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Like everything in the Eightpenny Woods, this book has many natures, and a dedication for each one.

For Michael and Cyndi

We’ll all dance together in the Woods one day

For Clark Danielson

Who once told me a Very Secret Story

And for Bastian, who so often asked

For a Big Roar and a Big Squeeze

You got it, kiddo.
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Quidnunc, noun. Alternate spelling: Quidnunk.

A person who is eager to know the latest news and gossip. A busybody, meddler, troublemaker, or snoop.

First recorded in 1710, from the Latin phrase quid nunc, meaning oh, what now?

Quidnunx, plural.

—Mr. Merriam or Mr. Webster or Mr. Oxford or Mr. Roget

Who Can Say Which?

[image: ]








[image: ]


FIRST THINGS FIRST


I am going to tell you a story.

It’s a rather strange, wild, grand story. In fact, it is a fairy tale.

Now, now, no groaning. You are absolutely not too grown-up for fairy tales. Nobody is. The kind of people who think fairy tales are frilly or silly or simple are the ones most likely to get eaten by a witch before next weekend.

But I suspect you don’t really mind any sort of thing being grand or strange or wild, so long as it is also exciting, since you are so grand and strange and wild yourself. That’s why I have chosen this story specially for you, and why I have chosen you specially for this story. When I woke up this morning, I did not even take the time to pour my coffee. I knew that you were out there, even if you didn’t know it. You were waiting for this exact story to find you at this exact moment. There is no time at all to waste, even for coffee, when a story has found its person.

I am so glad we have found each other! It was a near thing, too. There were so many other books in the shop you or your uncle or your mother or Father Christmas might have chosen. The story was very worried you might miss each other. Why, it could’ve easily ended up in the hands of the wrong sort, who wouldn’t take good care of it the way you will.

No one else would understand it like you.

No one else would be brave enough to listen to the scary bits without hiding behind the bed.

No one else would keep it secret.

And it must be kept secret.

We have made a bargain, you and I. It started when you opened the front cover of this book and it will never end, not even when you have closed the back cover. No take-backs. We are conspirators now. Once you’ve heard it all, from top to bottom, down to the last scrap of fur and coppery scale, you will protect the secret at the heart of this story as I have. You must tell it only to others like you, who can be trusted.

Now, I shall have to insist on a promise. If you do not promise, you must not turn the page. You must put this book away and never look at it again. I’m afraid I am quite serious. I simply can’t take the risk.

Not on my account, of course. I’m in no danger. I already know how everything sorts itself out. But it is only fair to warn you that there is an explosion at the end of this book. A completely staggering, ferocious explosion. So staggering and so ferocious that, if I have made a mistake and you are a cruel or greedy or small-minded or, worst of all, indifferent human person, I am not at all sure you will survive it.

So you see, this is serious business indeed. This book may look sweet and whimsical and a bit funny, but the truth is, it’s quite dangerous. That’s why I couldn’t share it with just anybody.

It wouldn’t be safe.

Now, raise your hand and repeat after me.

No, no, that won’t do!

You must say it out loud! No matter how silly it makes you feel. I shall wait until I see your hand. Grown-ups, too. No one is excused. If you don’t say the words, I must ask you to close this book at once and put it away at the bottom of your closet and go read something nice and breezy with no magic or secrets or monsters or dark, hungry woods in it.

Are you still here? Very good.

Now say:

I, (say your name), do very sincerely and most vigorously swear that I, being a friend to all things wild and fierce, shall never tell anyone what I know about the Quidnunx, unless I am one hundred percent completely and cross-my-heart certain that they are, like me, the very best sort of person. The kind of person who will stand back to back with me when fearful winds come. Who always looks up at the moon at night and not only straight ahead of them. Who cannot help but let the dog in the back door when it is cold out, even though they were specifically told not to several times. The rare and special type of person who can be trusted to keep the promise also. Yours very truly, (say your name again).

There. It’s done. I knew I chose the right human being for this story, out of all the millions and billions. Now we will be linked forever, just like the little village and the great big woods I am about to introduce to you. That’s one of the things that secrets do best. If you share a secret, you share a life.

I am so very glad we met.

Let’s begin.
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SECOND THINGS SECOND


Once upon a time, in the beginning of the world, a certain peculiar Forest fell in love with a deep, craggy Valley.

The Forest was very dashing. For a forest. Full of tall, thick trees and soft meadows and thorny brambles and a number of clever, bushy animals. The Valley was quite the catch as well, full of great big blue stones and clover and fat black hens and orange flowers. The whole wide earth agreed it was a very good match.

And so the Forest and the Valley decided to do as folk have always done and settle down together to see what they might make between the two of them. They put their heads together and tinkered with the stones and the sky and the moon and the autumn and the spring. They pottered about with mushy dirt and rainstorms and exciting new sorts of pumpkins. They went absolutely bonkers over mushrooms. They experimented rashly with a year boasting four hundred and seventy-eight days, rather than the usual three hundred and sixty-five. They dabbled in badgers; hedgehogs; raccoons; bears both giant and pygmy; red-, green-, and blue-tailed deer; jackdaws; owls; parrots; cassowaries; flamingos; coots; herons; and pangolins. Most of these weren’t meant to live anywhere near the Forest or the Valley, but they were young and rebellious then and cared nothing for anyone else’s rules.

They were so terribly happy in those days. There are kinds of happiness I cannot begin to describe to you. They’re too personal, too wonderful, too far in the past. This is one of those happinesses.

Even if it’s very hard to believe now that the Forest and the Valley were ever happy together.

As often happens with married couples who live alone far from anybody else for years and years, they became a bit cantankerous and suspicious of outsiders. In fact, they became so solitary and set in their habits, so stubbornly determined to have things their own way and no one else’s, that they began to look and sound not very much at all like other forests and valleys. This was perfectly all right by them. They didn’t care one bit for the rest of the world.

The first serious argument the Forest and the Valley ever had was whether or not they ought to allow magic past their borders. The Forest thought it was an excellent idea. Magic was always interesting. It could turn on you on any idle morning before breakfast. They would never be bored. The Valley thought magic was a dreadful thing, for the very same reasons. The Forest pleaded. The Valley shuddered. And in the end they came to a compromise. They could do that, once upon a time.

They would allow ONE magical object to stay in their perfect little world, so long as it was hidden away very well, and neither of them ever told anyone what or where it was.

Even each other.



As time skipped along like a stone over a pond, the Valley began to long for a village to keep and tend. It dreamed of talking creatures who would sow and reap and invent barns and bread and be both cross and kind toward one another.

At the same time, the Forest began to yearn after talking creatures as well. But it wanted no cheerful barn-builders. The Forest wanted wild bandits to sneak in its shadows and pounce joyfully and disdain both roofs and rules. It wanted glorious, untamed, mad leapers and prancers that obeyed no one’s law.

And so, the Forest and the Valley went each to their most secret workshops with their best and oldest tools. Each said to the other: I shall be late to summer, darling, don’t wait up for me.

At midwinter, the Valley unveiled the village of Littlebridge. The tiny village sparkled with fresh roads that crossed neatly in the middle of town. It had solid bluestone wells and walls, tidy hedges, and neat wooden pens for the trapping of wild black chickens. Best of all, there were seventeen huts pleasingly arranged in a pattern like a sunflower around a cozy market square. A little bright creek ran usefully through the middle of it all. With luck, it might grow up to be a river one day. Over the creek stretched a bridge of that special agate that looked like the night sky. Green (very tasty and healthy) puffball mushrooms grew through the cracks like party balloons.

And in the whistling, wildling snow, the Forest coaxed the Quidnunx to come out and play.

The Forest clapped its hands in delight. It crackled its branches against one another like applause.

The Valley sang with excitement. A smile curled up the edges of its meadows.



But for many years, Littlebridge stayed bright and clean and empty. It waited in the Valley like a flytrap flower, ready to snap its pretty, snug jaws around the only food it wanted: people. Human beings.

The Valley tried not to despair. They would come. They would smell the tidy huts with four rooms each. They would hear about the fat black chickens and their fat brown eggs. The deep, cool well set in the crossroads like a diamond in a ring would call to them. Someone, somewhere, would be looking for just this sort of whitewashed mill, whose wheel already turned invitingly through the creek. Some fisherman would come looking for just such a creek. No one had ever fished in it before, so it was so crowded with trout and bluegills and catfish the water sometimes looked like it was boiling for supper already.

People would come. It was only that people were sometimes slow and stubborn and did not like to believe in places very much different from the ones they knew.

Eventually, the Valley began to suspect it was the Quidnunx keeping people away. No matter how well you set a table, no one will come to eat if a pack of lookie-loo monsters have their great fat noses pressed up against the windows. The Forest argued, quite reasonably, that the Quidnunx were already here while people were, at this point, mostly imaginary. Thus, the lookie-loos shouldn’t have to budge one little bit. Also, the Forest felt very hurt that the Valley had called its favorite babies monsters. The Forest suggested, a bit nastily, that perhaps the Quidnunx might move into the village and then they wouldn’t have to trouble with humans at all!

The Valley made several rude noises about that and refused to speak to the Forest all winter long.

You must always beware if someone is giving you the silent treatment. Usually it means they are making a scheme. When a person is not so busy talking, they have ever so much more time to think. The Valley did not give up. It just stopped asking the Forest for its opinion on anything.

Very quietly, the Valley invented a new kind of mushroom. It sent out the mushroom like a clever little dog and told it very sternly to fetch. Now, the secret of mushrooms (and many other things) is that the bit you see sticking up out of the good black mud, the bit you slice up and fry in a pan with thyme and butter, is only the flower. The rest of the mushroom goes on for miles underground, silent and delicate, nosing through the dark like a sleepy worm. The Valley told the Agatha mushroom to stretch out as far as it could, as far as it took to find people, which were animals who walked on two legs and had no tails or very much fur and whose favorite things were building and talking and throwing parties for pretty shaky reasons. Only when it found one should this special mushroom start pushing up its thyme-and-butter parts into the air. So off it went, out of the Valley and through the Forest, who never noticed one new fungus among the millions. It grew as fast as a mushroom can, which is not so fast, but not so slow, either. It stopped every so often to listen for the sounds of talking and building and walking around on two legs.

And all the while as the Valley schemed its scheme, the Quidnunx danced with the Forest. They grew bigger. They grew stronger. They grew wilder and louder.

Finally, the mushroom thought it heard something, the right sort of something. It proudly pushed up its fungus-fruits out of the crumbly, cakey earth. Just then a man was walking home carrying a basket full of stonemason’s tools, since he was a stonemason, along with two rabbits and some bitter greens for his supper. Now, this happened so long ago that no one in Littlebridge can remember exactly what the man’s name was, so when this story gets its telling, everyone calls him Mr. Unknown and gets on with it. I shall do the same, because I do not remember, either. And I do promise to get on with it, in just a moment.

Mr. Unknown could not explain what he saw when the mushroom came sprouting up, but he liked it very much. It had button caps shaped like perfect, tiny houses. Their roofs were green, their walls were purple, and their windows were a friendly orangey yellow. They looked as though someone very small was happily living inside. And they popped out of the ground, hundreds and hundreds of them, right in front of Mr. Unknown, glittering and glowing in the soft blue heart of the evening like fairy lanterns. They led off through the woods where Mr. Unknown had been hunting. He had hunted there most of his life, so he knew very well that nothing like this had ever grown there before. Mr. Unknown looked around to see if anyone else had seen this strange thing so that they could shake their heads and stroke their beards together. But he was alone.

Now, some folk would be frightened. Perhaps they would try to stamp out the mushrooms or burn them up. But the mushroom had gotten lucky. Mr. Unknown was quite a peculiar fellow. He didn’t feel frightened at all. He laughed. He looked down. He judged his basket to have most of the things he needed to keep being alive. He thought about his empty stone house with no wife or children in it. He thought about the local lord, to whom he owed quite a bit of coin.

And Mr. Unknown started walking. He followed the mushroom-houses into the wild deep dusk.

The button-cap huts with purple walls and green roofs and glowing orangey-yellow windows went on for miles upon miles. As Mr. Unknown walked the long, long way from the place where he had hunted all his life to the Valley and the Forest we have been talking about all this time, he met others. Some traveling toward home, some traveling away from it, some just wandering. People are always doing that, you know. In every place there are those who cannot be satisfied, who think that if they can only find a different place, there, there, they will be able to become their truest selves and to be happy. Sometimes this simply means finding the nearest city and diving into the din. And sometimes it means a very much longer journey than that.

All the way to a Valley on the edge of a Forest.



When the hodgepodge band of wandering humans finally cleared the mountain passes and looked down into the Valley, they could hardly believe their luck. It seemed too good to be so empty. The woods practically boomed with game. The huts shone clean and bright. The black chickens stood as high as your knee, their eggs were rich, and there was no one else around to tell these nervous visitors not to eat those eggs or pen those chickens, or even to charge them rent. It was as perfect a people-trap as anyone has ever made. Just like that, the trap sprang and a wandering became a village. They would all be safe here, and happy, and nothing would trouble them forever and ever.

But there were two things the new folk running their hands along the well-made bridge in shock and wonder did not know.

The first was that the Forest never forgave the Valley. It never would. Yes, the Forest made living, thinking beings out of nothing (and some big sticks). That was just the sort of mysterious, creative landmass it was. But the Valley had brought strangers. From outside. They could be anyone. They could ruin everything, and probably would. Worst of all, the Valley hadn’t even asked before having all these guests over for dinner forever. Once the humans settled in, the Valley was so happy and busy it rarely had a spare word for the Forest at all anymore. So the Forest dug in its roots and decided not to have spare words for the Valley, either, and definitely not to ask permission to do whatever it wanted to do from now until the end of time.

Old married folk say they love each other to the ends of the earth—but somewhere, the earth does end. And sometimes (not always, but sometimes) those same folk who loved so well grow so far apart they can’t even bear to look at one another anymore, because they don’t see kind eyes or easy smiles or big blue stones or tall sturdy trees. All they see is hurt.

I don’t mean to shock you, but this can happen with people, too. Not just Forests and Valleys.

And what are their children to do then? For the second thing the humans of Littlebridge didn’t know was that they were not alone in this beautiful place. Not a one of them had met a Quidnunk yet.

But they very soon would.



A couple of centuries after all this was said and done and forgotten about, history got itself up and moving, and a boy got busy growing up in the village of Littlebridge. He was the great-great-great-great-great-great-grandson of Mr. Unknown. That didn’t mean too terribly much in Littlebridge anymore. It was almost a city by then. Most everyone had a fairly interesting grandparent or two.

What it did mean was this: the boy’s name was Osmo Unknown, and he is the beating heart of this story.
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Chapter One THE WILD AND THE MILD


Osmo Unknown had always lived in Littlebridge, and nothing interesting had ever happened to him there.

He was born, neither rich nor poor, in a little white four-room cottage on the north side of the Catch-a-Crown River, almost at the furthest edge of town. He thought he would most likely die an old man with a white beard, neither rich nor poor, in a little white four-room cottage on the north side of the Catch-a-Crown River.

He was quite, quite wrong about that.

Osmo Unknown was not precisely the sort of person you think of when someone says the word hero. He wasn’t impressively big or strong. He didn’t have a famous sword or a glorious destiny foretold through the ages. He had thick curly black hair and friendly hazel eyes, the color of old pages and old leaves. He was a bit short and thin for his age, with long clever fingers. The boys in school thought him strange and the girls didn’t think about him at all.

On the other hand, Littlebridge was precisely the kind of place you think of when someone says the word village. The bell tower in the center of town. The painted houses with straw-and-clover roofs and crisscrossed windows. The schoolhouse and the green-and-brown river full of trout and eels and the tavern with golden, welcoming light in the windows even at eight in the morning. The bits of roof gargoyle and marble rose leaves from an age when folk took a bit more care with architecture. All nestled in a pretty valley with good, steady rain and strong, reliable sun, sandwiched between the steep blue mountains on one side and a deep, thorny forest on the other.

And of course, there was no shortage of mysterious legends no one believed in anymore and stern rules everyone broke when they were young and insisted on when they got old.

What sorts of rules? Oh, just the usual kind. Nothing out of the ordinary.

Don’t go out alone after sundown and never eat anything that talks and stay out of the woods no matter what, this means you.

In fact, there was only one single, solitary strange and unusual thing in the whole town. Only one thing you wouldn’t find in any other town of the same size and age and climate.

Where the crossroads met in the center of town rose a great red granite pillar. On the very tip-top of the pillar, a silver skull had looked down on everyone for a number of centuries now.

The skull was huge.

The skull was not human.

The skull was almost like an elephant’s head, and a little like a great stag’s, and something unsettlingly like a tyrannosaurus’s. But it was not an elephant, either. It was not a deer. And it was most certainly not a Tyrannosaurus rex.

No one paid it any more attention than they gave to the bell tower or the shoe shop.

Except Osmo Unknown.

Osmo paid attention to everything. He knew every street and side road of his home. Every wishing well, every stony building and sturdy roof. Good old Dapplegrim Square with Soothfaste Church on one side and the Cruste and Cheddar Tavern on the other. The Afyngred Agricultural Hall and Bonefire Park. The Katja Kvass Memorial Fountain bubbling away pleasantly on the long grass, clear water weeping from a pretty young woman’s pale stone eyes and spilling from the wound in her marble heart into a great wide pool. The crumbling Brownbread Mill still grinding wheat into wealth just south of the main part of town. St. Whylom’s School in its industrial shadow, looking out over the river. The little Kalevala Opera House that hadn’t put on a single opera in Osmo’s thirteen years of life. All the fine shops with real glass windows lining Yclept Closeway. The big wide half-burnt steps of Bodeworde’s Armory, which had gone up in a blaze a hundred and fifty years before. They’d kept the stairs as a reminder never to get careless with gunpowder again.

Osmo knew them all.

The boy with the hazel eyes had never gotten lost, not once, not in his whole life. He couldn’t get lost in Littlebridge any more than you can get lost in your own body.

Osmo hated it.

He hated knowing every street and side road. He hated knowing that the sugar maples in front of Mittu Grumm’s Toy and Shoe Shoppe would always go bright scarlet by the third of October. He hated the ravens that stayed and the sparrows that had somewhere better to be—somewhere he could never go. He hated his dumb ancestor who couldn’t even be bothered to come up with a good fake name for the family. On days when he felt particularly angry at the shape of everything, he even hated the Whaleskin Mountains for keeping him penned in with their useless, dopey sheer glittering jagged cliffs.

But most of all, deep down in his bones, he hated that he’d never been lost, not one minute in his life, that he never would be lost, not in Littlebridge, not in his little white four-room cottage, not anywhere. Of course there were stories of a much more interesting Littlebridge, long ago when magic and monsters and princesses and curses were as common as tea in the afternoon. But they seemed to have run right out of that sort of thing.

Except the silver skull. Except that one single, solitary, fantastic, wonderful strange and unusual thing. Every time he passed it on his way from one dull, familiar place to the next, Osmo swore he could feel its huge, empty eye sockets watching him. Its long, curved fangs reaching out for him. It made the hairs on the back of his neck rise up and his stomach flip over. But that was little enough strangeness for a heart to live on.

Everything in Osmo’s world was already mapped out to the very edges of the page. The village ran like a perfect brass watch. All he wanted was to wake up one day and find the hands snapped off and the bell ringing out twenty-five o’clock.

The very worst of it all was this: Osmo Unknown absolutely, thoroughly loathed the entire idea of becoming a hunter when he grew up. Everyone assumed he’d do just that, as surely as the moon changed in the sky. Osmo would follow his mother, Tilly, into the family business, make a good marriage, and keep the little house of Unknown industry chugging along neatly. But he wanted nothing to do with it. Osmo didn’t want to kill anything. He didn’t want to be good at using his mother’s big beautiful gun. He didn’t want to know how to cut up pelts and gut a deer and portion out the meat so that it could be made into pies and kebabs and stews and roasts.

He didn’t want his job to be hurting things.

But he couldn’t tell anyone how he felt, and Osmo hated that, too. Hunting was a noble profession. Any family would be proud to have a hunter at the holiday table. He knew everyone had to eat to live, and killing a single deer could mean safety and health for a whole winter. But he just didn’t see why it had to be him.

The only good thing about hunters was that they were allowed to go into the Fourpenny Woods whenever they wanted.

Everyone else was forbidden to cross the tree line. When he was little, Osmo’s mother let him wait for her every day, just inside the first clusters of maples and junipers. He used to stare into the shadows, and his soul filled up with the rich, new smell of sap.

But it was off-limits.

To everyone. Forever.

And it was all because of them. Everyone knew what would happen if you went too deep into the woods. Something lived in the deep trees. Something no one had seen in living memory, but everyone dreamed of on their worst nights, tossing and turning in their beds as though it were possible to escape. Something with terrible teeth that lived in the dark.

Something called the Quidnunx.

The Quidnunx stayed in the woods. Humans stayed in the village. Meddling with that was beyond foolish. It was pure, screaming madness.

No, each to their own was best for all, agreed the old folk from the mansions to the marshes. Monsters and men do not mix. The woods were very wild and the town was very mild. The wild and the mild of this world do not get along so well, and nobody ever born in Littlebridge was the sort of person to go testing the rules.

Except one boy with very bright, very wide hazel eyes and long shaggy dark hair and no friends to speak of.

Every inch of the Forest the law let Osmo explore was as precious as a whole emerald to his heart. He loved the woods like he loved his mother. And he feared the great tangle of trees, as he feared his father. But he didn’t love the Forest for the usual reasons. He didn’t love it because it was forbidden. Well, not just because it was forbidden. He didn’t love it because it was dangerous, and therefore exciting. He loved it because it was secret and quiet and lonely, like him. He loved it because it was never the same twice. You couldn’t know a forest like you could know a village. As soon as you thought you did, it would change on you. The trees that went orange before the harvest last year hung on to their green almost till Christmas this year, and the sound you heard might be a hedgehog or a squirrel, but it might just as easily be something… else.

Osmo Unknown lived and breathed and thirsted for the Else.

But until he turned thirteen, all he ever found in the shadows were hedgehogs and squirrels and the occasional bright red October leaf, swirling down from a grey, cold sky.
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Chapter Two A LOT OF RUBBISH


Osmo Unknown raised his hand impatiently.

“Yes?” sighed Headmaster Gudgeon. “What seems to be the problem, young Master Unknown?”

“Well,” Osmo said, scratching behind his ear, “it’s just that it’s such a lot of rubbish.”

Gasps went up around the classroom. Osmo sat at a big, four-person desk under a trio of tall, thin windows. The heavy, lazy autumn sun slanted in sideways. The big, blocky shape of the old Brownbread Mill down the way sliced the light into thick planks before it hit their desks. Someone long ago had the bright idea to build the school next to the mill so that the fancified, bubble-scrubbed, book-reading children of Littlebridge would have to look out on a decent day’s labor and think about where the bread in their lunches came from.

And so the waterwheel turned and turned through the years. Since the founding of the school, every student had fought a brave but unwinnable battle not to fall asleep to that lulling, pleasant sound.

Just then, Osmo Unknown had never felt more awake.

He’d spoken out of turn, which always set his blood to simmering on its own. But more than that—today, Ivy Aptrick sat next to him. This hardly ever happened, because their names did not sit next to one another in the alphabet any more than their parents sat together at church. Ivy’s family was somebody in Littlebridge. Osmo’s was… well. Unknown.

But it had happened today. It was happening. Ivy wore a grey dress with grey gloves to match her grey eyes. Her red hair fell over her shoulders like water falling from a wheel. She didn’t gasp like the others, but she did frown, which was worse, somehow.

It was Translation Tuesday. They were working together on The Ballad of the Forest and the Valley, a beloved piece of antique Littlebridge literature. When they could translate it perfectly, they never had to take another Old Bridgish class again. Every child in Littlebridge had to learn rudimentary Old Bridgish, even though they’d never use it at all unless they went into the church for a living. Every child in Littlebridge hated Old Bridgish. They worked very hard for the right to one day forget all about it.

The Ballad of the Forest and the Valley was all about the founding of Littlebridge. It began: Once upon a time, in the beginning of the world, a certain peculiar Forest fell in love with a deep, craggy Valley. And that was the most normal-sounding bit of the whole thing.

“It’s rubbish,” Osmo said firmly. “Whoever wrote this was having a laugh on us. A forest can’t really fall in love with a valley, you know. It’s only a fable. A metaphor. Land hasn’t got a heart. Dirt and rocks and trees can’t fall in love, not like a boy can fall in love with a girl. This is just a silly old story.”

Ivy blushed, and then he blushed. They both looked back at their papers.

“It’s old,” Ivy snapped back, “but it’s not silly or a story.”

The Headmaster shut his eyes and took a deep breath. Adults needed to do that a lot when Osmo was around. “Nobody likes a know-it-all, Master Unknown,” he sighed eventually.

Osmo didn’t think that was true. How could knowing it all ever be a bad thing? Only not knowing things could ever hurt anyone. He didn’t know it all, of course. Not even close. He very much hoped that one day he might. It was his great ambition.

One of the students at another of the huge four-person desks raised their hand to change the subject.

“What’s a pangolin?” one of the older boys said nervously. Gregory Grumm, whose father owned the Toy and Shoe Shoppe. He jabbed his meaty finger at a drawing of one, right after the passage that listed them among the many interesting creatures that could be found in the Fourpenny Woods. That passage was downright child cruelty, Osmo thought. What use was it to read about all the amazing things in the woods when they weren’t allowed within winking distance?

“See, that’s how you know it’s a fairy tale and not a real history,” Osmo answered before Headmaster Gudgeon got the chance. He couldn’t help himself. He loved being the one to explain things. It made him feel tall. “We read about them in St. Whylom’s Book of Zoologicals Near and Far. Er. Rather. We’re going to read about them next year in Zoologicals N and F.” They were very much not allowed to read ahead, but Osmo always did anyhow. “Pangolins are like giant anteaters with bronze scales all over them, and when they get frightened, they can roll up into a ball even a sword couldn’t pierce. But there have never been any pangolins around here! I read about them last summer. They live in the hottest and furthest jungles of Java. There aren’t any marsupials or flamingos in the Fourpenny Woods, either, no matter what it says. My mother always says there’s nothing in the woods but woods. And she should know. It’s all just poetry and poetry only has to sound pretty, it doesn’t have to make actual sense.”

“But maybe there are pangolins in there because the woods are magic. Magic doesn’t have to do what you say,” the judge’s daughter pointed out. “In fact, nobody and nothing has to do what you say, Osmo.”

“There isn’t any such thing as magic.” Osmo rolled his eyes. “Magic is just how storybooks spell science.” He sighed deeply. “Nobody wants magic to be real or fables to be true more than me. The world is just… disappointing. Better to get used to that now.” But to himself he whispered a promise: Someday I am going to live in a real city instead of stupid bumpkin Littlebridge. A real city full of millions and millions of clever people who know all about modern things and modern inventions and modern life. Paris. Or Rome. Or Helsinki. I don’t even care which.

Ivy glared pointedly at him and started again from the beginning of the passage. “Once upon a time, in the beginning of the world, a certain peculiar Forest fell in love with a deep, craggy Valley,” she read aloud through gritted teeth. Ivy felt very defensive of books, since her father published most of the books in Littlebridge. No one ought to disrespect the books in her presence. “The first quarrel was whether or not they ought to allow magic past their borders. See, Osmo? Magic is real. It says so right there.”

When Ivy read, the translation came easily, hardly any effort at all. When Osmo did it, it took hours and bored him to headaches. Old Bridgish was not a very simple language. And he always felt like the writer was smirking at him, peeking out from between the lines. Which, of course, no respectable writer would ever do.

He couldn’t help himself. “No, I don’t see. Magic either is or it isn’t—”

“Let us skip along to the passage concerning the anatomy of the Quidnunx and the unfortunate death of Katja Kvass, Miss Aptrick,” interrupted the Headmaster. He seemed quite pleased with Ivy. Everyone was always pleased with Ivy.

Everyone flipped through their dusty old pages until they came to one of the full-page illustrations Ivy’s father had paid extra for so that St. Whylom’s would have only the best for his daughter. It showed the dappled, watercolor edge of the Fourpenny Woods in the background, and in the foreground, sharp and dark as could be, stood Treaty Rock. Osmo Unknown knew the words written there so well he didn’t bother to read them now. He passed them every time he went into the Forest.


DON’T BOTHER US AND YOU WON’T GET BOTHERED.

TAKE ONE OF OURS AND WE TAKE ONE OF YOURS.

IF YOU WANT TO BORROW SOMETHING, JUST ASK.

THOU SHALT NEVER EAT ANYTHING THAT TALKS.

KEEP OUT.



But Osmo couldn’t let it go. He could never let anything go once he had it in his teeth. “But don’t you see? They’re the worst part! Quidnunx. Don’t. Exist. They just don’t! Maybe they existed a long time ago, like dinosaurs or Romans, but probably not.”

“Who’s that treaty with then, if there’s no such thing as Quidnunx?” asked Barnaby Lud smugly. The Mayor’s son. He was the worst of the rich boys. And the worst of the cruel boys and the bigger boys and the angry boys and every sort of boy. “The trees?”

“Most likely another group of people.” Osmo shrugged. “Human people. Maybe a hostile tribe on the other side of the Forest. Doesn’t that make more sense to you than giant child-eating cryptids?”

“Wait, what’s a cryptid?” one of the younger girls said, crinkling up her freckled forehead.

“An animal that doesn’t exist!” Osmo threw up his hands. “It’s just a myth. A myth some Old Bridgish geezer made up to keep us out of the Forest. Monsters in the woods. Every culture has them. Big scary beasts in the big scary wilderness. Better stay at home where it’s safe, children!”

Ivy went pale. “Don’t say that.”

“I will, though,” Osmo protested. “I will say it! My mother goes into the Fourpenny Woods all the time. She’s never seen anything but deer and rabbits. Not pangolins or wombats or giant hairy monsters. None of that’s in there. They’re lovely woods, but they’re just the usual sort of thing. Trees, leaves, deer, meadows. She’s a hunter, she would know if there were Quidnunx out there. She’d have to know.”

“No one cares about your mum!” cackled Barnaby Lud. Osmo’s face burned with the effort of not jumping over the desks to pummel Barnaby’s fat, handsome face.

“No, I think he’s right,” the tavern owner’s daughter, Silja, piped up. “My dad says there’s no such thing and we should start clearing trees for new houses next year. He says it’s like never taking a bath because you’re afraid of selkies.”

Julka Oft, one of the parson’s twin sons, nodded and raised a finger to push up his glasses. “It’s just science. No one has ever seen one. No one has ever heard one. No one has even drawn a good picture of them. Believing in something without evidence is the business of faith, and faith is reserved for heaven. There’s no such thing as magic. There’s no such thing as monsters. And there is absolutely no such thing as Quidnunx.”

Osmo Unknown’s skin tingled with the excitement of people agreeing with him. He’d never felt anything like it before.

“My mother says when I grow up I’ll think it’s funny that I had nightmares about something so ridiculous,” the blacksmith’s girl, Freja Highberry, added on.

Headmaster Gudgeon was quickly losing control of his classroom.

“It sounds very much like someone else is venturing into the Fourpenny Woods,” the Headmaster said sternly, peering over his foggy glasses. “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Master Unknown? You wouldn’t, because you’d know better than most that it is forbidden to all but registered hunters.”

Everyone went quiet.

“Of course not,” he said quickly.

He sat down. He wasn’t technically allowed yet. Not until he’d taken his exams and earned his gun. That took years. Monks and doctors had to study less than hunters. Osmo didn’t mind that part. He liked books. Books never judged you or called you names or bossed you around. And that book would never let you down like a person might. It was only every single other thing about hunting he hated. But everyone assumed he’d pull it off eventually, so what was the harm in skipping ahead a little?

“There’s no such thing as a Quidnunk, that’s all,” he muttered under his breath. “No such thing as a unicorn, either, but no one argues about that.”

Ivy glared at him. But she wasn’t angry. She was worried. “Don’t, Osmo. If you upset them, they’ll come. No one likes to be told they’re a myth. Especially monsters.”

“I’ll say it all day long if I like,” grumbled Osmo, and crossed his arms over his chest.

“What about Katja Kvass, then, huh?” one of Ivy’s friends protested. “If there’s no such thing as Quidnunx, what happened to her? And the others? Just because it hasn’t happened lately doesn’t mean it never happened at all.”

Osmo’s face burned and his jaw clenched. “I don’t know,” he said finally, and it physically pained him to use those words. He felt all three of them like little wounds in his stomach. “People just disappear sometimes. It doesn’t mean… creatures took them. Anyway, no one’s done it for hundreds of years. You might as well be afraid of a butter churn.”

“No, they ate her,” whispered the innkeeper’s son, Bjorn. “Everyone knows that. Take one of ours and we’ll take one of yours. Just like it says on Treaty Rock.”

“It’s a metaphor!” yelled Osmo. His face had gone red.

“For what?” Bjorn screeched back.

“If there’s no such thing as Quidnunx, what’s that great blow-off skull in the middle of town from, huh?” shouted Barnaby Lud from the back, surrounded by his friends. “Your dad?”

“I said maybe they used to exist,” Osmo said through clenched teeth, clinging to the feeling of rightness he’d had when this all started out. But it was slipping helplessly away. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he should have stayed quiet. Now everyone was looking at him and laughing just because they all believed in immortal monsters and he didn’t. “They’re just extinct.”

“Shut up, Unknown, you turnip!” Lud yelled from the back of the classroom. “Let’s just get on with it!”

“Turnip!” giggled Ada Sloe, like it was the cleverest thing in the world. She was Ivy’s best friend. Her black braids shook as she laughed. “Osmo the Turnip!”

Headmaster Gudgeon cut them all off and began to translate himself. His droning voice buzzed around the sunlit room until nearly everyone had forgotten how much Osmo annoyed them in their own battle to stay awake.

Suddenly, Ivy leaned over to whisper to him.

“You do go into the Woods, don’t you?”

It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation. Her eyes shone large in her round face. Her long red hair looked like a feast in the sun. “I know you do.”

Osmo Unknown considered lying to her. If he lied, then he was a good boy who obeyed the rules and someone like her father could rely on him to spend time with his daughter and not worry. If he told the truth, he wasn’t very good at all, and didn’t care about rules, and shouldn’t be allowed around anybody his own age, in case he rubbed off on them. But it was more exciting to do forbidden things than not to do them, that was just obvious. Which one would Ivy like better? The exciting or the good? He wasn’t sure how to play this game at all. Osmo was fearfully good at games of every sort, knucklebones, doublechess, backgammon, dice, cards, deepcheckers. He could beat almost anyone in the village and twice on Saturdays. But this one was too new to him.

He decided to bet on exciting.

“Don’t tell anyone,” he whispered. “My mother showed me the way. It’s all right if you’re careful.”

Ivy was shocked. She wasn’t faking it, either, the way people did sometimes when they’d got a thrill they knew they oughtn’t. “You shouldn’t. You shouldn’t ever. It’s against the treaty.”

Osmo Unknown smiled at her. He didn’t know where this courage was coming from. It felt like being on fire and frozen solid at the same time. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what was going to happen next.

“Do you want to go with me? Tonight?” Yesterday or tomorrow, he would never have been able to ask her. Not Ivy, whose rich father looked at him like he was nothing but an annoying fly on his daughter’s sleeve. Besides, what if she said no? Everyone knew Barnaby Lud was going to ask her to the Frost Festival. It was inevitable, like winter itself. She would never go anywhere with a boy like Osmo. A hunter’s son with nothing in his pockets but an old name. Osmo knew that. But somehow today, it slipped out. Somehow, today he was brave. And nauseous. But still brave. Now it was out there, sitting between them. Something would have to be done with it.

“Yes,” Ivy breathed. “No,” she corrected herself. “Yes,” she said again. “No. No. I can’t. I couldn’t possibly.”

This strange boy couldn’t be Osmo Unknown, not in a hundred years, not the weird, quiet kid with a doublechess piece always in his pocket and too many thoughts in his head to keep them from spilling out of his mouth. Who was this new person? This boy who just did things because why not? Who leaned back with a sparkle in his hazel eyes and whispered in the ear of the richest girl in town: “All right, if you won’t go to the Forest, come to the Frost Festival with me.”

Ivy didn’t answer. But she smiled. Just a little. Just the corner of her mouth.

The bell rang. The students shot out of the room like cannon fire. The afternoon broke through the windows and called them all out into itself, full of light and sharp smells and freedom. But not Osmo. He couldn’t move. He was shaking like a thin little tree. What had come over him? What had he done? That smile… that was a yes. Wasn’t it? It was. It had to be.

The Headmaster beckoned Osmo to his desk with one long, crooked finger. It had white hairs on the knuckle. Osmo hung his head and dragged his feet.

“There, there, son,” Gudgeon clucked gently. “You’re probably right. We are modern people, after all. No need to set a plate for old superstitions, eh?”

Osmo nodded. He was right. He’d known he was, and now there could be no doubt, not when even the teacher agreed. He clung to old Gudgeon’s words. He had to be right. Because if he wasn’t, if there really was such a thing as magic, as a haunted forest, as Quidnunx… then he really shouldn’t be going into the Fourpenny Woods alone all the time. If it was all true, the rules were there for a reason, and he might have to stop breaking them. In fact, he should stop. Immediately. He should stop and stay at home until the hunters’ exams and grow up and grow old doing what everyone told him to do so that he didn’t get eaten by something more ancient than time and winter and the moon.

And Osmo Unknown couldn’t bear the idea of stopping. He thought he might really and truly rather die.

So, you see, monsters couldn’t exist. It would be too cruel.

The Headmaster cleared his throat pointedly. “But there is being right, and there is not being disruptive in my classroom. Now which of these do you think you ought to embrace, going forward?”

“Not being disruptive in your classroom,” Osmo mumbled.

“Right you are. Run along now, Mister Skeptic,” the Headmaster barked.

Osmo grabbed his books and bolted out of the classroom, across the hall, and down the great carved staircase of St. Whylom’s School for Excellent Young People.
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Chapter Three A BLACK-RIBBON BOY


It was autumn then, and red was king.

Even at an hour before midnight in Littlebridge, even with shadows as thick as coat sleeves hanging all round. You could still see the red leaves fluttering on the trees. And the red glass in the fancy windows and the red sheen on the moon reflected in the deep black water. The riverbanks ran over with red leaves, red rose hips, red zinnias, red squashes growing wild for anyone to take.

In an hour or two the river would be swarming with happy festival-goers looking for a sneaky bite. He took a deep breath of all that red autumn goodness, red tinged black by the chill October night. The air smelled like woodsmoke and apples and the honeysuckle water Osmo had borrowed from his sister Lizbel to tame his mane of hair and make it smell nice enough to meet Ivy Aptrick before the First Frost Festival began.

Osmo stood waiting for her at the foot of the little bridge of Littlebridge, which was not actually so little as all that. Torches burned all along its arched walls. Big green round mushrooms swelled up between the stones like party balloons.

Osmo could look upriver one way and see Cammamyld Heights, where Ivy lived. All those beautiful houses so rich they didn’t even have gardens, just gates and brass doorbells and narrow stained-glass windows. If Cammamyld people wanted basil for their supper, they bought it. Like city folk. They didn’t grow it outside their kitchen window like Osmo’s family did. And he could look downriver, past the old Brownbread Mill with its great always-turning waterwheel, toward the Felefalden Flats, where the Unknowns lived. All those miles of cottages and farms and wooden fences and idiot smelly sheep.

It was quiet. For now. In a moment, Ivy would come and she would be red, too, her long red hair that matched the world this time of year. Everything would be red and perfect. Most everyone else was already in Dapplegrim Square, getting ready for the stroke of midnight and the start of the feast. Osmo clutched five or six flowers in one hand, wild spotted lilies from the edge of the Forest, to remind her that he was a daring, dashing, exciting, wild sort of person. He’d tied them together with one of his sister Oona’s precious hair ribbons. She only had two, but she knew what this meant to her brother. She hadn’t even thought twice about parting with one. And given the choice, without his even asking, she offered him the black ribbon, her favorite. That’s what Oona was like. Osmo often felt he should be that way, too, a black ribbon boy. And he did try. But it never seemed to work. He had so few things that he could never give them up, he just held on fiercely until everyone else went away and left him alone and even then, he still couldn’t let go.

The moon rode high in the sky. It shivered off its red haze and turned big and silver and flat as a bony kneecap. Its surprised, gap-mouthed face stared down at him as it moved through the stars. He glanced toward the Sampo Bell Tower. It had chimed eleven ten minutes ago. He bit the inside of his cheek nervously.

Osmo pulled a chess piece out of his pocket. He always carried one, for luck. A different one every day. His own, private superstition. Years ago his father had gone all the way to the city on the other side of the mountains to sell their greens and blood sausages and Unknown’s Goodest Stout—the best beer in the Valley. This was how the family kept bone and breath together as the game slowly faded from the woods. Everyone said Unknown’s Goodest Stout was the best thing for a hard day’s work, or if you were sick, or if you’d had to skip lunch, or especially if you were sad. Osmo wouldn’t have known. None of the children were old enough to have any themselves yet, not even to test the batch.

On that special day, Mads had asked each of his babies what he ought to bring back for them. The little ones wanted toys and candy, the middle girls wanted thread and needles. The usual sort of thing. That’s where Oona had got her ribbons. And it’s where Osmo got his doublechess set. Mads had given him such an odd look that Osmo never forgot it.

Wouldn’t you rather have a good knife or new boots? A man should ask for something useful, not a silly game.

But Osmo wanted what he wanted. He would not be budged.

Today he’d brought a white queen in his pocket: as white as the bony midnight moon, as noble and important as Ivy. He rolled it over the tops of his fingers, deftly, like a stage magician about to do a trick.

Ivy was taking a long time. It was probably harder to get ready when you had long thick red hair and so many different dresses to choose from and twice as many shoes. Osmo only had one pair of his own, so it was easy to be on time. He told himself to be patient. In another moment or two, he’d see Ivy’s little silver lantern come up over the bridge, and the world would never be a lonely place for him again.

He was terrible at being patient.

She’d smiled. She had smiled. The smile said she’d come. You wouldn’t smile like that if you didn’t want to come. You’d frown. That was how faces worked. Wasn’t it?

The bell tower bonged out half past eleven. He could hear the voices of everyone he knew gathered in the square. No one moved on the narrow little streets. Everyone was already where they wanted to be. Osmo held on to his flowers very tightly. No, Ivy wouldn’t do that to him. She was kind and good. Maybe something was wrong. Maybe he ought to go to her house and see if she needed help somehow. Perhaps she was ill. Perhaps she had fallen down the stairs.

A cold wind wicked away tears from Osmo’s eyes. The moon came out from behind a starry cloud. It didn’t look surprised anymore. Only sad and knowing.

“Nobody asked you,” Osmo grumbled at the moon. “What do you know about anything down here anyway? Shove off, you turnip. Sky turnip.”

The moon obediently covered herself up in clouds again. Osmo sighed and spared one last glance toward Ivy’s long, empty, lovely street. No one was hurrying down the lane, hoping against hope that her dear friend hadn’t thought she wasn’t coming and left already. No. It simply wasn’t going to happen. Osmo knew that and the moon knew it, too.

He turned away from the rippling river. His nose tingled miserably and he knew in another minute he’d cry, really cry, so he sniffed hard and broke into a jog to stop the tears before they could get him. Come on now, be a man, he scolded himself. That was what his father always told him. In their house, Be a Man was a complete argument. Once Mads said it, the conversation was over, no matter how Osmo positively boiled with the unfairness of it. He was the only boy, so the whole weight of those words was his alone to lift. Papa barely seemed to notice his sisters. He kept a whole variety of disapproving stares just for his son. But all that was beside the obvious point that the only actual hunter in the house was his mother, so what did being a man have to do with the price of venison? Why couldn’t his father just let him be Osmo?

Osmo decided to outrun those tears. He ran up the familiar old jackknife-angle alleys and byways of Littlebridge toward Dapplegrim Square. Past the dark windows of the Kalevala Opera House, the shuttered-up Afyngred Agricultural Hall, the CLOSED FOR THE DURATION OF THE FESTIVAL sign on the bright blue door of Mittu Grumm’s Toy and Shoe Shoppe.

The distant roar of the First Frost Festival grew louder and louder until it swallowed him up. Osmo tumbled into the thick of it, big scarlet banners and garlands of golden flowers hanging from every streetlamp. Violins and drums and pretty glass flutes playing old songs even babies knew by heart. Strands of little square paper lanterns painted with pale winter scenes, strung from weather vane to weather vane over the plaza. The big round table full of party bags stuffed with candies and penny prizes for everyone to take home when they’d exhausted the night. The good, wholesome smell of root vegetables roasting, all slicked down with honey. When Osmo’s great-grandmother was little, the roasteries had offered meat, a hundred kinds, rabbit, reindeer, hedgehog, badger, white fox, even seal, shiny with browned blubber. But now? There’d been no wild boar sandwiches or roast pheasant or beaver stew for years. Tilly Unknown hadn’t shot a deer since Osmo’s tenth birthday. The Fourpenny Woods only gave up rabbits and minks anymore, and those few and far between. He’d asked his mother about it once, but she just stayed quiet for a long time until he changed the subject out of sheer awkwardness.

The hunters knew something, Osmo was sure of it. But you couldn’t make a hunter tell you the color of their own eyes unless they already wanted you to know it. These days, you took your turnip or onion or big red beet and you thanked the roaster for it. They smelled rich and nice turning over the glowy coals.

The stars danced in their country squares overhead and the great ancient Quidnunk skull looked down approvingly from its pillar and it would all have been so perfect, except that Osmo was alone. But at least his nose wasn’t tingling anymore.

He told himself not to look for Ivy. Go watch the puppet show. Go chuck something in the bonfire for luck. If she’s here, she’s here, and if she isn’t, she isn’t. You won’t be happy either way so just go win a jug of red pear cider off Adelard Sloe, you know you can, the game’s a piece of old cheese once you know the trick. Osmo stared glumly through the crowds toward the shadows dancing round the bonfire. Was that one Ivy? Or that one? Or maybe that one…

Osmo Unknown tore himself away. He darted down Cacherel Lane, past Izzo Grumm’s puppet show and Miss Melanie Coddle’s Shooting Gallery and Jack Skriver’s Win-a-Hat Wheel. He bolted between the rows of ice sculptures waiting for Mayor Lud to come and judge them. The statues towered over his head, flickering orange and red in the bonfirelight, just barely not melting in the unseasonal warmth. A tree full of glassy ravens sweated cold water down the trunk. A cow with huge frosty horns dripped steadily from its swollen crystal udder. And a great shaggy beast with teeth like Death’s own secondhand scythes leered at him as he passed, weeping ghoulishly as its eyes slowly melted in its head. Osmo barely looked at them. It didn’t matter. Helka Cutt was going to win. She did every year. It was easy when your family owned the ice pond outside of town.

That’s just how it is, Osmo thought sourly. Littlebridge wouldn’t let you win unless your family had started out winning on the first day of the game.

Adelard Sloe saw him coming. He didn’t look happy about it, either. And why would he? Osmo first took a prize off old Ade when he was only four years old: a golden ball the size of a grapefruit. The ball had shone defiantly from a blue velvet cushion on the front counter of Sloe’s Stupendous Throwing Game for ten years. The grand prize. No one ever thought it was real gold. Carnival games always cheated you. And one of the cheats was usually the prize itself being absolute rubbish that fell apart as soon as you got it home. But Osmo hadn’t cared. It could have been made of pure sheep manure and he’d have wanted it just as badly. It was a prize. A prize meant you were good.

No, not good. Special.

And everyone would cheer and hug you and look at you with big proud shining eyes and you would stand out and that was all his four-year-old self needed to know.

He’d watched everyone else try and fail to throw a clay ball into a big painted Quidnunk’s hairy, toothy mouth. You got a smallpenny prize for knocking out one of the teeth, a fourpenny prize for sinking it in one of the eye sockets, and an eightpenny prize, the grand prize, for a single straight shot down its peeling, grinning gullet. Osmo had watched the angle of the punters’ arms, the path the ball took through the air, the different sounds it made as it thunked uselessly into the wooden board or, occasionally, the tin teeth or, most interestingly, the back of the Quidnunk’s mouth before bouncing promptly out again.

Little Osmo had stepped up, all skinny arms and knobby knees and hungry eyes and clever heart. There was no such thing as sadness then. Only one sister. No school. No one but him and his parents and the First Frost and the golden ball and pumpkin wedges roasted in honey for after. His cheeks flushed hot and Adelard Sloe, not quite so fat then as he was about to get, roared out:

“Oooh, don’t we have a big boy here! Gather round, everyone! Look at this strapping young beast! Thinks he’s got the guts, thinks he’s got the stones, thinks he’s got the sheer brute strength it takes to beat Sloe’s Stupendous Unwinnable Throwing Game? Come on, gather in closer! Oh, ho! We’ve got a real bruiser on our hands, here, haven’t we? Why shoot for your supper, Mrs. Unknown? I bet your boy can crush a deer’s skull in his bare hands.”

“Come on, Addy, that’s laying it on a bit thick.” Osmo’s father had shushed the old carnival barker. But nothing slowed down a professional like Sloe. A big crowd gathered. Bets already rustled through the men’s hands.

“You think I’m joking? I never joke!” Adelard snickered. “Why, not since the first days of the world has Littlebridge seen such size, such force, such power! You’ve got me, young Master Unknown! I surrender, take all my prizes, just leave me with my wits!”

Osmo had glared up at him, his cheeks thin, his chest narrow, his height nothing much at all. He let the man talk. He’d figured it out. There was a false back in the Quidnunk’s throat. You couldn’t see it properly on account of all the paint and lights, but it was there. If you hit it straight-on, the ball would never go in, no matter how perfectly you aimed it. Sloe was a cheater, that was all. His game was a lie, and lying was wrong. People who lied didn’t deserve to have a golden ball.

“Come on, darling, let’s just go,” his mother urged him.

But little Osmo just waited until everyone stopped laughing. He looked Adelard Sloe right in his cheating eye and took one giant step to the left. He grabbed the clay ball, wound up, and threw it as hard as he could. It sailed so satisfyingly through the air and smacked into the inside of the Quidnunk’s cheek before tumbling down, missing the false backboard, and plunking into the basket on the ground.

No one made a sound. Adelard’s face had gone bright red the second Osmo took his giant step. His parents stood there as still as a pair of Helka Cutt’s ice sculptures. Then a cheer went up like a firework and everyone did hug him and cheer him and look down at him with big round proud eyes and it was the absolute best moment of his entire life. Sloe had handed over the golden ball in a dreamlike trance, as though his soul had slipped out of his body and made a run for it.

The ball wasn’t half heavy enough to be solid gold. His mother explained gently that it was nothing but clay stuffed with horsehair and dunked in paint. But to Osmo it was a world. A golden planet with mysteries in its seas. It meant he’d won, once. It meant it was possible to win, even in Littlebridge, even if you were nobody. He still carried it with him everywhere. School, the market with his father, the woods with his mother. Even now, it rode along in his satchel, knocking solidly against his hip as he walked.

Adelard Sloe’s Stupendous Throwing Game boasted a massive jar of Osmo’s father’s own Goodest Stout on the grand-prize blue cushion these days. It was Sloe’s daughter, Ada, who sneered at Osmo in class and joined in calling him a turnip. Osmo supposed it wasn’t Adelard’s fault his daughter was a snot. Or that the prize wasn’t the least bit golden anymore, and something he’d made himself besides. That hardly mattered, though. It was still a prize. The old man had changed up his tricks over the years, enough that Osmo still got excited at the first sighting of Sloe’s finely painted booth. Enough that he had a painstakingly saved smallpenny in his pocket right now. He’d brought it to win something for Ivy, to show off a little, he admitted to himself.

But that didn’t matter now, did it?

The carnival man saw him picking his way through the crowd and frowned. The frown went all the way down to the tips of his beard.

“Just take it,” Old Sloe snapped.

“Oh, I couldn’t, Mr. Sloe! I’ll throw for it, I don’t mind.”

Osmo gazed into the wooden Quidnunk’s maw. In the daytime, it was the most unfrightening drawing you ever saw. Shaggy and googly-eyed, poorly done antlers, a nose that seemed to’ve been sketched by someone who’d only heard of noses in distant fables, and wobbly lips junked up by dull tin collapsible teeth. A mess of beasts mashed up together: part tufted owl, part woolly mammoth, part kangaroo, part orangutan, part polar bear, part elk, and part coconut. But in the torchlight, it grew shadows and depths, nests of nightsparrows in its hair, killing frost in the depths of its eyes, hunger in its gaping black throat.

Nothing like that could ever really have existed. Osmo hadn’t wanted to say why he was just so sure of it to Master Gudgeon. It made him feel silly and a bit… naked. He had all his clothes on, but somehow his brain felt naked. The truth could do that, sometimes. But Osmo knew that nothing like the Quidnunx could have really existed in real life because nothing like that could just be… gone. Like a rocking horse in a shop window. Stolen away from the world right under everyone’s noses. Humans were still around, and humans were little delicate teacups next to that prehistoric iron cauldron. So it just wasn’t possible.

Sloe shoved the jar into Osmo’s hands and hauled up a new one for the cushion. Osmo tore his eyes away from the beast in the booth.

“Nothing fair about you, Mr. Unknown,” Sloe grumbled. “Not since you were knee-high to a dragonfly. Now get out of here, I can’t have people seeing how you do it so they can rob me of my very own ribs until the sun comes up.”

Voices bubbled up behind him.

Voices Osmo knew.

“I’ll win it for you, Ivy. I’ll smash its ugly eye in. Watch.”

“I am a bit thirsty. Maybe I could have a try…”

Osmo had just enough time to wish this weren’t happening before it was determinedly happening, all around. Ivy Aptrick and Barnaby Lud and their friends, all glossy and flushed and breathless with the cold. A blur of furs on their collars, soft leather shoes, and glistening eyes. Osmo’s guts twisted sourly. She wasn’t ill. She hadn’t fallen down.

“Hi, Daddy!” Ada Sloe said brightly, but her father shook his head. No fraternizing while the game was on.

Barnaby slid his smallpenny over the boards to Old Sloe. He stood in front of the wooden Quidnunk with the hole cut out of its mouth, hefting the weight of the ball. He ignored Osmo entirely. Not cruelly. It simply wasn’t worth Barnaby Lud’s time to know he was there.

“Don’t be silly, I said I’d win it for you. Why do you need to try?” Lud said, eyeing up his shot.

Ivy rolled her eyes. “Because I don’t lie in my bed and dream at night about watching you do things, Bee,” she laughed.

Ivy placed her own smallpenny on top of Barnaby’s and took the ball off him. She lined herself up directly in front of the false Quidnunk gawking mutely at her, its mouth gone misshapen and formless in the evening.
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