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1
Jinx



In the Urwald you grow up fast or not at all. By the time Jinx was six he had learned to live quietly and carefully, squeezed into the spaces left by other people, even though the hut he lived in with his stepparents actually belonged to him. He had inherited it after his father died of werewolves and his mother was carried off by elves.


But then a spark from a passing firebird ignited the hut, and within a few minutes it had gone. The people in the clearing built another to replace it, and this new hut was not his. His stepparents, Bergthold and Cottawilda, felt this keenly. Besides, the harvest had been bad that autumn, and the winter would be a hungry one.


This was the sort of situation that made people in the clearing cast a calculating eye upon their surplus children.


And Jinx was definitely surplus, especially since Bergthold and Cottawilda had a new baby girl of their own. He worked as hard as he could to make up for the crime of existing, and he tried not to eat too much. He only took a single bite of his toad porridge every night before offering the rest to the baby. Nevertheless, his stepparents agreed between them that Jinx was too much trouble and expense to raise.


So late one autumn afternoon Bergthold told Jinx to put on his coat, and together they left the clearing where they lived and plunged into the Urwald. They followed the path where it twisted between great trees as big around as cottages. Then Bergthold stepped off the path.


Jinx stopped.


“What are you waiting for?” Bergthold roared. “Come on!”


“‘N-never stray from the path,’” said Jinx. This was a rule every child in the Urwald was taught as soon as it could walk.


“We’re straying from it now!” Bergthold grabbed Jinx by the front of his coat, cuffed both his ears, and hauled him from the path.


Jinx struggled in his stepfather’s grip. Leaving the path was wrong. The path and the clearings of the Urwald belonged, just barely, to people. Everything else belonged to the trees. Anyone who ventured off the path was doomed.


Bergthold hit Jinx again, gave him a hard shove, and marched him into the forest.


Jinx walked, his ears burning. He made his way through the deep twilight of the Urwald, and every now and then Bergthold gave him a little shove to the left or the right around a great glowering tree, and Jinx thought that Bergthold was making sure that Jinx wouldn’t be able to find the path again.


“Stop here!”


Jinx stopped instantly, not wanting to get hit again. He wondered if Bergthold was going to kill him.


“Sit down, and stay right here, and don’t move until nightfall, or you’ll wish you had never been born.”


Jinx already wished he had never been born. But he sat down in the moss, where his stepfather pointed. He could feel the Urwald’s disapproval seeping up through the ground.


“Good. And good-bye.” Bergthold turned to go. Then he stopped, looking around him. He started off in one direction, then stopped, came back, and started off in another direction. Then he came back again.


He gave Jinx a rather furtive look. “Do you, er, happen to remember which way we came?”


“No,” said Jinx.


“Ah,” said Bergthold. He nodded, as though he was just thinking about things.


He’s lost, Jinx thought. We’re both lost.


“I think I know which way the path is, though,” Jinx hazarded.


“Ah! Well, don’t just sit there like a lump on the ground—lead on, boy!”


Jinx scrambled to his feet and started walking. He really had no idea where the path was. But at least moving, with Bergthold behind him, felt safer than sitting still, alone, under the Urwald’s menacing shadows. And probably being watched by hungry creatures in the trees.


Rounding a great gnarled knot of a tree trunk, Jinx ran smack into a creature and yelped.


“Calm down, boy, I won’t eat you,” said the creature.


Since this was by no means a given in the Urwald, Jinx did calm down. The creature was a man, tall and thin, with twisty hair, yellow eyes, and a pointed beard. He was dressed in a long purple robe. His feet were bare and knotty, and he carried a basket—he had been harvesting mistletoe.


Jinx had never met a wizard. He had always heard they had long white beards, not short pointy brown ones. But magic poured off the man, ripples of magic as strong as the pulses of life that seeped from the trees all around them.


“Just walking in the woods with my boy, sir,” said Jinx’s stepfather, too hastily and without any greeting at all.


You didn’t tell people your business in the Urwald, and the wizard’s nose twitched at the bad smell of the lie. “Pretty late for straying off the path,” he said.


“Gotta teach the boy to find his way in the woods.”


The wizard’s nose twitched more. You didn’t learn to find your way in these woods—you stayed out of them. “Some people abandon their children in the woods,” said the wizard. “If they find it too much trouble to feed them.”


“Not their own children!” said Bergthold. “Stepchildren, maybe, now I’ve heard of that.”


The wizard looked at Bergthold through a dark cloud of disapproval. “If you marry the mother, you accept the children.”


“I didn’t marry the mother,” said Bergthold, aggrieved. “She died years ago. I married the woman who was married to the man who had married the mother. The boy’s got a curse on him—everyone who takes him dies.”


“Actually, that seems like a fairly normal death rate for the Urwald.” The wizard looked at Jinx so hard that Jinx wanted to hide. “I happen to have need of a boy. I’ll take him.”


“Buy him, you mean,” said Bergthold.


“Curse and all?”


“He’s worth more with the curse!”


“Everyone who takes him dies?”


“You could probably use that,” said Bergthold. “You know, against your enemies.”


The wizard sighed. “Very well. I will pay one silver penny.”


“A silver penny? A measly silver penny for a boy like this?” Bergthold drew himself up. “A boy with a valuable curse? You insult me, sir!”


A dangerous glitter flickered across the wizard’s face, and Jinx shot his stepfather a nervous glance. Bergthold was frightened and angry, as he usually was, but the fear was ripply with greed.


“A silver penny is a lot for a boy with a curse on him,” said the wizard.


Somewhere behind them there was a crunching sound, as of a fallen stick breaking under a very large foot. Jinx peered anxiously into the terrifying gloom. His stepfather was too wrought up to notice.


“A boy like this is worth three silver pennies at least!” said Bergthold.


This was rather a surprise to Jinx, who was regularly told by both Bergthold and Cottawilda that he wasn’t worth a rotten cabbage leaf.


“He’s a hard worker, too! Especially if you beat him,” said Bergthold. “And you hardly have to feed him at all.”


“Well, I can see you haven’t been,” said the wizard.


“One penny’s my final offer.”


There were more crunching sounds, sticks snapping, and the hollow scrabble of clawed feet on the forest earth. Jinx looked this way and that but couldn’t see anything moving. He looked back at the two men and wished he could trust either one of them.


“Two silver pennies then,” said Bergthold.


“One silver penny,” said the wizard, sounding suddenly indifferent to the whole thing. “You had best take it quickly.”


“Never!”


“Come here, boy,” the wizard commanded.


Several things happened at once. Jinx took a nervous step toward the wizard. From the forest behind him, heavy, ragged breathing joined the sound of clawed feet, and Jinx was overwhelmed by a smell like rotting meat. Jinx whirled around and saw trolls—they must be trolls, they were so big and tusky—crashing through the trees, bearing down on him and his stepfather. The wizard reached out and grabbed Jinx. A pale green cloud of calm surrounded the wizard all through what happened next, and it was because Jinx could see this cloud that he stood perfectly still, even though his legs wanted to run.


With a roar of triumph one of the trolls seized Bergthold around the waist and hoisted him to his shoulder. The other trolls howled with glee and danced about. A troll’s claw swung right past Jinx’s nose—he felt the breeze and smelled the rancid breath. Bergthold screamed and reached his arms toward Jinx, beseeching. Jinx shrank back against the wizard. The wizard didn’t move. Jinx expected to feel the trolls’ claws grabbing him at any second.


But the trolls didn’t seem to see Jinx.


The party of trolls thumped out of the clearing. Jinx had a last sight of his stepfather, head bumping down against a troll’s back, screaming and red faced—Bergthold’s hat fell off and rolled away. Jinx broke away from the wizard and ran to pick it up.


Jinx stood with the hat in his hand and looked at the claw marks in the moss at his feet. Then he looked between the trees where the trolls and his stepfather had disappeared. The Urwald had swallowed up Bergthold as if he were no more huge and terrifying than a rabbit. The smell of rotting meat still hung in the air.


And then Jinx had the thought that to the forest, Bergthold was nothing, or just a very small thing. He didn’t matter at all in the great green sea of life that was the Urwald.


It was as if the idea had come from the trees themselves. Well, maybe Bergthold was nothing to them. They’d never been hit by him.


“What’s your name, boy?” said the wizard gently.


“Jinx.”


“And mine is Simon,” said the wizard. “So that was your stepfather, was it?”


Jinx nodded.


“Had he brought you into the woods to abandon you?”


“Yes,” said Jinx. “Our house was mine, but it burned down. And there’s a new baby.”


Jinx didn’t expect sympathy, never having had any before. But he was a little surprised by Simon’s reaction—the news that Jinx was being abandoned made the wizard smile. There was a little blue glow of satisfaction with the smile.


Jinx was relieved that wizards’ feelings were as easy to see as other people’s. He had learned to watch people very closely, and to listen carefully. He assumed that everyone did this and that everyone could see what he saw.


“I don’t expect you’ll miss him very much,” said the wizard.


Jinx shook his head no. He wouldn’t. Bergthold was mostly a red cloud of anger that led to beatings. But now what?


“Do you come from one of the clearings?” Simon asked.


Didn’t everybody? Jinx nodded.


“What’s it called?”


“Called?”


“Doesn’t your clearing have a name?”


“I don’t know.” Other clearings had names. Jinx had never heard his own clearing called anything.


“Could you find your clearing again?”


Jinx shook his head no.


“Excellent,” said Simon.


He reached out a long, thin hand to Jinx. Jinx had never even seen a wizard before, and now a wizard was sticking a hand at him.


“Do you want to come with me?” said Simon.


It had started to snow. Night was drawing in, and Jinx heard stealthy rustlings like suppressed laughter in the forest all around him. The wizard had saved Jinx from the trolls. But had he also called the trolls?


“Why didn’t the trolls take me?” said Jinx.


“They didn’t see you.”


“Was that magic?”


“Of course. Shall we go?”


Jinx knew he couldn’t survive alone in the Urwald once night fell. But wizards—wizards were dangerous.


“Are you the Bonemaster?” Jinx asked. The Bonemaster was the only wizard Jinx had ever heard of by name. Everyone in Jinx’s clearing was terrified of the Bonemaster, though no one had ever seen him.


“No. I am not the Bonemaster. I am just Simon Magus.”


“The Bonemaster sucks out people’s souls with a straw,” said Jinx. “Do you?”


“I have some bad habits,” said Simon. “But that is not one of them.”


“Do you eat people?” said Jinx.


“Certainly not.”


“Do you kill people?”


“Very seldom. And never small boys.”


The wizard’s thoughts were green and blue, and they slid around each other, shifty and secretive. But they weren’t red and angry, and that was something. And the Urwald loomed, ready to swallow Jinx as easily as it had his stepfather.


“It’s nearly dark. Are you coming?” Simon held out his hand again.


Jinx made his choice and took it.





2
The Wizard’s House



And that was how Jinx came to live with a possibly evil wizard and twenty-seven cats in a huge stone house that stood alone in its own clearing, protected by invisible wards that kept monsters out but let some very strange visitors in.


Just how strange, Jinx found out that first night, after he and Simon had finished a very satisfactory dinner of bread, cheese, pickles, jam, apple cider, and pumpkin pie.


They were sitting at the kitchen table on top of the big stone stove, which filled half the kitchen and was just pleasantly warm underfoot. Onions, dried apples, and pumpkin hung from the rafters overhead. There were cats everywhere, lying on barrels and shelves—there was one curled around the water pump.


“No more pie for now, boy—you’ll make yourself sick,” said Simon.


“What are you going to do with me?” Jinx asked. He believed that the wizard probably didn’t eat people, since his house was full of much better things to eat. But he figured Simon must be planning to use him for something … probably something evil.


“Right now? Send you to bed. Tomorrow, put you to work,” said Simon.


But there was a part of Simon that seemed to hide from what he’d just said, as if it wasn’t the whole truth.


“Are you going to send me to kill your enemies?” said Jinx.


“No, I think I’ll spare my enemies that terrible fate.”


Jinx was annoyed at being laughed at. “Anyone who takes me in dies.”


“I expect they do eventually,” said Simon. “But I doubt you hasten the process. You really think if I sent you to the Bonemaster, he’d drop dead?”


The Bonemaster was a formidable enemy to have. Jinx was relieved to hear he wouldn’t be expected to deal with him. Still … “I do have a curse on me, though.”


“You don’t have a curse on you. Put that nonsense out of your head.”


“Why aren’t you afraid of the Bonemaster?” said Jinx.


“How do you know I’m not?”


“I can see it,” said Jinx, surprised at this question about something so obvious. Everyone’s thoughts glowed green fear whenever the Bonemaster’s name was mentioned. It was the same bottle-shaped blob of terror for everyone, as if the fear of the Bonemaster had come to all of them in exactly the same way, as exactly the same thought. Which was odd, because usually different people had different-colored thoughts.


“You should be afraid of the Bonemaster,” said Simon. “Whatever happens, don’t ever go near him.”


There came a banging at the door.


Simon muttered a swear word and went to open it. Jinx trailed along behind him.


Outside, the night was purple. A tornado of snow blasted past and left behind a woman standing beside a butter churn, grinning.


“Dame Glammer. Welcome,” said Simon.


“Dame” was a title for a witch, just like “Magus” meant a wizard. Jinx stared. The witch stared back. Her small, sharp eyes seemed to be laughing at Jinx. Her face had a lot of nose to it. Her hair was a wild nest of gray pinned on top of her head anyhow with two long knitting needles. She unwrapped herself from several wet cloaks and piled them into Jinx’s arms.


“This little chipmunk looks good enough to eat, Simon! Where’d you get him from? Is he your very own?”


A wizard and now a witch—worse and worse. Jinx glanced at the door. Outside was the Urwald, the snow, and the trolls. Inside, two magicians.


“His name’s Jinx,” said Simon.


“How darling! It’s an awful night for traveling, Simon, even with the butter churn.”


“I suppose you’d better stay, then,” said Simon, with a brown puff of annoyance that didn’t come into his voice. “Sit down, have some cider. Jinx, come and help me make up the spare rooms.”


Jinx followed Simon up the ladder to the loft to get blankets and sheets. “Never go through that door, Jinx,” said Simon, pointing to the far end of the loft. “It’s a straight drop to the ground.”


They made up a bed for Dame Glammer at the bottom of the north tower. Then they went up the spiral staircase, with cats weaving around between Jinx’s legs trying to trip him up. Simon dropped the armload of blankets on the bed.


“I suggest you make that bed and get in it,” said Simon. “Good night, Jinx.”


Jinx decided not to take Simon’s suggestion. He had to find out what these two magicians were up to. For all he knew, they were plotting to turn him into a toad and cook him up in a magic potion. He crept back downstairs, holding his breath for fear of being heard.


Simon and the witch were looking at a little pile of dried-up twigs on the table.


“I thought wormwood was poisonous,” said Simon.


Poison?


“Oh, it is,” said Dame Glammer. Her black eyes flashed up at Simon eagerly. “But it makes you fly, this kind.”


Simon made a doubting gesture with his lips. “People can’t fly.”


“All right, makes you think you’re flying.”


“What use is that?” said Simon.


Dame Glammer laughed, then leaned back in her chair, scattering cats, and swung her feet up onto the table. She wore a many-colored patchwork skirt that came down just over her knees and no further, so her legs in their thick woolen stockings showed to the world. Simon frowned at the feet, but the feet and Dame Glammer ignored this. She took a deep, satisfied swig of cider, and a mustache of foam stuck to her lip. She wiped it off with the back of her hand.


“You take things too seriously, Simon. Sometimes magic is just for fun, you know.”


“No.” Simon took a sip of cider and didn’t elaborate.


“I don’t think even the Bonemaster can make flying potion,” said Dame Glammer.


“He can’t.”


The witch didn’t have that green flash of fear at the Bonemaster’s name—she had nothing. With a start Jinx realized that he couldn’t see any clouds around her at all. He’d never met anyone with invisible feelings before. That made her even more dangerous.


“It’s like history repeating itself, isn’t it?” said Dame Glammer. “You’ve gone and found yourself a nice little chipmunk to gobble up, just like you were gobbled up by—”


“Nonsense—gobbled up! I’m right here in front of you.” But the words came with jagged orange consternation.


“Where’d you get him from, anyway?” said Dame Glammer, nodding at the doorway where Jinx was standing.


“He came along,” said Simon. “Didn’t I tell you to go to bed, boy?”


“What’re you going to use him for?” she asked. “If you’re not going to—”


“He’ll work for me. He’ll keep the house clean,” said Simon, with another pointed glance at Dame Glammer’s feet.


“Good eating on children,” said Dame Glammer. “I had a boy and a girl just this past autumn. Parents left ’em in the woods … well, you can imagine. I bewitched the house to make it look like gingerbread—”


So that was how they did it! Jinx had always wondered why witches didn’t have a problem with animals coming to eat their gingerbread houses. And what happened when it rained.


“That’s not funny,” said Simon. “You’re scaring the boy.”


“Oh, I didn’t really eat them! Just made ’em think I was going to.” She cackled.


Jinx thought probably she really had.


“I’m not giving you dragon scales for that,” said Simon, nodding at the wormwood. “It’s not reasonable, Dame. You know I have to buy them direct from the dragon.”


Dame Glammer grinned. “Why not give me the boy?”


“Absolutely not.”


“Saving him for the Bonemaster?”


“Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” He nodded at the wormwood again. “Are we trading, or not?”


“What will you give me?”


“If you show me how to brew the wormwood, I may give you an ounce of cinnamon.”


“Very well.” She swept the twigs into a red polka-dot kerchief.


“Come into my workroom. You can show me now,” said Simon.


There was a heavy oaken door in the wall opposite—Jinx supposed it must lead to the other tower. Simon went to it, then stopped and turned around.


“Everything in the south wing is off limits, Jinx. My rooms are back here, and you are not allowed in them. Understand?”


Jinx was immediately seized with a desire to see the off-limits rooms.


“Why?” he asked.


“Because there are dangerous things in here, and because I said so. Now go to bed. And don’t lie awake worrying about the gingerbread house—it’s not true.”


Simon went through the heavy oaken door, leaving it half open for Dame Glammer to follow. Jinx inched forward, eager to get a look at the forbidden rooms. He caught a glimpse of a cold stone hall, and dark shadows dancing in flickering torchlight. But before he could see any more, Dame Glammer darted forward and grabbed him by the chin.


“You seem like such a sweet little chipmunk. Such a shame a wizard’s gone and gotten ahold of you.”


Her hand squeezed his face. Jinx jerked his head away, freeing himself.


“Don’t you wonder what he’s going to do with you?”


“He said he wants me to work for him.”


“Shall I tell you what he really wants you for?” The witch grinned, and Jinx couldn’t tell if she was teasing him. Her thoughts remained frustratingly invisible.


“Tell me,” he said. He was more curious than scared.


“Ask nicely.”


“Please tell me,” said Jinx, glaring at her.


“Little boys are more use for spells than for work,” Dame Glammer said.


“I don’t know any spells.”


“Little boys are useful ingredients for spells.”


Oh.


“Are you coming or not?” Simon stuck his head back out into the kitchen and frowned. “You’re not scaring the boy again, are you?”


“Oh no. He’s a very, very brave little chipmunk.” Dame Glammer grinned, and went into Simon’s rooms with her wormwood.
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Jinx was very watchful after Dame Glammer’s warning. But weeks went by, and Simon didn’t brew Jinx into a potion, and Jinx decided she’d just been trying to scare him after all.


A lot of witches came to visit Simon. Jinx didn’t like it when they looked at him and cackled. But he listened hard to their conversations, which were all about spells and magic and, now and then, the Bonemaster. They said nothing new about the Bonemaster—just that he would suck your soul out with a straw and stack your bones up crisscross. Jinx could mostly see the colored clouds around the witches’ heads—Dame Glammer was the only one with invisible feelings.


Wanderers came to stay too, but they insisted on camping outdoors in Simon’s clearing, although they did come in to use the bathroom. Jinx hadn’t met many Wanderers before. They bought and sold stuff, mostly, and Jinx’s clearing had been too poor to interest them. Jinx hung back in the shadows when they gathered around their campfire at night. He listened to their talk of other clearings, and journeys along the Path, and monsters they’d run into (and then run away from). They spoke in their own language, but Jinx found he could understand it if he listened.


Jinx worked hard. He swept and scrubbed. He milked the goats, gathered eggs, and brought in firewood. He explored the clearing and as much of Simon’s house as he could. He wondered how he could get a look into the off-limits rooms.


As for his own room, he didn’t like it. It was too cold and far away from everything. So he made a nest of blankets under the kitchen table, on top of the warm stone stove. Cats walked across him every night. But the kitchen smelled of cinnamon and cider, woodsmoke and cooking.
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It was nearly winter, and no one had turned the garden over yet. There were old, black, dead-looking weeds poking up through the thin snow. Jinx found a hoe and went to work.


“No, no, no!”


Simon came running out of the house, his purple robes flying. “Idiot!”


He grabbed the hoe out of Jinx’s hands. Jinx braced himself, but Simon didn’t hit him.


“What have you done to my night-blooming bindweed?” Simon knelt down on the ground. “These are supposed to be in the ground all winter!”


“I’m sorry,” Jinx said, hastily.


“Never mind sorry,” Simon said through clenched teeth. “Help me dig them back in. They’re very rare—I was lucky to get them to grow.”


The dark purple cloud of a very bad mood surrounded Simon and blotted out the sunlight. Jinx got down and dug the plants back into the cold, damp dirt. His fingers ached with cold, and his nose ran and dripped down onto the plants, but he kept working and apologizing to Simon.


“I’m sure you meant well,” said Simon. “You did rotten, but you meant well.”


The thing that Jinx liked most about Simon, besides his cooking, was that he never hit Jinx at all. Not once. No matter what Jinx did and no matter how jaggedly orange or darkly purple the wizard’s moods got. This was something completely new in Jinx’s experience.
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At the top of the north tower was a round stone room with a big, dark window in it. It always seemed to be night behind this window. A chair sat facing it.


One winter day, when the kitchen was full of Dame Glammer and she was cackling way too much, Jinx went up and sat in the chair. He saw himself reflected in the glass, a thin boy with black hair, brown eyes, and tan skin.


Suddenly the window cleared—the night was gone. Jinx saw Simon’s clearing below, bright in morning sunlight. He could make out the tracks from Dame Glammer’s butter churn in the snow. Beyond the clearing the Urwald rose, trees hundreds of feet high. Jinx could see just a little way into its green darkness.


Then, with a lurch, Jinx was seeing far into the forest. Tree branches zipped past him as if he were flying. He was hurtling through the trees so fast, he expected to be flattened against one at any second. Then he dove down and was rushing along the path, his eyes inches from the ground. He saw footprints, hoofprints, and clawprints frozen in the mud. A second later he was swooping upward, looking down through branches at a party of trolls running through the forest. Then the trolls were gone and he was watching a werebear climb a tree.


Now he was hovering over a clearing, looking at a girl about his own age dressed in red, who was digging in a garden, turning the soil over for winter. He would have liked to watch her for longer, but already he was zooming through the trees again, at dizzying speeds—


“Meow!”


A cat jumped on him, and Jinx was so dizzy, he fell to the floor. He was back in the tower. He got shakily to his feet and saw Simon looking down at him.


The wizard nodded at the window. “You want to be careful with that thing.”


“What is it?” said Jinx.


“The Farseeing Window.”


“How does it work?”


“You need a spell to control it,” Simon said. “If you want to keep an eye on someone in particular, they have to be connected to the other end of the spell. Otherwise the view just slides around.”


“Could it show me my clearing?” Jinx asked. He wasn’t homesick exactly. Not entirely. He just thought he’d like to see how things were getting on there.


“Probably, if it wants to,” said Simon. He rapped on the window, casually, as if the glass wasn’t worth more money than most people saw in their lives. “It’s got a mind of its own. Only shows you what it wants to. I think.”


“Don’t you know?” said Jinx.


Simon flickered irritation at him. “Of course I know. I just told you.”





3
Strange Feet



Winter settled in to stay. Simon was away a lot. He went places, leaving Jinx alone with the cats, and he often came back in a foul mood. But when he was home, life was better. The wizard was terrifying, but gradually it became a homey, woolen-smelling terror, as comforting in its own way as the howling of a winter storm.


Jinx liked storms—they put Simon into a cooking mood. Simon could go on cooking for hours—pies, bread, honey cakes, soup, stewed fruits, and baked apples—and Jinx stayed nearby, fetching things and cleaning up, and feeling safe inside the warm cloud that surrounded the wizard, even if he was usually pretty cranky.


Jinx got used to the witches. Simon fed them and listened carefully to everything they had to say about magic, and then he usually disappeared into the south wing—perhaps to test what they’d told him. It was very lonely when Simon locked himself away for days at a time. Sometimes Jinx went up and gazed into the Farseeing Window, which never wanted to show him his home clearing but seemed to like showing him the little girl in the red hood.


Jinx got into the habit of talking to her. Since she couldn’t hear him and didn’t even know he was watching her, he had to make up her parts of the conversation.


“I wonder where he goes,” he said to the girl.


But she had no more idea than Jinx did.


Try as he might, Jinx hadn’t been able to see into the forbidden rooms. He had explored every other part of Simon’s house, inside and out. He had even climbed onto the roof of the shed that the goats and chickens lived in, and then slid off it into the snow—at first by accident, and then several more times on purpose. But he couldn’t get into the forbidden wing. Simon kept the door firmly locked at all times.


Then sometimes Simon would come into the kitchen in the middle of the night, and Jinx would awaken to see the wizard’s gnarly feet. Jinx liked to crawl out from under the table and sit down and have some cider and a piece of bread and cheese in the dark with him. Neither of them said anything. They sipped and ate slowly, letting the night noises and the night chill slide around them, and now and then pushing a cat off the table.


One night in the early spring Jinx awoke to see a different pair of feet. They were pretty feet, narrow and brown with nice neat toes that, unlike Simon’s, had nothing in common with tree roots.


There was a clunk of things being put on the table, and then Simon’s feet appeared beside the new ones.


“You were away for too long,” Simon said, quietly so as not to wake Jinx.


“Only a week.” It was a lady’s voice.


“It seemed longer.”


Jinx didn’t know much about weeks and months—he knew what they were, but time ran together in a blur. Winter had come and gone since he’d been in Simon’s house. Longer than a week, then. And yet Jinx had never seen this lady’s feet before.


“You know they don’t want me coming here,” said the lady.


“Uh-huh. But you do it anyway.”


An icky, silver-sweet feeling ran down the edges of the table and threatened to drip on Jinx. Alarmed, he gave a loud snore to remind Simon he was there.


“What’s that?”


“The boy. He sleeps under the table.”


Jinx had his eyes shut tight when they both bent down to look at him. He didn’t need his eyes to see people’s feelings—feelings came through anyway, as a color or a sound or a shape. Sometimes even a taste.


“‘The boy,’” the lady said. Suddenly the silver-sweet feeling had bristles in it. “Where did you get a boy from?”


“I got him from his family. I paid a silver penny for him.”


This, Jinx realized, was not actually, strictly speaking, the truth. Simon had certainly said he was going to pay a penny for Jinx, but then trolls had come along and saved Simon the money.


“And what exactly do you need a boy for?” The lady’s voice came from above again; they were no longer peering at Jinx. She spoke with an accent, as if the Urwish words weren’t quite at home in her mouth.


“He cleans up around the place. Brings in firewood. Things like that.”


“A slave,” said the lady. Silver-sweet frozen, like February ice.


“He’s not a slave. I’m going to pay him wages when he’s older.”


“So this is why you’ve been keeping me out of the kitchen all winter. You’ve been hiding a boy.”


“I knew you’d make a ridiculous fuss,” said Simon. “He’s just a boy.”


Jinx was still wondering how the lady could have been in the house only a week ago if she hadn’t come through the kitchen. There were no other doors to the outside.


“Anyway, he’s company,” said Simon. “Like the cats, only less demanding.”


“Children are not house pets, Simon. Why does he sleep under the table? You have plenty of rooms in this barn.”


“I gave him a room—he won’t sleep in it. He likes it under the table. I put a cat-repellent spell under there for him.”


Jinx had noticed that the cats that used to climb on him and wake him up no longer did so, but hadn’t known it was because Simon had cast a spell.


“Anyway, it’s my business,” said Simon testily. “Which I thought we agreed was completely different from your business.”


The silver-sweet feeling was entirely gone now, and Jinx wasn’t as pleased by its departure as he might’ve expected.


“If you’re going to do anything evil, then it’s my business,” said the lady.


“If I’m going to do anything evil, you’ll be the first to know. Jinx, get up,” said Simon, not raising his voice at all.


He must’ve known Jinx wasn’t asleep. Jinx unrolled himself from his blankets and crawled out from under the table.


A golden-brown lady in a dark red robe was sitting at the table. She smiled at Jinx. Her hair was shiny black and curly. Her eyes were like the night sky—Jinx even thought he saw a shooting star in one, before she blinked. She had a formidable nose.


“This is Jinx,” said Simon. “As you can see, he’s perfectly healthy. I haven’t cut off any bits to use in spells. Jinx, this is Sophie. My wife.”


“Your what?” said Jinx. He was still half asleep or he would have had the sense to say something more polite.


“My wife,” said Simon. Jinx could feel amusement bursting in the wizard in little purple flashes—he was laughing at Jinx, but silently. He often did.


“No,” said Jinx.


“No what?” said Sophie. She was still smiling. Jinx felt a soft green kindness from her and liked it.


“He means no, you’re not my wife,” said Simon. “Sit down, Jinx. Have some cider.”


Jinx sat down and accepted the flagon of cider that Simon poured for him. He took a slice of pumpkin bread from the loaf on the table and turned it over in his hands. He had been exploring Simon’s house and clearing diligently for months, and he felt he would have noticed a wife.


And wives were kind of hard to miss. Back in his clearing in the old days, he had always been scrambling to get out of their way as they surged across the clearing, arms full of wet laundry, water buckets, and firewood.


“Wives are always carrying something,” Jinx explained.


“My wife carries things in her head,” said Simon. “She is a well-known and important scholar.”


Sophie shot Simon an annoyed look. “Where do you come from, Jinx?” she asked.


“The Clearing,” said Jinx.


“And do you want to go back there?”


Jinx looked over at Simon to see what was the correct answer to this. Simon stood up and went down the steps to stir the fire. Jinx got the message—he had to answer on his own.


He thought. He was very lonely sometimes. In the Clearing—which was already becoming fuzzy in his memory—there had always been people around. In fact, you were never alone at all—especially not when you had to sleep at the foot of a straw bed with your stepparents’ smelly feet in your face. Here he had his own pallet with no babies leaking on him. And enough to eat all winter long. And Simon, who seldom actually yelled and never beat him at all.


He still hadn’t figured out what Simon intended to use him for—but maybe it really was just to work.


And then, he realized, he wasn’t as afraid as he used to be. Oh, sure, Simon was scary, and witches were scary. But back in the Clearing, everything had been scary. Fear crept up the walls of the huts and dripped down from the ceilings, and you didn’t even have to have frightening things in front of you to be afraid. Everyone was afraid all the time on general principle … afraid of the Urwald and monsters and winter and hunger and what might happen next and the possibility that nothing might happen next. It had been, now that Jinx thought about it, exhausting.


“No,” he said at last. “I don’t want to go back. I like it here.”


Simon was still stirring the fire, but Jinx could almost hear the loud Ha! that he thought at his wife.


“Don’t you miss your family?” asked Sophie.


“They’re all dead,” said Jinx.


As soon as he said it, Jinx realized his mistake. Simon had just told Sophie that he’d bought Jinx from his family. It was difficult to conduct business with dead people—probably even for wizards. Jinx took a bite of pumpkin bread to hide his confusion.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Sophie gently.


Jinx nodded warily. There was a new hint of iron behind her kindness.


“Tell me, Jinx, were they all dead before you met my husband?”


Simon stopped stirring the fire and froze, the poker in his hand. The room went still and waiting.


Jinx smooshed the slice of pumpkin bread in his hands. “Yes! A long time before! It was my stepparents that … that sold me. They weren’t any relation to me.” He took a bite of mashed pumpkin bread and said around it, “That’s why they wanted to get rid of me.”


The stillness in the room went away. Jinx had said the right thing. It hadn’t been the truth, entirely. It had left out a minor matter of trolls, but it had been the right thing to say. He could see that when he watched Simon tilt a so there! look at Sophie, and Sophie smile an apology. The room thawed and just a little bit of silver-sweet feeling seeped back. Not enough to make you squirm, really … but Jinx very much wanted this midnight meeting to be over now. He wasn’t sure why he had felt he had to lie to protect Simon from this sudden unexpected wife. But he was sure it had been the right thing to do.


Later, when he lay in bed listening to the kitchen fire sizzle away, it occurred to him that Were they all dead before you met my husband? was a very odd question.
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After that Sophie was around often, though she never stayed more than a few days. There was no more of Simon disappearing into his rooms for days on end—Sophie made it very clear that she came to visit Jinx as well as Simon. Jinx liked this. Sophie was different from anybody he’d ever met—smart without being cranky or cackly, and kind, and unafraid.


She also spoke a language he’d never heard before. Simon spoke it too, and Jinx had to listen for a while before he understood it. They tended to discuss things in it that they didn’t want Jinx to hear. Jinx heard them talk about a place called Samara—sometimes they argued about it. Jinx wondered where it was.


“Where’s Sophie?” Jinx asked once, when she’d been around for three days and suddenly wasn’t.


“She left,” said Simon.


“Where did she go?”


“She went home. Her home.”


“Why doesn’t she live here?”


“Never you mind,” said Simon.


“How does she get here? She never comes through the front door; she always comes out of your rooms.”


“Well, then, that must be how she gets here, mustn’t it?”


“But there’s no door to the outside from your rooms.” Jinx had looked all around the outside of the house.


“Perhaps she climbs in the window, then,” said Simon.


“Is there a secret passage back there?”


“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret.”


“I think she must get here by magic,” said Jinx.


“That seems likely, doesn’t it? I think it’s time you swept out the loft.”


Sweeping out the loft meant Simon was tired of Jinx’s questions.


Jinx was sure that magic went on in the south wing, and he knew that the rooms contained the secret of where Sophie came from. As Jinx grew less afraid of witches and wizards, he grew more and more curious. But Simon never left the forbidden door unlocked. Jinx had tried to peer through the magic cat flap, but it knew he wasn’t a cat and it wouldn’t open for him.
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