that as a good sign. I’m not sure why. Then I reached my hand into my pocket and touched first the Stone and then the Elemental. For luck? Again, I wasn’t sure.

I went around the room and touched everything I had found here. The stacks of clothes and papers. And the drawings I had made as a very young. As I opened the door to leave, I took one last look around. Then I stepped outside, closed the door and headed to the pitch.

It seemed that every Wugmort in Wormwood was here this light. When I looked over at the betting boards, I was stunned to see not a single wager had been placed.

When Wugs saw me coming, something truly extraordinary happened. They started to clap. Just a few at first, but then others took it up, and within a sliver the pitch was thundering with the sounds of hands coming together. As I continued to march forward and the sea of Wugs respectfully parted so I could pass, I felt my eyes moisten.

Darla Gunn came up seemingly from nowhere and wrung my hand. ‘You are so brave, Vega – so brave. But I still wish you weren’t doing this. I mean, we just got your hair looking so nice, didn’t we?’

I laughed and it did my spirits good.

I looked away when tears filled her eyes. I was not going to let myself cry. Ladon-Tosh would probably just kill me harder.

Since there was only one bout this light, I was directed to the very centre of the pitch where a special ring had been laid out. It seemed so small that I wagered Ladon-Tosh could simply stand at one end and kill me with one blow without either of us moving our feet. The strategy Delph had laid out was a good one, but right now it seemed absurdly inadequate. My confidence had totally deserted me.

Old Silas’s eyesight had apparently worsened over the last few lights and nights, because he was standing at one end of the ring and looking the wrong way for the combatants to arrive. He remained that way until Thansius emerged from the crowd and gently pointed him in the correct direction.

I next watched as Bogle and the carriage rattled up, and out stepped not just Morrigone but John. I caught her gaze for an instant but then she looked away. John’s eyes lingered on me. I had hoped to see something in them – something that told me . . . I wasn’t exactly sure what. But he dutifully followed Morrigone on to the platform and took his seat while the other members of Council sat in a row below.

Krone was seated at the end of this row with Duk Dodgson next to him. They both seemed self-satisfied, as though my fate had already been decided.

Delph showed up a sliver later. He had Harry Two next to him. He caught my eye and pointed to my canine as if to say firmly, I’ve got him till you come to take him back.

The clapping for me had continued all this time and then it abruptly stopped. A moment later, I knew why.

Ladon-Tosh came striding down the path to the ring. He had on a plain shirt and a pair of old dark trousers. He was barefoot. His eyes looked neither right nor left. Wugs pushed against each other trying to get out of his way. As I watched him approach, I felt Destin start to grow cold against my skin and I panicked.

The official bell rang. Silas beckoned both Ladon-Tosh and me to the centre of the ring so he could deliver his instructions. I stepped forward although my legs seemed unwilling to follow the command of my mind to move. Ladon-Tosh didn’t look at me. My heart was pounding so fiercely in my ears that I could barely hear Silas’s by-now-familiar words.

‘Fair fight. Keep it clean. Penalty if one of you falls out of the ring.’ Here Silas stopped and seemed to remember what had happened to Newton Tilt. He glanced at me and for the first time I think Silas actually saw me. His look of fear for me was not very encouraging.

Silas stepped back, but before the second bell for the start of combat was sounded, Thansius came forward.

He said, ‘This bout will determine the champion of this Duelum. As you all know, tragedy struck last time and we all hope that it does not do so again.’

He looked at Ladon-Tosh when he said this part, but the latter’s gaze rested on a spot about six feet above my head. I even looked that way to see what he was staring at, but there was nothing there.

Thansius continued. ‘If Vega Jane wins, she will be the first female champion ever and more than entitled to the one-thousand-coin reward.’ He looked at Ladon-Tosh again, but since he obviously wasn’t even paying attention, whatever else Thansius was going to say, he apparently decided not to. ‘Let the bout begin,’ he said, and stepped clear of the ring.

Silas motioned Ladon-Tosh and me to opposite ends of the ring, and I obeyed quickly, naturally wanting to put as much space between us as I could.

Right before the bell sounded, I looked over and saw Domitar. He was staring directly at me. I could swear he was saying something to me. I tried to hear the words.

‘All before. Done it before,’ was all I could make out from him.

Then my attention snapped back to the bout. The bell rang. Neither Ladon-Tosh nor I moved. For all my feelings of hopelessness, I had my strategy – well, actually Delph’s strategy – and I intended to carry it out.

For two long slivers, we simply stood there staring at each other. My heart continued to beat like a runaway slep as time ticked by. The crowd was holding its collective breath.

And then it happened. I have no idea how or when. It just happened.

I saw the fist coming at me so fast it seemed impossible to avoid its crushing impact. But as the knuckles raced at me, I flipped sideways in the air and came down on both feet. The crowd screamed as Ladon-Tosh was suddenly now on my side of the ring.

‘Oh my holy Steeples!’ screamed Darla Gunn.

I circled away from Ladon-Tosh as he straightened up and looked at his fist as though he couldn’t quite fathom how he had missed.

He turned towards me. I went into a crouch and studied him. And then another amazing thing happened. Everything, and I mean everything, slowed down. My breathing, the movements of the crowd, the birds in the sky, the wind and even the sounds. I watched one Wug sneeze and it seemed to take him a sliver to accomplish.

But most important of all was the slowing down of Ladon-Tosh.

The next punch came, but I saw it so well in advance that I had already moved, it seemed, before he even threw it. In fact, I leisurely watched it go by at the spot I had been a moment ago. He whirled around and looked at me. Yes, now Ladon-Tosh was looking at me. I was glad he had finally condescended to actually see who he was trying to kill. Though when I saw the eyes, I wished he hadn’t. They were terrifying, to be sure. But they were also something else.

They were familiar. I had seen them before; I just didn’t remember where.

I heard a shriek. I had lost my focus and I spun out of the way in the nick of time as a fist screamed past me with so much force that it seemed to carry a wake of turbulent air with it. This time I struck. I slammed my fist into my opponent’s back with such violence that I was convinced I had punched a hole right through him.

Pain shot all the way up my arm and burst into my shoulder. I had never hit anything so hard in my life. I hadn’t exploded Ladon-Tosh, though I had accomplished the seemingly impossible.

I had knocked him flat on his face. A great cheer rang from the crowd.

But as I stood there, my right arm dangling like a limp rope, I had nothing much to cheer about, for Ladon-Tosh was getting back up. I had hit him as hard as I possibly could and he was getting back up with no signs of permanent damage. I had forgotten Delph’s instructions. Tap-tap. Don’t hit him hard at first. But I had. And it was an enormous mistake.

Ladon-Tosh came at me again now. With my right arm totally useless, but my senses otherwise intact, I easily sidestepped him. Instead of hitting him with my good hand – since it would be good no longer – I spun around, supported by my one able arm, and flicked my feet against his buttocks as he flew past me. This propelled him out of the ring and into the crowd. Wugs ran hither and thither trying to get out of his way. He was like an enraged creta, only a hundred times more powerful and a thousand times more murderous.

Old Silas toddled forward and said, ‘Wug out of ring. Penalty against Ladon-Tosh. Free blow for Vega Jane. Well done, lass.’

Fortunately, Delph snatched Silas out of the way before he was crushed by Ladon-Tosh leaping back into the ring to attack me.

He was now throwing punch after punch with astonishing speed. I dodged them all and then I started to employ my other tactic. I started to race in a circle around him. He spun too, punching at me but landing nothing. I told myself that he had to tire at some point.

When I glanced over at Morrigone, she still had her gaze fixed on Ladon-Tosh, yet I could see the rising panic in her eyes. She was upset that I was not yet dead. She was afraid I might win. Well, I just might.

I ran one more circle around him and then leaped and kicked him in the head with my left foot. Again, the shattering pain swept down my limb. Again, he went down hard. I noted with satisfaction that he took longer to rise this time. But rise he did.

But I had made another even more terrible mistake. I could run with one arm. I could not with one leg. ‘Damn!’ I screamed. I was so furious with myself.

Then I smacked myself in the head with my good arm.

The Stone. The Adder Stone. I snatched it from my pocket and, concealing it in my hand, I swiftly ran it up and down my damaged limbs.

They were damaged no longer, but I’d once more lost my focus. I heard the crowd collectively scream and I felt the blow hit me across my shoulders. I was knocked fifty feet into the air and crashed hard well outside the ring.

Ladon-Tosh did not wait for me to re-enter it. He leaped and came down hard with his elbow pointed downward right on top of me. Or where I had been an instant before. He struck the ground so hard, it dug a hole in the dirt three feet deep, and about twenty Wugs toppled over from the ground shaking with the impact.

I raced back to the ring, turned and breathlessly waited for him to attack. I knew the only thing that had saved my life when the blow had struck was Destin. Its links still felt ice-cold to the touch as though it had absorbed almost all the energy of a blow that a few lights ago had easily killed a fully grown male Wug.

If I couldn’t hit my opponent without crippling myself, how could I win? If this kept up much longer, one of his blows would land squarely on target and it would be over. Despite my tactics, he was not growing tired.

But I was. My lungs were heaving and my heart, I believed, had reached its maximum pumping capacity. I could not last much longer.

Ladon-Tosh stood there frozen, but I could sense the tremendous building up of energy coming from him. He was about to put everything he had into one blow that would hit me so hard, there might be nothing left.

I glanced over at Morrigone. Her gaze was only on Ladon-Tosh. I had never seen her face look so hard, so . . . unrelenting. She had obviously made her decision. I was too dangerous, so I had to die. And Ladon-Tosh was the tool with which she would kill me. Newton Tilt had doubtless been a mistake for which she had grieved mightily. I doubted she would be nearly as saddened by my passing.

I looked back at Ladon-Tosh and knew the moment had come.

And yet as he made his final charge, it occurred to me exactly what I had to do. I had to end this. And I had to end it now. He was trying to kill me. Well, that was a two-way path. Not a natural killer, I steeled myself to become one.

I slipped off my cloak. Underneath I had on a shirt and trousers. But in my cloak was Destin. I gripped the chain at both ends and waited.

When Ladon-Tosh struck with a speed that was beyond a blur, I had already somersaulted over him. When he sailed under me, I turned in mid-air and flung the cloak and with it Destin around his neck. I landed on the ground, set my feet and pulled with every bit of strength I had.

The giant Ladon-Tosh was lifted off his feet and he flew backwards over me and, as he went past, I crossed my arm and thus the chain, just as I had with the maniack in the looking glass.

I heard the screech before I saw anything.

Ladon-Tosh was rising slowly, but also coming apart at the seams. His head was gone but his body was now upright. Bloodcurdling screams came from up and down the crowd. Both males and females fainted at the sight.

But that was not the worst part. I knew the worst part. It was about to happen.

Ladon-Tosh’s body burst open, half his torso going left, half to the right.

‘No!’ screamed a voice. I looked up in time to see Morrigone yelling this over and over. ‘No! No!’

The crowd had turned as one to run. Now they turned back for an instant to see what Morrigone was screaming at. I already knew. The screeches were ear-shattering.

The two jabbits that had nearly killed me at Stacks catapulted from the husk that had once been Ladon-Tosh. How creatures so large had been compressed into the space of one Wug, albeit a big Wug, I couldn’t fathom. They hit the ground so hard that the pitch seemed to whipsaw under our legs. Then five hundred heads and with them one thousand eyes looked at all the Wugs so perilously close, and I could almost see the hunger in the monsters’ sinister orbs.

I glanced once more at Morrigone. She was waving her hands and it looked like she was trying to will Ladon-Tosh back together again. But it was clear that she had not been able to control the creatures with Tilt, and it was just as clear that she would not be able to stop them now.

Cries of ‘Outliers – it’s the Outliers come!’ sprang up and were repeated from Wug mouths everywhere.

I looked for Thansius and found him trying to fight his way forward through the sea of fleeing Wugs and towards the jabbits. He drew something from under his robe. It was the same jewel-encrusted sword he had used at the Council hearing. Yet I didn’t think he would get a chance to use his blade in time.

I thought this because both jabbits had risen up, their innumerable fangs exposed, and they were just about to launch themselves against the nearest Wugs. It would be a bloodbath.

I looked back at Morrigone. Now she was staring dead at me. Her mouth was moving. She was yelling something. Finally, I could make it out over the screams of the crowd.

‘Help me, Vega! Help me!’

I don’t remember reaching in my pocket and slipping on my glove. I really don’t. I willed the Elemental to full size, sprang upward into the air, twisted my body to the left – and the golden spear launched from my grip with as much torque as I could place upon it.

It shot through the air just as the jabbits struck. They attacked in parallel, as I knew the beasts did, which made it perfectly perfect for me. The Elemental hit the first jabbit, passed through its body and collided with the second jabbit a moment later. There was a tremendous explosion and the shock wave struck me while I was still sixteen feet off the ground. I was propelled forward like a fish by a great wave. It seemed that I flew a long, long way before hitting something extraordinarily hard.

And then everything was gone.
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I opened my eyes quite suddenly and tried to sit up, but a hand pushed me back down. It was Delph.

‘Wotcha, Vega Jane?’ he said, his voice weary but filled with relief.

I blurted out wildly, ‘Where am I? Hospital? The Care? The Hallowed Ground?’

He touched my forehead as though to test for its warmth. ‘You jargolled?’

‘Where, Delph?’ I persisted.

‘Your digs.’

I looked around and saw that this was so. ‘How did I get here?’

‘Carried you.’

‘I remember hitting something really hard.’

‘Spot on – that was me you hit.’

I sat up slowly to see a welt on his forehead the size of a hen’s egg.

‘How did I hit you? I was thrown far away from all Wugs.’

‘Well, I sort of ran to . . . to catch you when you got blown.’

‘The jabbits?’ I said. I could feel my face paling as I uttered their name.

‘Dead and gone. You took care-a that.’

‘No Wugs hurt?’

‘Just the ones who trampled each other getting away. They’ll be OK.’

‘Ladon-Tosh had jabbits inside him,’ I said slowly, as though trying to make myself understand what I was saying.

Delph grimaced. ‘Well, what I’d say is jabbits had Ladon-Tosh outside of them.’

Something occurred to me. ‘My cloak? That’s where I hid Destin. And the Elemental? Where are they?’

‘Don’t you worry ‘bout that. There and there,’ he added, pointing.

On a peg on the wall was my cloak. I could see the bulge of Destin inside it. Standing in one corner was the full-size Elemental.

Delph said, ‘Almost forgot to put the glove on before I picked it up.’

My next words carried a heaviness that I found nearly unbearable. ‘Delph, Wugs must have seen what I did.’

‘What Wugs saw was two jabbits coming out another Wug. After that, they didn’t see nothin’. ’Cept you killing the pair of ’em. And they ain’t too clear on how you done it. But I don’t see no Wug holding that against ya.’

‘So what do the Wugs say about it all?’

‘Outliers. They was shouting it when it was happening. “Outliers got Ladon-Tosh. Got inside-a him.” That’s what they said.’

I sighed and sat back. I was just so tired.

‘You feeling up to snuff, Vega Jane?’

I glanced over at him. ‘Why?’

‘Well, they’re waiting, ain’t they?’

‘Who’s waiting?’ I said suspiciously.

He held out a hand, which I slowly took and rose off the cot. He led me over to the window. I peered out and my jaw dropped.

‘They are,’ said Delph, smiling.

When Delph opened the door to my digs and I stepped out, the cheers started and hats were flung high into the air. It looked like every Wug was in attendance.

‘Ve-ga Jane. Ve-ga Jane,’ the crowd started chanting over and over.

I heard a canine bark and looked down to see Harry Two next to me. He apparently had been guarding my privacy. I stroked his head and then gazed up at Delph.

‘What is all this?’ I asked in bewilderment.

‘Are ya serious? Time for the prize. You’re champion, you silly goose.’

I had forgotten that with the defeat of Ladon-Tosh, I was the champion.

‘Quiet, please. Quiet.’

The voice belonged to Thansius. As the crowd parted and became silent, he came forward holding two objects. One was a metal figurine. The other a large woollen bag with a cord tied firmly around its neck.

Thansius motioned to me. ‘Vega, please step forward.’

I let go of Delph’s hand and walked towards the Chief of Council with hesitant steps.

Thansius turned to the crowd and proclaimed, ‘I officially declare Vega Jane the champion of the Duelum.’

A huge cheer went up again.

As the crowd quieted, Thansius said, ‘I now present you with the trophy.’

He handed me the figurine. They must have made it special because it was a female holding a male over her head.

I took it and my smile widened to my ears.

I held the figurine over my head, and the huge crowd of Wugs roared their approval.

When they had settled down, Thansius said, ‘And now the one thousand coins.’ He handed me the woollen bag. ‘As the first female champion in the history of the Duelum. And on a job exceptionally well done.’ He peered at me. ‘Where not only a prize was won but a great many Wug lives were saved.’ He put out his hand. ‘Thank you, Vega Jane. All of Wormwood thanks you.’

As I shook his hand, I looked over at Delph, who was smiling, it seemed, with his whole body.

Thansius turned to face the crowd. ‘Now it’s time to celebrate. There will be free food and drink for all at the Golden Cask. Off you go.’

Once the crowd had dispersed, and we were alone again, I touched Delph on the arm. ‘Can we go and see your dad?’

‘Don’t you want to go and celebrate, like Thansius said?’

I looked down at the bag of coins in my hand. ‘Let’s go to see your dad first.’

Duf Delphia had stayed at his cottage because one of his timbertoes had developed a crack. Delph had told me on our walk there. Duf was sitting out on the steps with the bad timber off and hailed us as we got closer. I saw that his corral was empty of beasts.

Duf grinned and pointed at me. ‘I knew it,’ he said. ‘You done did it. You won it, didn’t-cha? Course you did. Knew it, didn’t I?’

‘How did you know?’ I called out, though I couldn’t keep the grin off my face.

‘Cos you ain’t dead, that’s why.’

‘Dad!’ exclaimed a mortified Delph.

‘He’s right, Delph,’ I said. ‘I’m not dead, therefore I won.’

‘What you be doing here, then?’ asked Duf. ‘Should be, I don’t know, celebrating.’

I walked up to the steps and sat next to him. Harry Two, who had come with us, let Duf scratch his ears.

‘Right good canine there,’ said Duf. ‘He was here this light, weren’t he, Delph?’

‘He was,’ said Delph. ‘But now he’s back with Vega Jane, right and proper.’

I said, ‘How are the timbers coming? Delph said one has a crack.’

‘Aye, but it’ll be fine, don’t you know. Getting used to the things, I am.’

I took the bag of coins from my cloak and held it up. ‘The winnings,’ I said.

‘Har,’ he said, pointing at it. ‘Now, that’s some winnings, I tell you. Thousand coins. Right, Delph?’

‘Right.’

‘Well, it’s our winnings,’ I said.

‘What?’ said Delph, looking gobsmacked.

‘Delph helped train me up, Duf. Never would’ve won without his help.’

‘G’on with yourself,’ said Duf. He studied me curiously.

‘And since I’ve no head for coin, I want you and Delph to take it. You’d be doing me a favour, actually,’ I said. I looked around the land. ‘Where are the beasts?’ I asked. ‘The adar and the young slep?’

Duf slapped his timber and for the first time, I saw the hopelessness in his expression. ‘Gone, ain’t they?’

‘Gone where?’

‘To a Wug can train ’em up proper, that’s where. And that Wug ain’t me.’

‘What Wug?’ I said.

‘One who’s got two good legs.’

I held up the bag of coins higher. ‘Then what we’re going to do is bring a young Wug here, pay him a proper wage and train him up.’ I looked around at the empty corrals. ‘And we can turn it into a business.’

‘Bizness? What d’you mean?’ asked Delph.

‘I’ve already talked to Thansius about this. I gave him the name of a Wug who I know likes beasts. He said he was all in favour of it.’ I paused, thinking through my next words as Duf and Delph continued to stare at me, open-mouthed. ‘They sell beasts around here. Cretas and sleps and whists and adars and more. And Wugs with coin want them. Need cretas and sleps at the Mill and for the Tillers. Wugs like Roman Picus need the whists. And who wouldn’t want to pay good coin for an adar that can keep ’em company and carry messages and the like?’

Duf sat a bit forward. ‘But Wugs just give me the beasts to train up.’

‘So now you can sell ’em the beast along with the training. Bet it’ll be worth more coin to Wugs if you supply a handpicked beast too.’

‘We don’t know nothin’ ’bout no bizness,’ protested Delph.

‘You know beasts, don’t you?’ I pointed out. ‘That’s what’s important.’

Duf’s eyes twinkled. ‘She makes a right good point, Delph.’

Delph still looked confused. ‘Then you got to share in the coin we make.’

‘Oh, you bet I will,’ I lied.

I must have said this too quickly, because Delph eyed me funny. I gave the bag of coins to Duf, rose and said my goodbyes. As I walked off, Delph caught up to me.

‘What was all that chuff back there?’ he asked.

‘Duf and you can really make a go of it. You just needed a bit of coin.’

‘OK, but we need to talk about this.’

‘We will. Next light. Now I just need some rest.’

I knew I would never have that conversation with Delph.

Because I was going to leave Wormwood and enter the Quag. And I was going to do so this very night.
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Stacks loomed ahead of me like a castle without a moat outside or a king or queen inside.

I opened the large door and peered inside. I knew now that Ladon-Tosh had guarded this place both light and night, just in a different form.

Domitar sat in his little office at his tilt-top desk.

‘I was hoping you might come by,’ was his surprising greeting as he waved me in. ‘You trounced the blackguard.’

‘You saw the jabbits?’

‘They were a wee bit hard to miss.’

I could tell from his expression that he knew what my next question would be.

‘How did you know?’ I asked.

He feigned surprise, though I could tell he didn’t mean it.

‘You said I’d done it before. Beaten Ladon-Tosh. But you really meant I’d beaten the jabbits before.’

‘Did I?’

I ignored this. ‘That could mean one of two things.’

‘I’m listening,’ he said amiably.

‘Either you knew of my coming to Stacks at night. And of my being chased by the pair of jabbits to the little room on the first floor.’

‘Dear me, dear me,’ said Domitar.

I kept going. ‘Though I really didn’t beat them. I simply escaped from them.’

‘Same in my book, but please continue,’ he said when I paused.

‘Or you saw me destroy a flying jabbit on a great battlefield many sessions ago.’

I had expected him to look startled by this second suggestion, but Domitar remained unshaken. ‘I will admit to the first, but not the second. Quite a mess you made here too,’ he said. ‘Many pieces to pick up. Not really my job, but there you are.’

I felt myself growing impatient. ‘So, you knew about the jabbits?’

‘No Wug is supposed to come in here at night, are they?’

This was the most pitiful excuse I had ever heard. I said in an incredulous tone, ‘Is that all you have to say? I was almost eaten by those vile creatures.’

‘Let that be a lesson to you, then.’

‘Domitar, they were jabbits.’

‘Yes, yes, I quite get the point, thank you. Hideous things.’ He shivered.

‘And what of the room with the blood? And going back into the past?’

He looked at me blankly. ‘I think perhaps the Duelum has affected your mind, Vega Jane. Do you need a lie-down?’

‘So, you’re saying you don’t know about those things here? You said this had always been Stacks.’

‘I said this had been Stacks since I have been alive,’ he corrected.

I folded my arms over my chest and continued to stare at him.

‘What does Stacks look like to you from the outside?’ he asked.

‘Like a castle I saw once in a book at Learning. But that was not real.’

‘Who says so?’ he asked pedantically.

My face burned like a Dactyl’s hammer and tongs. ‘Fine – if it’s real, whose castle was it then?’

‘I am not the one to answer that because I don’t know.’

‘If you know it was a castle once, how can you not know whose castle it was?’ I demanded.

‘One can possess some shallow perspective without the depth of true knowledge.’

I fumed over this for a half-sliver. ‘All right. So, has the Quag always been the Quag?’

‘I know nothing of the Quag for the simple fact that I have never been in the Quag, I will never be in the Quag, and I thank the holy Steeples for that.’

‘So, you are destined to stay and die in Wormwood?’

‘As we all are.’

‘Not all,’ I replied.

‘Vega, if you’re planning to do what I think you’re—’

‘I think that she is, Domitar. I most assuredly do.’

I whirled around. Dis Fidus stood in the doorway, holding a rag and a small bottle.

He shuffled forward. ‘I am happy that you were victorious in the Duelum this light.’

‘Thank you, but what did you mean—’

However, he had shifted his gaze to Domitar. ‘We knew this moment would come, of course.’

I looked at Domitar as he slowly nodded. ‘The time has come, I suppose.’

Dis Fidus held the rag to the bottle and doused the cloth with liquid. ‘Hold out your hand, Vega,’ he said.

‘Why? What’s that stuff on the cloth?’

‘Just hold out your hand. Your inked hand.’

I glanced at Domitar, who slowly nodded at me.

I tentatively held out my hand. My gaze was drawn to the blue skin on top, the result of two sessions of having Dis Fidus stamp my hand for no apparent reason.

Dis Fidus said, ‘This will not occur without some discomfort.’

I drew back my hand.

‘Why should I endure the pain?’ I asked. ‘What result will come of it?’

‘It will be much less painful than what’s in the Quag if you have the ink on you.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Nor should you,’ said Domitar. ‘But if that is your plan, it is essential that the ink comes off.’

I held out my hand once more, half closed my eyes and prepared for the pain. He touched the top of my hand with the rag and it felt like a thousand flying stingers had attacked the surface. I tried to jerk my hand back, but I couldn’t. When I fully opened my eyes, I saw that Dis Fidus had gripped my wrist with his hand. He was surprisingly strong for being so old.

I moaned, clenched my teeth, bit my lip, screwed my eyes shut and swayed on my feet. When it got to the point where I could stand it no longer, Dis Fidus said, ‘’Tis done.’

He let go of my wrist and I opened my eyes. The back of my hand was scarred and pink and sore. But there was not a trace of blue on it. I looked up at him as I rubbed it with my other hand.

‘You have of course wondered why I spend my lights inking hands here,’ said Dis Fidus. I nodded. ‘Well, now you have the answer. Simply put, to go through the Quag with an inked hand is a death sentence.’

‘So Quentin Herms, then?’ I said bitterly.

I looked from Domitar to Dis Fidus. Each shook their head. Finally, Dis Fidus said, ‘If he went through the Quag with his hand as ’twas, I fear for him.’

‘You don’t believe that Outliers took him, then?’ I said.

‘Surely you have moved on from that theory,’ he said sharply.

‘I have,’ I conceded.

‘Then let us waste no more time speaking of it,’ said Dis Fidus with finality. He corked the bottle and handed it and a fresh cloth to me. ‘Take this.’

‘But my hand is clean of ink.’

‘Take it nonetheless,’ he urged.

I put them away in my cloak. ‘So how is the ink harmful to us in the Quag?’

Domitar answered. ‘It is like the scent given off by a female slep in need of a male.’

‘So it draws the beasts right to the Wugs,’ I said fiercely. ‘A death sentence clearly,’ I added accusingly. ‘And you knew about it!’

‘Wugs are not supposed to go into the Quag,’ said Domitar defensively. ‘And if they don’t, the ink marks are meaningless to them.’

‘But what if the beasts come out of the Quag?’ I said. ‘A garm came after me, chased me up my tree. And now I know why, because of the marks on my hand.’

Domitar looked guiltily at Dis Fidus before continuing. ‘No system is perfect.’

‘And whose system was it?’ I asked.

Surprisingly, Dis Fidus answered. ‘It has always been so, that I know. And there is no Wug alive whose sessions tally to mine.’

‘What of Morrigone? Or Thansius?’

‘Even Thansius is not so old as Dis Fidus. Now Morrigone is a special case, you understand,’ said Domitar.

‘Oh, she’s special all right!’ I exclaimed.

‘She’s not an evil Wug,’ said Dis Fidus. ‘Don’t think that she is.’

‘You tell me Morrigone isn’t evil and expect me to believe that? She was controlling Ladon-Tosh. She was the reason those jabbits were inside him. She couldn’t control them. She had to beg me for help in slaying them.’

To my astonishment, this did not seem to surprise either of them.

Dis Fidus merely nodded, as though I were simply confirming what he already suspected. ‘Yes, it would be difficult for her,’ he said in a nonchalant tone.

‘For her?’ I shouted. ‘What about me?’

‘Some Wugs have duties passed down,’ explained Domitar. ‘Morrigone is one of them. Before her, it was her mother’s responsibility to see to Wug welfare. And that is what she was doing this light.’

‘By trying to murder me?’

‘You are a danger to her and to all of Wormwood, Vega – do you not understand that?’ said Domitar in exasperation.

‘How am I a danger to her?’

‘That is something you must discover for yourself.’

‘Domitar!’

‘No, Vega. That is my last word on the subject.’

I looked at them both. ‘So, where does that leave us?’

Domitar rose. ‘Me still safely in Wormwood and you apparently not.’

‘You don’t think I’ll make it through the Quag, do you?’

‘Actually, I believe that you will,’ he said in a whisper, and bowed his head. ‘And then may Steeples help all Wugs.’

When I looked at Dis Fidus, he had bowed his head too.

I turned and left Stacks.

I would not be coming back.
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I went back to my digs and packed up everything I owned – which, granted, wasn’t much – and placed it in my tuck. In the pocket of my cloak went the Adder Stone and the shrunken Elemental. I placed my tuck under my cot and decided to spend one of the coins I had in my cloak pocket on a last meal in my place of birth.

As I walked towards the Starving Tove on the high street with Harry Two at my heels, I could hear the cries of celebration coming from the Golden Cask. Inside, I held out my coin, as a matter of course, to let them know I could pay for my meal, but the big, flat-faced Wug who seated me waved this off.

‘Your coin is no good here, Vega.’

‘What?’

‘On us, Vega. And what an honour i’tis.’

‘Are you sure you can do that?’ I asked.

‘Sure as you beat that wicked Ladon-Tosh to nothing.’

When he brought me the scroll with the food items on it, I said I would have one of everything. At first, he looked surprised by this, but then a silly grin spread across his face and he replied, ‘Coming right up.’

I ate like I never had in all my sessions. It was as though I had never had a meal before. The more I ate, the more I wanted, until I could gorge no more. I knew I would probably never have a meal like this one again. I pushed back the last plate, patted my belly contentedly and then glanced out the window. The first section of night was here.

I would wait until the fourth section. That seemed as good a time as any to tackle the Quag. I had brought some food out with me to give to Harry Two. This was my other concern. Food. We would have to eat while we were in the Quag. I looked down at the few remaining coins I had. I went to another shop and spent it all on some basic provisions for my canine and me. It wasn’t much, and part of me was glad of that. I couldn’t be bogged down with pounds of food if I was running from a garm. And I would have to bring water. But it was heavy as well, so I couldn’t bring much. The truth was I had to be able to find food and water in the Quag.

I had just reached my digs when I looked up and saw it coming.

Adars are clumsy-looking beasts when ground-bound. In the air, though, they are creatures of grace and beauty. This one soared along, flying far better than I ever would.

It drew closer and closer and finally descended and came to rest a few feet from me. As I looked more closely at it, I realized it was the adar Duf had been training up for Thansius. And then I also observed it had a woollen bag in its beak. It ambled towards me and dropped the bag at my feet.

I looked down at it and then back up at the tall adar.

‘A present from Thansius,’ said the adar in a voice that was remarkably like the Wug himself.

I knelt, picked up the bag and opened it. There were two items inside.

My grandfather’s ring.

And the book on the Quag.

The adar continued. ‘He says take them with faith and the belief that the courage of one can change everything.’

I slipped the ring and book inside my cloak. The creature’s next words froze me, but only for an instant. Then I was running full tilt to the door of my digs, where I frantically retrieved my tuck. I burst out and ran down the cobblestones with Harry Two bounding next to me.

The adar had already taken flight and I watched it soar overhead.

I would never forget its last words to me.

They are coming for you, Vega. They are coming for you right now.

Harry Two and I did not stop running until we were well out of Wormwood proper. I looked to the sky and blinked. There were no stars up there save one. And it was moving. This was the second shooting star I had seen, and it seemed identical to the first one I had glimpsed. It seemed to be following me as I hurried along the path to the point where I would confront the Wall.

I thought to myself that it seemed lonely, that star. Lonely and perhaps lost, as I had thought before. It was shooting across a sky of nothing but black, going somewhere or at least trying to. But if you don’t know where you want to go, I suppose any path will get you there.

After a quarter-mile, I stopped and pulled some things from my tuck. I had built these from scraps at Stacks over a period of time. I knelt down in front of Harry Two and slipped the small breastplate over his chest and fastened it with the leather straps. It was lightweight but strong, just as I had designed it. I then clipped a metal helmet I had made over Harry Two’s head. My canine took all of this fuss and bother perfectly stoically and wore the contraption like he had been born to it. I thanked him for being so good. I then strapped the harness around my shoulders. I would load Harry Two into it when we grew closer to the Wall.

Then I dropped to the ground and listened.

Whatever was coming did not care about stealth. It was making so much noise I became alarmed. Predators unafraid of what lay ahead made noise. Prey kept quiet and in the shadows. Harry Two and I slipped behind a large bush and waited to see what it was.

I donned the glove, drew the Elemental and willed it to full size. And waited.

The noise was drawing closer. In far less than a sliver, I would know what I would be confronting.

‘Delph!’

He was hurtling past where I lay hidden. At my voice, he pulled up short and stared around in bewilderment until I rose up so he could see me.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Thansius’s adar told me they were coming. He said he’d told you too. So’s I took off.’

‘Took off for where?’ It was then I noticed that he had a tuck over his shoulders.

‘What’s that?’

‘Me stuff. Same as you got there, ain’t it?’ He indicated my tuck. He looked down at the armoured Harry Two and said, ‘Blimey, that’s right fine.’ He looked back up.

‘Where are you going?’ I asked.

‘Same place you’re going.’

‘Delph, you are not coming with me.’

‘Then you’re not going.’

‘You think you can stop me?’

‘I think I can try.’

‘Why are you doing this?’

‘It’s what we planned all along, right?’ he said.

‘But your dad – I thought—’

‘He and me talked it out, didn’t we? He agreed I should go. You got ridda his pain. And . . . and he said to thank you for putting my head right. He got coin and a bloke to train. A bizness, like you said.’

‘But I meant for the two of you to run it.’

He shook his head. ‘Can’t let you go in the Quag by yourself, Vega Jane. Just can’t.’

I stood there looking up at him and he stood there looking down at me. I was going to say something back to him when I happened to glance at the sky. That’s when I saw it.

Two shooting stars racing side by side. It was a lesson, I supposed, not to focus only on oneself. Delph, I’m sure, wanted to escape the confines of Wormwood too. There were other Wugs besides me whose destinies lay outside this place.

I went up on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.

I said, ‘I’d have to be a fool to want to go into the Quag without you, wouldn’t I? And I am many things, but a fool is not one of them.’

‘No, Vega Jane, you’re no fool – so what now?’

‘A while back I picked a particular spot on the Wall. I think it’s our best shot to get through.’

‘Wug guards on the towers,’ he said anxiously.

‘I know that. But the distance in between them leaves a gap.’

He eyed my cloak. ‘Got your chain?’

I nodded. ‘I have everything I need.’ I added, ’Now that you’re here.’

When we reached my planned breach point, we hid behind a bush and looked up at the Wall. Two hundred feet on either side of this spot were lantern-lit watchtowers with Wugs carrying mortas stationed in them.

About twenty yards before the edge of the interior moat, I hooked up Harry Two with the harness and he dangled from my chest. With Destin across my shoulders providing me strength, he felt no heavier than a couple of pounds.

‘Wrap your arms around my shoulders, Delph, like we did before.’

He never got a chance to.

‘There they are!’ yelled a voice.

At the sound, my heart sank.

I looked to the right and saw a cluster of Wugs rushing towards us, mortas in hand. My heart sank even more when I saw who it was. To our left were a hobbling Ted Racksport, Cletus with bloodlust in his wicked eyes and Ran Digby with his ugly beard and filthy face.

More alarmingly, to our right were Jurik Krone and Duk Dodgson.

And leading all of them was Morrigone. ‘No, Vega!’ she screamed. ‘You will not leave Wormwood. You cannot.’

They were each cocking their mortas and starting to take aim.

I grabbed Delph by the hand and ran, Harry Two banging against my chest with each stride. We were within five yards of the moat when I left my feet, pulling Delph with me. It was an awkward balance and I veered to the side Delph was on before righting my path of ascendance.

I turned in time to see Morrigone aim her hands at us. The full Elemental was in my hand a moment later, and the deflected beam of red light she hurled at us struck part of the Wall and blasted a hole in it. We soared on.

‘Fire!’ shouted Krone.

The mortas roared. I felt something race past my head. I heard Delph cry out and he went limp. I gripped his arm tighter.

‘Delph!’ I shouted.

‘Just go, go,’ he said in a strained voice. ‘I’m OK.’

But I knew he was not OK. I banked to the left and then back to the right as the mortas fired again. Harry Two barked and then howled and then whimpered. Then he fell silent. I felt something wet against my face.

I shrank my Elemental, put it away and felt along Harry Two’s armour until I found the hole the morta had made. ‘Stop firing!’ I yelled.

I didn’t think they would, since they had already hit two of us. I just wanted an instant to do what I was about to. I banked hard right, flew around a tree, cupped Harry Two with my elbow, ripped off a large branch as I raced by, and when I came out of the turn, I was facing the Wugs.

I threw the branch, scattering them, and it ploughed into the dirt right where they had been standing. I turned once more and aimed for the top timber of the Wall.

But I knew I didn’t have much time. Delph was moaning. And, even more frightening, Harry Two was hanging limp in his harness, not moving at all. I headed right for the Wall at speed, but I was having immense trouble gaining enough lift while carrying both Delph and Harry Two.

When I looked back I froze in fear.

Jurik Krone had his morta pointed directly at my head.

I could see Krone smile as he started to pull the trigger. All three of us would fall to our deaths.

And then something hit Krone so hard that he was knocked sideways for thirty feet. He tumbled and rolled and his morta flew from his hands.

I looked to see what had just saved my life.

Morrigone was lowering her hands, which were pointed at where Krone had been standing. She turned and looked at me, lifted her hands once more and I felt an invisible force, like an iron tether, grip my leg. When I glanced at her, Morrigone was moving her arms as though pulling a rope towards her. I felt my momentum stop and, with a jerk, I felt us being pulled downward.

This was it. This was the moment. If I could not do this, then everything would have been for nothing.

With a scream that seemed to go on for slivers, I summoned every ounce of strength I had. I felt energy surging through me. I kicked with my feet and I could feel the invisible tether loosen. I kicked harder and bent my shoulders forward as though I were labouring under an impossibly heavy weight. And then with one more long scream and my muscles so tense I thought I was paralysed, I broke free, soared over the top timbers – Delph’s boots actually scraped across them – and we were past the Wall.

As I looked back once more, I saw Morrigone on the ground, spent, dirty and defeated. Our gazes locked.

She raised one shaky hand towards me – not to try and stop me – but, I realized, simply to say farewell.

The next quarter-sliver we cleared the exterior moat below and passed into the Quag. We sailed over the first stand of trees and bushes. And then it became so dense I had to quickly drop to the ground.

It was good that I did. I had already snatched the Adder Stone out of my cloak pocket. Delph was slumped on the ground, holding his arm, and blood had saturated his shirt. I ran the Stone over it and the wound vanished and the pain on his face disappeared. He straightened and gasped, ‘Thanks, Vega Jane.’

But I wasn’t listening to him. I had unhooked Harry Two from his harness. He lay limply on the ground. He was barely breathing. His eyes were closed.

‘No,’ I whimpered. ‘Please, no!’

I pulled off the breastplate and rubbed the Adder Stone over the wound on his side where the morta metal had struck him. He was so badly hurt I thought that touching the Stone to his body would make the wound heal faster. I kept rubbing, pressing the Stone into his fur and passing it over the wound. Still nothing. The tears streamed down my face as Delph knelt next to me.

‘Vega Jane.’ He put a hand on my shoulder, trying to draw me away. ‘Vega Jane, leave him be now. He’s gone.’

‘Shove off!’ I screamed and pushed him so hard he flew backwards and sprawled in the dirt.

I looked down at Harry Two and thought every good thought I could think of.

‘Please, please,’ I moaned. ‘Please don’t leave me again.’ In my despair, I was merging the two canines in my mind. My vision was blurred by my tears.

Harry Two didn’t move. His breathing was slowing down, and I could barely see his chest rise.

I couldn’t believe this. I had lost my Harry Two. I turned to see Delph picking himself back up. That’s when Harry Two touched my hand with his wet nose. His eyes were now open, and he was breathing normally. He rose on his paws and shook all over, as though throwing off his near death good and proper. I think he even smiled at me. I was so happy I shouted for joy and hugged him tightly.

In return he licked my face and barked.

Delph knelt next to us. ‘Thank the Steeples,’ he said, scratching Harry Two’s snout.

I smiled and then I stopped smiling. I was staring at Delph’s hand.

Delph’s ink-stamped hand from all those sessions at the Mill.

That’s when I heard the growls on either side of us.

I slowly turned.

There was a garm to the right and an enormous and equally deadly frek on our left.

I didn’t wait an instant longer. I drew the Elemental and thought it to full size. I threw it even as the frek leaped at Delph. It struck the beast dead centre of the chest and the frek disintegrated.

But the garm had lunged forward now, its own blood pouring down its chest and its odious smell searing my lungs. And bursting from its powerful jaw was that awful sound it makes when on the hunt. I knew the next thing leaping from its jaws would be a chest full of fire that would cremate us.

I snatched the jug of water from my tuck and hurled it at the creature. It struck it full in the snout, the jug cracked open and the water splashed in the garm’s face.

It only gave me a moment, but a moment was all I needed. As soon as the Elemental touched my hand on its return from destroying the frek, I flung it onwards.

The Elemental passed right through the garm’s mouth and burst out its backside. The creature turned a burning orange and flamed up, as though all the fire on its inside couldn’t reach the outside. A moment later, it exploded in a cloud of black smoke. When the smoke cleared, the garm was no more.

We had no time to celebrate our victory. I grabbed Delph’s inked hand and snagged the bottle and cloth Dis Fidus had given me from my cloak pocket.

‘What’s that?’ he asked.

‘Just shut up and know this is going to hurt like the blazes.’

I poured the liquid on the cloth and then pressed it on his hand.

Delph clenched his teeth and to his credit didn’t utter a sound though his body shook like he was having the heaves after eating bad meat.

When the liquid had done its job, the back of his hand was as pink and scarred as mine.

‘Is this a good thing?’ he asked, wincing and shaking his hand.

‘It’ll make it harder for those beasts to track us.’

‘Then it’s a good thing,’ he said with conviction.

We grabbed our tucks where they had fallen.

‘We need to keep moving, Delph.’

I went first, with the fully formed Elemental ready in my hand, Delph second and Harry Two covering our rear flank.

We cleared the trees and thick vegetation, and then the most astounding thing happened. The Quag opened up to a flat expanse of green fields with small stands of towering trees that allowed us to see many miles in the distance. Far off to the west was a wide fog-shrouded river full of black water. To the east was a rocky slope that led up to somewhere. Far ahead of us to the north was a towering forested mountain that in the uneasy darkness looked not green, but blue.

There was only one problem. Before we could reach the flat expanse where we could see danger coming at us from a long way away, we had to get past the next obstacle. We were right on the edge of a cliff. I looked down. I figured the drop to be nearly a full mile. I looked at Delph and he looked back at me.

‘Are you ready?’ I asked.

He gripped my hand and nodded.

I lifted Harry Two into his harness and gave his head a pat.

We heard the sounds behind us and they were coming fast. From the quantity of noise, I figured three or four garms and what sounded like a whole herd of freks. They had no doubt been alerted to our presence by the previous battle.

They burst from the dense forest, which lay behind us. I looked back. I had been wrong. It wasn’t four garms; it was ten. And they weren’t freks. They were amarocs. And if anything, they were even more terrifying than the freks.

I turned and looked ahead to the distant blue mountain that somehow I knew was where we needed to go. Just beyond that, in the sky, were the stars, the lost stars as I thought of them now. Lost, like we were. Would they ever find their way? Would we? Perhaps not. Perhaps we would simply flame out. But at least we would have tried.

I looked once more at Delph, attempted a smile that died before it reached my face, and then we jumped. The three of us seemed suspended in the air for what seemed a long time as the wicked beasts sped towards us.

And then we soared downward, now fully embraced by the Quag.
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THE KINGDOM OF CATAPHILE

A fiendish inficio was behind us. It was a large creature with two massive legs, a set of powerful webbed wings and a long scaly torso out of which grew a serpent-like neck capped by a small head, which was fronted by blazing venomous eyes, and a mouth full of razor-sharp fangs. Even more terrifying was the deadly gas it exhaled, instantly killing any who breathed it. I had been right in not taking to the air. We would already be dead.

Delph looked back as we sprinted along.

‘It’s comin’ lower. Comin’ to kill us!’ he yelled. ‘Run!’

I needed to do something. Anything. Why was my brain so muddled?

‘Vega Jane!’ screamed Delph again.

Without really thinking, I reached into my cloak pocket, pulled on my glove, and closed my fingers around the Elemental. I needed to do something. I refused to simply . . . die.

As I looked back, the inficio was closing fast, its clawed feet nearly on the ground. I saw its mighty chest fill with air and then it expelled a great cloud of blue smoke that held death at its centre.

Still running, I turned and prepared to hurl the Elemental, guiding it with my thoughts. When I let the weapon fly, it zipped past the outer edge of the smoke, creating a wake that pushed the cloud of poison back towards the creature. The inficio instantly soared upwards. Apparently, inhaling the smoke could harm it too.

The Elemental flew back to me. Just as I grasped it, the ground under our feet gave way and Delph, Harry Two and I plummeted about fifty feet. Whatever we hit was softer than we had expected. Still, I gasped and I heard Delph do the same. Harry Two yipped once, but that was all.

I rolled on to my back and saw the dark sky disappearing behind the cover of large branches and rolls of matted grass, which were being hoisted into place by what looked to be a series of pulleys and ropes. But that could hardly keep the inficio at bay. I expected it to burst through this flimsy cover and destroy us.

But it did not come. Instead, a heavy net fell over us and we became tangled in ropes so thoroughly that I could barely move. I looked to the side and saw that Delph and Harry Two were in the same predicament. As we lay there struggling, I heard something approaching. Delph obviously did too, because he grew quiet. I willed the Elemental to shrink and slipped it into my pocket, then took off the glove and placed it in my other pocket.

I reached out as far as I could and took Delph by the hand. In a low tremulous voice, I said, ‘Be ready for anything, Delph.’

He nodded.

Our eyes locked for a moment. I think we realized that this might be it for us – two simple Wugs from Wormwood attempting to cross the insanely treacherous Quag. It seemed so absurd right now. We never stood a chance.

‘I’m so sorry, D-Delph,’ I said, my voice breaking as I finished.

Surprisingly, he smiled and, rubbing my hand gently, he said, ‘’Tis all right, Vega Jane. At least . . . well, at least we’re together, eh?’

I nodded and felt a smile creep to my face. ‘Yes,’ I said. I looked beyond his shoulder and saw lit torches set into holders on the rock walls. They gave the place a shadowy, misty light that added to my sense of fear and foreboding. What would be coming for us now?

I looked past Delph and stiffened.

There were dozens of pairs of eyes looking back at me from barely ten feet away. As my vision adjusted to the gloom, I could see that they were smallish creatures with fierce, grimy faces and strong, toughened bodies. But their backs were bent and their fingers dirty and gnarled, perhaps from heavy toil.

As they drew closer, I was shocked to see that they had mats of grass growing on their exposed arms and necks and on their faces.

I heard Delph quietly mutter, ‘What the . . . ?’

The column of little creatures transformed into a circle and they surrounded us. I heard one of them call out in a series of grunts. When the net started to lift, I realized that he had been giving the instruction to do so.

The weight of the ropes lessened and we all three struggled to rise.

Quick as a flash, the creatures whipped out weapons and held them at the ready: small swords, lances, pickaxes and long, lethal-looking knives. And about a dozen of the creatures held small bows with sharpened arrows tucked on to strings ready to fire.

We could now see our captors quite clearly. Not only was grass growing on their bodies and faces, but their hair was grass as well.

Outnumbered as we were, I thought a friendly if direct approach best. I said, ‘Hello. I’m Vega. And this is Delph and Harry Two. Who are you?’

They all stared blankly back at me. Their faces were small and wrinkly, but their eyes bulged and were quite painfully red. I could see now that they were dressed in a hodgepodge of dirty clothing: trousers held up by stout rope, old shirts, frayed kerchiefs, stained vests, old coats and peaked hats. Some wore dented metal breastplates. Others had metal coverings held on with leather straps over their thighs. One bloke sported a cap made of rusty iron.

We drew back because the little creatures were moving forward, tightening the circle they had formed around us. They were jabbering and grunting, and a pair of them poked us with their little blades.

‘Oi!’ I cried out. ‘You can keep those things to yourselves.’

The creatures drew even closer.

I took a sudden step forward. This obviously surprised them, and as a group they jumped back. The one who had spoken before grunted again to his fellows. He was taller than the others and had an air of authority. I turned my attention to him and said, ‘Can you speak my language? Can you speak Wugish?’

And I received another shock. One so great I thought my heart had stopped.

Slowly walking towards us was a Wugmort from Wormwood – or at least he looked like one.

‘Cor blimey,’ muttered Delph, who had obviously also seen him.

The male stopped right outside the circle of creatures, who had respectfully parted to allow him to pass.

I said, ‘Are you a Wug?’

The male stopped barely five feet from me. He was tall and wore a green cloak. I could see pointed shoes poking out from under the hem. He was elderly; his hair was white, as was his beard. His face was lined and remarkably pale; in fact, it competed with his hair for which was whiter. Then it occurred to me that if he lived down here, the burn of the sun would never touch him.

‘Not any more,’ he answered in a high-pitched voice. ‘I left long ago.’ He looked at the creature that had grunted before, and started speaking to him in a fast, guttural language that was impossible to follow.

Again, my mind was seized with dire thoughts. Back in Wormwood we had been told of fiendish Outlier creatures that supposedly lived in the Quag. We had been warned they wanted to invade Wormwood and kill us all. And it had terrified all Wugmorts because we had heard these creatures could look just like us and could even inhabit our minds and make us do their bidding. Was this bloke inhabited by the Outliers? Or was he an Outlier himself?

He pointed to his right and said, ‘This way, if you please.’

My heart in my throat, we headed in that direction and the creatures followed.

We passed from the large, tall cave to a small tunnel, which was nevertheless well-lit with torches on the wall.

When we entered a high, broad room of stone, the male stopped so abruptly I almost walked into him. He motioned Delph and me past him and into the cavernous room. Harry Two obediently followed.

When I looked around, the breath seized in my lungs.

There were little niches in all the walls that rose up as high as I could see. And in each of those niches was a —

Skull.

It was as if hundreds of sightless eyes were staring at us.

I looked over at Delph, who was also gazing upwards. Poor Harry Two started to whine. The entire space reeked of death.

The male turned to look at me. ‘Do you know what they are?’

I nodded, my stomach churning. Had he brought us here because our bones would soon be joining these? ‘Wug skulls,’ I said fearfully.

‘Look more closely,’ he said with a sweep of his hand.

I stared more fixedly at the skull closest to me and then at numerous others. I looked back at the male.

‘These aren’t Wugs.’

He said, ‘They are creatures of the Quag that seek to harm us.’

I crept closer to another skull on a lower niche. It was undoubtedly from a frek. I recognized the jawbone and the long fangs. Next to it was an amaroc. I had seen a skull of one of those at Delph’s place in Wormwood.

I looked back at the male. ‘Did you kill them all?’

He chortled. ‘Not personally, no.’

‘How, then?’ I asked.

The male looked me up and down. ‘Who exactly are you?’

‘My name is Vega. This is Delph. The canine is Harry Two. We’re from Wormwood.’ He said nothing to this. ‘Have you been here long?’ I asked.

‘Longer than your tally of sessions.’

‘You have retained your Wug speech nicely,’ I observed.

‘Indeed,’ he said, staring at me.

‘What do you call this place?’ I asked.

He looked around. ‘The Kingdom of Cataphile, of course.’

Delph said, ‘What’s a c-cat-cata-whatsis? And who’s the king?’

‘A cataphile is a collector and keeper of bones. And as you can see, we fit that criterion rather well. As for the king, here I am. At your service.’

He gave us a sweeping bow.

‘You’re the king?’ I asked incredulously.

‘King Thorne,’ he answered with a dignified air.

I said, ‘How do you go from being a Wugmort to being a king here?’

He spread his hands. ‘Well, I largely fell in a hole, as did you.’ His face took on a dreamy expression. ‘There is much to be said for falling in a hole. It opens up a world of possibilities.’
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