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A PLACE CALLED TRUE
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We landed invisible, on the cobbles, and were nearly killed.


Petra Sonnet cried out, Delph Delphia grunted in surprise, my canine, Harry Two, yipped and I, Vega Jane, jerked back on the magical tether holding us all together, as a deafening contraption charged past us.


It was boxy and made of metal and had doors with windows on either side. It also had what looked like four wagon wheels, but the infernal thing was moving of its own accord with no sleps pulling it.


It was puffing and wheezing, with what sounded like metal clanking on metal, and in a few moments, it turned the corner and vanished from our view.


Delph looked at me, his face pale. ‘What was that?’


I shook my head because I had no idea what it was. Rattled, I scratched Harry Two’s remaining ear.


We all had scars from our journey across the Quag.


Delph’s arm had been burned and blackened.


Harry Two had lost an ear.


Petra had injured her hand.


And I had the mark of the three hooks on the back of my hand. It had magically burned on my skin by some unknown means.


I was about to return us to visibility by spinning my ring round when a pair of males appeared, both of them cloaked.


We froze, each holding our breath.


‘You sure it was from here?’ the taller of them asked the other.


The male nodded.


My mind was whirling. These were the blokes we had seen earlier, after escaping the Quag. How could they have followed us?


I glanced at Delph and Petra. They looked as terrified as I felt.


I pointed to the right and we shuffled off round the corner.


We set our tucks down and I whispered, ‘They followed us. How?’


Petra shook her head. But Delph said, ‘You reckon they can detect magic? Because you done that to get us here.’ He pointed to the magical tethers that kept us all invisible.


I looked down at my wand like it had just bitten me. Could that be true?


Delph said, ‘Look.’ He was pointing to the right. Down the cobbles at the very end of the street was a tall building made of stone and brick and timbers. I stared up at its highest point.


‘Steeples,’ I said in wonder.


‘It’s got a bell too,’ said Delph. ‘Me dad said Steeples had a bell once, before it broke.’


‘Steeples?’ said Petra, looking confused.


‘The place back in Wormwood where Wugmorts would go to listen to Ezekiel the Sermonizer telling us to be good while scaring us half to death with tales of how badly our lives would turn out regardless of what we did,’ I explained.


At night Steeples had always been empty. This building might be the same.


We shouldered our tucks and crept along the cobbles until we came to the double wooden doors of the entrance.


There was a sign next to it.


‘Saint Necro’s,’ I read. I glanced at Delph. ‘What do you reckon that means?’


‘Dunno, do I?’ he replied. ‘Never heard-a no Saint Necro. Alls I know is Steeples.’


I tried the doors but they were locked. I pointed my wand at the heavy wrought-iron lock and was about to whisper ‘Ingressio’ when Delph grabbed my arm.


‘Magic,’ he said warningly.


I nodded and slowly lowered my wand.


Then Petra noticed a window on the side. ‘It’s not locked.’


Delph boosted her up first and she slid through. I followed. Delph lifted Harry Two through the opening and into my arms, and then he brought up the rear.


We were inside a vast chamber that was far larger than Steeples, though it had similar brightly coloured windows, rows of seats and a raised area up front where sermons were no doubt given. I wondered whether the sermonizer who spoke here was as depressing as Ezekiel. Petra said in a hushed tone, ‘Where do we go now?’


I pointed to a set of stone stairs. ‘Let’s see what’s up that way.’


‘Why not down?’ said Petra, pointing to another set of stairs that apparently led to a lower floor.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Up is better.’


She gave me a sceptical look, but I didn’t wait for her approval. I walked over to the stairs with Harry Two beside me. Delph and Petra hurried after us.


That’s when we heard the footsteps at the entrance.


We ducked down between two sets of pews as I heard someone say, ‘Ingressio.’


The doors flew open.


I lifted my head a bit so I could see over the backs of the pews. It was the same two cloaked figures.


But this was impossible. I hadn’t used magic before they got here. How could they be—


I looked down at the mark on my hand. Was it that?


As the footsteps drew closer, I heard one of the males say, ‘Are you sure?’


I peered over the edge again in time to see the other bloke hold up his wand. ‘See for yourself,’ he said.


The wand was glowing. He spun round to face where we were hiding.


‘There!’ he snapped. He pointed his wand and said, ‘Infernus!’


‘Embattlemento!’ I instantly cried out.


His blast of fire ricocheted off my shield spell and he had to duck to avoid being incinerated.


The second bloke rushed forward, casting spell after spell our way, each more powerful than the last.


Petra cast a shield spell as well, and his magic rebounded off it and smashed into the pews, destroying them.


Spells were now being cast so quickly I could barely follow them.


Glass shattered. Wooden pews disintegrated, and a small statue exploded when hit by a glancing blow from a rebounding spell. I had never been in such a battle as fast and fierce as this one. Though we were still invisible, we were in terrible danger of being killed simply by being in this confined space.


I was hurling spells so quickly I could barely remember thinking of the incantation before sending it off. When I glanced at Petra, I saw both terror and fury in her eyes. Somehow, this filled me with resolve.


I slid on my belly, squeezed under a pew, came up behind the bloke and said, ‘Impacto.’ He was blasted off his feet and flung against a wall.


But the bloke rebounded off it, turned and fired multiple spells in my general direction. I ducked, then threw myself over a pew. I turned in time to see Delph get slammed against another pew.


I heard Petra cry out as she was hurled over another pew, crashing on the floor.


I whirled round on the same bloke and fired every spell I could think of, but he was deflecting them left and right. My arm was growing weary, and Petra had not recovered enough to help me. When a spell hit so close to my head that it made me dizzy, I ducked under a pew for a moment to catch my breath and clear my senses.


When I looked back up I almost cheered as I saw Delph slam into the male, lift him up, turn him upside down and pile drive him into the floor. I had seen Delph use that same move in the Duelum back in Wormwood. The bloke went limp.


The next instant a light shot right past my face, hit the wall behind me and knocked a hole in it. The spell knocked me head over heels and broke the magical tether keeping the others invisible.


‘Got you!’ roared the other bloke who had shot at me as he pointed his wand right at Delph’s exposed chest.


Before I could regain my feet and aim my wand, a voice called out, ‘Subservio.’


Petra’s spell hit the bloke square on. He instantly went rigid and his wand hand dropped. He simply stood there, looking blankly ahead.


We rose on shaky legs and approached him.


‘Thanks, Pet, you saved me,’ said Delph weakly.


‘That was quick thinking, Petra,’ I said.


She let out a long breath. ‘I’m . . . I’m just glad it worked.’


Delph pointed at the wand still held in the bloke’s hand.


I stared down at it, stunned.


Etched on his brightly glowing wand was the mark of the three hooks! The same mark that had been burned on to my hand. The mark on the wand was pulsing as though it was alive.


Delph said, ‘That’s how they found us. Your mark, it must give off a signal.’


I nodded. But what was I to do? I couldn’t very well cut off my hand.


‘Vega Jane, your glove!’ said Delph.


‘My what?’ I said distractedly.


‘Your glove. It has powerful magic. See if it can block the signal.’


I plunged my hand into my cloak pocket and pulled out the glove Alice Adronis had given me in order to handle the Elemental, which was now also my wand.


I hastily pulled on the glove, covering the mark.


I looked at the fellow’s wand and breathed a sigh of relief. The mark of the three hooks was gone from it and the wand was no longer glowing.


‘That was brilliant!’ said Petra to Delph.


I saw him smile.


‘It was very smart of you, Delph.’ I turned, pointed my wand at the unconscious bloke, and removed any memory he might have had of this. I did the same with his mate. Next, Petra and I repaired the damage to the building.


Finally, I turned the ring back round, attached the magical tethers, and we became invisible once more. It was only then that I released the blokes who had attacked us from the spell.


They both looked around.


One said, ‘What the blazes are we doing here?’


The other fellow shook his head. ‘Last thing I remember I was in me bed. And that’s where I’m going back to,’ he added.


He turned and left. His mate gave the place one more searching look and joined him, shutting the doors behind him.


I let out a long breath. ‘Now let’s go and find a proper place to hide.’


The long winding staircase carried us upward. It would, I was sure, lead all the way to the bell tower. But I stopped short of that. There was a door to the right. I tried it. Locked. I pulled out my wand, and a moment later the door opened.


I had grown accustomed to being able to do things like this, but I never wanted to take it for granted. I had come to completely adore being a sorceress!


Inside the room were old leather trunks. There was also a window, just as I’d hoped.


I closed the door behind us and locked it. I pointed to the window. ‘When the light comes, we can watch the goings-on down there. Get the lay of the land. In the meantime, we should get some sleep. We’ll take turns keeping watch.’


I offered to take the first watch, and the others settled down on the floor, with their tucks as their pillows. We had retrieved some blankets that were stacked neatly in a corner, for the floor was hard and the room was cool.


I took up watch by the window for a bit with Harry Two lying next to me. I didn’t see any movement down below. In the distance I thought I heard a long, high whistle of sorts, but I couldn’t be too sure of that, for the sound carried strangely up here.


I finally turned to some of the trunks and, trying to remain as quiet as possible so I wouldn’t wake the others, I started searching them, hoping they would give us some idea as to the place we were now in.


The first trunk was filled with clothes. Trousers, coats, shirts, shoes and frocks. Even some hats. They were of a style, cut and material I had never seen. I pulled them out. If we were going to fit into this place, whatever it was, we had to dress like the others who were here.


I put these aside and opened the next trunk. When I saw what was in there I felt like I had happened upon a treasure trove.


Books! I pulled a number of them out, sat on my haunches and, using the conjured light from my wand, began to look through them.


The first few books were filled with what seemed to be sermons that someone like Ezekiel would deliver. However, the next book was far more interesting and potentially useful.


It was entitled A Book of True.


True, I quickly came to learn, was the name of the place we were in. There were words in the book that I had never seen before: years, horse, man, woman, church and motor being among them. Fortunately, there were accompanying pictures. Thus I learned that man and woman were like our male and female, and both were referred to as people, not Wugmorts.


My education continued. A horse was our slep. A canine was a dog. Sessions translated to years, which were divided up into twelve months, and the twelve months were divided up into something called days. Slivers were minutes. Sixty of those minutes represented something called an hour. The church was the place we were currently in. And a motor was the contraption we had seen rumbling along.


Oh, and there was something called the morning, which apparently was when the sun was coming up, and the rest of the light was called the day. And the Noc was called the moon.


I leaned back against the coolness of the stone and repeated these words over and over. I didn’t know that learning a new language would be required here, but why not? Everything about this journey had been totally unpredictable. Just because we had escaped the Quag, that simple rule needn’t change.


If we wanted to fit in here, we couldn’t very well go around this place calling horses ‘sleps’ and the moon ‘the Noc’.


As I continued to read, I learned that True had experienced several centuries (each century is one hundred sessions!) of peace, following some difficult periods of war and uncertainty. There were pictures of Wugs – or people – engaged in fun activities with their youngs, who were called children. I looked at the illustrations of the smiling children and wondered how that fit with what I had been told about the ruthlessness and savagery of the Maladons, the magical race that Astrea Prine had told us had beaten her kind in a great war. Presumably the Maladons now ruled this place.


Unless . . . perhaps these people had fought and overthrown the Maladons? If so, they must be magical. How else could they have beaten the powerful sorcery the Maladons supposedly possessed? After all, they had thrashed my kind, who were powerfully magical in their own right.


And most telling of all, I believed we had run into a pair of Maladons twice already. So they were here. It was truly puzzling.


I continued to read and learn as much as I could.


I gazed at the picture of the motor and marvelled how it could move without sleps, or horses, pulling it. Had it been created by magic?


Before I knew it, the sun was coming up outside. I had forgotten to awaken Delph or Petra to take over my watch. But I was not tired in the least. My head was filled with all this new information; my mind was swirling with questions and possibilities. But mostly questions, I had to admit.


I moved back over to the window and looked out. With the sun coming up, I could see things quite clearly now. True was larger than it had appeared last night. I could see spires of many buildings in the distance. Wugmorts – I caught myself – people were emerging from buildings. I waved my wand and muttered, ‘Crystilado magnifica.’ Instantly, I was seeing all of this as though it were inches from my face.


Fortunately, the people looked like us at least; otherwise it would be awfully hard for us to fit in. And their clothes looked like the ones I had pilfered from the trunk. Again, a good thing. But we might stand out anyway. We were three strangers with a canine. How would we explain our presence here?


A clattering sound caught my attention, and in my magnified line of sight came another motor speeding down the cobbles. It was followed by a second, which looked different – it was bigger, with different levels, and had more people riding in it. They rode in one lower and one upper level. At one corner the bigger motor stopped and some people got off and others got on. On the side was a sign that read TRUE TRANSPORT. This must be how they moved from one place to another, I thought.


‘Blimey!’


I whirled round to find Delph and Petra staring over my shoulder.


‘You didn’t wake us to take a watch,’ said Petra disapprovingly.


‘I thought I’d just let you sleep,’ I replied.


Delph said, ‘Vega Jane, you can’t do this alone. I know I can’t do magic, but I didn’t fight my way across the Quag to be useless!’


Delph never talked to me that way and his words cut into me like a hurled blade. I composed myself and said, ‘You’re right, Delph. But I’ve learned quite a lot actually.’


I took some time showing them the clothes and the books and telling them of the new words I had learned, like people and dogs and morning and horses and motors. They took it all in, though I could tell they were even more overwhelmed by it than I had been.


Then I heard Delph’s belly rumbling.


It was then that I realized I was starving. I looked in my tuck to find that my larder was basically empty. Delph and Petra did the same, with similar results.


Harry Two looked hungry, but then he always did.


‘Here.’ I handed them the clothes I had found. We swiftly dressed and put our old clothes and boots along with the spare new items in our tucks. I slipped the book on True into my coat pocket.


Petra said, ‘But what now? We can’t go outside, can we?’


‘I’ve seen lots and lots of Wu—’ I stopped. ‘I mean I’ve seen lots of people coming and going. And almost never did I see one of them hail another. I think this place is far larger than we initially thought. If there are lots of blokes around, then maybe, in our new clothes, we can blend in with them.’


‘But what about Harry Two?’ asked Delph.


‘You saw the pictures of canines – I mean dogs – in the book. I’ve seen four people walking ca—’ I stopped again, frustrated by having to learn a new language so quickly. ‘DOGS!’


Delph said, probably equally frustrated, ‘Can we speak Wugish for now?’


I nodded. ‘Yes, but we can’t when we’re dealing with blokes from here. We have to start thinking in their language, Delph. Since only those from Wormwood are Wugs, we have to call the blokes here people.’


‘That makes sense,’ he replied.


‘Maybe best we say nothing at all, till we hear some of them blokes talk,’ suggested Petra.


‘That’s a good idea,’ I replied, giving her a smile. I wanted to like and trust Petra, I really did. And if she turned out to be a Maladon, I hoped I could kill her before she killed me.


Delph nodded. ‘All right, then. But how will we get food? We got nothing to pay with.’


‘We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,’ I said gamely.


I returned us to visibility and we headed downstairs.


I had just opened the front doors when a voice cried out.


‘Oi! What in blazes are you lot doing here?’


I didn’t even look for the source.


As we had so often done in the Quag, we ran for it.
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THE ABSENCE OF EVIL
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We sprinted as hard as we could, turning corner after corner until we stopped, hunched over, breathless.


‘W-what-wh-who was that?’ Delph finally got out.


I shook my head. ‘D-dunno. But he saw us for s-sure.’


Petra drew in one long replenishing breath and said, ‘He was some bloke in a long black cloak with a white collar round his neck. Older, grey hair. He had some papers in his hand. Maybe he works there. Doubt he was there last night or else he would have heard all the fighting.’


I looked at her admiringly. She’d had the good sense to look at who had yelled at us. I had just run.


‘We’d best budge along,’ said Delph nervously.


I followed his gaze to see folks on the cobbles staring at us as they walked by. Some were on two-wheeled things that were propelled along – at least it seemed – by their feet. Strapped to the front of the contraption, where the rider placed their hands, was a wire basket to carry things. I had seen a picture of this in the book too. It was called a bicycle.


We darted across the cobbles only to almost be hit by a motor. The male behind the wheel raised a fist at us, and a great honking sound, like an enraged goose, blasted out.


My heart beating painfully fast, I turned left and we trooped single file to another corner, where I turned right. And stopped.


Wugs – I mean people – were queued up outside a shop. I knew why. The most wonderful smells were coming from within. My belly rumbled.


‘Blimey,’ said Delph, staring up at the sign over the shop.


‘Caspian’s Creations.’ He looked at me. ‘What you reckon that is?’


I said, ‘I reckon it’s a place to eat. Look.’


There was a window in the front of the shop and we could see people seated round neatly spaced wooden tables. They had plates and cups and saucers in front of them and were chomping away using shiny metal knives and forks and spoons.


‘Reminds me of the Starving Tove back in Wormwood,’ said Delph.


‘Reminds me’a nothing,’ declared Petra. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’


Her tone and look were of absolute wonder. It made me think, not for the first time, that as bad as I had had it in Wormwood, it was but nothing compared to what Petra had endured living in the Quag.


Delph and Harry Two’s face and snout, respectively, were pressed against the glass as they peered longingly inside. Behind a wooden counter there were males and females in aprons filling – I supposed – orders of customers. Behind them I could see other folks dressed in white shirts and aprons, labouring over stoves and pots and pans. Piled high in wire baskets on the counter were loaves of bread and stacks of pastries and chocolates. On racks next to them were cakes and pies and . . . the most delectable puddings. My head was spinning.


I could see paper and coin exchanging hands between those behind the counter and the customers. With sinking spirits, I saw that it looked very different from Wormwood coin.


Delph had evidently seen what I had because he said, ‘You reckon we can find something to do to earn some proper coin so we can buy food?’


I heard a noise and looked round.


A large motor had pulled to a stop in front of the shop. The metal grille had a name etched on it: ZEPHYER.


There was a bloke in front behind the wheel, and there was a bloke way in the back. He was dressed in very fine clothes indeed. He wore a tall black hat. His nose was red and bulbous.


He yelled at the fellow in front, who jumped out and came swiftly round to the back.


The window came down and the bloke with the high hat could be heard clearly.


‘Go on, Wainwright. I don’t have time to eat a proper breakfast and that’s your fault. Get my usual, immediately. I can eat along the way.’


The male called Wainwright, who was dressed in knee-high brown boots, a jacket with lots of shiny buttons and a hard-sided cap with goggles wrapped round it, said pleadingly, ‘But, sir, there is a very long queue.’


‘That is not my problem, is it? Here, take the money.’


I watched as he opened a brown leather pouch he’d taken from his coat pocket. He withdrew a piece of paper and a few coins. This must be money. From here I could see that he had more paper and more coins in the large pouch.


These were the moments in my life where clear choices could be made. Do it or don’t do it. Often, the decision was difficult. This time, it was easy.


The bloke obviously had far too much money. I was just going to relieve him of a bit, and he’d be none the wiser.


I looked round and slowly withdrew my wand, hiding it inside my coat sleeve.


‘Delph,’ I said, out of the side of my mouth, ‘I need another one of your little distractions.’


‘What?’ He glanced from me to the bloke in the motor. ‘Oh, right.’


He looked around for a moment and then cried out, in his deep, carrying voice, ‘Oi, look at that!’


Everyone within earshot glanced sharply that way, including the two blokes at the long motor.


‘Rejoinda some of the, uh, money stuff in that bloke’s pouch,’ I muttered under my breath.


Some paper and coins shot from the pouch, zipped past the chin of the fellow in uniform, who was looking across the cobbles like everyone else, and landed neatly in my other hand.


I slipped the paper and coin into my pocket and we joined the queue.


‘That’s stealing, ain’t it, Vega Jane?’ admonished Delph.


Petra said, ‘So what? It’s how me and Lack survived in the Quag all that time.’


‘We’re not in the Quag now, are we?’ countered Delph sternly.


‘Do you want to eat or not?’ I said.


Well, that shut him up good and proper.


We finally made it inside the shop and stepped up to the counter.


A female in a long white apron with a matching cap faced us. Her skin was paler than mine and her eyes were large and round. Her long black hair was pulled back into a knot at the nape of her neck.


‘What would you like, dearie?’


‘Um, what do you have?’ I said timidly.


She pointed to a board on the wall that listed lots of things. ‘All that there, plus what you see on the counter.’


Petra said boldly, ‘What do you like the best?’


The female smiled, looked at her and said in a low voice, ‘Well, I must admit, number four is my absolute favourite.’


‘Sounds good,’ I said. ‘For the three of us.’


She looked down and saw Harry Two. ‘Dogs outside, please. He’s a cute one, though. What do you call him?’


‘Um, Harry.’ I figured telling her his real name would only prompt questions I didn’t want to answer.


‘Why, the poor thing’s gone and lost most of an ear,’ she noted, clucking sympathetically.


‘I know. He, uh, got into a fight with another cani— dog.’


From the corner of my eye I saw Delph tug down the sleeve that covered his blackened arm and Petra slipping her injured hand into her pocket.


I quickly led Harry Two outside and told him to wait by the window. Then I went back inside and paid for our food. The female gave me back some other paper and a few coins and I put them away in my coat pocket.


‘That’s an odd glove, dearie. And just the one too,’ she observed.


My throat constricted a bit. ‘My mum gave it to me. I lost the other. But I keep it on for her.’


‘Well, ain’t that nice of you. I’ve got three daughters of me own, you know.’


I smiled weakly and hurried off.


A group of blokes left their table and we took it. When our food came, I took a portion out to Harry Two.


When I rejoined Delph and Petra, my gaze caught and held on her.


She was staring down at her meal like it was the most beautiful sight she had ever laid eyes on: scrambled eggs and bacon and fat sausages and warm buttered bread and hot tea and porridge topped off with a pile of kippers.


She caught me looking and her face reddened. I reached out and took her hand.


‘I know what it’s like to be hungry. But I was never hungry like you and Lack were. So I say eat up and enjoy a very fine meal.’


She smiled. For the next ten slivers all we did was eat, swallow and drink.


Delph mumbled between mouthfuls, ‘Looks like the food ain’t so different here.’


Petra glanced at him. ‘Maybe for you. I’ve never had such a feast in all my life.’


I saw that she was fumbling with the fork, knife and spoon. I cut up a sausage slowly, so that she could copy me.


When our bellies were full, we rose and made our way out. Harry Two had long since finished his meal and was relieving himself against a corner of a building.


‘What now?’ asked Petra. ‘We should have a look around.’


‘We find a place to stay,’ I said firmly. They’d both slept all night but I hadn’t.


We began walking.


‘Where do you reckon the Maladons are, Vega Jane?’ Delph asked.


‘Are we sure there are Maladons here?’ asked Petra.


‘Who in the blazes do you think those two blokes were last night?’ I snapped. I was worried. I’d thought the Maladons would be easy to spot because they would be hideous in figure and murderous of temper. The blokes last night just looked like everyone else in True. That was a scary thought – not knowing who the Maladons were until they pulled their wands.


Delph looked at all the bustling activity.


‘It don’t look like what I thought it would,’ he remarked.


Delph was exactly right about that. We had been told that the Maladons were evil.


So why did everyone look happy and . . . free?


We walked around True for a while. Every corner revealed something new and different to see. The large double-decked motors I had seen from the church window carried folks where they wanted to go. They paid coin, or money rather, for the ride.


We watched folks walk in and out of buildings. Many carried packages and bags, and some had youngs in tow or in their arms. Some pushed around baskets on wheels that had very young youngs inside of them swathed in blankets.


I inwardly sighed. Not youngs. Children. I couldn’t help but think of my family. My parents, my brother, John, and I would often take walks together. I remembered my father’s strong grip, my mother’s loving smile and my brother’s curiosity about all things. Tears prickled my eyes. I noticed Petra watching me curiously.


‘Let’s budge along,’ I said.


There were blokes on some corners holding stacks of papers and calling out, ‘Warehouse fire blamed on lax hygiene.’ Then other blokes would take one of the papers in exchange for some money. I had no idea what any of it meant.


Some hurried along and others moved more slowly. There were males in shiny uniforms with lots of brass buttons standing in the middle of the cobbles, directing the motors where to go and whether to stop and start.


There were males wearing aprons selling food and drink to passers-by. Children rushing around and exhausting their mothers and fathers. Folks chatting as Wugs did back in Wormwood.


But the thing I wasn’t seeing disturbed me most of all.


Where was the MAGIC?


Aside from the pair last night, I had seen nary a wand nor a spell cast. There were no evil creatures to battle.


But those blokes from last night could do magic. They had very nearly killed us. I was convinced they were Maladons. How else would they have been able to track the mark on my hand? So how did that murderous presence, which we had expected, match up with the serene world we were seeing now?


I scratched my head. The whole thing was sixes and sevens as far as I was concerned.


‘Uh, Vega Jane,’ muttered Delph, ‘I think a bloke is following us.’


I forced myself to keep looking ahead.


‘Why do you think that?’ I asked nervously.


Petra answered, ‘Because he’s been behind us since we left the place where we ate. Don’t you use your eyes?’


I shot her an angry glance, but I was upset with myself. If Delph and Petra had noticed this, why hadn’t I?


I crossed to the other side of the cobbles, quickly enough that Delph and Petra had to hustle to catch up. I turned to look back at them, but really I looked at the fellow behind us.


It wasn’t hard to spot him. He was short and plump and he was hustling across the street, his gaze locked on us. He wore a matching jacket and trousers with a white shirt, a long strand of red material round his collar and an oddly shaped hat that I had seen other males here wearing.


‘What do we do now?’ asked Petra as we hurried along.


I looked ahead. There was little alley coming up. ‘Down here.’


As soon as we turned into the alley, I pulled out my wand, conjured the lasso, attached it to the others and then turned my ring backwards. Invisible, we moved back against the brick wall of the alley and waited.


We didn’t have to wait long.


The bloke came hurtling into the narrow space and then stopped dead, looking up and down the alley.


He ran down the alley until he reached the end. He looked left and right; then he hustled back to where we all stood watching him.


He took something out of his pocket, lit it with a match and blew smoke out of his nostrils as he tapped his shiny shoe against the cobbles and rubbed his chin.


My fingers loosely gripped my wand. Round my waist, Destin, a chain that, among other things, allowed me to fly, hugged me a bit tighter.


Petra had her wand at the ready too. She looked intent and not even slightly afraid.


I turned back to our pursuer. If this bloke was a Maladon, he didn’t look remotely dangerous. Even pathetic Cletus Loon from Wormwood could take the little twerp if need be.


He finished his smoke, crushed it underfoot with the heel of his shoe and, giving the alley one more penetrating look, turned and left. We waited a bit to make sure he was gone good and proper, and then I reversed the ring and lifted the spell of the conjured lasso.


‘Who you reckon that bloke was?’ asked Delph.


‘A spy for the Maladons, maybe,’ I said. ‘Only . . . if he were magical, you’d think he would have used his wand to find us in here.’


‘Aye, that’s a right good point,’ said Delph, looking impressed by my logic.


‘But that means that the Maladons may control this place and use some of the folks here to help them. Even if they can’t do magic, they’re our enemies.’


Delph looked unnerved by this. ‘So everybody here might be against us?’


‘It’s possible, Delph,’ I said.


As I continued to gaze around, something struck me. Everyone here looked very different from one another. I know that blokes look different from other blokes. But back in Wormwood, Wugs all looked pretty much the same. Same general facial features, hair colour and pale skin. Morrigone with her blood-red hair was really the sole outlier. Here I was seeing features and skin colour I’d never seen before. Black and brown and skin far paler than mine.


‘Well, we’re strangers here,’ said Petra, interrupting my thoughts. ‘That prat who chased us from the church might have told others about us. So if these Maladons are smart, they’ll send more blokes after us. We can’t stay invisible forever.’


‘Aye, that’s a right good point too,’ said Delph, gazing admiringly at Petra.


‘So what do we do now?’ Petra asked.


They both looked at me – or all three of them did if you counted Harry Two, which I always did.


I thought quickly. ‘We still need to find another place to hide. Until dark.’


‘OK, but where?’ said Petra.


It was then that we heard a great roaring sound.


‘Come on,’ I said.


We rushed off over the cobbles in the direction of the racket, finally coming out into an enormous square filled with folk rushing hither and thither.


That’s when we saw it. A long metal thing all strung together. It had windows and there were people inside it. At the head was a huge black contraption that made the motors we’d seen look positively puny by comparison.


Smoke belched out of what looked to be a metal chimneystack as it roared along, then slowed and disappeared behind a large building.


I looked at the others and we raced towards the building.


From inside I could hear a voice boom out, ‘The 9:10 express train to Greater True, boarding now. The 9:10 express train to Greater True. All authorized persons, please make your way. And ladies and gentlemen, and the kiddies too, mind the divide between the train and the station platform.’


Delph said, ‘Express train?’


‘Seems to be a way that people get about,’ I said slowly.


Petra said, ‘Greater True? What’s that?’


I said, ‘Greater means bigger. So, like True, but bigger?’


But something the voice had said was bothering me.


Who were these authorized persons?


I stared up at the brick building that this express train had apparently pulled into. The sign on it read TRUE TRAIN STATION.


My gaze ran over the large facade.


‘I think we’ve just found our hiding place,’ I said.


‘What, with all these blokes?’ said Petra sceptically.


‘That’s kind of the point,’ I shot back. ‘Let’s go.’
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The train station was a cavernous place, even bigger inside than it had looked from the outside. It was filled with people carrying bags, rushing about. There weren’t this many Wugs in all of Wormwood.


On one wall was a large sign. On it were the names of I supposed places, and next to them were numbers. People would stop and stare up at it, glance at timekeepers wrapped round their wrists and then scurry on.


‘It’s a schedule,’ opined Delph. ‘Tells the people where the trains are going and when. We had something like that back at the Mill.’


I nodded. It was still so shocking that a place like this could exist right next to the Quag. And that Wormwood could be on the other side of that Quag, a village stuck well back in another time as compared to here, which had motors and trains and just . . . stuff that I had to admit was far nicer.


As I looked around, I could see a sign blinking over an entrance leading to a long sleek train that had pulled into the station.


GREATER TRUE.


I saw males – men – standing in front of the glass doors that led to the train. A line of folks had queued up in front of the doors. They were all very well dressed and clean, like the angry bloke in the big motor. They held out their tickets and then something else to the two men. I drew my wand, hiding it up my sleeve, and muttered, ‘Crystilado magnifica.’


I could see clearly now what the ‘something else’ was. It was a small notebook, with their picture and name inside. They were all holding up their hands to the fellows at the entrance. There was something on their palms, but I couldn’t see what it was.


I noticed that one bloke had left his notebook behind on a bench. I ventured over and picked it up. It was filled with writing and some pictures too, of a kind I had never seen.


‘Blokes here do seem so happy, don’t they?’ said Petra, with mild disgust in her voice.


She was watching a woman on her knees scrub the stone floor with a large sponge and a bucket of soapy water. The woman was smiling and humming away as though she had all the coin in the world, without the back-breaking job she was performing.


I looked around. Petra was right. I noted the pleasant expressions on just about everyone I saw. It had been the same back at the cafe – except for the angry bloke in the long motor and the bloke who had chased us from the church. Just about everyone else looked very content.


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We can’t stand around here.’


I spotted a set of stairs and we hustled over to them and started climbing. We kept going, passing blokes along the way until we stopped passing anyone and were all by ourselves. We turned right and left and then up another set of steps. We passed down a corridor with a series of doors lining it. I used my wand to see behind the doors. They were rooms filled with odds and ends. But then one appeared that was not.


I opened the door and we stepped through.


It was empty, but set against one wall was the backside of the sign we had seen holding the schedule for the trains. There were slits in it. Through them I could see the interior of the train station we had just left. I leaped back when the sign started to vibrate.


‘What the—!’ I exclaimed.


‘New train times,’ Delph said.


‘Right,’ I said.


It was all unnerving. I had anticipated seeing death and destruction and the Maladons ruling over all of it. But there was none of that here. There was peace and prosperity and apparent freedom.


I was so disappointed. And then I immediately felt guilty. Who wouldn’t prefer peace to war?


We had left Wormwood to find the truth. The truth of our past, and then the truth of our future. Now, I began to wonder what that was. Did the Maladons even exist any more? It had been eight centuries since the war, after all. A lot could have happened in that time.


I looked up at Delph and could tell from his expression that he was thinking the exact same thing.


‘Maybe the Maladons got beat,’ he said. ‘Beat by the blokes what live in this place.’


I shook my head. ‘They’d have needed magic. Other than the two that followed us, we haven’t seen anyone perform any. And there’s something else.’ I held up my gloved hand. ‘Their wands could detect the mark of the three hooks. That’s our symbol: peace, hope, freedom – everything the Maladons hated. So the two we fought in Saint Necro’s had to be Maladons, otherwise how would they know to track the three hooks?’


Petra and Delph looked as bewildered as I felt.


My mind was so tired I couldn’t really think any more. The sign began to whir again and in those spinning pieces of metal I saw my own mind whirling wildly out of control. What if I was wrong? What if the Maladons didn’t control this place?


What if Astrea Prine and her lot had made a colossal mistake that had doomed all Wugmorts to the bleakest existence possible?


I looked down at my wand. Magic might be useless to me if there is no battle to fight. If there is no war to win. If there is no grand enemy to vanquish. My brother, John, was back in Wormwood, enduring the tutelage of Morrigone that had already transformed him into something unrecognizable to me. Had I left him for no good reason?


A sudden thought hit me.


My parents! And my grandfather!


Were they here, in True?


I glanced up and found Delph staring at me.


‘Don’t make much sense, does it?’ he said.


‘What doesn’t?’


‘Well, your grandfather Virgil’s this Excalibur, right?’


‘Right.’


‘An Excalibur?’ interjected Petra curiously.


‘Right powerful sorcerer from birth,’ explained Delph. ‘He left Wormwood in a ball of flames a long time ago when me and Vega were just wee things.’


‘What’s your point, Delph?’ I said sharply.


‘So maybe he came here. And maybe he saw the same thing we did.’


‘You mean a peaceful place where everyone is so very happy and well fed?’ I said snidely.


‘Right. But then he summoned your parents, like Astrea said he done. Why would he’a done that if something weren’t outta sorts? I mean Virgil was always one smart bloke. Don’t think he woulda done that for no reason, eh?’


I mulled this over. What Delph said did make sense.


But then my mind veered to another possibility. One that perhaps even Delph had not considered.


My grandfather had not summoned me. He had left me behind. My parents had never tried to contact me.


Which could only mean one thing. That they were just fine with me spending the rest of my life in Wormwood – without them.


‘What are you thinking, Vega Jane?’ asked Delph, who was watching me closely.


I felt tears rising to my eyes, but I looked away. I didn’t want Delph to see me like that. And I definitely didn’t want to display any such weakness in front of Petra.


I composed myself and said, ‘I’m thinking that we’re going to have to figure this out on our own. Because I don’t think there’s anybody here that can or will want to help us.’


I looked at each of them in turn before settling my gaze back on the floor.


‘We’re alone.’
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Delph and Petra fell asleep on the floor with their heads on their tucks. Harry Two had his head on my lap and was snoring softly. As usual I could not sleep. Whether here, in the Quag, or back in Wormwood, sleep had never come easily for me. My mind was whirling too fast.


I looked enviously over at Delph and Petra, close together, perhaps too close. This was going to come to a head at some point, I knew. I just didn’t know what the result would be.


Restless, I turned to look out through the back of the sign. It must be very late. In fact, the train station was quite empty now, with nary a bloke toting a bag in sight. I couldn’t see the front of the sign, so I didn’t know if any more trains were coming in.


I had slumped down and closed my eyes when I heard it. A low, faraway whistle. Then another. Then, a rumbling. It was growing closer.


I opened my eyes and looked around.


‘It’s like last night, eh?’


I turned to stare at Delph, who was awake and looking at me.


He said, ‘When we were coming to True, we heard it. It was about this time of night, I reckon. The whistle. And the rumble.’


He was right. We had heard these sounds when flying towards True last night.


‘It’s late for a train, isn’t it?’ I said.


Petra woke and sat up.


The rumblings became louder and louder. Our gazes were fixed through the slits in the sign on that part of the station. We could see through glass doors the location where the trains would come into the station.


Though it was now dark, I knew we would have no trouble seeing the train come into view because they had little lights on inside. I had seen that on other trains.


The rumbling became very loud, and I tensed; but the train never appeared. Instead, the rumbling sound faded.


‘What happened to the train?’ said Delph. ‘Where did it go?’


‘There’s only one way to find out.’ I got up and headed to the door. The others followed me.


We reached the main floor of the station and peered around.


In a low voice Delph said, ‘Vega Jane, maybe being invisible would come in handy now.’


I nodded and ensnared everyone with my magical tether, then turned my ring the wrong way around. We instantly vanished from sight. As we moved along, I kept gazing around and listening. I thought I could hear something, but it wasn’t clear where it was coming from.


We passed through the glass doors and stopped at the edge of the train platform, where shiny metal rails ran in parallel between stout wood. This was what the train ran on, and it was clever indeed. It might have been something my brother, John, would have invented, given the opportunity.


‘Where could the train have gone?’ said Petra. ‘I mean, doesn’t it have to run on those metal things?’


Delph said, ‘It had to be close or else we wouldn’t have heard it from where we did.’
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