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An Encounter with No Werewolves


It wasn’t that Jinx didn’t like people. It was just that sometimes he had to get away from them.


He was no sooner out of earshot of the campfire, breathing in the deep, green strength of the forest, than he heard a single tree’s voice.


Stuck. Trapped. All is lost.


Jinx hurried through the underbrush, weaving around great moss-covered trees and stumbling over roots.


The cries came from a beech sapling. A mighty pine had fallen, crushing the beech to the ground.


Jinx grabbed the sapling and yanked, but couldn’t free it. He could hear it murmuring its despair. You waited and waited for a chance like this, for a big tree to fall so that you could grow toward the sunlight, and then this happened. It was hard to be young in the Urwald.


Jinx wrapped his arms around the rough, pitch-splattered pine trunk and tried to move it. He couldn’t shift it an inch.


Oh. Right. He was a magician.


Jinx drew the Urwald’s lifeforce power up through his feet. He levitated the fallen pine a few inches.


Free! Free! said the sapling. Sunlight!


It swept upward, its leaves brushing Jinx’s face.


Jinx was feeling a sense of accomplishment—the tree might someday grow as tall and stout as the giants around it, thanks to him—when he suddenly sensed a deep golden hunger nearby. He turned his head slightly to the left … and was eye to eye with a werewolf.


Jinx froze, terrified. It was no good doing a concealment spell—the werewolf had already seen him. There was no time to scream for help—the werewolf was only a few yards away.


It was wearing spectacles.


As Jinx stared, the werewolf licked the end of a pencil and wrote something in a small notebook.


“Why did you do that?” said the werewolf, in growly but perfectly good Urwish.


“D-do what?” said Jinx. He hadn’t known werewolves could talk. He’d been stalked by werewolves, clawed by werewolves, and very nearly eaten by werewolves, but they’d never exchanged pleasantries.


“Levitate the tree.” The werewolf’s pencil was poised over the notebook. “Do you consider yourself a magician?”


Was it good, or bad, to be a magician, as far as werewolves were concerned? Probably bad. Jinx tried to calm down. The werewolf licked its lips hungrily, which did not help Jinx calm down.


“Er,” said Jinx. “H-how do you feel about magicians?”


“I am very fond of them,” said the werewolf.


“Oh,” said Jinx. “Well I—”


“As long as they’re young and tender. Stringy old witches and wizards disagree with me.” The werewolf touched his midriff and winced.


There was chattering overhead. Jinx looked up. A chipmunk sat on a branch, tail upright, and watched Jinx and the werewolf with interest.


“It’s, er, late in the year for chipmunks,” said Jinx, in what he hoped was a light conversational tone.


The hackles on the werewolf’s neck rose. “Unsympathetic magic approaches. Excuse me.”


He tucked his notebook away—Jinx didn’t see where—and slunk off.


Jinx felt relieved … for half a second. Then he became aware of a cold blue hole piercing the great green lifeforce of the Urwald.


He turned around. Two elves stared at him. They were blue, with silver-white hair, and they glowed slightly. Jinx had seen elves before, but never up close. The feeling that came from them was cold, not like winter or ice, but cold like a dark, faraway place that has never seen either.


At least the werewolf had been alive. The elves were … something else. Not dead, because “dead” has something to do with “alive,” and Jinx had a feeling that elves did not.


One of the elves opened its mouth, and a sound came out like a cat being dragged backward through a drain.


The other elf, who Jinx guessed was a lady, answered—a snarly, hairball-hacking sound. Jinx was ordinarily good at languages, but he wasn’t even sure this was a language.


“What?” said Jinx.


“Doesn’t listen very well,” said the female elf, switching to Urwish. “Not as well as he’s supposed to.”


“I do too,” said Jinx, annoyed.


“Aren’t you supposed to be the Listener?” said the male elf. His voice rang like iron dropped on ice.


“I don’t know about ‘supposed to,’ but yeah,” said Jinx.


“He has no idea what that means, Dearth,” said the lady. “Are you telling me our brilliant Bonemaster couldn’t kill that?”


“He did kill him,” said Dearth. “More or less. But it didn’t take. Bottle spell, you know.”


“And now look at it. What a poor excuse for a flame.”


“The Bonemaster hasn’t come into his power yet,” said Dearth. “Not really. More than this one has, of course. But he isn’t yet strong.”


“They’re a curious pair,” said the lady. “Why choose an old man and a boy?”


“Choose, choose,” said Dearth scornfully. “No one is chosen. The wicks choose themselves. It’s always been that way.”


“Who chooses themselves for what?” Jinx demanded.


“Should we kill him?” said the lady.


Now this was going too far. Jinx tried to summon the Urwald’s lifeforce … and found that he couldn’t. He was trapped inside the cold blue hole the elves had brought with them. The lifeforce was outside it.


“It’s completely unnecessary, Neza,” said Dearth. “And our Bonemaster can’t become truly strong without him. There have to be two wicks. It was ever thus.”


“But if the Bonemaster kills him, we reign supreme,” said Neza.


“Reigning supreme can be a great deal more trouble than it’s worth,” said Dearth irritably.


“Well, this one doesn’t know who he is. That’s all we need to know,” said Neza. She made a dismissive little gesture at Jinx with her nose. “You won’t remember this, Flame.”


She waved her fingers, and Jinx was engulfed in a maelstrom of silver-blue sparks. The sparks filled his eyes and got up his nose. He batted at them, trying to clear them away—


“Jinx!” Someone was calling his name. That was his name, wasn’t it? He felt confused. His nose itched. And there was a girl in a red cape coming through the woods.


Oh. Of course. Elfwyn. And how could he have forgotten his own name?


“What are you doing up here?” she asked.


“I was just …” Jinx looked back at where there had been—something, hadn’t there? A chipmunk? Yes, he was pretty sure there had been a chipmunk.


“I was just thinking,” he said.


“I thought I heard you talking to someone.”


“The trees probably,” said Jinx. He didn’t talk to the trees aloud, but he was too embarrassed to say he’d been talking to a chipmunk. Had he? He didn’t remember.


“I was worried,” she said. “You shouldn’t go off by yourself. There could be werewolves, you know.”


Something tugged at Jinx’s memory, but he couldn’t think what.


“Nah, I’m fine,” he said. “There are no werewolves around here.”
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An Ill Wind


They were traveling the Path—Jinx, Elfwyn, Reven, and the wizard Simon Magus. Jinx was fond of all of his companions, at least in theory. Elfwyn was a sensible girl who suffered from a terrible curse that forced her to answer any question truthfully. Other than that she was good company. Reven was—well, Reven was probably a king, and certainly dangerous.


He was also good at stuff Jinx was not so good at, like fighting, and talking to girls. Jinx sort of admired Reven for these things, but not aloud.


Then there was Simon … who had said he’d let Jinx go to the edge of the Urwald without him. The problem was (and Jinx only knew this because he could see other people’s feelings) that Simon didn’t want to let Jinx out of his sight. And this was because a few months ago Jinx had fallen off a hundred-foot cliff and gotten, if you wanted to be perfectly accurate, killed. It was only good luck on Jinx’s part and good spell work on Simon’s that had kept the situation from becoming permanent.


Ever since then Simon had tended to hover, and to watch Jinx more closely than people really need to be watched when they’re almost thirteen.


It was a warm day in late fall, and a strong wind sent brown leaves scuttering along the path. Jinx walked a little behind his companions, and the trees spoke to him.


The Terror, they said. That was what they called Reven. The Terror is still here. Why is the Terror still here, Listener?


Because of Simon, said Jinx. I’m trying to take Reven out of the Urwald, but Simon keeps taking us to visit all these witches and wizards, asking them all—


Tell the wizard Simon you must go. To the forest edge. Yes, very soon, Listener. Tell him.


Right, because he really listens to me. Jinx didn’t bother to say this, because trees seldom understood sarcasm. I’ll try.


Suddenly a ripple of alarm ran through the trees, then surged to a torrent of terror.


The trees cried out a warning.


Danger. Death. Destruction. Flee, Listener!


Jinx hurried to warn his friends. “Run!”


“From what?” said Simon. “If there are monsters, we’ll do a concealment spell.”


“We can’t hide!” said Jinx. “There’s a clearing near here—we can make it if—”


Simon stopped in the middle of the path and scowled. “There is not a clearing near here.”


“Yes, there is,” said Jinx. “Will you listen to me for once?”


Jinx could see the clouds around the wizard’s head—Simon was afraid. That surprised Jinx so much that for a second he could only stare.


Then the fear slipped away behind the blank white wall that hid some of Simon’s thoughts. In the same instant the forest darkened. A blast of wind tore through the trees, sending the branches creaking and groaning overhead.


“Told you,” said Jinx.


“Told me what?”


“It feels like there’s a storm coming,” said Elfwyn.


“It’s a huge storm!” said Jinx. “Like a thousand dragons. Only wetter.”


“A storm? All this fuss is about a storm?”


Jinx could’ve shaken Simon with frustration. “It’s a killer storm. It’ll be here in a few minutes.”


“Then I expect we’ll get wet,” said Simon.


“We’ll get dead,” said Jinx. “The clearing’s half a mile north of here. We can make it if we run. This is a really monstrous storm. It can tear your limbs off!”


Reven looked up anxiously at the creaking branches. “Perhaps we should listen to Jinx, good wizard.”


“I’m not taking orders from my apprentice,” said Simon. “If I change my mind about that, I’ll let you know.”


“There is another path up here,” said Elfwyn. “How did you know there was a clearing, Jinx?”


The sky had turned steely gray. The wind roared like thunder, and then rushed overhead. A branch snapped and hit the path just behind them. Elfwyn grabbed Simon’s arm and hauled at him. Reven stared at the branches thrashing all around them.


“Come on!” Jinx grabbed Simon’s other arm. “Move!”


“Let go of me,” said Simon.


Suddenly Jinx felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. A thick bolt of lightning ran from the ground to the sky and back, pink and crackling, and a tree beside the path lit up, shooting sparks. There was a loud BANG. Jinx heard screaming—the others wouldn’t, of course—and the tree snapped, halfway down the trunk. For a moment the fractured tree stood wavering atop its stump.


“RUN!” Jinx yelled.


They ran. The tree came crashing to the path behind them, so close that they stumbled forward from the force of the impact. They turned up the new path and kept running. The rain arrived, sheets and blankets of rain, barrels and cauldrons and lakes of rain.


The houses in the clearing were dim gray shapes through the downpour. Elfwyn ran to the nearest house.


“Not that one!” Simon cried.


A branch came crashing out of the forest and knocked Simon sprawling. Jinx and Reven struggled back to help him—Elfwyn was pounding on the door.


“I’m fine,” said Simon, getting to his feet. “Get into the flippin’ house, why don’t you.”


A mighty burst of wind whipped into the clearing and swept them all smack into the side of the house. Jinx tried to move, but the wind crushed him right back against the wall, flat as a leaf. Simon grabbed him and dragged him to the open door.


Then they were inside, the door was safely closed and barred, and there was firelight and the smell of things cooking. Outside, the wind howled like a thousand werewolves. Things crashed against the outer walls, but the house barely trembled.


A sharp-nosed old man sat at a table, dunking bread into a bowl of stew. Jinx was suddenly hungry.


“You’re dripping water all over the floor,” said the old man.


“We can’t help that. It’s raining,” said Elfwyn.


“Why are you wearing a dress?”


“Because it’s what I have, of course,” said Elfwyn. “Why wouldn’t I—”


“Not you.” The old man waved a bread crust at Simon. “Him.”


“It’s not a dress,” said Simon. “It’s a robe. Is that all you have to say? Jinx, all of you, go stand by the fire and dry off.”


“What do you need a robe for?”


“Robes are what wizards wear,” Simon said between clenched teeth. “You three, hang your coats on the chairs.”


“They’ll drip all over the floor,” said the old man. “Here, what are you doing in my cupboard, boy?”


Jinx felt a jolt of real horror when he realized that it was Simon being called “boy.” He half expected the old man to be set aflame or turned into a toad, but Simon just got some wooden bowls and spoons out of the cupboard and clunked them down on the table.


“Where’s the bread?” said Simon.


“In the breadbox, of course, where it always was.” The old man had gone back to eating. “Take it all, don’t worry about me. It’s not like it matters whether I starve in my old age.”


“Whatever finally carries you off, it won’t be starvation.” Simon ladled stew from the pot hanging over the fire. “Here, you three, sit down and eat.”


“My stew’s not good enough for you?” the old man demanded of Simon.


“It’s got meat in it.”


“Of course it’s got meat in it, that’s the point.”


It was goat stew, with peas and lumps of potato. Jinx tried it. It was pretty good. There was nothing rotten or nasty—quite unlike the food you usually got in clearings.


“Still playing wizard, are you?” said the old man.


“Yup.” Simon had taken off his sopping robe—he had regular clothes on underneath—and was wringing it onto the hearth.


“I tell people you died of plague.”


“That’s thoughtful of you,” said Simon. “I expect they wonder where the wagonloads of potatoes come from in thin winters, then.”


“These yours?” The old man gestured with his bread again.


“No.” Simon gave Jinx, Reven, and Elfwyn a thoughtful look. “Well, yes, the younger boy’s mine.”


The old man hitched his chair around and looked hard at Jinx. Jinx looked back. He could see the cloud of gray-white, smug satisfaction that surrounded the man like a second skin. Whatever happened, Jinx suspected, this man would only see it through that cloud, through what it meant to him and what he could get out of it. Now he was sizing Jinx up through the cloud, and Jinx hated it.


“Hmph. Well, at least he’s not wearing a dress.”


“I left it home,” said Jinx.


The old man ignored him, but Simon glared. Apparently it was all right for Simon to be sarcastic, but not Jinx. Figured.


“The mother must’ve been pretty dark,” said the old man.


“Must’ve been,” said Simon. “Do you have any cheese?”


“Why don’t you just look around till you find it? Is she dead?”


“Yes,” said Simon. “Is this all the cheese you have?”


“If I’d known you were coming I’d’ve baked a cheesecake. What’d she die of?”


“Elves,” said Simon.


At the word “elves” something stirred in Jinx’s memory. He wondered if he should say something to correct the colossal misconception that was being formed here. A glance at Simon told him he should not. Simon’s thoughts were a box of whisper-thin light green glass that might shatter at any second, which would lead to flames and toads and all sorts of horrible things.


Simon whipped a knife out of his pocket and stabbed the cheese viciously.


Outside, the storm raged. The window shutters rattled and shook. Elfwyn and Reven exchanged nervous glances and went on eating.


“Some storm,” said Reven, in the overcheerful tone of someone trying to pretend everything was normal. “It’s even worse than that one that blew us to the Bonemaster.”


“I wonder if the Bonemaster has anything to do with this storm,” Elfwyn murmured.


“He can’t,” said Jinx. “We destroyed most of his power.”


“Unless he’s escaped,” said Elfwyn. “And found a way to get more power.”


“Storms just happen,” said Jinx.


“That lightning was amazing,” said Reven. “That bolt that almost hit us—I never knew lightning was pink.”


“Some of it’s blue,” said Jinx. “Like the flash right before it that stretched across the sky, and there were eight branches of lightning coming down to the treetops from it—”


He stopped, confused. Reven and Elfwyn were staring at him.


“We didn’t see that,” said Elfwyn. “Because we were under the trees, not on top of them. And so were you.”


“Maybe I just looked up and saw it,” said Jinx. But no, he knew he had seen the sea of swaying treetops, and lightning rippling and dancing across it.


“I think you’re turning into a tree,” said Reven. “Forsooth, you see what the trees see. You’ll be sprouting leaves next.”


Simon and the old man were still arguing.


“If you’d stayed here and married Friddelotta—”


“Don’t start that.” Simon hacked at the cheese as if he was decapitating an enemy. “Just don’t.”


Reven coughed. “I’m sorry, sir, we haven’t been introduced. I’m Reven, and do I have the honor of addressing Simon the Wizard’s esteemed father?”


“Esteemed? The brat hasn’t visited me in fifteen years.”


“Twenty. His name is Egon,” said Simon.


Jinx was surprised. He’d always assumed that Simon, like Jinx and almost every other Urwalder old enough to tie their own shoes, was an orphan.


Reven bowed and said all the polite things that you probably had to say if you’d been raised at King Rufus’s court and didn’t know any better. Jinx went back to eating.


“What’s it like?” Elfwyn asked him, very quietly.


“What’s what like?”


“Being able to”—she dropped her voice even quieter—“talk to the trees like that.”


“Strange,” said Jinx. “It’s started happening when I don’t expect it. And I mean it’s not always really talking. Sometimes it’s just sort of being there.”


“Like a tree,” said Elfwyn.


“You could’ve done real well out of Friddelotta,” said Egon. “Her father was cooked by a dragon, you know. She inherited nineteen goats.”


“Lucky her.” Simon turned to the door. “Is the wind letting up a little?”


“No,” said Elfwyn.


“You could’ve been a big man in goats by now, is what I’m saying,” said Egon. “But instead—all this hocus-pocus nonsense. Wearing purple dresses. Dancing around in the dark with witches.”


“I have never—”


“Is that why you never get lost anymore?” Elfwyn asked Jinx.


“Yeah,” said Jinx. “But I didn’t get lost all that much before.” Well, okay, maybe he had once last summer, in a situation that had perhaps involved an uncomfortable amount of troll. But nowadays … it was something about the root network. He always knew where he was.


“This all changed since you, um, fell off the cliff?” said Elfwyn.


“Yeah. I guess.” They were still talking very quietly, though it wasn’t really necessary because Simon and Egon had started shouting at each other.


“Come on, all of you,” Simon snapped. “We’re leaving.”


He went to the door and unbarred it. The wind smashed into the room, tearing the door out of his hands. Reven grabbed the old man out of the way as the table and chairs flew across the room and hit the far wall. The flames in the fireplace shot up and out, licking the ceiling beams. Jinx, struggling not to be blown into the wall himself, quickly sucked the fire out of existence with a thought.


“Will you help me get this flippin’ door closed!” Simon yelled.


Jinx, Elfwyn, and Reven fought their way across the room, climbing the floor. It took all four of them to wrestle the door back into place and bar it.


“You’re a disaster, boy,” said Egon. “I’ve always said that.”


“It’s true you’ve always said that,” said Simon. “All right. I suppose we’re staying the night. Put the fire back, Jinx.”
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Cold Oats Clearing


The next morning the storm was over. When they went outside, the first thing Jinx heard was the forest mourning. And he saw why.


Great trees lay everywhere across the clearing. Some of them had smashed into houses. And farther into the forest, more trees had fallen.


“Was anybody killed?” Reven asked.


“Thousands,” said Jinx.


“What?” Reven rippled purple-green alarm at him. “Where? How do you know?”


Jinx blinked and shifted his mind into people-thought. “Thousands of trees. I don’t know about people.”


“People are what matters,” said Reven.


“Right,” said Jinx absently. He walked to the edge of the forest. The path they had come up yesterday was obliterated now by fallen trees. And Simon had wanted to stay out in the storm!


The forest murmured about the storm—how it had come shrieking down from the Boreal Wastes, cutting a slash of death, and finally howled its way out of the Urwald to the south.


“Come and help, Jinx,” said Elfwyn. “This woman has a tree on her house.”


“I don’t know what you can do about it.” The woman had a thin, moany voice. “It’s a huge tree, and you’re just a little bit of a boy.”


Jinx bit back an angry retort. After all, the woman did have a tree on her house, and that would upset anybody. It had smashed through the thatched roof and broken part of one thick, timbered wall.


Jinx backed up to the very edge of the forest. He concentrated hard, and drew on the Urwald’s lifeforce.


There was a creak as the tree came loose from the house and rose slowly into the air. It was heavier than the pine he’d lifted before. He drew on more power. Now the tree floated easily. Jinx went over and took hold of it—his fingers sank into the rotten wood—and swung it free of the house. He let go and cut the levitation spell. The tree thumped to the ground.


The woman looked at him with a mouth like an O.


“Now put the house back together,” she said. Instead of thank you.


“I can’t,” said Jinx. “Sorry. Ask Simon.”


Simon was standing on a rooftop, summoning the pieces of a broken chimney.


A teenage girl came running up. “Friddelotta, how did you get the tree off your house?”


“The wizard boy did it,” said the moany woman. “But he won’t fix the house.”


The girl looked at Jinx with nervous respect. “Will he take the trees off our house?”


“You could ask him,” said Jinx, annoyed.


“My name is Hilda, sir. Would you please to come and take the trees off my mother’s house?”


Jinx would have thought Hilda was making fun of him if he hadn’t been able to see the shape of her thoughts. She was perfectly serious, calling him sir. Weird.


“Sure,” he said.


Jinx spent the next several hours levitating trees and pieces of broken building. He tried not to let Simon see him doing it. Simon didn’t know how much power Jinx had, and Jinx didn’t want him to find out.


Simon was doing all sorts of magic that Jinx had never learned, sticking broken walls back together, summoning far-flung thatch and bits of smashed crockery that stuck themselves back together as they flew.


“No doing anything about the goats or chickens,” said Elfwyn, coming up beside Jinx. “They’re probably miles away by now.”


“If they’re alive,” said Reven. He had his trusty ax and was getting ready to chop up one of the fallen trees.


“Wait!” a woman cried. “Leave that for the woodcutters.”


“I don’t mind doing it,” said Reven.


“It’s safer if the woodcutters do it.”


“It’s all right,” said Jinx. “The trees that are in the clearing, the Urwald says it can’t eat anyway.”


Simon grabbed Jinx and pulled him aside. “Jinx, don’t be weird.”


“The forest said—”


“Yes, I’m sure it did.” Simon hustled him along the edge of the clearing. “But you’re already strange enough. These people are going to talk about you. Let’s not make it worse, eh?”


“But—”


“Now. You want to explain to me what you’re doing?”


“Helping,” said Jinx. “The same as you.”


“Uh-huh. Levitating enormous trees off of houses. Where’d you learn to do that?”


“You taught me to levitate stuff,” said Jinx. “Remember?”


“Oh yes, I remember. I remember you had great difficulty levitating a pebble, and even more difficulty levitating a cup, and—”


“I got better at it,” said Jinx.


“Clearly.”


Jinx hoped that was going to be the end of the discussion, but then it took an unexpected turn.


“When you were in the Bonemaster’s castle—did he give you anything?”


“Of course not,” said Jinx. Except for the occasional whack on the head.


“Did you take anything from him?”


“Yeah, your life, in a bottle, remember?”


The dark cloud around Simon’s head grew lightning streaks of fury. Even though Jinx knew that they were aimed at the Bonemaster and not at him, they still made him nervous.


“Look at me,” said Simon.


Jinx did, and immediately found he couldn’t look away. “Don’t do magic on me!” He pulled his eyes away from Simon’s with an effort.


“Did the Bonemaster do anything to you? Other than kill you?” said Simon.


“He didn’t really kill me,” said Jinx. “I fell.”


“Look at me and say he didn’t do anything to you.”


Jinx glared into Simon’s oddly yellow eyes. “The Bonemaster didn’t do anything to me. Okay?”


Simon nodded. There was purplish perplexity around him, as if he hadn’t seen something he expected to see, and didn’t understand what he had seen. “Good. Keep the talking-to-trees thing a secret.”


Oh, Jinx had plenty of secrets. His whole head was full of secrets. There was the fact that he’d regained his ability to see people’s thoughts. That was a secret from everyone except Elfwyn, which made it a very precarious secret. Then there was the fact that he could draw on the Urwald’s power—that was a secret from Simon. And Elfwyn’s curse, which he had to keep secret out of common decency. But he couldn’t see why this had to be secret.


“It’s useful to be able to talk to the trees,” he said. “People need to know what trees think. And it got us out of the storm.”


“Yes, into a far worse fate,” said Simon.


“Is that really your father?”


“Obviously.”


“But you’re not really my father.”


“Of course not. What, you want blood relatives? They’re such a great joy. You want my relatives?”


“You have more?”


“Half the people in Cold Oats Clearing.” Simon made a waggly-fingered gesture at the men, women, and children busy thatching holes in roofs and reattaching doors to doorposts. “Uncles and cousins and things. Bunch of idiots.”


“You told me not to call clearing people—”


“These ones are idiots. Trust me.” Simon scowled. “Do the trees say anything about the Bonemaster?”


“They don’t really talk about the Restless much. Um, the Restless are people and trolls and like that.”


“Well, supposing you ask them.”


“No! Not right now. That would be awful.”


Simon puffed green bewilderment, so Jinx explained, “It’s like if your whole family had just been killed and I asked you—”


“To stop dancing for joy?”


“You don’t mean that,” said Jinx. “Anyway the Bone-master’s all locked up. You put wards around his castle.”


“What do you think I’ve been doing for the last two weeks, boy?”


“You’ve—we’ve all been walking around from one magician’s house to another,” said Jinx.


“Correct. And what have I been asking these witches and wizards to do?”


“Help you strengthen the wards around Bonesocket.”


“And why, in your wildest imaginings, do you suppose I might be doing that?”


“I guess because the wards aren’t strong enough?”


“And what have they all been saying to me?”


Lots of stuff. Much of it so rude that Jinx felt repeating it to Simon would be hazardous. “That they don’t want to,” Jinx summarized. “And that the Bonemaster isn’t their problem. Do you think he could escape from the wards?”


“Of course he can escape the wards. He’s a magician. All he needs is power.”


“But we destroyed his power,” said Jinx.


“The Bonemaster may have other ways of getting power.”


Something about the words Bonemaster and power tugged at Jinx’s memory, but he didn’t know why. He had a mental image of elves standing in the woods. Some dream he’d forgotten, maybe.


“Like what?” said Jinx.


“I don’t know.” Simon pressed his lips together and stared out at the clearing, his thoughts a dark gray cloud of worry. “I need to go to Bonesocket and see what he’s doing.”


“Now?”


“Now struck me as an excellent time,” said Simon. “Though last week would probably have been better. Right. We’ll say good-bye to your friend Reven-the-king, collect the girl, and head back.”


“I promised the trees that I would take Reven out of the Urwald.”


“Well, I certainly wouldn’t expect you to put my wishes ahead of the trees’.”


“They’re petrified of him. They call him the Terror.”


Simon gave Jinx an odd look. “The trees do?”


“Yeah.”


“That ridiculous boy is a greater danger than the Bone-master?”


“I guess he is if you’re a tree,” said Jinx.


“As it happens, I’m not. Did the trees say why?”


“They just have this really bad feeling about him. Something he might do, I guess.”


“I see,” said Simon. “The trees have a feeling. Very well. You can escort king-boy as far as the edge of the Urwald. Then you’re to turn around and come back immediately. No sightseeing along the way. I need you home to help me deal with the Bonemaster.”


“You mean you’re letting me go?” Jinx had expected more of a struggle.


“Unless I change my mind.” Simon reached in his pocket. “Here. You’d better take this with you.”


Jinx saw the flash of gold in Simon’s hand and was annoyed. “I’ve been out on my own before. I can take care of myself.”


“Yes, I was very impressed last time. We practically had to carry you home in a bucket. Take it, or you’re not going anywhere.”


Jinx took the gold bird. It was a piece of Samaran money, called an aviot, and Jinx knew that Simon had bespelled it so that he could keep an eye on Jinx … at least when Simon was home and remembered to look in the Farseeing Window. Angrily, Jinx stuck the bird in his pocket.


“And drop the attitude. I suppose you’re at a difficult age.”


Jinx thought that was a bit much coming from Simon, who had been born at a difficult age. He started to say so, but then he saw warm blue clouds of worry around Simon’s head. The wizard was very close to not letting Jinx go at all. And the trees wouldn’t like that. So Jinx kept his mouth shut.
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Reven bowed, of course, taking his leave of Simon. “Farewell, good wizard. Thank you for your hospitality. I’m sorry not to have met your lady wife.”


There was a little ripple of red pain from Simon at that. Sophie had gone through the magic door into her world, Samara, months ago, and hadn’t returned. Jinx wished she would. He was very fond of Sophie.


Simon grunted. “Well, if you get into trouble, come back. The door knows your name.” He turned to Elfwyn. “Yours too. But you’ll be coming back anyway.”


“I’m going to Keyland with Reven,” said Elfwyn.


“I thought you wanted to find a cure for your curse,” said Simon.


“It’s more important to help Reven, though,” said Elfwyn.


“Really?” said Simon. “I’d be inclined to think it was more important to get rid of the curse. However—”


“Thank you, good wizard,” Reven said. “We must be going.”


Jinx was surprised. People didn’t usually interrupt wizards.


“Hmph,” said Simon. “Jinx, try not to do anything stupid. Come back at once. And don’t lose that thing.”


He meant the aviot, of course. Jinx clenched his hand around it, in his pocket. The gold wings dug into his fingers and he resented it.


He would get rid of it at the first opportunity.
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“It’s very good of you to do this for me, my lady,” said Reven as they approached Butterwood Clearing.


“Oh, that’s all right,” said Elfwyn, thinking pink fluffy thoughts at him. “I just think my mother probably knows your real name, because she’s the one who told me the story, about how your father killed your mother and your uncle killed your father and—oh, I’m sorry.”


“No, no, it’s nothing,” Reven assured her cheerfully.


“No, I shouldn’t have said that. It must be awful for you to talk about it.”


“He can’t talk about it,” said Jinx. “That’s the whole point.”


Jinx could see that mention of these horrible events didn’t really upset Reven at all.


“Oh, there’s the old walnut tree,” said Elfwyn. “I don’t think the storm was so bad here, was it? We’re getting close now.” Gray clouds of worry. “I hope they don’t mind me coming home.”


“How could they not be delighted, my lady?”


“Very easily, in my experience,” said Elfwyn.





4

What Berga Knew


Butterwood Clearing was big—nearly a mile wide, Jinx guessed. There were broad fields, pastures full of cows, and even orchards. Most of the clearings Jinx had seen were drab, dingy, and squalid, peopled with ragged folks balanced on the thin edge of starvation.


No wonder barbarians had invaded Butterwood Clearing, Jinx thought. Butterwood Clearing was, well … rich.


Something odd was happening.


People saw them. Particularly, they saw Elfwyn, in her red cape and hood. They came forward as if to greet her. But they stopped, and stood there, and didn’t speak.


Jinx could see their feelings, and they weren’t warm ones. These people didn’t like Elfwyn. Some of them hated her.


“Maybe we should leave,” he muttered.


“Why?” said Elfwyn. “We came to see my mother.”


“Because these people … aren’t friendly,” said Jinx.


“All Urwald folk are a bit shy,” said Reven. “I’m sure they’re kind enough at heart.” He spoke louder. “Greetings, good people!”


The Butterwooders muttered. Red clouds of hostility formed. Jinx quickly reviewed the spells he knew, all four of them.


“What’s all this?” A small man pushed his way through the crowd. People made way for him quickly.


“Hello, Helgur.” Elfwyn’s smile didn’t go with her feelings, which Jinx could see were more of the say-nothingand-try-to-hide-your-feet-behind-each-other variety.


“Who’re you?” said Helgur.


“Elfwyn. Berga’s daughter. We’ve met, remember?”


“Tell her to go away,” said a man.


The Butterwood Clearing people muttered agreement.


“No secret is safe around her.”


“She ferrets ’em out and tells them to everyone.”


Helgur frowned at Elfwyn. “You have a curse on you. I’ve heard people talking.”


“It’s not her fault,” said Jinx.


“This is my mother’s husband, Helgur,” said Elfwyn, as if this was all perfectly normal. “Helgur, these are my friends Jinx and Reven.”


Reven did a sort of bow, which involved shifting his shoulder ever so slightly to show that he was carrying an ax.


“Charmed,” said Helgur. “My wife is in a delicate condition. She doesn’t need any curses. And the feelings of the people in my clearing—”


“It’s the lady Elfwyn’s clearing, good sir,” said Reven. “As I understand it, you are but an invader.”


“That’s the way we do things in the Urwald,” said Helgur.


“I have a right to see my mother!” said Elfwyn.


“Please summon the lady’s mother, good sir,” said Reven. It came out like a command.


“Oh, here’s Mother now,” said Elfwyn, with a purple ripple of anxiety.


Jinx had never seen anybody in a less delicate condition in his life. The woman swung through the crowd like an ax. There was something vaguely Elfwyn-like about her grim, green determination, but she was all bunched-up and ready-to-spring where Elfwyn was sort of willowy and quick.


“What’s this all about?” Berga demanded.


“Hello, Mother,” said Elfwyn.


“I thought I sent you to your grandmother’s.”


Elfwyn tilted her chin defiantly. “Grandma’s the one who put the curse on me. You told me it was fairies!”


“Did she tell you that?”


“No, I figured it out for myself,” said Elfwyn.


“And you believe what you figured out for yourself? Why? Who are these boys?”


“Yes. Because a wizard agreed with me. Reven and Jinx,” said Elfwyn. “Friends of mine.”


“What wizard?”


“Simon Magus,” said Elfwyn.


“What were you doing associating with an awful wizard like that?”


“He helped us after we escaped from the Bonemaster. Mother, stop—”


“What were you doing with the Bonemaster?”


“He captured us,” said Elfwyn. “Would you please stop—”


“And what exactly are you doing with these boys?”


“Traveling to the edge of the Urwald.”


“What! The edge of the Urwald! And with boys! Why boys?”


“I told you, because they’re my friends!”


“And why have you come back here?” said Berga.


“Because I wanted to ask you to tell us the story about the king of Keyland who was killed by his brother.”


Reven winced. Jinx could see the next question coming, too.


“Why?”


“If I may answer that, my good lady—” Reven broke in. But there was no stopping Elfwyn’s curse. “Because Reven is the real king of Keyland.” She turned to Reven. “I can’t help it! She always does this. She uses my curse—she’s done it ever since I was little.”


“I quite understand,” said Reven.


And Jinx saw that Reven wasn’t annoyed—but he was calculating, in little rows of green and blue squares.


“Perhaps we should have this discussion back at the house,” said Helgur, looking at the crowd.


“It’s not your discussion,” Berga snapped. “It’s my discussion.” She frowned. “All right, come up to the house, then.”


She pushed through the crowd, trailing Elfwyn behind her. Reven and Jinx followed, and Helgur strode alongside.


They sat down at the kitchen table.


“Shouldn’t we offer them something to eat?” said Helgur. When Berga frowned, he added, “It’s an old barbarian custom.”


Berga hmphed, and thumped a loaf of bread and a wedge of cheese down on the table. Nobody took any.


“Is he really the king of Keyland?” Berga demanded.


“The rightful king,” said Elfwyn.


“Actually we don’t know,” said Jinx.


“We think he is,” said Elfwyn.


“We had hoped you might tell us the tale of what happened in Keyland,” said Reven, giving Berga his most charming smile.


“And then we’ll go away,” Elfwyn offered.


That seemed to clinch it.


“Very well,” Berga huffed. “Once upon a time—”


“It wasn’t that long ago, really, was it?” said Elfwyn.


“It’s a story,” said Berga. “Now, are you going to let me tell it like a story, or shall I not?”


“I’m going to let you tell it like a story,” said Elfwyn.


“Very well. Once upon a time, in a kingdom far away, there lived a wicked king, a good queen, and their infant son. The wicked king fell in love with a lady as beautiful as the sky, and so he made sure that his wife pricked her finger on a poisoned needle. After she died, he married the beautiful lady. And they lived happily ever after for a few months.


“Then the king’s wicked brother decided that he wanted to be king. So he summoned an evil fairy, and the evil fairy smothered the king in his sleep. Then he led the beautiful stepmother and the little prince into the forest, until they became lost, and they sat down under a tree together and died. And little birds came and covered the corpses with beautiful flowers. The end.


“Satisfied?”


“No,” said Elfwyn. “What were their names?”


“Whose names?”


“Everybody’s,” said Elfwyn. “Nobody in your story has a name.”


“They don’t need names,” said Berga. “When you’re a king or a prince, everyone knows who you are.”


“And there’s no such thing as fairies,” said Elfwyn. “So a fairy couldn’t have killed the king.”


“It’s only a story.”


“But it really happened, didn’t it?” said Reven. “Whence came the tale, my lady?”


“I heard it from a traveler,” said Berga.


“You mean a Wanderer?” said Jinx.


“No, if I had meant a Wanderer, I would have said a Wanderer. This was a traveler. A witch who had been living in the kingdom at the time.”


“In Keyland, you mean?” said Reven.


“Yes, in Keyland. The witch may have told me more particulars, but they didn’t fit properly into a story, and I don’t remember them now.”


“Do you at least remember the witch’s name?” said Jinx, getting frustrated.


“Yes, of course. It was Witch Seymour.”


“And might you know how to find this witch, good lady?” asked Reven.


“As a matter of fact, I do. I’ll draw you a map.”


She went to a cupboard by the wall and brought paper and ink. Elfwyn had told Jinx that everyone in Butterwood Clearing could read and write, but he was surprised to see Elfwyn’s mother just doing it, and having paper around the house and everything.


He wondered what magic made Butterwood Clearing so rich, and whether it was a spell that could ever be gotten to work on the other clearings.
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Witch Seymour’s house was two days’ journey to the south. The trees were not at all happy to find Jinx guiding the Terror that way. The quickest way out of the Urwald lay to the east.


They camped that night on the path. Jinx started a fire, and Reven and Elfwyn went to gather more firewood. Jinx looked around for a place to hide the aviot Simon had given him. He didn’t need Simon spying on him.


“We shouldn’t have stopped here. We’re too close to that pool,” said Elfwyn.

OEBPS/images/leafc.jpg






OEBPS/images/leaf.jpg
- &






OEBPS/images/9781848662797.jpg
Jinx is
_«magic of a great b
John Stephens






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAAAA





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





