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  To Michelle,


  who began this entire journey with a gift




  





  “The past is but the past of a beginning.”




  

    

      — H. G. Wells


    


  




  “Weeds are flowers too, once you get to know them.”




  

    

      — A. A. Milne


    


  




  “To escape from the Quag means imprisonment forever.”




  

    

      — Madame Astrea Prine


    


  




  





  DRAMATIS PERSONAE





  VEGA JANE – 15, a Wugmort from Wormwood




  DANIEL DELPHIA, ‘DELPH’ – 17, Vega’s best friend




  HARRY TWO – Vega’s canine




  In the Quag




  KING THORNE – King of Cataphile




  LUC – an ekos




  SEAMUS – a hob




  ASTREA PRINE – Keeper of the Quag




  ORCO – death




  LACKLAND CYPHERS – a Furina




  PETRA SONNET – a Furina




  SILENUS – a remnant




  MICHA – Chieftain of the hyperbores




  TROY AND ISHMAEL – hyperbores




  RUBEZ – the Obolus River pilot
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  UNUS




  THE QUAG





  IT SEEMED BOTH fitting and even absurdly poetic that, hitched together like links in a chain, the three of us would die together. But having

  jumped off a mile-high cliff while being pursued by murderous beasts we didn’t have much choice in the matter. We had literally leapt for our lives. And now we had to land properly or our final

  resting place would be down there. Far down there.




  We fell a long way, far further than I would have liked. I glanced at my best friend, Delph, as we plunged. He was looking at me, not in stark fear but, admittedly, with a bit of anxiety. My

  canine, Harry Two, on the other hand, was grinning, ready for our adventure to begin.




  The reason we had jumped was around my waist. My chain, Destin, allowed me to fly. But I had never jumped off a mile-high cliff and we were plunging faster than I ever had before.




  I tried my best to manage the landing smoothly, though we thudded into the dirt with ample force. We lay there momentarily stunned. But I soon realized that while we were battered and bruised,

  we were alive.




  I unhooked Harry Two from his harness, which had allowed him to rest suspended against my chest. I watched as Delph slowly rose and stretched his arms and legs tentatively. Then I looked upward,

  all the way to the spot we had so recently vacated. If we hadn’t, we would assuredly be dead.




  The beasts that had been hunting us now stared down over the precipice. It was a herd of garms and a roughly equal number of amarocs. Even without being able to see them properly from this

  distance, I knew the scaly garms, with their own blood perpetually dripping down their armoured chests, were breathing rage-filled flames at us. I’m sure the amarocs, giant wolflike creatures

  that apparently lived for no other reason than to kill, looked similarly homicidal.




  Yet none of them appeared willing to take the mile-long dive that we just had. It was worth all the coins I would ever have that these creatures could not fly as I could. I looked down and

  patted the chain around my waist with the letters D-E-S-T-I-N imprinted on some of its links. It had saved my life on numerous occasions already, although I had not possessed it for that

  long.




  I could hardly believe it. I was in the Quag. Me, Vega Jane. I had lived my entire fifteen sessions in the village of Wormwood. It was all I’d ever known. I had been told that, other than

  the deadly Quag, it was all there was in existence. But I believed that to be a lie. There was something beyond the Quag, and I meant to find out what.




  I was not doing this for a lark. I strongly suspected that my parents and grandfather were on the other side of the Quag. While my brother, John, still lived in Wormwood, he was not the young

  innocent lad he used to be. The sinister and murderous Morrigone had seen to that.




  Thus, my mission in life was to get the Delph, myself and Harry Two safely through the Quag as quickly as possible. It might be an extremely ambitious goal, but it was mine nonetheless.




  I breathed more normally and again looked over at Delph.




  “Wotcha, Vega Jane,” he said.




  “Wotcha yourself, Delph,” I replied, failing, despite our near deaths, to keep the smile off my face at having successfully entered the Quag.




  “You reckon those ruddy beasts can get down here?” he said.




  “I reckon I don’t want to wait around to find out, do I?” I shot back.




  I hoisted my tuck over my shoulder and Delph did the same with his. I kept Harry Two’s harness on in case we had to take to the air quickly.




  The map of the Quag that my friend Quentin Herms had left me was very detailed, but there were some troublesome lapses to it, now I could see. For one, it did not mention the cliff that we had

  just jumped from. And, correspondingly, I was not prepared for the valley we now found ourselves in. And yet I had seen Quentin enter the Quag one light. That’s really what started this whole

  journey for me. He must have known what lay in here.




  The map gave me general directions but did not provide a precise route to take through this place. I apparently would have to figure that out on my own. I also possessed a book, which I’d

  taken from Quentin’s cottage, that explained the sorts of creatures dwelling here.




  Delph said, “The map has us heading generally that way.” He pointed. “Towards that mountain, way in the distance over there.”




  I hesitated and then said haltingly, “I . . . I don’t want to start that sort of trek at night. We need to find a safe place till first light.”




  He looked at me like I was completely mad. “Safe place? In the bloody Quag? Do ya hear yourself, Vega Jane? The Quag has many things, no doubt, but safe places ain’t one of

  ’em, I reckon.”




  I gazed ahead at the flat, open expanse. There were trees and bushes and long, sweeping fields of grass slowly bending in the breeze that blew off the cliff. It looked peaceful and serene and

  not dangerous at all. Which told me that there were probably dozens of foul things lurking in wait that could and would kill us, given the slightest of opportunities.




  I looked down at my feet. Which way to step? I glanced at Harry Two, who was gazing up at me curiously, apparently waiting for me to make up my mind.




  It struck me, rather uncomfortably, that I was to be the leader here. Was I up to it? I wasn’t sure that I was.




  Far, far in the distance was a place the map called the Mycanmoor. It was described as a dull, dead sort of place that went on for a very long way, and which, unfortunately, there was no sure

  path around. The map was remarkably silent as to the exact perils that lay directly in front of us. But the book I’d nicked filled in some of these details.




  I slipped it from the pocket of my cloak and lit a bit of candle stub to read the pages more clearly in the darkness.




  Delph looked nervously over my shoulder. “’Tis nae a good idea to be lighting us up that way, Vega Jane.”




  “You know, Delph, you can just call me Vega. It’s not like we’re flooded with folks here named Vega. As far as I can tell, in fact, I’m the only one.”




  He took a long breath and slowly let it out, his eyes big as cup saucers. “O’course, right you are, Vega Jane.”




  I sighed and stared down at the page. I basically had to match up the map with descriptions of the places in the Quag so I could see which creatures to expect where. It would have been much

  easier had Quentin Herms conveniently placed all this information in one place, but he hadn’t.




  I felt my spirits plummet as I realized how ill prepared I was. And Delph and Harry Two were depending on me to have a plan!




  Harry Two started growling. I looked down at him. His hackles were up, his fangs bared. I quickly gazed around to see what was causing this reaction in my canine. But there was nothing in the

  darkness, at least that I could see.




  I looked at Delph. He said, “What’s got into ’im?”




  And then I noticed it. My canine was breathing heavily through his snout. He wasn’t seeing the danger — he was smelling it.




  And in my experience, foul smells usually led to foul beasts.




  I took a whiff of the air, wrinkled up my face and glanced sharply at Delph. “Do you smell that?”




  He took in a chestful of the air and then exhaled it. “No.”




  I thought rapidly. I knew that scent, or at least something close to it.




  And then the clouds in my mind slowly cleared.




  Poison.




  “What is it?” he asked nervously.




  “I’m not exactly sure,” I replied, and I wasn’t. But I had smelled that sort of concoction before, back at Stacks, the factory where I was employed as a Finisher.




  I pointed to the left. “Let’s try that way.”




  “Shouldn’t we maybe fly?” said Delph. “Get there faster, won’t we? Let us . . . let us maybe see what’s coming, before . . . before it gets us,”

  he finished breathlessly.




  We would get there faster flying. But something in the back of my head said to leave our feet firmly on the ground. At least for now.




  I was one who tended to follow her instincts. They had served me more right than wrong over my sessions.




  And that’s when I happened to look up, and saw it. Or rather, them.




  A flock of birds was racing in perfect formation across the Noc-lit sky. This surprised me because I did not think that birds flew at night, but perhaps things were different in the Quag. As I

  watched the birds soar along, something very strange happened. From out of nowhere appeared a cloud of bluish smoke.




  The birds turned sharply to avoid it, but a few could not make the turn in time. And when these birds passed through the smoke and came out the other side, they were no longer flying.




  They were falling.




  Because they were dead.




  I stood there, paralysed. Then I felt something grip my arm.




  It was Delph.




  “Run, Vega Jane,” he yelled. “Run!”




  As we ran, I looked back once and wished I hadn’t. It was a creature I recognized from a drawing in Quentin’s book, but had never seen for real before.




  I glanced at Delph and knew that he too had looked behind him and seen what I had. Taking to the air would do us no good. Unlike the garms and amarocs, what was back there and coming on fast was

  something that could fly.




  It looked like our journey through the Quag was about to end before it had even truly begun.




  





  DUO




  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 serpentlike neck capped by a small head, which was fronted by blazing venomous eyes, and a mouth full of razor-sharp fangs. If that wasn’t enough to terrify sufficiently, the

  inficio also expelled a gas that would kill any who breathed it, like those poor birds.




  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? I had just stood there as the inficio came for us. It was Delph who had told me to run.




  “Vega Jane!” screamed Delph again.




  Without really thinking, I reached into my cloak pocket, pulled on my glove, and then my fingers closed around the Elemental. In its present state, it looked completely unimposing, only three

  inches long and made of what looked to be wood. But when I willed it to full size, the Elemental grew into a spear taller than I was, and coloured a brilliant gold. I had been given the Elemental

  — along with the glove that I was required to wear while holding it — on a great battlefield from long ago, by a dying female warrior. She told me it would be my friend whenever I

  needed one. Well, I needed one now. I needed to do something. I refused to simply . . . die.
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  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 breath, which became 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 it fly, the Elemental zipped past the outer edge of the smoke, and the wake caused by its

  speed disrupted the cloud of poison, pushing it back towards the creature that had released it. The inficio instantly soared upward. Apparently, though the beast was the source of the deadly fumes,

  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 we plummeted downward about fifty feet. Whatever we hit was softer than our landing off the cliff.

  Still, I felt myself gasp and I heard Delph do the same. Harry Two yipped once, but that was all.




  I rolled onto my back and saw the dark sky disappearing behind the cover of large branches and rolls of matted grass. These elements 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 the inficio 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 placed it in 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 gazes locked for a long 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 bloody chance.




  “I’m so sorry, D-Delph,” I said, my voice breaking as I finished.




  Surprisingly, he smiled and rubbed my hand gently, which sent shivers up my spine. 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. This gave the place a shadowy, vaporous illumination. It only 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 feeble light, 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 even closer I received another shock. They had mats of grass growing on their exposed arms and necks and on their faces.




  I heard Delph quietly mutter, “Ruddy Hel?”




  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 onto 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 had on 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 by considerable degrees 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 ruddy 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 seemed

  to possess 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. He had all the applicable parts and no grass growing on those parts.




  “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 had on a green cloak and 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

  speech that was impossible to follow.




  Again, my mind was seized with dire thoughts. Back in Wormwood we had been told of these 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 the minds of Wugmorts and make them do their bidding.

  Was this bloke inhabited by the Outliers? Or was he an Outlier himself?




  The male 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 lighted 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 and found him gazing upward too. 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 who 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 bloody king?”




  “A cataphile is a collector and keeper of bones. And as you can see, we fit that criterion rather fine. As for the king, here I am. At your service.”




  He gave a sweeping bow to us.




  “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.” He took on a dreamy expression. “There is much to be said for falling in a hole. It opens up a world of

  possibilities.” He paused. “’Tis a humble, darkened kingdom, but ’tis my own. And thus makes it right and just and plenty, and, most notably, my home.”




  Delph and I exchanged nervous glances. I was beginning to think this bloke was more than a bit barmy. “And what are they?” I said in a small voice, with a glance at the

  creatures with grass growing on them.




  “They are ekos. That is the Wug translation anyway. They are the highest form of life down here. Except for me of course.”




  “I know there are other creatures dwelling on the surface of the Quag. But you mean there are other forms of life down here?”




  “Oh, yes. The Quag has an abundance of life of all kinds. But come. We will give you refreshment and a place to sleep.” He turned.




  I stood there openmouthed. Refreshments and a place to sleep? The Kingdom of Cataphile? I had imagined the Quag to be many things, but not this. It was turning out to be, well, quite

  civilized. But then again, I was still very much on my guard.




  “We ought to be going, Vega Jane,” muttered Delph.




  The king whirled around and looked at me with a face as though I had just told him I was a garm in disguise.




  “Jane? That is your full name? Vega Jane?”




  I nodded. “Yes.”




  “And are you related to Virgil Jane?”




  “He was my grandfather. Did you know him?”




  “Yes indeed. Is he well?”




  “No. He suffered an Event.” I now knew this to be untrue, but I had no reason to share that with him.




  “An Event? Well, well. And Virgil too, of all Wugs.”




  He turned to one of the little ekos and grunted a few times. Several of them raced off. He turned back to us. “As for leaving this night, I’m afraid that is impossible. The Quag is a

  dangerous place even at light. At night you will not survive. Now, are you hungry?”




  He didn’t wait for an answer but headed off at a good clip, passing through another opening in the stone.




  We hurriedly followed, with the remaining ekos right at our heels.




  I drew close to Delph and began to whisper. “I don’t like this bloke. He looks like a Wug, but how can he be?”




  “Right,” Delph hissed back. “We woulda heard if a Wug left for the Quag. Like with Herms.”




  “He might be an Outlier.”




  He shot me a glance. “Thought there was no such thing.”




  “Who knows for certain, Delph? I was prepared for freks, garms and amarocs, not a Wug who has his own bloody kingdom of ekos with grass growing on them. None of this was in the book of the

  Quag that I found at Quentin Herms’s cottage.”




  “Aye, which means we have no idea what’s coming, Vega Jane, once we get away from here.”




  If we get away from here, I thought miserably.




  





  TRES




  A BEASTLY MEAL





  THE PLACE WE were taken was a large, low-ceilinged cave roughly forty feet long and twenty wide. Light came from smoky candles that were

  lined up on a table struck from solid rock, with rough-hewn wooden chairs all around.




  Thorne pointed to the seats and said, “Please, be comfortable. The meal will be along presently.”




  He took a seat at the head of the table. There was a large T carved in the back of his seat. For the king, I imagined. Delph and I shared a contemptuous look. What a jumped-up git.




  I said, “The grass that grows on the ekos?”




  Thorne smiled approvingly. “Oh, you noticed that, did you?”




  Well, I could hardly miss it, I thought. “So what is its purpose?”




  “It helps them do what they do,” he replied in a casual tone.




  A noise in the doorway made us turn in time to see four ekos carrying in a large platter. As they drew closer into the spread of candlelight, I could see what was on it: great clumps and claws

  of some beast with feather and fur still attached. My stomach gave a lurch. But around the “meat” were potatoes and asparagus and beans and peppers and purple onions. And I was fairly

  certain that was a rutabaga staring out at me from under what looked to be a furry thigh.




  “Blimey,” breathed Delph with a disgusted look.




  Metal plates were thrust in front of us, with rude metal-forged forks and knives as well. One ekos, the tall one from before, served Thorne personally. Then I reckoned it was up to us to do the

  same for ourselves.




  I avoided the clumps and claws and filled my plate with the vegetables and covered them with what I recognized as parsley and basil leaves. Delph did likewise, though I did see him tear off a

  chunk of meat that looked rather well smoked. A goblet of water was placed next to my plate by the hand of an ekos, so I got a much better look at the grass growing on it. In fact, some of it

  brushed against my hand. It felt hard and prickly.




  I drank some of the water, and Delph did also. I let a bit of my rutabaga fall to the floor for Harry Two. Delph followed with a slice of his meat.




  “A fine canine,” said Thorne as he worked on what looked to be a wing, casually plucking off feathers as he did so.




  “Thank you. So you have water resources here?” It was not an idle question. We needed water to survive our journey through the Quag.




  “An underground stream. Quite tasty.”




  Delph spat a piece of hardened skin from his mouth and muttered something about, “And why can’t the bloody food be the same?”




  Thorne pointed to the half-eaten joint of meat in Delph’s large hand. “What you have there is a bit of attercop. Don’t actually care for it myself. But the buggers are

  plentiful up on the surface of the Quag and quite easy to trap.”




  “Attercop?” said Delph quizzically. “Never heard of it.”




  “Well, you might know it by another term: spider?”




  With an enormous cough, Delph expelled his mouthful of meat and it hit the wall opposite.




  I looked at Thorne, fearing his reaction to this.




  For a long moment, Thorne simply stared at Delph, and then he looked at the slop of spider meat sliding down the wall of his eating room. When he glanced back, he burst into a fit of laughter,

  which we soon both joined.




  After we had quieted, Thorne rubbed his eyes. “Delightful,” he said. “Never cared much for spider myself, as I said. Chewy, you know. And then of course, there is the question

  of the venom. Stick to the rutabagas. They never lead you astray, the noble vegetable, rutabaga. Nothing dodgy about dear old rutabagas.”




  We continued to eat our meal, now chatting pleasantly.




  I said, “You mentioned there were other things living down here?”




  “Well, there are the ekos of course. Quite civilized.” He stroked his beard with his index finger. “Then there are the gnomes.”




  “The gnomes?” I said. I had never heard the term.




  “Yes, yes. Well, sometimes I call them the unders, you know, because, well, they dig under the rock for things that we require. Quite the sharp claws they have.”




  “And that’s all the creatures living down here?” I said in a prompting tone.




  He scowled. “Well, there are the bloody grubbs.”




  “Grubbs? What do they do for you?”




  “Do for us?” He bent forward and his expression became so still, it was like he had been transformed to rock. “They attack us,” he said quietly.




  “Attack you?”




  “Yes,” he said, his eyes narrowed to slits. “They want to kill me.”




  “But why?” I asked.




  He turned back to his meal without answering. Delph and I exchanged a puzzled glance. This bloke was definitely peculiar. I felt the hairs on my neck start to tingle.




  “And what do the grubbs look like?” Delph asked nervously.




  Thorne turned a very serious eye to him. “They look like the last thing you would ever want to see coming at you from out of the dark, milad. Bloody ger-rubbs,” he added in a

  disgusted voice.




  “Where are they?” I said breathlessly. “Down here somewhere?”




  “I’ll tell you where they are. They are where you least expect them to be.” He struck the stone tablet a sharp blow with his palm, which caused Delph and me to jump nearly out

  of our chairs. Delph accidentally spilled some of his water. Harry Two immediately started lapping it up.




  “Now you must give me news of good old Wormwood,” said Thorne as he washed down a mouthful of food with the contents of his goblet. I wasn’t convinced he was drinking simply

  water, for he filled his goblet from time to time from a silver flask resting at his elbow. “For instance, who is Chief of Council now?” he asked.




  “Thansius.”




  “Good for him. Well done, Thansius.”




  “So you knew him?” I asked.




  “Yes. He was a good friend of Virgil’s too.” He took a sip from his goblet.




  “And Morrigone’s,” I added.




  This had a remarkable effect on the Wug. The colour drained from his face and he choked on his draught. Regaining his breath, he said, “Morrigone, eh?”




  “If it was a long time ago that you left, she might have still been very young. Or perhaps not even born yet.”




  “Yes, I do believe that she was born.”




  Watching him curiously, I said, “Morrigone is on Council now.”




  He chortled, but there was no mirth in his eyes. “What else?” he asked.




  Delph said, “Well, we been building this —”




  I cut in. “I worked at Stacks, as a Finisher, as I said. Delph was at the Mill.”




  Delph shot me an inquiring glance, but I ignored him. The truth was I didn’t want Thorne to know about the Wall. If Thorne was an Outlier or his mind had been taken over by them, the last

  thing I wanted was for him to learn about the enormous wall we were constructing around Wormwood to keep those very Outliers out!




  I decided to get to the most important issue I wanted to ask him about. “I never heard of any other Wug heading into the Quag. It is forbidden.”




  “Many things were forbidden,” replied Thorne in a more sober tone. “And yet you appear on my doorstep. What cause brings you into the mysterious Quag?”




  “Curiosity,” I said immediately. “We wanted to see what was in here.”




  “And beyond,” added Delph. My kick was too slow to forestall him.




  “There is nothing beyond the Quag,” said Thorne sharply, eyeing us warily.




  “So you’ve been to the other side of the Quag?” I asked innocently.




  “No, I’ve never been past here.”




  “Then how do you know there —”




  He rose abruptly. “I believe that we all are extremely tired. Now your sleeping quarters are ready.” He grunted and the same large ekos appeared.




  “Luc here will show you where. Off you go and pleasant sleep to you both.” He hurried away.




  Luc grunted once. Harry Two gave a bark in reply. Apparently satisfied that we understood, Luc turned and walked through the passageway. We hurried after the creature with grass for skin and

  grunts for words. Delph whispered, “Are you sure ’bout all this?” “I’m sure of nothing, Delph. Absolutely nothing.” I had never spoken truer words.




  





  QUATTUOR




  BARS OF BONES





  WE WERE LED to a chamber that was cold and filled with shadows that seemed to flicker and move about. There was one torch on the wall and a

  lit candle on a wooden box next to a hard pallet on which lay a blanket and a pillow.




  I looked at Delph, who stood in the doorway.




  “Is it just the one, then, for the both of us?” he said, eyeing me nervously.




  When I shot him a glance, I had to hide a smile because his face turned scarlet and the big Wug quickly glanced away.




  Males.




  However, Luc was already pulling on his arm and pointing futher down the passage and grunting quite madly.




  “Guess not,” I said with a tiny wave. “Suppose these are just my digs.”




  I thought I saw Delph let out a sigh of relief, which I wasn’t quite happy about for some reason.




  He said, “Look, anything comes up, just give a holler. I’ll be here faster than . . . well, pretty bloody fast, I can tell you that,” said Delph, somewhat

  anticlimactically.




  “Brilliant, you do the same,” I said, feeling uneasy even as I said the words.




  Delph disappeared with Luc, and Harry Two came over and settled down next to the wooden pallet. I dropped my tuck in the corner, sat on the rude bed and took off my cloak. Underneath was my

  chain, which I would not be taking off. In the pocket of my cloak was the Adder Stone, which healed pretty much anything. Along with the Stone was the glove. My shrunken Elemental was in my other

  pocket.




  I pulled from my cloak the ring Thansius had sent me before I escaped into the Quag. It had belonged to my grandfather. It had been found at Quentin Herms’s cottage. I was told my

  grandfather had suffered an Event, which basically meant that one vanished into, well, nothing. But that had been a lie. I had learned that my grandfather had left Wormwood of his own accord.




  On the ring was the symbol of the three hooks. I had no idea what it meant. I thought I might find out in the Quag. I thought I might learn a lot in the Quag. If the place didn’t kill me

  first.




  I lay back on the bed and held the ring up to the flickering candle. The hooks glistened and glowed in the soft, bluish light. My grandfather had the very same symbol on the back of his hand. I

  had also seen this exact same ring on the finger of the dying female warrior who had given me the Elemental.




  I put the ring on. It was too large for any of my fingers except my thumb, where it rode snugly. As I looked at it on me, I couldn’t help but think that I had just made some sort of

  unconscious commitment to something.




  I felt my eyes close, the rise and fall of my chest started to slow and I collapsed into a deep sleep. But right before I completely drifted off, I could hear Harry Two’s contented snores

  as he lay beside me on the floor.




  My dreams were not pleasant ones. In every crevice of my mind, I seemed to encounter danger. Time passed and I slept on. When I finally awoke, I started to rise, but something held me back. I

  opened my eyes. And gasped.




  I was in a cage!




  I sat up and looked around. Delph was lying next to me, still asleep. What had been keeping me from rising was Harry Two. His paw was still protectively on my shoulder. The bars of the cage were

  stark white. As I drew closer to them, I could see why. They were made of bones.




  I instantly drew back when I heard a laugh, a familiar one.




  I looked to the right and there sat Thorne on a huge chair carved from still more bones. And all around the cage were ekos bearing weapons.




  He pointed at the cage bars. “As you can see, we do make use of our little, uh, trophies here in the Kingdom of Cataphile.”




  With a thrill of horror, I saw four items resting on a slab of rock next to his seat. Destin, my chain, the Adder Stone, my grandfather’s ring and the glove I had to use when holding the

  Elemental. I touched my cloak and felt the small outline of the shrunken Elemental still in my pocket. They must not have noticed it or else thought it of no importance.
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  I spoke loudly. “Why are we in here? And why did you take my things?”




  This roused Delph, who slowly sat up, then leapt to his feet.




  “What the —” he began, but I shushed him and then turned back to Thorne.




  “Why are you doing this to fellow Wugmorts?”




  Thorne pointed in turn to the Adder Stone, the chain, the ring and the glove.




  “What are these things, Vega Jane? I would dearly like to know.”




  “Why?”




  “Well, how else can I make use of them?”




  “You’re not to make use of them. They’re mine,” I said heatedly. I felt woozy in the head and I suddenly knew why. “You put something in our water to make us

  fall asleep,” I said accusingly.




  He picked up the ring. “I have seen this before. On your grandfather’s finger.”




  I grabbed the bars of bones and shook them. “Let us out of here! Now!”




  “You are in no position to make demands, my silly little female.”




  “I’m not silly and I’m definitely not little,” I shot back.




  “To me, you’re nearly invisible, so insignificant are you.”




  “Well, then I guess you don’t need me to tell you what they are, if I’m so bloody insignificant.”




  He stood up and strolled over to the cage, stopping a foot away, and smiled maliciously.




  “You must think things through a little better.”




  He pointed at Luc, who held a bow with an arrow perched on the string.




  He grunted and Luc came forward.




  Thorne said, “I just ordered Luc to kill the canine.”




  “No!” I screamed and immediately thrust myself between Luc and Harry Two as Luc began to take aim.




  “Move out of the way, Vega, it’s only a blasted canine,” said Thorne.




  “He’s my canine and I’m not moving. So you can just go to Hel!”




  He grunted again and four more ekos came forward with their bows and surrounded the cage. They all took aim at Harry Two. I couldn’t be in four different places at once, so I ended up

  covering him entirely with my body.




  “Vega Jane!” shouted Delph, and he put his big body over both of us.




  Thorne drew closer to the bones, a dangerous smile playing over his lips. “There is a mile-long drop from a cliff when entering the Quag to get to my kingdom. How did you manage

  it?”




  My glance betrayed me. I looked past him, to the objects he’d taken.




  “I see,” he said. “Now, which one?” When I didn’t answer, he pointed at Luc while keeping his gaze directly upon me. “One grunt from me, Vega, and Delph is no

  more. I will add his bones to your cage. With his size, they’ll fill all the bloody gaps. Now, which one?”




  “Vega Jane, don’t,” shouted Delph.




  Thinking quickly, and already having sized up Thorne as vain and arrogant, I said, “I’m sure your secrets are far more amazing than my pitiful ones.”




  Thorne appraised me for about a sliver. “You know, I think you’ve hit on something there. I actually think it appropriate to show you how my mind works. Then you will understand that

  it is futile to resist me.”




  He grunted in rapid succession and the ekos sprang into action.




  The bone cage was opened, and with pokes and prods from swords and spears, we were herded out of it.




  Delph grew close to me and whispered, “He’s a mad ’un, Vega Jane.”




  “I know he is.”




  “We got to get out of here.”




  I nodded again, but I couldn’t think of a single way for us to accomplish it.




  Thorne led us down another passageway until we came to a far larger cave than the one we had left. I heard the sound of something pounding into rock long before we reached it. As we came into

  the space, I could barely believe my eyes.




  It was a mountain of rock underground. And swarming over it were little creatures in work clothes and sporting red woolen caps and high leather boots that covered most of their short legs.




  “The aforementioned gnomes,” said Thorne, pleasantly enough.




  The gnomes stopped what they were doing and turned as though hooked together, to stare down at us from their mountain.




  “Come closer,” said Thorne enticingly. “I’m sure our little friends would simply love to meet you.”




  Well, neither Delph nor I wanted to move closer and meet anything, but the prods in the back from the ekos forced the issue.




  When the gnomes came more fully into view, I flinched. It wasn’t just that their faces were deathly pale and prunish and evil-looking. It was their hands. Or, rather, where their hands

  should have been.




  Instead, they had long claws that looked as strong as metal. They were curved and deadly sharp, although they were covered in dirt from their work on the rock.




  Their lips curled back like attack canines, revealing yellowish-black teeth that were rotted and misshapen. I put a hand down in front of Harry Two because I was afraid he might go after them.

  And as strong and brave as he was, he would have no chance against a hundred gnomes with sabers for hands.




  Thorne grunted rapidly and the gnomes fell back as the armed ekos advanced on them. So, I thought, the gnomes were obviously kept in check by force.




  I glanced at Delph and could tell he was thinking the same thing.




  Thorne said, “Do you know what they’re mining off that rock?”




  I looked at him. “No.”




  He clapped his hands together and one of the gnomes ran off but was back in a jiffy, hefting a large bucket made of wood and encircled with metal bands.




  Thorne took it from him as the gnome respectfully swept off his cap and bowed. I could see that his hair was bushy and filthy. And from the smells wafting off the thing, I could tell that

  bathing did not occupy a sliver of the creature’s time.




  Thorne held up the bucket so that I could see inside. It was filled with blackish powder.




  “Still don’t know what it is?” asked the king in an amused tone.




  Delph answered, “Looks like morta powder.”




  Thorne seemed impressed. “Well, well, brains and brawn. But you’re not exactly right. It’s not yet morta powder, but it will be.” He pointed to the high rock the

  gnomes were working. “That stone has two of the three elements necessary to make the powder. The third is charcoal, which must come from trees on the Quag’s surface. I brought the

  requisite formula with me here, and the ekos, once I trained them up a bit, are delightfully efficient in doing the appropriate mixing, compression and other tasks necessary. Indeed, they are quite

  good at building many things.” He thrust the bucket back into the gnome’s claws and waved him off with a casual flick of his hand.




  The creature instantly obeyed, but as I kept my gaze on him, I could see him look back with a sullen expression as he clacked his claws ominously against the bucket’s side.




  Thorne clapped his hands, and the gnomes returned to their work. I marvelled at how rapidly they tore through the rock and dirt with their claws. They were like ants flitting through grains of

  sand.




  Thorne led the way down another passage. We arrived at a large, stout wooden door with a blackened iron keyhole. Thorne produced a key and opened it. We filed inside and as I saw what was there,

  I gasped.




  It was a large room, and from floor to ceiling, it was filled with mortas. Tall, short and even some in-between models I had never seen before. They were all shiny and looked in perfect working

  order.




  “You would need furnaces and Dactyls to make these,” I noted.




  “We have both,” replied Thorne. “Plus a great many other skilled ekos. They have proven themselves quite adaptable to my teachings.”




  Thorne walked over to a corner and patted a thick-barreled contraption that was bracketed by two wooden wheels. “We call this a cannon,” he said. He pointed to another section of

  wall, where many crates were stacked. “And powder and ammunition for the weapons.”




  Delph was staring upward at the shelves and stacks of shiny mortas.




  He said, “What d’ya need all these for?”




  But somehow I already knew the answer. “War,” I said. “You’re planning on going to war.” Thorne smiled, even as Delph exclaimed, “Cor blimey!” I added,

  “And you’re not going to war against beasts of the Quag.”




  Thorne shook his head and smiled even more broadly.




  “What would be the point?”




  I finished my horrible thought. “You’re going to war against Wormwood.”




  





  QUINQUE




  BLOOD FROM A STONE





  “WAR? AGAINST WORMWOOD?” exclaimed Delph. He stared over at Thorne like he wanted to rip him apart. “Are you

  mad?”




  Thorne gave him a withering look. “I can assure you that I am in full possession of my faculties.”




  Thorne’s statement had hit me as hard as a collision with a garm. I felt sick to my stomach. Through my mind flashed the horrors that would result from what Thorne was planning. My village

  of Wormwood, all the places I knew so well, Stacks, the Care, Steeples, Council building, Loons, and my old family home, all lay in ruin. And starker still, I saw piles of Wugmorts dead from morta

  wounds. Even mighty Thansius and magical Morrigone.




  Chiefly, though, I saw my brother, John, lying dead, his eyes frozen, his features still, his magnificent mind gone for all time.




  With cold dread but a steely resolve I turned to Thorne.




  “There is one problem,” I said firmly.




  Thorne studied me, his eyes crinkling and an arrogant smile playing over his lips. “Oh, you think so?” he asked. “Do tell.”




  “It’s a heavy problem,” I said cryptically, though I could tell he knew exactly what I meant.




  “Oh, yes, indeed it is,” replied Thorne. “You’ve laid the mallet directly on the nail head, Vega. I can see that you’ve inherited the brains of your grandfather.

  You’re thinking of the mile-long rise we will need to reach the top of that cliff, eh?”




  Delph said emphatically, “You can’t climb it. Not with all those mortas, cannon and ekos.”




  “Quite impossible,” agreed Thorne.




  “And ya can’t go to war without your bloody army,” Delph said, a triumphant look on his face.




  “Well, I won’t have to, will I?” said Thorne patronizingly. “Let me show you.”




  The room we now entered through a massive portal, which Thorne unlocked, was far larger than any we had seen so far. My gaze quickly flitted to what dominated even this enormous space.




  “What in the Hel is that thing?” gasped Delph.




  There was a huge structure, rectangular in shape and made of wood, that looked rigorously constructed. It reminded me of the water vessels fisher Wugs used back in Wormwood, only far larger. It

  could easily carry hundreds of ekos. Connected to its sides were long, stout ropes. But suspended over it, high in the air, was something that dwarfed even the mammoth wooden carrier. It was black

  and roughly the shape of a circle, though it was thinner at the base and wider at the top. The stout ropes from the wooden structure were connected to a frame that was in turn attached to this

  thing. It was flattened and suspended by other ropes from the high ceiling.




  “That, my fine Wug,” said Thorne, “is the culmination of many sessions of work.” He waved his hand at it. “It is, in fact, an aero ship.”




  Delph looked at him blankly. “An aero ship?”




  “It flies.” He pointed up. “Aero. Up there.”




  “How?” demanded Delph heatedly.




  I could feel waves of anger rising off him. I gripped Delph’s arm tightly and looked at him, trying to calm him before he did something we might all regret.




  Thorne motioned to the flattened, suspended object. “That is what I term a bladder. Once it is filled with heated air, the bladder will lift the underneath carriage quite easily. And I

  have fashioned certain controls that will allow me to guide its path. By my calculations, it will lift my army and all its equipment in a very few excursions. Then, we will make our way to

  Wormwood. Our triumphant march to Wormwood, rather.”




  “But how are you going to get this contraption out of here?”




  He pointed upward again. “Remember the hole you fell in? Well, we have dug up to the top there, though it’s well covered now. The hole we have fashioned is more than large enough for

  my aero ship to be launched through.”




  “Why do you want to attack Wormwood?” I asked fiercely. “You’re a Wug.”




  “Well, the truth is I didn’t choose to leave Wormwood. I was forced to leave.”




  “Really?” I snapped. “And you, such a nice bloke and all.”




  “Enough,” he barked, his mad eyes narrowing. “I’ve told and shown you all that I plan to. I require answers from you. And I will have them now!”




  He grunted several times and Luc brought over Destin, the Adder Stone and the glove. “It’s your turn to speak.” Thorne grunted once more and we were surrounded by

  bow-and-arrow-wielding ekos. Half took aim at Delph, the other half at Harry Two. I couldn’t defend them both at the same time. I had no choice.




  Delph gazed at me. I could tell he knew what I was going to do. He shook his head, but I ignored him. If I lost Delph, there would be no point going on anyway.




  “The chain allows one to fly. The stone can heal wounds.”




  He looked suitably intrigued, if a bit sceptical of my words.




  “Indeed? And the glove?”




  “I had the pair but I lost one when we were running from beasts in the Quag. It has no powers,” I added, which was perfectly true.




  “Well, let’s try one out, shall we?” he said.




  He grunted a few more times, each one louder and more authoritative than its predecessor. Several ekos shot forward and picked me up clean off the ground.




  “Stop!” shouted Delph, but he and Harry Two were instantly surrounded by a wall of armed ekos.




  I shouted, “It’ll be OK, Delph.” I knew what I was going to do.




  The ekos carried me back into the room where the mountain of rock and the miner gnomes were located. Thorne followed us, as did Delph and Harry Two, at the sword ends of the trailing ekos.




  Thorne tossed the chain to me. “Now prove your statement,” he said.




  I wrapped the chain around me even as the ekos clambered up the mountain of rock, carrying me all the way to the top. They were strong and their grasses scratched and irritated my skin. We

  reached a ledge at the very top of the rock. The ekos set me down. I heard grunts from below. Thorne was obviously giving his final instructions. The git needn’t have bothered. I wasn’t

  going to wait to be forced off the ledge.




  When a pair of ekos reached out to me, I pushed them away so hard they fell back against the rock wall. “Bugger off!” I cried out.




  I looked down at Thorne with as much defiance as I could possibly muster, which wasn’t hard.




  And then I jumped.




  I plummeted straight downward. I looked at no one other than Thorne. I wanted him to see the revulsion on my face. He looked stunned, which ordinarily would have made me smile. But my anger was

  such that all I could do was stare daggers at him as I fell. At the last instant, I lifted my head and shoulders and pointed my arms upward. I soared over them and then lifted up, up, up, until I

  landed back neatly on the ledge.




  The ekos all drew away from me.




  I looked triumphantly at Thorne.




  He smacked his hands several times by way of applause and then beckoned me to join him below. I jumped once more and landed nimbly right next to him.




  He looked at me slyly. “From where did you come by such a remarkable thing as that?”




  “You know Stacks?” He nodded. “It has rooms that are secret. I found it there.”




  He looked lost in thought for a moment. “And Stacks was not always what it is now.”




  “That’s right. Did Julius Domitar tell you that?”




  “Alas, Domitar and I did not see eye to eye on much.”




  “Well, my respect for him just increased a hundredfold.”




  “You would do well to hold your tongue, Vega,” he said, sounding dangerous. He pointed to Delph. “Say you are sorry for disrespecting me.”




  “I’m sorry.” However, my stubborn features, I know, betrayed this as a lie.




  “There is a price to be paid for lying to King Thorne.”




  He grunted to the group of ekos and before I could react, it happened.




  One of the ekos shot an arrow into Delph’s thigh. He screamed and toppled to the rocky ground, holding on to the shaft that had suddenly sprouted from his limb.




  “Delph,” I screamed.




  I rushed to him. Blood was pouring out of him far too fast. I ripped off part of my sleeve and used it to try and stanch the bleeding. But it kept streaming out. Delph’s face turned chalk

  white and he stopped screaming. He sank flat to the floor.




  Harry Two stood in front of us both, his fangs bared as though daring any of the ekos to come closer.




  “Oh, Vega?”




  I turned to look at Thorne. He was casually holding up the Adder Stone.




  “Might you want to try this? Your purported healing rock?”




  Now I knew why he had Delph shot. As a way to prove that what I had said about the Adder Stone was true. As well as to punish me for my disrespect.




  I held up my hand. “Toss it here, quickly.”




  “Sorry, I don’t think that was quite what I was looking for,” he said smoothly, his manner unhurried.




  Swallowing both my pride and anger, I said in a pleading voice, “Please, King Thorne, might I have the Stone to help my friend? Please, O King?”




  “Now, that’s better. See what a bit of respect and politeness can manage?”




  He threw the Stone to me. I caught it and instantly waved it over Delph’s leg, thinking good thoughts. Not only did the wound heal, the arrow slid free from his thigh and dropped to the

  rock without a smidge of his blood on it.




  Delph’s breathing returned to normal, though he was still deathly pale. He slowly rose from the floor.




  “’Tis OK, Vega Jane,” he said, but the fear was evident in his eyes. “Thanks for doing the Stone over me.”




  In a breathless voice I said, “Don’t thank me, Delph. It was my fault you got shot.”




  When I turned, Thorne was right next to me.




  “What did you have to do to cause such a cure?” he asked.




  “Don’t tell him, Vega Jane,” shouted Delph. I looked over at him. Again, I had no choice. A dozen arrows would be flying at Delph if I didn’t.




  “You wave the Stone over the wound and think good thoughts.”




  “Does it work on all living things?” he asked eagerly.




  I knew why he asked this. He would want it to heal the ekos in case any were injured during his attack on Wormwood.




  “I’ve used it on my canine.”




  “Can it bring back the dead?”




  “No,” I said emphatically. “Nor can it regrow limbs that have been lost. I tried that once and it didn’t work.”




  “Pity,” he said, snatching the Stone from me. “But still, it has its uses, I’ll grant you that. You will of course teach me how to fly with the chain.”




  I was about to scream out, The bloody Hel I will, you king of the gits, but I refrained. I might just take an arrow to the head. “It will take time,” I said evenly.

  “It’s not easy to train someone up to fly.”




  “Well, it’s not like you’re going anywhere. Ever again.”




  Despite the clear menace behind his words, I breathed a bit easier, though I didn’t let my features express this. At least we would be allowed to live, until we could figure out a way to

  escape this place.




  Thorne made sure to pocket the Stone and the ring.




  He did not, however, take the glove. When he wasn’t looking, I slipped it into my cloak. From out of the corner of my eye, I caught a gnome staring at me as I did this. It was the same

  bandy-legged creature that had fetched the bucket for Thorne. At first, I thought he was going to tell on me, but he just looked at me stonily before turning away to jabber with one of his

  mates.




  I marched along behind Thorne with Delph and Harry Two at our heels and the brigade of armed ekos bringing up the rear.




  Delph whispered, “Why’d you tell him about the bleeding Stone? And show him what Destin can do?”




  “Delph, he would have killed you if I hadn’t.”




  “So?”




  I was so stunned I stopped walking. A prod in the back from an ekos made me start up again, but I looked at Delph in astonishment.




  “You wanted to die?”




  “I want you to survive, to get through this here place.”




  “I’m not getting through it without you,” I replied heatedly.




  “I’m not that important, Vega Jane. Not really. You’re the one what needs to live. Like the female what gave you the Elemental said.”




  “Not important?” I hissed back. “You’re all I’ve got, Delph. I can’t go through the Quag without you. I won’t.”




  His face grew red and he looked away. I knew Delph so well that I understood he was searching for the right words to say back to me.




  “Well, neither will I,” he said. “Both or nothing, eh?”




  “Yes.”




  He drew closer to me. “Then what I’d do is get him up high-like with Destin and when the bloke least expects it, drop the prat.”




  I nodded slowly. This plan was certainly tempting. But if we killed the king, what might his minions do to us?




  Thorne led us back to the room where we had dined. Lit torches still lined the wall. He sat at the table, drew a knife, sliced open his finger and then waved the Stone over it and, I supposed,

  thought good thoughts. The wound instantly healed.




  He smiled. “We will begin the flight lessons next light,” he said. “You will be taken back to the cage until then.”




  Thorne was intelligent, crafty, vain and mercurial. A difficult combination to corral, but I needed to try. “Surely you have sufficient guards to watch over us without resorting to

  that,” I said. “You’ll be invading Wormwood soon enough with your mighty legions. Compared to that, I doubt that the three of us will pose much of a challenge. We are totally in

  your power.”
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