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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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  UNUS




  A PLACE CALLED WORMWOOD





  I WAS DOZING WHEN I heard the scream. It pierced my head like a morta round, doing terribly befuddling things to my

  mind, as loud and terrifying as though it were all happening right there and then.




  After the sound came the vision: the blue, the colour blue. It was in a mist like a cloud on the ground. It enveloped my mind, pushing out all other thoughts, all memories. When it finally

  disappeared, my befuddlement cleared as well. Yet I always believed there was something of great importance that had simply not come back to me.




  I suddenly sat up straight on my planks atop my tree, the vision along with my sleepiness struck clean from me. At first light, I was almost always up in my tree — a stonking,

  straight-to-the-sky poplar with a full towering canopy. Twenty short boards nailed to the trunk were my passage up. Eight wide, splintered boards constituted my floor when I got up there. And a

  stretch of waterproof cloth I had oiled myself draped over branches and tied down tight with scavenged rope represented my roof. But I was not thinking about that, for a scream was ringing in my

  ears and it wasn’t the scream of the blue mist, which apparently existed only in my mind. This scream was coming from down below.




  I hurtled to the edge of my planks and looked down to the ground from where I heard the scream once more. This cry was now joined by the baying of attack canines. The sounds shattered what had

  been a peaceful first light.




  Wugmorts did not, as a routine matter, scream at first light or at any other time of the light or night. I scampered down my tree. My booted feet hit the dirt, and I looked first right and then

  left. It was difficult to tell from where the screams and baying were coming. Amid the trees, sounds bounced and echoed confusedly.




  When I saw what was coming at me, I turned and started running as fast as I could. The attack canine had hurtled from out of a stand of trees, its fangs bared and its hindquarters lathered in

  sweat, a testament to the effort it was employing.




  I was fleet of foot for a female Wug, but there was no Wug, male or female, who could outrun an attack canine. Even as I ran, I braced for the impact of its fangs on my skin and bone. But it

  flashed past me and redoubled its efforts, soon vanishing from my sight. I was not its prey this light.




  I glanced to the left and saw between two trees a glimpse of black — a black tunic.




  Council was about. The attack canines must have been unleashed by them.




  But for what reason? Council, with one exception, was comprised of males, most of them older Wugs, and they kept themselves to themselves. They passed laws and regulations and other edicts that

  all Wugs must obey, but we all lived in peace and freedom, if not in much luxury.




  Now they were out in the forest with canines chasing something. Or maybe some Wug? My next thought was that there had been an escape from Valhall, our prison. But no Wug had ever escaped from

  Valhall. And even if they had, I doubted members of Council would be out trying to round them up. They had other means to collect bad Wugs.




  I kept running, following the baying and the racing footfalls, 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. That’s all there was in existence: Wormwood and the Quag. No one had ever gone through the Quag because the terrible beasts in there would murder you within slivers.

  And since there was nothing beyond the Quag, there had never been visitors to Wormwood.
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  I neared the edge of this most terrible place that Wugs were repeatedly warned from the age of a very young to avoid. I slowed and then stopped a few yards from where the Quag

  began. My heart was pounding and my lungs bursting, not simply from my running but from being this close to a place that held only death for those stupid enough to stray inside.




  The baying had now ceased, as had the sounds of the footfalls. I looked to the left and glimpsed canines and Council members staring into the depths of the Quag. I could not see their faces, but

  I imagined them to be as full of fear as was mine. Even attack canines wanted no part of the Quag.




  I let out one more long breath and that’s when a sound to my right reached me. I looked in that direction and in a stunning moment realized that I was seeing someone disappear into the

  tangled vines and twisted trees that rose up like a barricade around the perimeter of the Quag. And it was a Wug I knew well.




  I looked to my left to see if any of Council or the canines had caught sight of this, but it didn’t appear they had. I turned back, but the image was now 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. As it was, I just about collapsed to the ground, but the thing, now revealed to be a hand, kept me upright.




  “Vega Jane? 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 Council.




  “I’m Vega Jane,” I managed to say.




  “What are you doing here?” he asked. His tone was not stern, simply questioning, but there was a certain repressed hostility in his eyes.




  “I was in my tree before going to Stacks. I heard a scream and saw the canines. I saw Wugs in black tunics running, so I . . . I ran too.”




  Krone nodded at this. “Did you see anything else?” he asked. “Other than the black tunics and canines?”




  I peered at the spot where I had seen a Wug run into the Quag. “I saw the Quag.”




  His fingers gripped my shoulder more tightly. “Is that all? Nothing else?”




  I tried to keep calm. The image of the Wug’s face before he fled into the Quag slammed into me like a spear of skylight. “That’s all.”




  His fingers released and he stepped back. I took him in fully. His black tunic rode well on his broad shoulders and thick arms.




  “What were you chasing?” I asked.




  “It’s Council business, Vega.” he replied sharply. “Please be on your way. It is not safe to be this close to the Quag. Head back towards Wormwood. Now. It is for your

  own good.”




  He turned and walked off, leaving me breathless and shaking. I took one more look at the Quag and then raced back in the direction of my tree.




  I scampered up the boards and settled myself once more on the planks, out of breath and my head filled with the most dreadful thoughts.
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  “WO-WO-WOTCHA, VE-VE-VE-VEGA JANE?”




  The voice coming from below belonged to my friend. His 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 simply called me Vega, when they bothered to call me anything at all.




  “Delph?” I said. “Up here.”




  I heard him scampering up the short boards. I was very nearly twenty yards up. I was also fourteen sessions old, going on a lot older. I was also female.




  Being fourteen and female was frowned on here in Wormwood, the village where we both lived. It’s never been clear to me why. But I liked being young. And I liked being female.




  I was apparently in the minority on that.




  Wormwood was a village full of Wugmorts — Wugs for short. The term village suggested a communal spirit that just wasn’t present here. I tried to lend a helping hand from time

  to time, but I picked my causes carefully. Some Wugs had neither trust nor compassion. I tried to avoid them. Sometimes it was hard, because they had a tendency to get in my face.




  Delph’s head poked over the boards. He was much taller than me, and I was tall for a female, over five feet nine inches. I was still growing, because all the Janes were late bloomers. My

  grandfather Virgil, it was said, grew four inches more when he was twenty. And forty sessions later came his Event and his height became meaningless because there was nothing left of him.




  Delph was about six and a half feet tall with shoulders that spread like the leafy cap of my poplar. He was sixteen sessions old with a long mane of black hair that appeared mostly yellowish

  white because of the dust he did not bother to wash away. He worked at the Mill, lifting huge sacks of flour, so more dust would just take its place. He had a wide, shallow forehead, full lips, and

  eyes that were as dark as his hair without the dust. They looked like twin holes in his head. I think it would be fascinating to see what went on in Delph’s mind. And, I had to admit, his

  eyes were beautiful. I sometimes went all willy when he looked at me.




  He did not qualify to work at Stacks, where some creativity was required. I have never seen Delph create anything except confusion. His mind came and went like rain bursts. It had done so ever

  since he was six sessions old. No one knew what had happened to him, or if they did, they never shared it with me. I believed that Delph remembered it. And it had done something to his head. It

  obviously wasn’t an Event, because there would be nothing left of him. But it might be a near peer. And yet sometimes Delph said things that made me believe there was far more going on in his

  mind than most Wugs thought.




  If things were a bit off with Delph inside his head, there was nothing wrong with the outside of him. He was handsome, to be sure. Though he never seemed to notice, I had seen many a female

  giving him the “look” as he passed by. A snog is what they wanted, I’m sure. But Delph always kept moving. And his broad shoulders and long muscled arms and legs gave him a

  strength that virtually no other Wug could match.




  Delph settled next to me, his legs crossed at bony ankles and dangling over the edge of the splintered boards. There was barely enough space for the two of us here. But Delph liked to come up my

  tree. 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? My life was full of dirt.




  “Delph, did you hear all that?”




  He looked at me. “H-hear wh-what?”




  “The attack canines and the screaming?”




  He looked at me like I was wonky. “Y-you O-OK, Ve-VegaJane?”




  I tried again. “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 Delph. Hunger was like a painful, festering wound. When you had it, you could think of nothing else.




  Delph shook his head no.




  I pulled out a small tin box constituting my portable larder that I carried with me. 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. We used lots of pepper in Wormwood, especially in our broths. Pepper cured lots of ills, like the taste of bad meat and spoiled vegetables.

  There had also been a sweet pickle, but I had eaten it already.




  I handed him the box. It was intended for my first meal, but I was not so 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 sprinkled salt and pepper on the eggs, cheese and bread, and then wolfed them down in one elongated swallow. I heard his belly rumble as the foodstuffs dropped into what had been an empty

  cavern.




  “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 other times, when the clouds covered the heavens, they could look quite silver, as though I were

  absorbing the colours from above. It was the only change that was ever likely to happen to me.




  “Go-going t-t-to see your mum and dad this light?” asked Delph.




  I shot him a glance. “Yes.”




  “Ca-can I c-come t-too?”




  “Of course, Delph. We can meet you there after Stacks.”




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




  I followed him, heading on to Stacks, where I worked making pretty things. In Wormwood, it was a good idea to keep moving.




  And so I did.




  But I did so in a different way this light. 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 would pass before I realized that my eyesight had been perfect. And my life in Wormwood, to the extent I had one, would never be the same.










  DUO




  STACKS





  AS I WALKED along the now quiet forest path, I calmed and certain things I had been told

  long ago entered my head. I don’t know why exactly; the timing was a bit strange, but I have found that these sorts of thoughts come to me at the oddest slivers.




  The first one was the most indelible 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 believed I was the only one my grandfather told that to. I never mentioned it to anyone.




  I was not, by nature, a very trusting Wugmort. One really couldn’t be here.




  I was a very young when my grandfather said those words, and he suffered his Event shortly afterward. I had to admit I wasn’t sure what he was talking about then. I’m not exactly

  sure about it now. I agreed that a place could be bitterly awful, but what could be as wrong as wrong can possibly be? That was the conundrum I had never been able to sort out, often though I had

  tried.




  My grandfather had also talked to me about shooting stars.




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




  It was an interesting idea for a place that never changed — like Wormwood.




  And then these twin thoughts left me like wisps of smoke floating away and I refocused on what lay ahead — another light of toil for me.




  As I grew close to my destination, I drew a breath and the smell gobsmacked me. The odour was already in my pores, never to be washed away no matter how many times I stood under the rain bucket

  or the pipes. I turned the corner on the path and there it was: Stacks. We called it that because it had so many chimney stacks to carry the soot and grime away. Brick piled on top of brick so far

  into the sky. I had no idea what its original use was, or if it was ever used for anything other than to make pretty things. It was unfathomably large and extremely ugly which made its current

  purpose quite ironic.




  A shrivelled Wug stood at the immense doors with his little ink stamp. His name was Dis Fidus. I had no idea 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 collective ink of two sessions labouring here. I could only imagine what it would look like ten or twenty sessions

  hence. My skin there would be permanently blue.




  Fidus gripped my hand with his skeletal one and then stamped my skin. I had no idea why this was done now. It made no sense at all and things that made no sense troubled me to no end. Because, I

  suspected strongly, it made sense to someone.
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  I gazed at Dis Fidus, trying to detect in his features if he had heard of the chase this light. But he was so naturally nervous-looking that it was impossible to tell. 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. His skin possessed a curious hue of pasty green as well. He was the most self-important Wug that I knew 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.




  I turned to look at him through the doorway of his office. He stood there at his little tilt-top desk on which rested bottles of ink from Quick and Stevenson, the sole ink purveyors in Wormwood.

  Domitar held his long ink stick and there were rolls of scrolls lying on his desk. Domitar loved scrolls. Actually, he loved what was on the scrolls: records. Little bits and pieces of our working

  lives.




  “Three slivers early is still early,” I said and kept walking.




  Domitar said, “There are many worse off than your lot, Vega. Don’t forget that. You have it fine here. But that can change. Oh, yes, it can.”




  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 feeling on even

  the coldest lights. The muscle-bound Dactyls pounded away on their metals with hammer and tongs, producing a sound like Steeples’ bells. Sweat dripped off their brows and sculpted backs,

  dotting the floor around their feet. They never looked up from their work. The Cutters sliced through wood and hard and soft metals. The Mixers ran their enormous tubs congesting ingredients

  together.




  The Wugs here were just like me, ordinary in all ways and hardworking — simply just trying to get by. And we would be doing this exact same work for the rest of our sessions.




  I went to my wooden locker in a room off the main floor, where I put on my work trousers, heavy leather apron, gloves and goggles. I walked towards my workstation, which was located near the

  rear of the main floor. It consisted of one large, heavily stained wooden table, an old, finicky trolley with metal wheels, a set of both large and small tools that fit my hands precisely, some

  testing instruments that constituted our quality control and bottles of paints, dyes, acids and other materials that I used from time to time.




  Some of my work was dangerous, which was why I put on as much protection as I could. Many who worked here did so with missing fingers, eyes, teeth and even limbs. I would rather not join their

  lot in having reduced body parts. I liked the ones I had just fine. They were just the right number and matched for the most part.




  I passed by the broad stone stairs with marble balustrades leading to the upper floor of Stacks. It was quite an elegant thing to have in a place like this and made me think, and not for the

  first time, that Stacks hadn’t always been a factory. I smiled at the Wugmort guard who stood 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 a wide

  black belt. His sole task here was to prevent access by any of us to the first floor of Stacks. With long, coal-black hair, a scarred face, a hooked nose that apparently had been broken several

  times and eyes that seemed dead, Ladon-Tosh was scary enough even without all those weapons. With them, he was pretty much terrifying in all respects.




  I heard that, one time, long before I came to work at Stacks, some gonk 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 the remains in one of the furnaces that blazed at Stacks all light and night. I’m not sure I believed that, but I wasn’t

  that sure.




  For that reason, I was always unfailingly polite to Ladon-Tosh. I didn’t care if he never looked at me or spoke to me. I just wanted him to know that he had a friend in me.




  When I first started working here, there was a Wugmort named Quentin Herms who helped me on finishing. That’s what I was here — a Finisher. I walked in on my first light here, and

  all Domitar had barked was “You’re two slivers late. Never let that happen again.”




  On that first light, I had looked down at my ink-stamped hand and wondered what it was I was to do at this place. I found my workstation only because it had my name on it. A rectangle of

  blackened metal with silver letters spelling out VEGA JANE on it and bolted on to the top of the wood. It wasn’t a pretty sign.




  And the whole time I was thinking, It’s not just my name bolted to this place.




  It’s me.




  On that very first light as I stood next to my station, Quentin had hurried over and greeted me. He was a family friend and had always been very kind towards me.




  “I thought you were starting next light, Vega,” he said. “Or else I would have been ready for you.”




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




  He went back to his station and returned with a little figurine made out of metal. It was of a very young male petting a canine. He said, “This, or things like this, are what you will

  finish. This is metal. You will also finish things in wood, ceramic, clay and other materials. The Wug and his canine I will paint in pleasing colours.”




  “How do you know which colours to use?” I asked.




  “There are instructions for each item on your workstation. But you have some leeway to use your own creativity. You will sometimes paint, sometimes carve, sometimes mould and sometimes

  distress objects to make them look older.”




  “But no one has taught me how to do this.”




  “I know you showed artistic ability at Learning,” he said. “Or else they would not have sent you here to be a Finisher.”




  I looked at Quentin. “I just thought there would be some training involved.”




  “There will be. I will train you.”




  “What about your work?” I asked, glancing at the unfinished objects at his station.




  “That will be part of your training, helping me finish them. I’ve been looking forward to this light, Vega. I had always hoped you would be assigned to Stacks.”




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




  I was recalling all of this now, not for nostalgic reasons but for a very different cause.




  For Quentin Herms had been the very Wug I had seen rushing headlong into the Quag with the canines and Council after him. I knew that he would not be at Stacks this light. I wondered when others

  would realize this too.




  My head filled with more dread than puzzlement, I turned to the one thing I knew how to do: finish pretty things that would be purchased by Wugs who could afford them. I was not among that

  number.




  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 bowl, the top slipped and it nearly fell off. I set the

  top 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 I carefully dipped my hand in the bowl and took out the parchment. I

  hid it in a work cloth and put the cloth on the workstation and opened it, unfolding the piece of parchment as well. 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. QH.




  I balled up the parchment and swallowed it. As it went down my throat, I looked up in time to see four males enter Domitar’s office. They were all members of Council, as denoted by their

  black dress tunics. Jurik Krone was among them, which was not a good thing. He had seen me near the Quag this light. That coupled with the fact that I worked next to Quentin might not bode well for

  me.




  Thirty slivers passed and I lifted my gaze when I heard Domitar’s door open. To a Wug, all the black tunics were 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, the other Council members in his wake. He held up an object. When I saw it, my breath caught in my throat. I recognized it immediately, though I had not seen it for many

  sessions. I wondered how Krone could be holding it now.




  “We meet yet again, Vega,” said Krone as he and his cohorts encircled me at my workstation.




  “Yes, we do,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, but it wobbled badly, like a very young testing out his new legs.




  He held out the object in his hand. It was a ring. “Do you recognize this?”




  I nodded. “It was my grandfather’s.” 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 and he had never talked about it, at least with me, but I had been only a very young when he had suffered his Event.
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  “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, my stomach doing tiny flips and my lungs expanding faster than I would have liked them to. “I assumed it had vanished along with my grandfather 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 his knife 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. Still, I was rapturously relieved to have swallowed Quentin’s note. “Maybe he’s hurt or sick.”




  “He’s neither.” He 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 searching look that seemed to leave no crevice of my being untouched.

  “If he tries to contact you, you will inform Council immediately. The consequences for not doing so will be harsh. This is a serious matter, Vega. Very serious indeed.” He paused.

  “I am speaking of Valhall for those who disobey.”




  Every Wug there, myself included, drew a sharp breath. No Wug wanted to be locked up in that cage in plain sight and guarded by the brutish Nida and the ferocious black shuck.




  He 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 his hand glided to my face and pulled something free. He held it up. It was a bit of the parchment from Quentin’s note that had caught on my skin. With a thrill of horror, I saw that

  it had a smudge of ink on it.




  “A remnant of your work, perhaps?” he said. Krone’s gaze once more bored into me. Then he turned on his booted right foot and strode out. His colleagues followed.




  I shot a glance at Domitar. I had never seen him so pale and his skin so clammy.




  “You will cooperate, or it will be Valhall,” he said to me, and then spun on his heel, almost toppling over in the process, and disappeared into his office.




  I turned back to my work and waited for the night to come.










  TRES




  HECTOR AND HELEN





  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. I was so full of impatience that I wanted to run the whole way. I wished it were night already so I could go to my tree, but I could do nothing to speed up time.




  My route to Wormwood proper did not take long. Wormwood was not sprawling. It was compact, like a small fist waiting to hit something. There were lines of shops set across from each other on the

  High Street, which consisted of wavy cobblestone. These shops sold things that Wugmorts needed, like clothing, shoes, basic foodstuffs, plates and cups. A chemist’s shop sold healing herbs

  and salves and bandages. There was even a place that would sell you a sense of happiness, which seemed in short supply here. I was told the shop did a brisk business. We knew we had it good in

  Wormwood, but we apparently had a hard time actually believing it.




  As I walked, my mind whirled. Krone and Council had been chasing Quentin, who had fled into the Quag. I had caught a glimpse of him before he had fully disappeared. I had seen the expression on

  his face. It was one of terror but tinged with relief. Relief at going into the Quag? My mind could hardly contemplate such a thing.




  As I trudged along, I passed the Loons. It had been my home for the last two sessions, ever since my mother and father were sent away to the Care. The 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 in close

  proximity.




  That’s why I preferred my tree.




  I passed by the front door of the Loons, and a Wugmort I well knew stepped out. His name was Roman Picus and he owned the Loons. He was wearing his usual garb: a slouch hat with a dent in the

  middle; blue, not overly clean dungarees; white shirt; black vest; luminous orange-red garm-skin boots and a long, greasy coat. He had long whiskers running down both sides of his face, curving

  like fishhooks into his sun-reddened cheeks. A heavy bronze timekeeper suspended by a knotty chain hung across the front of his vest. On the timekeeper’s face were the various sections of

  light and night broken into their respective compartments.




  “Good light, Vega,” he said grudgingly.




  I nodded at him. “Good light, Roman.”




  “Coming from Stacks?”




  “Yes. I’m picking John up from Learning and then we’re meeting Delph at the Care.”




  He gave a loud snort. “Why you waste your time with that great gormless sack-a nothin’, I’ll never know. But I suppose you don’t think too highly of yourself, and I would

  have to agree with ya there, female.”




  “If you think Delph is such a waste, why not challenge him in the next Duelum?”




  His face reddened. “I’m too old for the Duelum. But in my prime, female —”




  “And how many Duelums did you win in your prime, male?”




  He grimaced. “You best learn, Vega,” he growled. “Go along to get along.”




  “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’ya want to be written up at Council, Vega?”




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




  “I have no slivers for idle dithering with the poor likes-a you.” But then he paused and 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. Har.”




  “All lodging fees collected for the quartersession?” 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 after I walked John to Learning. Your clerk gave me a bit of coin off for bringing it around myself and saving

  him a trip.”




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




  “All mouth and no trousers, Roman.”




  “And what the bloody Hel do ya mean by that?”




  “Your clerk showed me the official scroll you signed authorizing the discount. I like to know things like that before I commit my wages to pay for space in that dung heap you call

  lodging.”




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




  Learning was housed in a building located near the other end of the High Street. It could hold a few hundred youngs but now had less than half that. Learning was done in Wormwood, but it was not

  done with a lot of energy. As I stood on the lumpy cobblestones and waited, it struck me that the top edge of the building’s roof was sad-looking. It curved a bit downward like it was

  frowning.




  The door opened and the youngs started to trickle out.




  The last Wug out was always my brother.




  John Jane was short and skinny and looked far younger than his age. His hair was dark and long, nearly as long as mine. He would not allow me or anyone else to cut it. He was not strong, but he

  would fight you if you tried to cut his hair. His gaze was downcast. He was seemingly enthralled by his feet, which were disproportionately long and promised great height later. 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. And he never forgot anything. It was only in private moments when we were together that I gained glimpses of what was

  really in his upstairs room. It was quite full, that room, far fuller than mine.




  A shy smile crept across his face, 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 feather wing I got for him

  and smoked up earlier in the hearth at Stacks. John liked his meat, though we didn’t have much of that at the Loons. He hurried across the cobblestones, opened the box and saw the wing. He

  looked at me and smiled again. I did not understand John most of the time, but I loved to see that smile. 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 distracted everybody. I said so when I was a young. It was a wonder, I realized now, that they let me stay until I was twelve sessions, which

  was the age when Learning ended. That was far too early, I thought, but I didn’t make the rules, did I?




  John took my hand with his free one and we walked along. As we did so, I looked around. There were clusters of Wugmorts here and there. They were all talking in hushed whispers. I also saw

  Council members in their black tunics scurrying around like rats through rubbish.




  I had seen Quentin flee into the Quag. It wasn’t simply because Council was after him with the canines. His note told me that he had not intended on coming back, and that note had to have

  been placed in the cup before first light. Clearly, Quentin had planned on going into the Quag, Council and canines or not. But why? There was nothing in the Quag except certain death. And there

  was nothing on the other side of the Quag at all. Yet Quentin’s note had said that what he had left would set me free from Wormwood. My mind leapt ahead to the obvious conclusion.




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




  My focus turned 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 who were unwell and for whom the Mendens at hospital could do nothing more were

  sent. The place was guarded by a huge Wug named Non.




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




  John had already hungrily begun eating his wing, and the fatty juice from the meat spilled across his small mouth. As we walked up to the Care, I saw Delph step from the deepening shadows of a

  chestnut tree. He looked nervous. 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 feather wing. “Do you want a bite?”




  Delph, I knew, was tempted. But he shook his head. I think I knew why. It was quite obvious how skinny my brother was. I don’t think Delph wanted to deprive him of this bit of food.




  We all turned and walked together to the entrance. I gritted my teeth and told Non we were here to see our mother and father. I let him see the Council parchment that allowed our visits. Non

  took his time examining the document, although by now he had probably memorized every word on it. He handed it back to me and then glared at Delph.




  “But his name is nae on there, female.”




  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, “If I remember correctly, Delph beat you in the last Duelum, Non. How long were you unconscious again?”




  Non’s smile disappeared, and as we passed by, he gave Delph a hard shove in the back that nearly sent him sprawling. I said nothing and didn’t look at Delph, because I knew how

  embarrassed he was. In my mind, I slaughtered Non one thousand times with increasing fervour.




  We passed through the doorway and into a long corridor that was dark and cool. Even when it was hot outside, it was cool in here. I didn’t know how this was accomplished. At any other

  place in Wormwood, the only way to get cool was to open a window and hope for a breeze or pour cold water over your head.




  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 doors opening off the long hall. They were all locked. I knew this because during past visits I’d tried to open several of them. There were brass plates bolted to the doors of

  each room with names on them like Judith Frigg, Wolfgang Spriggan and Irin Grine. I didn’t know these Wugs, 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 said in Wormwood. I wondered when our mother and father would slip away. We arrived at

  the door with two brass plates. I read them out loud for what seemed the millionth time.




  “Hector Jane. Helen Jane.”




  I don’t know why I did this. I looked at John. He never read the names out loud; he simply mouthed them.




  I pulled out the key Non had given me, turned it in the old lock, and the door opened. I took hesitant steps in. John followed. Delph brought up the rear. I closed the door behind us. It always

  made a whooshing sound as it sealed shut.




  There were two cots in the room with a small wooden table between them. There were no lanterns or torches that I could see. The only illumination seemed to come from the ceiling. I don’t

  know how this was managed. Another mystery. There were no windows. When you’re in the Care, apparently sunlight is not required. There were also no chairs for us to sit on. Perhaps they did

  not like to encourage long visits.




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




  My father lay small and shrunken under a single dark blanket. I remembered him as tall and strong. He was no longer. His face used to be pleasing to look at. That was also no longer the case. I

  don’t know much about healing or things that make you sick. But it looked to me like what was missing from my father was, well, my father. I don’t know how you steal someone from the

  inside and leave the outside, but it appeared to have been done to him. There could be no sorting out such a thing, I imagined.




  John crept 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 once asked him about this. He merely

  shrugged and said the hurt wasn’t on the outside.




  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 always cool. I was careful not to let my fingers touch him. I adored my father and I used to love to be hugged by him. But there was something in this room that made me not want

  to touch him. I have fought against it, but I couldn’t seem to break through. It was like a wall of walls separating us.




  John lifted out a book from his tuck and began to quietly read to our father.




  I glanced over at Delph, who stood like a statue in the corner. “Delph, do you want to come over here 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 used to be long and light and would catch a breeze and dance across the riled air. Now it was chopped

  close to her head, almost like a second skull. The dark blanket covered her withered body right up to her neck.




  She too had been stolen from the inside. She too could not be sorted out ever again. The Mendens were all in agreement over that. That’s why I had never wanted to be a Menden. If you

  couldn’t heal the really sick, what was the point?




  I drew closer to her. Perhaps because I was female, I always felt more comfortable around my mother. We talked, kept secrets. She was my friend, telling me 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 a small bottle of water. I sprinkled some on my mother’s face and watched it rest there for less than a sliver until it was absorbed into her skin. I

  don’t know why I did this, maybe to convince myself that she really was still alive, that there really was someone still in there.




  I looked over at John. He loved our mother too, although there seemed to be a special bond between father and son. But as I looked at him, he glanced up and his gaze drifted to her, lying in the

  cot. And it seemed to me that John’s heart ached even more seeing her lie there than it did watching our father. This surprised me. This had been a light for surprises in Wormwood, where

  nothing ever happened and the only thing that was certain was that the next light would look just like the previous one.




  Delph drifted over and gazed down at my mother.




  “She was v-v-very nice t-to me,” said Delph.




  “I know, Delph. 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 absorbed through 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 his inane comments. Why do you bother coming? Do your parents

  look better this light? How could that possibly be?




  But when I focused on the end of the hall, I did not see Non. My mind seemed to misfire for an instant because Non was always there. Always. Yet now someone else was.




  The figure was tall, looming, substantial. He seemed to fill the broad hall with bulk, with gravitas. His robe was a dull burgundy, denoting his position on Council. He held the top job. There

  was no one above him.




  His name was Thansius. In many respects he was Council. By comparison, Jurik Krone was but a gnat on a slep’s hindquarters. I had only seen Thansius at a distance. He did not walk

  the cobblestones. He did not labour at Stacks or at the Mill or as a Tiller. If Wormwood had a leader, it was he.




  John and I slowed our walk. John had glimpsed Thansius too and I heard him gasp. And I thought poor Delph was going to faint.




  It took us twice as long to walk the hall as it did when we came in. It still seemed far too short a time for me. When we reached Thansius, he did not move. He was just 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. He conquered all on that pitch. Now that he was older and

  head of Council, he did not compete. But he looked as though he still could. And win. 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 the large body. But I was riveted to every syllable.




  He said, “A word, Vega Jane. I require a word.”










  QUATTUOR




  THANSIUS





  JOHN, DELPH AND I dumbly followed Thansius outside the Care. It was there that we saw the

  beautiful blue carriage pulled by four magnificent sleps. Their grey coats ran all the way down to their six spindly-looking 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, perhaps a wing, used to be attached.




  At the helm of the carriage was a Wug named Thomas Bogle. He sat straight as my tree in the driver’s box.




  Thansius stood next to the carriage and opened the door.




  He 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 us inside. We complied. Not because we wanted to but because he was Thansius. He climbed in after us, and the heavy carriage lurched to one side as he did so. The Wug must

  weigh a great deal to have that sort of effect on a carriage this large. Not that I know a lot about carriages. I had actually never been in one.




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




  I looked at my brother and then back at Thansius.




  “This is my brother, John.”




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




  I gripped John’s hand because I could sense the overwhelming fear in him. “We were just visiting our parents,” I said.




  “Again, a fact of which I am aware.”




  Thansius looked older up close than he did from a distance. 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. Still, even with his full beard, the face seemed too slight for the body’s great bulk. His hair was long and an odd mix of cream and silver, as was his beard. It

  looked clean and smelled like meadow flowers. Ordinarily, I would welcome that scent. Right now it made me feel queasy.




  “I think I 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 had come 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. I would take bemusement over anger from him.




  “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.”




  I said this in all sincerity. Thansius was a very learned Wug with prodigious speaking skills. We all loved to listen to him, 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.




  “Quentin Herms,” he said. “He cannot be located. My deputy, Jurik Krone, has been to see you about this.”




  I nodded, my heart whacking firmly against my ribcage.




  From his pocket Thansius withdrew an object. I knew what it was before he even showed it to me. My grandfather’s ring. Seeing it close up, the memories came flooding back to me. I had

  never seen the image on the ring any other place except on the back of my grandfather’s hand.




  Thansius held it up so John and I could see it fully. “It is quite an interesting design,” he said.




  “Do you know what it means?” I asked.




  “No, I do not. I doubt any Wug does, other than your grandfather. Virgil kept himself to himself on matters such as these.” He pocketed the ring and edged forward, his wide knee

  nearly scraping my bony one. “But it was found at Herms’s cottage.”




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




  “Before his own family?” said Thansius sceptically.




  “As you said, my grandfather kept such matters to himself. Who knows what he might have thought or done?”




  Thansius seemed to mull over this for a few moments. Then he said, “Quentin Herms was your mentor as a Finisher.”




  “Yes, it’s true. He helped me learn my job.”




  “Did you like him?”




  This was a strange question, I thought, but I answered truthfully. “I did.”




  Still, my insides wriggled like worms exposed to light.




  He stroked his beard with one large hand. I studied that hand. It was strong-looking, but soft. At one time he might have worked hard with those hands, but not for many sessions now.




  He asked, “No mention of anything from him? No indication that he might go off . . . ?”




  I chose my words carefully. “Where is there to go off to?”




  “No message left behind for you?” he asked, ignoring my query.




  I could see danger in Thansius’s features, the curl of his hand, so close to a fist, the bunched muscles under the blood robe. I furrowed my brow and willed my brain to do the best job of

  answering without really saying anything of importance. Transparency is fine, if you happen to be a window.




  “I don’t know what he would have to leave for me.” This also was perfectly true. I didn’t know what he had left for me.




  He studied each of my words, it seemed to me, like they were a puzzle that needed solving. He stared at my face so intently it felt like my skin was melting away, allowing him to see into my

  soul.




  He sat back and stared at the floor of the carriage for nearly a sliver. “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. It belonged to my grandfather. And since he’s gone and our parents are, well . . . 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.




  We climbed out as hastily as possible, although John could barely move his legs.




  Before the carriage door closed, I found Thansius staring at me. It was an enigmatic look, a cross between pity and remorse. I could understand neither end of it. Then the door closed, Bogle

  flicked the reins and the carriage rumbled off.




  I pulled John along in the direction of the Loons.




  I had a lot to do, and not much time to do it. My mind whirled with all that lay ahead of me. I was more excited than afraid, when a little less excitement and a little more fear would have been

  far smarter.




  By the time we got to the Loons, John had stopped trembling from our encounter with Thansius. I’m not sure I had. At least the inside of me hadn’t. But I very much focused on what I

  would be doing later.




  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 maybe two. His trousers and shirt were as greasy as his hair,

  and he had a habit of forever twirling the ends of his enormous moustache, which seemed to originate inside his flaring nostrils. Though Roman Picus owned the building, Cacus Loon was the lodge

  keeper.




  I nodded at him as he moved from the doorway to let us pass. I could tell he was itching for gossip about Herms. Loon followed us into the main room of the lower floor. It was large and

  contained a long table where we took our meals. The walls were logs chinked with whatever Loon had found to keep them stuffed with, and the floors were uneven, warped, worm-eaten wooden planks.




  A kitchen adjoined it where Loon’s wife, Hestia, spent much of her sessions doing the work that Loon told her to do. This included making meals, doing the wash and making sure that Loon

  had what Loon wanted.




  “Stacks,” said Loon as he fired up his pipe bowl, and the smoke streamed high from it.




  I didn’t look at him. I was aiming for the stairs, where our room was. We shared it with other Wugmorts who snored loudly and failed to bathe regularly.




  “Stacks,” he said again. “Quentin Herms.”




  I turned to him, resigned that he would simply follow us until his queries were answered.




  “They say he has gone off,” Loon continued, puffing on his pipe so hard the smoke billowed out, nearly hiding him from our view. It was as if he had suddenly combusted, but I was

  just not that lucky.




  “Where would he go off to?” I asked innocently, taking the same tack I had with Thansius though my heart wasn’t really in it. Loon was not nearly the challenge mentally that

  Thansius presented. He was simply a git.




  “You work at Stacks.”




  “Over a hundred Wugs work at Stacks,” I said. “Go ask them.”




  I pulled John upstairs with me. Thankfully, Loon did not follow.
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  WE WENT DOWN for last meal when the darkness was gathering across Wormwood. Twenty-eight Wugmorts had beaten us down to eat and were already

  seated at table. John and I squeezed into the last two seats as Hestia, short and thin, scurried around with trays filled with plates that actually had little food on them. I eyed the other two

  Loon females, still youngs, who laboured in the kitchen. They were also small and skinny, their faces smoky from the kitchen coal fire, just like their mother’s.




  They didn’t go to Learning. This was because they were females and also because Cacus Loon did not believe in education for the most part. I had heard Loon once say that he had never gone

  to Learning and look how he had turned out. If that was not reason enough to read religiously every book you could possibly get your hands on, I didn’t know what would be.




  Cletus Loon sat next to his father. Cletus looked more like his dad every light, down to the beginnings of a moustache over his lip. 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 go after 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.




  After last meal, the light finally gave completely over to dark. John and I went to our room and climbed under our blankets, which had long since given up the notion of providing warmth.




  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.










  QUINQUE




  THE WAY OUT





  I LIKED THE NIGHT because in darkness I could pretend I was no longer in Wormwood. I don’t know where else I

  would be, but it was inspiring sometimes just to imagine a place other than here.




  It was chilly this night, but not cold enough to see my breath as I walked along. I had rolled up my blanket and tied it and my sweater around my waist. If Wugs saw me and wanted to know where I

  was headed, I was sleeping at my tree.




  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 the path fell into darkness. I stopped walking and took

  a sliver to light a lantern I’d nicked from the Loons, using one of the three matches I had brought with me. I lowered the hood and opened its shield, illuminating the way.




  That’s when I heard it. Every sound in Wormwood needed to be considered, especially at night. Once you left the cobblestones, heightened care was necessary. And there was someone or

  something else out this night. I turned my lantern in the direction of the sound.




  As I waited, my other hand dipped to my pocket and clutched the cutting knife that I took from Stacks a long time ago. The knife fitted neatly into my hand. I could wield it with great skill. I

  waited, dreading what might be coming and hoping it might simply be Delph prowling around as he sometimes did at night.




  Then the smell reached me. That confirmed it wasn’t Delph.




  I couldn’t believe it. This far from the Quag? It had never happened but apparently it was happening right now. I clutched my knife tightly, even though I knew it would be of no use, not

  against what was coming. It brought back memories to me so fierce, so painfully fresh, that my eyes clouded with tears even as I turned to flee.




  I put out my lantern because I knew the light was leading it to me, slung the rope tethered to the lantern over my shoulder and shoved my knife into my pocket, freeing my hands. Then I ran for

  it.




  The thing was fast, much faster than I, 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. The thing nearly caught up to me. I redoubled my efforts. I was not going to die this way. I just wasn’t. My breaths came in huge clumps and my heart was hammering so badly I thought

  I could see it thumping through my cloak.




  I tripped over a tree root and sprawled to the ground. I turned and there the beast was, barely six feet from me. It was huge and foul and its fangs were not nearly its most fearsome element. It

  opened its jaws and I had but a moment to live because I knew what would be coming out of that hole. 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 as I hid behind the tree. But I was still alive, though maybe not for much longer.




  [image: ]





  I could hear it taking a long breath in preparation for another blast of fire that would surely engulf me. I had bare moments left. And in those few moments, I found a certain

  calm, from where I did not know. I knew what I had to do. And I had just a moment left to do it.




  I leapt out from behind the tree just as the beast was finishing its replenishing breath. I hurled my knife straight and true and it struck the creature directly in its eye. Unfortunately, it

  had three more of them.




  Then, as blood sputtered from the destroyed eye and the creature howled in fury, I turned and ran. The knife throw had purchased precious moments for me. I made the most of them. I ran like I

  never had before, not even when the attack canine was after me at first light.




  I reached my tree, put one hand on the first rung of my wooden ladder and climbed for my life.




  The wounded garm, sensing blood and meat, was coming so fast now, it was as though it were flying. It was said that the garm hunts the souls of the dead. Others say it guards the gates of Hel,

  where Wugmorts who are bad during life 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 hated garms with all my being, but I could not fight a garm and have any hope of winning. So I climbed with a focused fury driving my arms and legs. Even then, it might not be enough. I knew

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




  I could feel the garm nearly on me. It was a large beast, easily thirteen feet long and over a thousand pounds in weight. It was a flame expeller from living in Hel, it was said, where all they

  had was heat and flames and old, mouldy death. I did not want to feel its flames on me. It was closing fast, but I was climbing faster. Terror can compel extraordinary physical action. I reached

  the last board step. 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.




  In the flames down below I saw the hard, armored 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,

  hungry, dangerous, fatal. Its fourth eye was bloody and vacant, my knife still sticking from it.




  I screamed at it. I hurled spit from my mouth at it. I wanted to kill it. I wanted another knife to throw, so the point could find its heart and send it back to Hel for all of eternity.




  Yet these were hollow thoughts. My only saving grace was that the garm, with all its strength, ferocity and ability, could not climb.




  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 leapt 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 fell down. And then disaster struck. One of my planks was knocked loose, tilted upward and caught me full in the face. I collapsed backward and plummeted downward 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.




  As my fingers were slipping over the wood, I looked 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 and blanket from around my waist, balled them up and threw them 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 up the boards as the garm roared again and the flames erupted anew; I could feel them hurtling up the trunk of my tree at me. I leapt over the

  last short board and threw myself up on the planks. I lay there panting, staring at nothing because my eyes were closed tight.




  The garm made one more attempt to reach me and then fell back again. Its innate ferocity was paralysing.




  One sliver later, it turned and headed off. It would look for easier prey. I hoped it would not find any, unless it was Julius Domitar, Roman Picus, or even the smooth-talking Jurik Krone, whom

  I had decided I could not trust because of that underlying look of hostility in his eyes and because he had said Quentin Herms had broken laws. I would pay good coin to see them encounter a hungry

  garm. But they possessed weapons the garm feared, particularly a long metal tube that fired out a projectile that would kill anything it hit. We called it a morta. Roman Picus had used one to kill

  a garm. That’s how he got the boots he wore. And it was said that Jurik Krone was the finest morta shot in all of Wormwood. That was, for me, a discomfiting thought.




  You couldn’t do much with a dead garm. Its meat was poison. Its blood was like acid. It was said that the claws could still kill after death and that the flames inside it never truly died.

  Thus, you only could use the skin.




  I sat on my bum in my tree, breathing hard, letting my terror cycle down to mere paranoia. The garm was nearly gone. I could barely see its flames now as it moved in the direction of the Quag. I

  wondered what had drawn it here this night. Then the Quag made me think of Quentin Herms. He’d said he had left me 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? There was really no other place.




  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 opened my lantern and peered over the edge of my planks. There was not much to see. Except one thing. I had nailed twenty boards as rungs against my tree’s trunk and now I counted

  twenty-one.




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




  If I was right, then Quentin was brilliant. If I hadn’t initially noticed the extra board, who else would have? Probably not even Thansius, as smart as he was.




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

  boards. I found this remarkable until I recalled that Quentin was 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?
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