









Jinx’s Fire


Sage Blackwood


[image: Quercus]









First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Quercus


This edition first published in 2015 by
Quercus Editions Ltd
55 Baker Street
7th Floor, South Block
London
W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2015 by Karen Schwabach


The moral right of Karen Schwabach to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 84866 821 8
Print ISBN 978 1 84866 274 2


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk









Also by Sage Blackwood


JINX: THE WIZARD’S APPRENTICE


JINX’S MAGIC









 


[image: image]


To


Aaron Schwabach


&


Qienyuan Zhou


 


with


 


warm blue


 


&


 


deep green









[image: image]









1


Bonesocket from Afar


Sticking to the path won’t always take you where you need to go. So Jinx left it, and pushed his way through an elderberry thicket. He crept silently toward the edge of Bone Canyon. He hid in the shadow of a hemlock and looked across at the steep cliffs of Bonesocket Island, and the high walls of the castle, and the spindly bridge of bones that climbed to the Bonemaster’s domain.


A few days ago he had seen his friend Elfwyn, a distant figure in a red cloak and hood, walking along the edge of the island. She hadn’t seen him.


A twig snapped behind Jinx. He turned quickly. The Bonemaster had a nasty habit of sneaking up on people. But no one was there.


Jinx searched the undergrowth for thoughts or knowledge—he could see such things, if they were close enough. He found nothing. If someone was stalking him, they were keeping their distance.


He left the tree and moved closer to the edge. This was difficult. Heights made him uncomfortable. And he still couldn’t see any sign of Elfwyn.


She had gone to spy on the Bonemaster—and be his apprentice—over a year ago. Just thinking about it caused a thick, sick twist in Jinx’s stomach. It was bad enough to think of anybody being at the Bonemaster’s nonexistent mercy. But Elfwyn’s truth-telling curse made it a hundred times more dangerous for her.


Another twig snapped, closer this time. And Jinx sensed thoughts and emotions. He reached for the fire inside him, ready to cast a spell. Too late. A hairy, clawed hand gripped his shoulder.


Jinx spun, fists raised. It was only Malthus.


“You sca—startled me,” said Jinx.


“My apologies.” Malthus nodded toward the island. “Werewolves handle these matters very differently, you know.”


Jinx stepped away from the canyon’s edge. “I’m worried about her. She thinks she can fool the Bonemaster. But with her curse, he can make her tell him anything. How’s she supposed to fool him when she can’t keep a secret?”


“You weren’t thinking of going over there, I hope,” said the werewolf.


“I would if I thought I could get her out of there. But she doesn’t even want to leave.”


“And the Bonemaster would kill you,” said Malthus.


Jinx didn’t answer, because it wasn’t a particularly heroic thought, but it was true. The Bonemaster used to think Jinx was just Simon Magus’s not-too-bright apprentice. He didn’t think that now.


“You think he recognizes you as the other wick? The flame that balances the ice?” the werewolf asked.


“I don’t know.” Jinx shrugged. “I’m not really sure what all that means anyway. But he doesn’t think I’m just something he can use to get at Simon. Of course, he’s already gotten at Simon.”


“If the Bonemaster knows he’s a wick, if he knows you’re the other wick . . .” The werewolf tapped a fang thoughtfully. “He may . . . do something.”


“To Elfwyn?” said Jinx, alarmed.


“To you. Elfwyn is not important in the scheme of things.”


“Then I don’t care about the scheme of things,” said Jinx.


“You and the Bonemaster are both connected to the Paths. He may try to reach you through them.”


“The Paths of Fire and Ice?” said Jinx. “I thought you said they were separate. I’m fire and he’s ice and the paths don’t touch.”


“I hope I was right,” said Malthus. “Have you spoken to the elves again?”


“No,” said Jinx, edging away slightly. He could see the green-gold hunger in Malthus’s thoughts, and though he knew that the werewolf was determined not to eat him, he also knew it was always a struggle. “Was I supposed to?”


“No. Elves are to be avoided.” The werewolf took out his notebook, wrote something down, and chewed the tip of his pencil thoughtfully. “You grow more powerful.”


“I guess.”


“Time is running short.”


“For what?”


“Once the Bonemaster recognizes the source of both your power and his, he will act against you. Have you found out what he’s done with the wizard Simon?”


The last time Jinx had seen Simon, he had appeared to be frozen into a giant slab of ice in an upstairs room at Bonesocket. According to Elfwyn, though, he wasn’t really there. But where he really was, she didn’t know. Neither did Jinx.


“You said Simon doesn’t matter,” said Jinx accusingly.


“I may have been mistaken.” The werewolf straightened his gold-rimmed spectacles with the end of his pencil. “Simon may matter very much. Further research is needed. Unfortunately, I lack resources.”


“What kind of resources?” Jinx was still looking across at the island, in case Elfwyn appeared, and also trying to keep an eye on Malthus, in case the werewolf suddenly decided to eat him.


“Books,” said Malthus. “I have too few books. Particularly, I lack books in Qunthk.”


Jinx was surprised. “You read Qunthk?”


“Passably,” said the werewolf, also surprised. “Do you?”


“Yeah,” said Jinx. “It’s a monster of a language. No offense.”


“None taken,” said Malthus. “Might you have read anything that speaks of the Paths of Fire and Ice?”


“You mean the Eldritch Tome?” said Jinx. “I think it talks about them. We’re—”


“You’ve seen the Eldritch Tome?” An avid red-gold excitement from Malthus.


“You know about it?”


“Only as a legend. I had no idea it still existed.”


“Well, we, um—” He was about to say have it, but the werewolf’s hunger was rather nervous-making. Jinx edged away from him, closer to the Doorway that would take him home. “I really have to go now.”


Malthus looked disappointed. “I, too, must depart.”


Jinx watched Malthus slide down into a wolf-shape and then lope away.


Once upon a time, it would have taken Jinx a day and a half to get home from here. But not now. Jinx had made a doorpath. The doorpaths had been his friend Wendell’s idea. Jinx had made them using KnIP, Knowledge Is Power, the magic he’d learned in Samara. He could see the Doorway now, a hole in the scenery through which another scene leaked. He stepped into it, and was standing in a hollow oak a hundred yards from Simon’s clearing.


He sighed, and went home. Home wasn’t quite what it used to be.


*


According to Simon’s wife, Sophie, you could learn a lot from sharing your house with sixty-seven other people. When Jinx asked her what, exactly? she said, “Patience and diplomacy. And perhaps a bit of tact.”


From which Jinx gathered that she thought he was lacking in all of those things.


At least there was the south wing.


Years ago, when he’d first come to live with Simon, Jinx hadn’t been allowed into the south wing. Now Jinx didn’t let other people in there. And he used the same excuse Simon had—there were dangerous things in there. Which was true.


But the south wing also hid things, like Simon’s workroom, and the KnIP door that led to the desert world of Samara.


Sophie sat at Simon’s workbench, with three books open in front of her. The first was the Eldritch Tome. In the second book, she was writing out a translation of the Qunthk text into Samaran, and also into Urwish. In the third book, she jotted down what she thought it actually meant.


She kept the green bottle containing her husband’s lifeforce in front of her as she worked.


Jinx leaned his elbows on the workbench and tried to look at what she was writing. “Malthus wants to see the Eldritch Tome.”


“That werewolf friend of yours?”


“I’m not sure he’s a friend, exactly. Friends shouldn’t have to make an effort not to eat you. He said—” Jinx picked up the bottle and gazed into it. Long ago, the Bonemaster had trapped Simon’s lifeforce in the bottle. It appeared as a tiny Simon. And lately the tiny Simon had stopped moving.


“Malthus said that Simon might matter a lot,” Jinx finished.


“Well of course he does,” said Sophie.


“Not the way werewolves think. To them, it’s the pack that matters. He thinks Simon’s got something to do with the Paths of Fire and Ice.”


“Ah.” Sophie’s thoughts were suddenly guarded, a dense blue-brown cage of worry.


“So I was wondering if Malthus could borrow the tome.”


“Perhaps when I’m finished studying it,” said Sophie.


“He knows stuff,” said Jinx. “He might be able to help us.”


“I’m not letting this book out of my sight until I’m finished with it,” said Sophie with iron finality. “Does Simon look different to you?”


“No,” said Jinx. Except that he used to be about six feet tall, he didn’t add.


“You don’t think he’s . . . fading?”


Jinx waved a finger behind the bottle. “I can’t see through him.”


“But he’s losing color.”


“I don’t think so,” said Jinx.


They both stared into the bottle. They did this sometimes. They just sat there mutually, mopingly missing Simon. And this was despite the fact that Simon was, when you got right down to it, not a very nice person.


The thing was, he was their not very nice person.


“Have you had any more of those visions?” said Sophie.


“No,” said Jinx. “Just that same dream again, where I’m walking along a path between walls of ice. And I always have this feeling that I’m looking for Simon. But he hasn’t said anything since that first time.”


“If Malthus is right and you’re a—flame, was it?—it seems odd that you dream you’re walking the Path of Ice instead of the Path of Fire.”


“Well, who’d want to walk a path of fire?” said Jinx. “Anyway, if the Bonemaster put Simon somewhere with his spell, maybe I have to use the Path of Ice to get him back because that’s what the Bonemaster used to put him there. Because the Bonemaster’s the wick of ice, and I’m the wick of fire. According to Malthus.”


Sophie glanced from Simon to the Eldritch Tome. The cloud of worry around her head darkened. Jinx decided not to tell her what else Malthus had said . . . that the Bonemaster was likely to attack Jinx.


He craned to read over her shoulder. “Did you find something else about the paths?”


“Yes. It’s a bit different from what your werewolf friend says.” Sophie flipped a page. Jinx squinted to read the tiny words.




Where the paths meet, the paths part. Let ice touch fire, let fire breach ice.





“So it sounds like they aren’t really parallel,” said Jinx. “They join somewhere?”


“Maybe.” Sophie closed the book with a sudden thump, as if she didn’t want Jinx to read what came next. “Isn’t it time we checked on Reven?”


Jinx made a mental note to look at the tome later.
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The Free and Independent Nation


Jinx’s former friend Reven was supposedly the rightful king of Keyland. But the wrongful king of Keyland wasn’t interested in giving up his throne. Jinx was keeping an eye on Reven through the Farseeing Window.


The north tower room had at least a dozen people living in it. They crowded around to watch as Jinx cleared away an armload of cats. He laid a tiny golden bird, an aviot, on the windowsill. He thought of the bespelled aviot he’d hidden in Reven’s boot.


The view in the Farseeing Window swirled and dove and then showed Reven, sitting on a high seat—a throne, Jinx supposed, but it looked like it was made of branches.


Jinx could see that Reven was speaking to a crowd. Most of them wore swords. They were Reven’s army, which he’d raised to rebel against his uncle, King Bluetooth of Keyland. And they were in the Urwald.


“We need to find out exactly where they are,” said Sophie.


“All I know is it’s somewhere in the east,” said Jinx. “The trees say the Terror is back in the Urwald. That’s what they call him.”


You couldn’t hear anything through the Farseeing Window. It wasn’t that informative, really. Jinx closed the spell and turned the window back into a window.


Down below, in Simon’s clearing, people were hilling potatoes.


A man came up the path, out of the forest. He was a stout man, bald on top except for a chicken. He had another chicken under each arm, and a goat trotting at his heels.


Jinx hurried downstairs and outside to greet him.


Witch Seymour set down the chickens, and nodded at Jinx. “One’s been walking for two straight weeks. And the paths are not what they once were. I hope I can rely upon your hospitality, as one magician to another.”


“Sure,” said Jinx. “Um, are you staying long?”


“One must,” said Witch Seymour. “Is it too much to hope there might be a cool drink available?”


Jinx led the witch into the house, goat, chickens, and all. The kitchen was full of people—the kitchen was always full of people.


Jinx introduced Witch Seymour to Sophie. Someone poured the witch a mug of cider. Witch Seymour took a long swig, wiped his mustache on the back of his hand, and looked around.


“One had heard something about this,” he said. “Where did all these people come from?”


“Cold Oats Clearing,” said Hilda, a girl a couple of years older than Jinx. She and her small cousin, Silas, had fled that clearing after it was destroyed.


“Gooseberry Clearing,” said a girl.


“Badwater Clearing,” said Nick, who was hovering near Hilda. Badwater Clearing had been destroyed by the Bonemaster a few months ago.


“What’s happening in the east?” said Jinx. “Have you been attacked by the Bonemaster too?”


“The Bonemaster?” said Witch Seymour, raising his eyebrows. “Certainly not. I’ve been attacked by your good friend, the King of Nowhere.”


“Reven? Really?”


Even though Jinx would have liked to think of Reven as evil, it was hard to imagine him attacking Witch Seymour.


“Oh, he didn’t attack me,” said Witch Seymour, pushing his mug forward for a refill. “No, indeed. Quite the gentleman is our King of Nowhere. Just passing through, you understand, and won’t have a wisp of one’s thatch harmed.”


“Then why—”


“But he’s just one man, isn’t he, Whitlock?” said Witch Seymour, addressing the goat, which had curled up at his feet. “He gives his orders, and then off he goes, and his army moves in.”


“Oh.” Jinx thought of the soldiers he’d seen in the Farseeing Window.


“Hordes of nasty Keylish ruffians,” said the witch. “One knows when one is beaten, I hope. One heard something was happening here. Some sort of banding together. Solidarity and safety.”


“This is the free and independent nation of the Urwald,” said small Silas proudly.


The witch looked around in surprise. “It is?”


“Yes!” said Silas. Several people nodded, and Jinx felt a surge of pride. He’d gotten that across to them, anyway. The Urwald was a country. Although some of them were still a bit confused on the point and thought that Simon’s kitchen was a country.


“Then someone’s invading your country,” said the witch.


“It’s your country too,” said Jinx. “How big is this army, exactly?”


“Thousands,” said Witch Seymour. “One didn’t have time to count, in fact, while one’s cupboards were being emptied onto the floor and one’s furniture broken up for firewood. They carried off most of my hens, and I fear the worst. Speaking of cupboards, is there any chance of a bite?”


Instantly three people set about finding food for the witch. That was one good thing about having a houseful of people. They mostly helped each other. Well, a lot of the time, anyway. When they weren’t quarreling.


“Did you actually talk to Reven?” said Jinx. “What’s he doing?”


“You think he’d tell one that?” said the witch. “He’s a king, isn’t he, Whitlock? Or thinks he is. Kings are regrettably lacking in any tendency to gossip. But one surmises he’s hiding from King Bluetooth of Keyland, the gentleman he’s trying to depose.”


“Hiding a whole army in the Urwald?” said Jinx.


“The Urwald is big enough to hide any number of armies,” said the witch.


“Why didn’t you do magic?” said Cottawilda, Jinx’s ex–wicked stepmother.


“Because,” said Witch Seymour, “magic has limits. There were at least eighty ruffians, and they dropped in unexpectedly.”


“I thought you said there were thousands,” someone muttered.


“What good is it to be a magician, then?” said Cottawilda.


“Let’s stick to the point,” said Sophie. “Where are these ruffians now?”


Witch Seymour shrugged. “One didn’t ask for their addresses. One was too busy running for one’s life.”


“Haven’t the trees told you where this king is?” a woman asked Jinx.


“Yes, go ask the trees,” Cottawilda ordered.


“They’ve told me,” said Jinx, mustering patience. “He’s in the east somewhere. He’s not cutting down trees. If he were, they’d know exactly where he was.”


“I expect,” said a woman, “he’ll try to get himself a clearing, won’t he? No one likes to be in among the trees where monsters might get you.”


“Oh, that reminds me,” said Witch Seymour. “The folk in Blacksmiths’ Clearing are making a stand. They want to know if you’re with them. They heard some rumor about a nation. They want to know if they’re in it.”


“Of course they’re in it,” said Hilda.


“We all are,” said Nick. “Anyone who’s Urwish. And Sophie of course.”


Hilda and Nick had been among the first people to really understand what Jinx meant about the Urwald being a country.


“Making a stand?” said Sophie. “You mean fighting?”


“Of course I mean fighting.” Witch Seymour put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “There’ve been battles.”


“I was afraid it would come to that,” said Sophie. “But we haven’t seen any fighting in the Window.”


“Nonetheless,” said the witch.


“Then we need to fight back,” said Jinx.


Witch Seymour looked around the kitchen. “Did one mention how many soldiers there are? And they have swords.”


“We have axes,” said Jinx.


“Enough axes?” said the witch. “And where do axes come from, pray tell?”


“And that’s why Reven is attacking the blacksmiths,” said Sophie. “We need to protect them. I should go talk to them.”


“I should go,” said Jinx. “And I’m going to talk to Reven, too.”


“Why does it always have to be you?” demanded Inga. “You could get hurt, you know, going so far away among strange people.”


Jinx clenched his teeth in annoyance. Inga, who came from Jinx’s home clearing and had once held his face down in pig muck when he was little, was thinking pink fluffy thoughts at him. He supposed he should be grateful, because at least it proved that Jinx wasn’t someone it was impossible to think pink fluffy thoughts about. But being Inga’s, these pink fluffy thoughts were overlaid with flat grayness. All her thoughts were. Inga was grayly afraid and incurious and just generally, well, flat.


Besides, Inga was at least four inches taller than him. Maybe she entertained some idea that she could still hold Jinx facedown in pig muck if she wanted to. She couldn’t, of course. Jinx was a lot stronger than he used to be, and he could do magic now, and anyway there was no way he’d ever let himself, Inga, and pig muck be in the same place again.


Sophie shook her head. “You can’t go. You’re too—”


Jinx shot her a look, and to his relief she stopped. No one else in the room thought Jinx was too young. Reaching the age of fourteen in the Urwald took considerable skill, sense, and luck.


“I should go, because I can make a ward to protect Blacksmiths’ Clearing,” he said. “And because Reven might listen to me.”


It was decided that Hilda and Nick would go with him, because they could use the doorpaths. Not everyone could. No matter how many times Jinx explained how to use a KnIP spell, some people still didn’t know the Doorways were there.


Sophie could use them, too, but she was also the only one who could keep the houseful of Urwalders from quarreling. So she had to stay behind.


*


Late that night, when he had Simon’s workroom to himself, Jinx opened the Eldritch Tome to see what Sophie had been hiding from him.


It was a passage he’d read before.




Let life equal death, and let living leaf equal cold stone. Take leaf to life, and dearth to death, and seal the whole at the nadir of all things.





Jinx had never been able to make anything of this. Had Sophie? He pushed a cat off her notebooks and looked.


In her first notebook, Sophie had translated this into Samaran, and Urwish, and then into Old Urwish, probably to see if it made sense in any of them.


Jinx looked at her second notebook, to see what she thought it meant.


She’d written


Life = death = meeting of paths? Fire and ice?


Lifeforce/deathforce?


Living leaf = cold stone = repetition of above?


Dearth/death = ????


Jinx had a sudden memory. He picked up a pencil and wrote in the margin


I once met an elf named Dearth.


He knew what “nadir” meant. It meant the absolute lowest possible point. He thought of what Malthus had told him . . . that the Paths of Fire and Ice went down, much further than the roots of the Urwald. He turned the page to see what Sophie thought.


On the next page, Sophie had written


seal = Simon????
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A Journey by Doorpath


Jinx went to the bottom of the staircase. “Sophie!”


She appeared at the top. “There’s no need to bellow, dear.”


“What does this mean?” He waved the open notebook at her.


“What does what mean?” she asked, starting down the stairs.


“What does ‘seal equals Simon’ mean? ‘Seal the whole at the nadir of all things’—you think that has something to do with Simon?”


Sophie took the notebook and went into the workroom. “I was just trying to think what that ridiculously abstruse passage might mean. Because of what came before, I thought it was talking about the Paths of Fire and Ice. And you did say that the Bonemaster had trapped Simon in something that looked like ice or glass.”


“But not at the nadir of all things!” said Jinx, feeling panicky. How many times could he lose Simon? “Simon was in a room at Bonesocket.”


“Or appeared to be,” said Sophie. “But—”


“What about ‘seal’?” Jinx demanded. “Why seal?”


“Well—” Sophie frowned at the notebook, and Jinx could see her thoughts struggling with each other. She wasn’t happy about this. “It does sound like the tome might be talking about connecting the Path of Fire to the Path of Ice. And it could be that Simon’s been put in place to form the connection.”


That didn’t sound good at all. “How the—”


“Language, Jinx.”


Jinx gritted his teeth. Simon had never said “Language, Jinx.” Simon considered swearing a useful skill. “How could the Bonemaster do that?”


“I don’t know,” said Sophie. “But the two paths seem to symbolize lifeforce and deathforce—”


“I think they kind of are lifeforce and deathforce.”


“—and Simon’s done both kinds of magic. So it might be that he was naturally able to touch both paths.” She shook her head. “I just don’t know.”


“Malthus might know,” said Jinx. “If we loaned him—”


“We’re not loaning the Eldritch Tome to anyone,” said Sophie. “It’s the only thing that can help us find Simon.”


*


Everyone followed Jinx out to the tree they called the Doorway Oak. It had rotted from the middle over the centuries so that it was like a small room, surrounded by a C-shape of tree trunk. Inside, if you knew they were there, you could see the overlapping arches of the dozen Doorways that Jinx had made so far.


There were doorpaths to the clearings that had been destroyed by the Bonemaster—Cold Oats Clearing, Badwater Clearing, and Jinx’s quondam home, Gooseberry Clearing. Those places were all thoroughly planted in beets, pumpkins, and potatoes now, to feed the people in Simon’s clearing.


There was no doorpath to Blacksmiths’ Clearing. Jinx hadn’t bothered to make one because the only time he’d ever been there, they’d kicked him out.


Knowledge was the power that made a KnIP spell. Making the doorpaths required an enormous amount. Fortunately, Jinx could use other people’s.


He stepped into the trunk. The Urwalders crowded in as close as they could. The golden wires of their knowledge twisted and looped all around them. Jinx drew on it for power, and knew that Blacksmiths’ Clearing was right in front of him. A new Doorway opened, and he stepped through. Nick and Hilda were right behind him.


*


Everyone in Blacksmiths’ Clearing seemed big and grimy. And jumpy.


“That magician boy!” a woman said. “The one who turns people into stones! He’s come back.”


“I didn’t turn anyone into a stone,” said Jinx irritably. “I turned one guy into a tree.” And it had sort of been an accident. Largely.


The blacksmiths gathered round, their arms folded. And this was the thing—they were all blacksmiths. Men and women and all of the children except the very smallest. They had scorched eyebrows and smoke-colored faces.


“Witch Seymour told us you wanted to know if the rest of the Urwalders are with you,” said Nick.


“We came to tell you that they are,” said Hilda.


“Doesn’t look like it,” said a girl. She looked around her. “Seems like we’re all alone here.”


“We’ve come to help,” said Nick.


Expressions of pure skepticism greeted this announcement.


But the girl stuck her hand out. “Glad to hear it. Name’s Maud.”


They introduced themselves.


“We’ve been making weapons,” said Maud. She had brass-colored braids and a way of tilting her head back when she spoke so that Jinx’s view of her was mostly nostrils. “But we’ve run out of iron. We’ve had to turn our hoes and shovels into axes.”


“We’d make swords if we knew how to use ’em,” said a man. “But we don’t, so it’s axes. They’ve attacked us three times so far. We fight ’em off. But there’s been folks killed.”


Grim, tight, gray clouds around the blacksmiths’ heads. Packed into boxes the blacksmiths didn’t want to open.


“How many—” Nick began.


“They don’t want to talk about it,” said Jinx.


“Six,” said Maud.


“So far,” said a woman.


“So how are you going to help?” said Maud. “Can you turn the invaders into trees?”


“No,” Jinx admitted. It had taken all the Urwald’s power, plus really losing his temper, just to do that once. “But I can put up a ward.”


A purple cloud of disappointment from the blacksmiths—was that all?


“What’s a ward?” said Maud.


“It’s a magic shield,” said Hilda. “It will keep out anyone Jinx tells it to.”


The blacksmiths looked doubtful, but nodded. “If that’s the best you can do,” said a woman, with what Jinx thought of as typical Urwish gratitude.


Jinx walked the perimeter of the clearing, building the ward spell high and deep, arching it into a dome overhead, sending it far underground. He did it with the trees’ help. He used their power, and they used his.


When he got back to where he’d started from, the smiths were all staring at him, more disappointed than ever. “That’s it?” said a man.


Hilda and Nick smiled. “You might try walking out of the clearing, sir,” said Hilda.


The man hmphed and strode toward the forest. He clanged against the ward and fell to the ground.


“What good’s that?” he said, picking himself up. “We’re trapped in our own clearing.”


Patience, Jinx thought. And diplomacy. “I have to tell the ward who to let through.”


He taught the ward to recognize every man, woman, and child in the clearing—and himself, Hilda, and Nick. He could add other people later.


“Well, I suppose that’ll be some help,” said a woman.


“Are you kidding?” said Maud. “It’s great! Wait’ll those dastards try to invade our clearing again. Now if only we could get more iron.”


“The Wanderers’ll bring more,” said the woman. “You folks staying for dinner?”


They ended up staying the night. The blacksmiths served them a kind of stew made of turnips and porcupine.


“How many axes can you make?” Hilda asked, over dinner.


“None, until we get more iron,” said Maud. “We’re waiting for the Wanderers to bring it.”


In the morning, Jinx made doorpaths to some of the other eastern clearings. He left Nick and Hilda to go and do the explaining; Jinx had been thrown out of most of these clearings in the past and he didn’t want to waste time reforming his reputation.


He needed to find Reven.


“He’s in the Storm Strip,” said Maud.


“Then what’s he need a clearing for?” said Jinx. “The blowdown went on for miles. That’s plenty of space.”


“He wants our clearing because we’re blacksmiths. Blacksmiths means weapons.” Maud rubbed her nose thoughtfully. “I suppose he wants to be closer to Keyland, too. He can’t get from the Storm Strip to Keyland in a day’s march. You want me to take you to their camp?”


“No, thanks,” said Jinx. “It’s better if I go alone.” Now that he was closer, the trees would tell him exactly where to find the Terror.


“They’re a few miles down the strip, west by southwest.” Maud pointed. “But you’re going to have to go down the path—”


“No, I’ll just cut straight through the woods,” said Jinx. “Thanks.”


“You shouldn’t go off the path,” said Maud. “There’s all kinds of dangerous things.”


“I know,” said Jinx.


Of course he knew there were dangerous things in the forest. He was one of them.


*


Jinx remembered the storm that had formed the Storm Strip. He’d been caught out in it, and nearly killed. Great blasts of wind had brought down all the trees in some places, but left the younger, more flexible trees standing in others.


The trees explained to Jinx as he walked along—here, there had been a sudden harsh wind that had lasted for a mile and uprooted everything—there, a lightning strike had set a fire that the rain had doused.


It’s like a lot of new clearings, Jinx couldn’t help thinking. He knew the forest would take a different view.


He had to climb over heaps of fallen trees. Once a startled lynx leapt out from among the tree trunks and snarled at him—probably protecting kittens, Jinx thought as he backed away.


Where the tree trunks lay deepest, burying the ground, there were no saplings or seedlings. We really could have new clearings here, Jinx thought.


Why did you let Reven back into the Urwald? Jinx asked the trees.


Let. We did not “let” the Terror in. The Restless go where they will.


Before, said Jinx, you used a wind to blow him into Bone Canyon.


Perhaps. The trees had never exactly admitted to this. But the wind was already blowing.


But you could’ve done something, said Jinx. Summoned monsters or something. I know you can summon monsters.


The trees murmured and rippled. They didn’t like to admit this, either. There is less strength now, they said. Less power. It is more difficult. The lifeforce ebbs away, and so the Restless invade.


Jinx was about to ask them what they meant, when he heard voices up ahead. He paused, and remembered the acting lessons his Samaran friend Satya had given him. He had to look—no, he had to be—completely confident. He walked on, as if he belonged here, among the Keylanders cooking in front of tents and log huts.


The further he walked, the more tents and cabins there were. And the more soldiers. Some were drilling, practicing deadly sword thrusts. They looked very efficient.


He tried to count people in clusters—ten here, twenty there. Hundreds. He lost count. Hundreds of swords and axes. There were no logs underfoot here—they’d all been cleared away and used to make walls between the camp and the forest.


“Hey! Enemy in the camp!”


Men ran at him, brandishing swords. Jinx was still struggling to put a ward around himself—it was slow work, with no trees nearby to give him power—when they surrounded him. They grabbed his arms and pulled them behind him. Swords bristled at Jinx from all sides. Above them was a crowd of hostile faces.


“I know this boy!” a man said. “He turned my boss into a tree and then he made axes rain down from the sky!”


Jinx recognized him as one of the Keylish lumberjacks he’d caught cutting trees in the Urwald.


“I’ve come to see Reven,” said Jinx.


“Who?” said one of the hostile faces.


“He means the king,” said another.


“Let him say it, then,” said someone else. “Make him say ‘king.’”


Jinx shrugged. “‘King.’ I’m here to see King Raymond, who told me his name was Reven.”


“Well, you ain’t going to see him,” said the soldier who had spoken first. “You know what we do to woodrats who wander into our camp?”


“Hey, who’s that? I know that voice.” A new face appeared above the tangle of swords. “I know that boy. He’s a friend of my stepdaughter’s. And I don’t care for the word woodrat.”


The man who’d said woodrat muttered something that might have been an apology, but not to Jinx.


“Hello, Helgur,” said Jinx, surprised. What was Elfwyn’s stepfather doing in the enemy camp?


Helgur gave Jinx a curt nod. “This boy is a friend of the king. My stepdaughter brought him and the king to visit my wife once. If he says he wants to see the king, it’s probably all right.”


The sword points didn’t go away. The hostile faces muttered.


“If you gentlemen don’t care to take the word of a ‘woodrat,’” said Helgur, “send to the king and ask him yourself.”


More muttering.


“We’ll do that,” someone said finally.


“Just don’t any of you let your guard down,” said the lumberjack. “The boy’s a very dangerous magician.”


“What are you doing here?” Jinx asked Helgur.


“Visiting,” said Helgur. His thoughts were boxed in and uncertain. He seemed to feel he’d given Jinx all the help he could, and was not sure whether he regretted it. So Jinx stood surrounded by sword points for what seemed like hours.


At last a tall man with bushy black eyebrows came striding up. “The king says, what’s the boy’s name?”


“Jinx,” said Jinx.


“The king said he’d see the boy if the boy’s name was Jinx,” said Bushy Eyebrows.
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In Reven’s Fort


Jinx was hustled forward, still surrounded by sword points, which made for very uncomfortable walking. They came to a large square fort made of logs. A gate in the fort stood open, and Jinx and all the sword points went through.


Reven was sitting on the throne of branches Jinx had seen through the Farseeing Window. A double line of men with swords formed an avenue in front of him. Jinx was brought to the foot of the avenue and given a push.


“Kneel,” Bushy Eyebrows commanded.


“That’s not necessary, Darnley,” said Reven.


“Kneel before King Raymond,” Darnley continued, “who slew the wild ogre, and bested the mighty Bonemaster, and walked with wizards but lived to tell the tale!”


Several hands were pushing down on Jinx’s shoulders, and he struggled to stay upright.


Reven stood. “Let go of him.”


The hands vanished.


Jinx wanted to say Walked with wizards?! But the words caught in his throat. He hadn’t ever talked to a king before. Of course he’d talked to Reven, and even punched him a few times. But it was clear that if he were to try to punch the man standing at the other end of the avenue, Jinx would be dead before his fist connected. And although this person looked exactly like Reven, he also looked like a king.


He didn’t have a crown, or velvet clothes, or any of that sort of kingly accoutrement. What he had was a manner.


“Um,” said Jinx.


“Welcome, Jinx.” Reven smiled. “It is good of you to visit us.”


“Am I allowed to come close enough to talk?” said Jinx. And to see your thoughts?


“Please approach.” Reven climbed back onto his throne.


Jinx walked down the avenue of soldiers to the foot of the throne. It was high enough that Jinx had to look up at Reven. Jinx gritted his teeth and told himself not to be awed by any of this pageantry. This was the Urwald. Kings didn’t belong here.


Now he could see Reven’s thoughts—blue and green squares of calculation, and a little flash of trepidation. Reven wasn’t afraid of Jinx, was he? No. But he was slightly worried.


“What exactly do you think you’re doing here?” said Jinx.


“Leading a rebellion against the usurper King Bluetooth of Keyland. You know that, Jinx.”


“And why are you doing that in the Urwald?”


“Because the Urwald provides convenient cover for my soldiers, of course, as we plan our next attack.”


“Convenient? You’re a good fifty miles into the Urwald,” said Jinx.


“Excuse me, my lord king,” said a man standing beside the throne. “I don’t much care for this boy’s tone, hey.”


“I think it would be for me to object, Sir Thrip,” said Reven coldly. “If objection were necessary. It is not. Urwalders are as they are.”


“Sir Thrip?” Jinx stared. “You have Sir Thrip with you? Where’s the other one? Badgersomething?”


“Lord Badgertoe fell nobly at the Battle of Edgeland,” said Reven. The soldiers in the avenue put their hands to their hearts and bowed their heads briefly.


“Badgertoe stuck me in the neck with a knife. And this guy”—Jinx nodded at Sir Thrip—“cut your face with a sword, remember?”


“There was some initial misunderstanding,” said Reven. “But—”


“You still have the scar,” said Jinx.


The king stood up. “I would fain speak to my friend alone,” he told his attendants.


He stepped down from the throne, and strode majestically down the avenue of soldiers. Jinx followed him.


Reven walked across the fort without saying anything. At the far side, out of earshot of his men, he sat down on a log and gestured for Jinx to do the same.


Jinx shook his head angrily.


“How is the lady Elfwyn?” said Reven.


And it really was Reven talking. Not the king. Jinx blinked.


“She’s fine,” he lied.


“And the good wizard Simon?”


“Fine,” Jinx lied again. “Look, Reven—”


“And he knows you’re here?”


“Of course,” said Jinx.


“We’d like cooperation,” said Reven. “We aren’t here to make war on Urwalders.”


“If you’re not making war on us, then why are you so far into the Urwald? And what about Blacksmiths’ Clearing? And Witch Seymour’s cottage?”


Reven frowned. “I visited the good witch two weeks ago. His cottage is fine.”


“No it’s not,” said Jinx. “Because after you left, your soldiers ransacked the place and he had to run for his life.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yup,” said Jinx.


“That is not acceptable,” said Reven. “I told them to leave him alone. If he tells me who was responsible, I’ll—”


“You were responsible,” said Jinx. “Because they’re your soldiers. And that’s not even the point, Reven. The point is that you shouldn’t be in the Urwald.”


Reven sighed. He stood up, unsheathed his sword, and tossed it casually into the air. He caught the hilt with one finger, twirled it around his wrist several times, and then slid it back into the sheath. Jinx tried not to look as if he wished he could do that.


“I told you, good Jinx. I need to be here to stage my assault on King Bluetooth. Surely you can’t approve of King Bluetooth. He makes magicians dance in red-hot iron shoes, you’ll recall.”


“And now that you’re here, he’s likely to come into the Urwald looking for you.”


“That would be regrettable,” said Reven.


“And there have been six people killed in Blacksmiths’ Clearing.”


“The Blacksmiths’ Clearing people are armed,” said Reven. “And very reluctant to come to terms. We are leaving them alone for the nonce.”


“You’re going to have to,” said Jinx, thinking of the ward he’s put up. “So after you stage your assault or whatever on King Bluetooth, you’ll leave?”


Reven’s eyes gleamed. “No man can see the future.”


“He can have a pretty good idea of what he thinks he’s going to do, though,” said Jinx. “I’ll tell you what it looks like from my—from our point of view. From our point of view it looks like you’re invading the free and independent nation of the Urwald. It looks like war. Against us.”


“‘The free and independent nation of the Urwald’?” Reven raised an eyebrow. “That’s what you came up with? It’s a bit unwieldy.”


Jinx waved that aside angrily. “We want the attacks on the eastern clearings to stop. If you attack them, you’re fighting all of us.”


“Really? Have you discussed this with the people in Lady Elfwyn’s clearing?” said Reven. “They seem willing to make terms.”


“Butterwood Clearing? What was Helgur doing here?”


“Arranging the sale of cheese and butter. The good folk of Butterwood Clearing have found it quite profitable to cooperate with us.” Reven smiled. The kingly manner was back. “Consider the facts, Jinx. The Urwald is undefendable. It’s a vast expanse of land with a few thousand people at most. You’re woefully unequipped to deflect an attack from even one side—and that, you understand, may not be what you’re facing.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You may find yourself in a situation,” said Reven, “where my protection and assistance could be useful to you.”


Jinx made a very rude suggestion about Reven’s protection and assistance.


“I can understand your feeling that way,” said Reven. “But—”


“There’s more of us than you think,” said Jinx. “And I should tell you we have the werewolves on our side.”


“I’ll bear it in mind,” said Reven. “It won’t make much difference to us, as I doubt we would have found the werewolves particularly friendly to us anyway. But forsooth”—he looked around at the open expanse of the Storm Strip—“we find that monsters tend to stay away from treeless places. In times to come, there may be less space left for werewolves and their ilk.”


“What do you mean by that? Are you talking about cutting down trees?”


“You’ll admit it would solve many problems,” said Reven. “Of course, I’m prepared to offer some concessions in return for your cooperation. An area where you and whatever people you’re speaking for—and whatever werewolves—could continue to live in—well, I won’t say harmony, because I’m familiar with the Urwald’s ways. But certainly I can see setting aside a reservation of ten miles square—”


“Are you out of your mind?” said Jinx. “You’re talking about destroying the Urwald!”


“Preserving it,” said Reven.


“What you’re talking about would kill most of the people in the Urwald. Which, incidentally, is millions of people, not thousands.”


Reven looked confused for a moment, and then smiled. “Is this your old notion that trees are people? They can’t fight, Jinx.”


“You’re forgetting that we can do magic,” said Jinx.


“I noticed something about your magic, while we were traveling together. It seemed to me to be very strong where trees were, and rather weak where trees weren’t. And when I questioned the lady Elfwyn, she said that she’d noticed the same thing.”


“You shouldn’t ask questions of Elfwyn,” said Jinx. “It’s not nice.”


“Speaking of not nice.” Reven unbuttoned his belt pocket, and drew out something that glittered. He tossed it to Jinx. “Yours, I believe?”


Jinx caught the tiny golden bird in both hands—the aviot.


“My boot heel came off, and that was inside,” said Reven. “I kept it, in hopes it might bring you here. Of course, I’ve been leaving it home whenever I went out to do anything that might upset you.”


Reven stood up, and nodded to some guards who were, Jinx realized, standing closer than he’d thought. The drawn sword must have been a signal. “I feel we both understand each other better as a result of this conversation, don’t you?”


“Oh, much,” said Jinx sarcastically.


“Then let me have my guards escort you to your accommodations, and perhaps bring you some refreshment.”


“Thanks, but no,” said Jinx. “I’m leaving.”


The guards were quite close now, and there were a lot of them. They spread out, surrounding Jinx and Reven.


Uh oh. Jinx hadn’t thought that Reven would try to harm him. Or, let’s face it, kill him. Reven, in Jinx’s experience, generally felt that he could find more useful things to do with people than kill them.


“Not leaving just yet, I think,” said Reven. “After all, you do have some people and werewolves at your command, and quite a bit of magical power when you’re near trees. As you said, you could make things inconvenient for us.”


The soldiers had formed a square, several men deep, around Jinx and Reven.


“I can’t have you running around loose,” said Reven. “And keeping you here is probably the best way to control Simon.”


“You don’t think he’ll attack you to get me back?” said Jinx.


“Not if he thinks you might be harmed.”


The fire inside Jinx wasn’t enough. He could freeze the clothing of the guards in front of him—but not the ones behind him. The same went for setting their clothes on fire—he’d be killed before he could do any real damage. Reven was perfectly right—Jinx was too far away from the trees to use the Urwald’s power.


Jinx could see the soldiers’ different colored thoughts, and the red and gold worship of Reven—what was it with this king stuff, anyway? And he could see the woven golden wires of their knowledge. Oh, plenty of knowledge. More than enough.


But it was too far away to reach. To use it, Jinx would have to walk toward them. And their swords. And then use KnIP before those swords could get him.


He wasn’t sure he could do KnIP that fast. Well, he was about to find out.


He ducked his head, charged at the guards, seized their knowledge, and knew as hard as he could that the hollow tree near Simon’s clearing was right in front of him.


Someone grabbed his arm. He struggled, broke free, and fell forward into the gap that appeared before him.


From the sawdusty floor of the Doorway Oak, he looked back at the astonished faces of the soldiers and—just for a second, before he got control of his royal expression—Reven, as they stared at the space where Jinx had disappeared.
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